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Introduction: Practicing
the (Almost) Lost Art

I've written more than once about the joy of writing and see no need
to reheat that particular skillet of hash at this late date, but here’s a
confession: I also take an amateur’s slightly crazed pleasure in the
business side of what I do. I like to goof widdit, do a little media
cross-pollination and envelope-pushing. I've tried doing visual nov-
els (Storm of the Century, Rose Red), serial novels (The Green Mile), and
serial novels on the Internet (The Plant). It’s not about making more
money or even precisely about creating new markets; it’s about try-
ing to see the act, art, and craft of writing in different ways, thereby
refreshing the process and keeping the resulting artifacts—the sto-
ries, in other words—as bright as possible.

I'started to write “keeping [the stories} new” in the line above, then
deleted the phrase in the interest of honesty. I mean, come on here,
ladies and gentlemen, whom can I possibly kid at this late date, except
maybe myself? T sold my first story when I was twenty-one and a
junior in college. I'm now fifty-four, and have run a lot of language
through the 2.2-pound organic computer/word processor I hang my
Red Sox cap on. The act of writing stories hasn’t been new for me in a
long time, but that doesn’t mean it’s lost its fascination. If I don’t find
ways of keeping it fresh and interesting, though, it’ll get old and tired
in a hurry. I don’t want that to happen, because I don’t want to cheat
the people who read my stuff (that would be you, dear Constant
Reader), and I don’t want to cheat myself, either. We're in it together,
after all. This is a date we’re on. We should have fun. We should dance.
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STEPHEN KING

So, keeping that in mind, here’s yet another story. My wife and I
own these two radio stations, okay? WZON-AM, which is sports
radio, and WKIT-FM, which is classic rock (“The Rock of Bangor,” we
say). Radio is a tough business these days, especially in a market like
Bangor, where there are too many stations and not enough listeners.
We've got contemporary country, classic country, oldies, c/assic oldies,
Rush Limbaugh, Paul Harvey, and Casey Kasem. The Steve and
Tabby King stations ran in the red for a lot of years—not deep in the
red, but far enough to bug me. I like to be a winner, you see, and while
we were winning in the Arbs (that would be the Arbitron ratings,
which are to radio what the Nielsens are to TV), we kept coming up
short on the bottom line at the end of the year. It was explained to me
that there just wasn’t enough ad revenue in the Bangor market, that
the pie had been cut into too many slices.

So I had an idea. I'd write a radio play, I thought, sort of like the
ones I used to listen to with my grandfather when I was growing up
(and he was growing old) in Durham, Maine. A Halloween play, by
God! I knew about Orson Welles’s famous—or infamous—Hal-
loween adaptation of The War of the Worlds on The Mercury Theatre, of
course. It was Welles’s conceit (his absolutely brilliant conceit) to do
H. G. Wells’s classic invasion story as a series of news bulletins and
reports. It worked, too. It worked so well that it sparked a national
panic and Welles (Orson, not H.G.) had to make a public apology
on the following week’s Mercury Theatre. (I bet he made it with a
smile on his face—I know I'Z be smiling, if I were ever to come up
with a lie so powerful and persuasive.)

I thought what had worked for Orson Welles would work for me.
Instead of starting with dance-band music, as the Welles adaptation
did, mine would start with Ted Nugent wailing on “Cat Scratch
Fever.” Then an announcer breaks in, one of our actual WKIT air
personalities (nobody calls em deejays anymore). “This is JJ West,
WKIT news,” he says. “I'm in downtown Bangor, where roughly a
thousand people are jammed into Pickering Square, watching as
a large, silvery disc-like object descends toward the ground . . . wait
a minute, if I raise the mike, perhaps you can hear it.”
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And, just like that, we’d be off to the races. I could use our very own
in-house production facilities to create the audio effects, local commu-
nity-theater actors to do the roles, and the best part? The very best part
of all? We could record the result and syndicate it to stations a// over the
country! The resulting income, I figured (and my accountant agreed),
would be “radio station income” instead of “creative writing income.”
It was a way to get around the advertising revenue shortfall, and at the
end of the year, the radio stations might actually be in the black!

The idea for the radio play was exciting, and the prospect of help-
ing my stations into a profit position with my skills as a writer for hire
was also exciting. So what happened? I couldn’t do it, that’s what hap-
pened. I tried and I tried, and everything I wrote came out sounding
like narration. Not a play, the sort of thing that you see unspooling in
your mind (those old enough to remember such radio programs as Szs-
pense and Gunsmoke will know what I mean), but something more like
a book on tape. I'm sure we still could have gone the syndication route
and made some money, but I knew the play would not be a success.
It was boring. It would cheat the listener. It was busted, and I didn’t
know how to fix it. Writing radio plays, it seems to me, is a lost art.
We have lost the ability to see with our ears, although we had it once.
I remember listening to some radio Foley guy tapping a hollow
block of wood with his knuckles . . . and seeing Matt Dillon walking
to the bar of the Long Branch Saloon in his dusty boots, clear as day.
No more. Those days are gone.

Playwriting in the Shakespearean style—comedy and tragedy
that works itself out in blank verse—is another lost art. Folks still go
to see college productions of Hamlet and King Lear, but let’s be hon-
est with ourselves: how do you think one of those plays would do on
TV against Weakest Link or Survivor Five: Stranded on the Moon, even if
you could get Brad Pitt to play Hamlet and Jack Nicholson to do
Polonius? And although folks still go to such Elizabethan extrava-
ganzas as King Lear or Macbheth, the enjoyment of an art-form is
light-years from the ability to create a new example of that art-form.
Every now and then someone tries mounting a blank-verse produc-
tion either on Broadway or off it. They inevitably fail.
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Poetry is not a lost art. Poetry is better than ever. Of course you've
got the usual gang of idiots (as the Mad magazine staff writers used
to call themselves) hiding in the thickets, folks who have gotten pre-
tension and genius all confused, but there are also many brilliant prac-
titioners of the art out there. Check the literary magazines at your local
bookstore, if you don’t believe me. For every six crappy poems you
read, you'll actually find one or two good ones. And that, believe me,
is a very acceptable ratio of trash to treasure.

The short story is also not a lost art, but I would argue it is a good
deal closer than poetry to the lip of the drop into extinction’s pit.
When I sold my first short story in the delightfully antique year of
1968, 1 was already bemoaning the steady attrition of markets: the
pulps were gone, the digests were going, the weeklies (such as The
Saturday Evening Post) were dying. In the years since, I have seen the
markets for short stories continue to shrink. God bless the little mag-
azines, where young writers can still publish their stories for contribu-
tors” copies, and God bless the editors who still read the contents of
their slush piles (especially in the wake of 2001’s anthrax scare), and
God bless the publishers who still greenlight the occasional anthology
of original stories, but God won’t have to spend His whole day—or
even His coffee break—Dblessing those people. Ten or fifteen minutes
would do the trick. Their number is small, and every year there are
one or two fewer. Story magazine, a lodestar for young writers (includ-
ing myself, although I never actually published there), is now gone.
Amazing Stories is gone, despite repeated efforts to revive it. Interest-
ing science-fiction magazines such as Vertex are gone, and, of course,
the horror mags like Cregpy and Eerie. Those wonderful periodicals are
long gone. Every now and then someone will try to revive one of these
magazines; as I write this, Weird 'lales is staggering through such a
revival. Mostly, they fail. It’s like those plays in blank verse, the ones
that open and then close in what seems to be no more than the wink
of an eye. When it’s gone, you can’t bring it back. What'’s lost has a
way of staying lost.

I've continued to write short stories over the years, partly because

the ideas still come from time to time—beautifully compressed ideas
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that cry out for three thousand words, maybe nine thousand, fifteen
thousand at the very most—and partly because it’s the way I affirm,
at least to myself, the fact that I haven’t sold out, no matter what the
more unkind critics may think. Short stories are still piecework, the
equivalent of those one-of-a-kind items you can buy in an artisan’s
shop. If, that is, you are willing to be patient and wait while it’s made
by hand in the back room.

But there’s no reason for stories to be marketed by the same old just-
like-Father-did-it methods, simply because the stories themselves are
created that way, nor is there any reason to assume (as so many stod-
gies in the critical press seem to have done) that the way in which a
piece of fiction is sold must in some way contaminate or cheapen the
product itself.

I'm speaking here of “Riding the Bullet,” which has surely been my
oddest experience of selling my wares in the marketplace, and a story
which illustrates the main points I'm trying to make: that what's lost
cannot be easily retrieved, that once things go past a certain point,
extinction is probably inevitable, but that a fresh perspective on one
aspect of creative writing—the commercial aspect—can sometimes
refresh the whole.

“Bullet” was composed after On Writing, and while I was still
recuperating from an accident which left me in a state of nearly con-
stant physical misery. Writing took me away from the worst of that
pain; it was (and continues to be) the best pain-killer in my limited
arsenal. The story I wanted to tell was simplicity itself; lictle more
than a campfire ghost-story, really. It was The Hitchhiker Who Got
Picked Up By A Dead Man.

While T was writing away at my story in the unreal world of my
imagination, a dot-com bubble was growing in the equally unreal
world of e-commerce. One aspect of this was the so-called elec-
tronic book, which, according to some, would spell the end of books
as we’'d always known them, objects of glue and binding, pages you
turned by hand (and which sometimes fell out, if the glue was weak
or the binding old). In early 2000, there was great interest in an essay
by Arthur C. Clarke, which had been published only in cyberspace.
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It was extremely short, though (like kissing your sister is what I
thought when I first read it). My story, when it was done, was quite
long. Susan Moldow, my editor at Scribner (as an X-Files fan, I call
her Agent Moldow . . . you work it out), called one day prompted by
Ralph Vicinanza and asked if I had anything I'd like to try in the
electronic marketplace. I sent her “Bullet,” and the three of us—
Susan, Scribner, and [——made a little bit of publishing history. Sev-
eral hundred thousand people downloaded the story, and I ended up
making an embarrassing amount of money. (Except that’s a fucking
lie, I wasn’t embarrassed a bit.) Even the audio rights went for over
a hundred thousand dollars, a comically huge price.

Am I bragging here? Boasting my narrow whiteboy ass off? In a
way I am. But I'm also here to tell you that “Riding the Bullet” made
me absolutely crazy. Usually, if I'm in one of those fancy-schamncy air-
port lounges, I'm ignored by the rest of the clientele; they’re busy bab-
bling into phones or making deals at the bar. Which is fine with me.
Every now and then one of them will drop by and ask me to sign a
cocktail napkin for the wife. The wife, these handsomely suited,
briefcase-toting fellows usually want me to know, has read #// my
books. They, on the other hand, have read none. They want me to
know that, too. Just too busy. Read The Seven Habits of Highly Successful
People, read Who Moved My Cheese?, read The Prayer of Jabez, and
that’s pretty much it. Gotta hurry, gotta rush-rush, I got a heart
attack due in about four years, and I want to be sure that I'm there to
meet it with my 401(k) all in order when it shows up.

After “Bullet” was published as an e-book (cover, Scribner
colophon, and all), that changed. I was mobbed in the airport lounges.
I was even mobbed in the Boston Amtrak lounge. I was buttonholed
on the street. For a little while there, I was turning down the chance
to appear on a giddy three talk-shows a day (I was holding out for
Springer, but Jerry never called). I even got on the cover of Time, and
The New York Times pontificated at some length over the perceived
success of “Riding the Bullet” and the perceived failure of its cyber-
successor, The Plant. Dear God, I was on the front page of The Wall
Street Journal. 1 had inadvertently become a mogul.
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And what was driving me crazy? What made it all seem so point-
less? Why, that nobody cared about the story. Hell, nobody even asked
about the story, and do you know what? It’s a pretty good story, if I do
say so myself. Simple but fun. Gets the job done. If it got you to turn
off the TV, as far as I'm concerned, it (or any of the stories in the col-
lection which follows) is a total success.

But in the wake of “Bullet,” all the guys in ties wanted to know
was, “How’s it doing? How’s it selling?” How to tell them I didn’t
give a flying fuck how it was doing in the marketplace, that what I
cared about was how it was doing in the reader’s heart? Was it suc-
ceeding there? Failing? Getting through to the nerve-endings? Caus-
ing that little frisson which is the spooky story’s raison d’étre? 1
gradually realized that I was seeing another example of creative ebb,
another step by another art on the road that may indeed end in extinc-
tion. There is something weirdly decadent about appearing on the
cover of a major magazine simply because you used an alternate route
into the marketplace. There is something weirder about realizing that
all those readers might have been a lot more interested in the novelty
of the electronic package than they were in what was inside the pack-
age. Do I want to know how many of the readers who downloaded
“Riding the Bullet” actually read “Riding the Bullet”? I do not. I think
I might be extremely disappointed.

E-publishing may or may not be the wave of the future; about
that I care not a fiddler’s fart, believe me. For me, going that route
was simply another way of trying to keep myself fully involved in
the process of writing stories. And then getting them to as many
people as possible.

This book will probably end up on the best-seller lists for awhile; I've
been very lucky that way. But if you see it there, you might ask yourself
how many ozher books of short stories end up on the bestseller lists in the
course of any given year, and how long publishers can be expected to
publish books of a type that doesn’t interest readers very much. Yet for
me, there are few pleasures so excellent as sitting in my favorite chair on
a cold night with a hot cup of tea, listening to the wind outside and
reading a good story which I can complete in a single sitting.
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Writing them is not so pleasurable. I can only think of two in the
current collection—the title story and “L.T.’s Theory of Pets”—
which were written without an amount of effort far greater than the
relatively slight result. And yet I think I have succeeded in keeping
my craft new, at least to myself, mostly because I refuse to let a year
go by without writing at least one or two of them. Not for money,
not even precisely for love, but as a kind of dues-paying. Because if
you want to write short stories, you have to do more than zhink
about writing short stories. It is zot like riding a bicycle but more
like working out in the gym: your choice is use it or lose it.

To see them collected here like this is a great pleasure for me. I hope
it will be for you, as well. You can let me know at wwuw.stephenking.com,
and you can do something else for me (and yourself), as well: if these
stories work for you, buy another collection. Sam the Cat by Matthew
Klam, for instance, or The Hotel Eden by Ron Carlson, These are only
two of the good writers doing good work out there, and although it’s
now officially the twenty-first century, they’re doing it in the same old
way, one word at a time. The format in which they eventually appear
doesn’t change that. If you care, support them. The best method of
support really hasn’t changed much: read their stories.

I'd like to thank a few of the people who've read mine: Bill Buford,
at The New Yorker; Susan Moldow, at Scribner; Chuck Verrill, who has
edited so much of my work across such a span of years; Ralph Vici-
nanza, Arthur Greene, Gordon Van Gelder, and Ed Ferman at The
Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction; Nye Willden at Cavalier; and the
late Robert A. W. Lowndes, who bought that first short story back in
'68. Also—most important—my wife, Tabitha, who remains my
favorite Constant Reader. These are all people who have worked and
are still working to keep the short story from becoming a lost art. So
am I. And, by what you buy (and thus choose to subsidize) and by what
you read, so are you. You most of all, Constant Reader. Always you.

Stephen King
Bangor, Maine
December 11, 2001

18


http://www.stephenking.com,

Autopsy Room Four

It’s so dark that for awhile—just how long I don’t know—I think I'm
still unconscious. Then, slowly, it comes to me that unconscious
people don’t have a sensation of movement through the dark, accom-
panied by a faint, rhythmic sound that can only be a squeaky wheel.
And T can feel contact, from the top of my head to the balls of my
heels. I can smell something that might be rubber or vinyl. This is not
unconsciousness, and there is something too . . . too what? Too ratio-
nal about these sensations for it to be a dream.

Then what is it?

Who am I?

And what’s happening to me?

The squeaky wheel quits its stupid rhythm and I stop moving.
There is a crackle around me from the rubber-smelling stuff.

A voice: “Which one did they say?”

A pause.

Second voice: “Four, I think. Yeah, four.”

We start to move again, but more slowly. I can hear the faint scuff
of feet now, probably in soft-soled shoes, maybe sneakers. The own-
ers of the voices are the owners of the shoes. They stop me again.
There’s a thump followed by a faint whoosh. It is, I think, the sound
of a door with a pneumatic hinge being opened.

What's going on here? 1 yell, but the yell is only in my head. My lips
don’t move. I can feel them—and my tongue, lying on the floor of
my mouth like a stunned mole—but I can’t move them.

The thing I'm on starts rolling again. A moving bed? Yes. A gur-
ney, in other words. I've had some experience with them, a long time
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ago, in Lyndon Johnson’s shitty little Asian adventure. It comes to me
that 'm in a hospital, that something bad has happened to me, some-
thing like the explosion that almost neutered me twenty-three years
before, and that I'm going to be operated on. There are a lot of
answers in that idea, sensible ones, for the most part, but I don’t hurt
anywhere. Except for the minor matter of being scared out of my wits,
I feel fine. And if these are orderlies wheeling me into an operating
room, why can’t I see? Why can’t I ralk?

A third voice: “Over here, boys.”

My rolling bed is pushed in a new direction, and the question
drumming in my head is What kind of a mess have I gotten myself into?

Doesn’t that depend on who you are? 1 ask myself, but that’s one thing,
at least, I find I v know. I'm Howard Cottrell. I'm a stock broker
known to some of my colleagues as Howard the Conqueror.

Second voice (from just above my head): “You're looking very
pretty today, doc.”

Fourth voice (female, and cool): “It’s always nice to be validated by
you, Rusty. Could you hurry up a little? The babysitter expects me
back by seven. She’s committed to dinner with her parents.”

Back by seven, back by seven. It’s still the afternoon, maybe, or
early evening, but black in here, black as your hat, black as a wood-
chuck’s asshole, black as midnight in Persia, and what’s going on?
Where have I been? What have I been doing? Why haven’t I been
manning the phones?

Because it’s Saturday, a voice from far down murmurs. You were . . .
were . . .

A sound: WHOCK! A sound I love. A sound I more or less live for.
The sound of . . . what? The head of a golf-club, of course. Hitting a
ball off the tee. I stand, watching it fly off into the blue . . .

I'm grabbed, shoulders and calves, and lifted. It startles me terri-
bly, and I try to scream. No sound comes out . . . or perhaps one
does, a tiny squeak, much tinier than the one produced by the wheel
below me. Probably not even that. Probably it’s just my imagination.

I'm swung through the air in an envelope of blackness—Hey, don’t
drop me, I've got a bad back! 1 try to say, and again there’s no movement
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of the lips or teeth; my tongue goes on lying on the floor of my
mouth, the mole maybe not just stunned but dead, and now I have a
terrible thought, one which spikes fright a degree closer to panic:
what if they put me down the wrong way and my tongue slides back-
ward and blocks my windpipe? I won’t be able to breathe! That’s
what people mean when they say someone “swallowed his tongue,”
isn’t it?

Second voice (Rusty): “You'll like this one, doc, he looks like
Michael Bolton.”

Female doc: “Who's that?”

Third voice—sounds like a young man, not much more than a
teenager: “He’s this white lounge-singer who wants to be black. I
don’t think this is him.”

There’s laughter at that, the female voice joining in (a little doubt-
fully), and as I am set down on what feels like a padded table, Rusty
starts some new crack—he’s got a whole standup routine, it seems. I
lose this bit of hilarity in a burst of sudden horror. I won’t be able to
breathe if my tongue blocks my windpipe, that’s the thought which
has just gone through my mind, but what if I'm not breathing now?

What if I'm dead? What if this is what death is like?

It fits. It fits everything with a horrid prophylactic snugness. The
dark. The rubbery smell. Nowadays I am Howard the Conqueror,
stock broker extraordinaire, terror of Derry Municipal Country Club,
frequent habitué of what is known at golf courses all over the world as
The Nineteenth Hole, but in 71 I was part of a Medical Assistance
Team in the Mekong Delta, a scared kid who sometimes woke up wet-
eyed from dreams of the family dog, and all at once I know this feel,
this smell.

Dear God, I'm in a bodybag.

First voice: “Want to sign this, doc? Remember to bear down
hard—it’s three copies.”

Sound of a pen, scraping away on paper. I imagine the owner of
the first voice holding out a clipboard to the woman doctor.

Ob dear Jesus let me not be dead! 1 try to scream, and nothing comes out.

I'm breathing though . . . aren’t 1? I mean, I can’t feel myself doing it, but
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my lungs seem okay, they’re not throbbing or yelling for air the way they do
when you've swum too far underwater, so 1 must be okay, right?

Except if you're dead, the deep voice murmurs, they wouldn’t be cry-
ing out for air, would they? No—because dead lungs don’t need to breathe.
Dead lungs can just kind of . . . take it easy.

Rusty: “What are you doing next Saturday night, doc?”

But if I'm dead, how can I feel? How can I smell the bag I'm in? How
can 1 hear these voices, the doc now saying that next Saturday night she’s
going to be shampooing her dog which is named Rusty, what a coincidence,
and all of them laughing? If I'm dead, why aren’t I either gone or in the
white light they're always talking about on Oprah?

There’s a harsh ripping sound and all at once I a7 in white light;
it is blinding, like the sun breaking through a scrim of clouds on a
winter day. I try to squint my eyes shut against it, but nothing hap-
pens. My eyelids are like blinds on broken rollers.

A face bends over me, blocking off part of the glare, which comes
not from some dazzling astral plane but from a bank of overhead fluo-
rescents. The face belongs to a young, conventionally handsome man
of about twenty-five; he looks like one of those beach beefcakes on
Baywatch or Melrose Place. Marginally smarter, though. He’s got a lot of
dark black hair under a carelessly worn surgical-greens cap. He’s wear-
ing the tunic, too. His eyes are cobalt blue, the sort of eyes girls reput-
edly die for. There are dusty arcs of freckles high up on his cheekbones.

“Hey, gosh,” he says. It’s the third voice. “This guy does look like
Michael Bolton! A little long in the old tootharoo; maybe . . .” He
leans closer. One of the flat tie-ribbons at the neck of his greens tunic
tickles against my forehead. “. . . but yeah. I see it. Hey, Michael, sing
something.”

Help me! is what I'm #rying to sing, but I can only look up into his
dark blue eyes with my frozen dead man’s stare; I can only wonder if
I am a dead man, if this is how it happens, if this is what everyone goes
through after the pump quits. If I'm still alive, how come he hasn’t
seen my pupils contract when the light hit them? But I know the
answer to that . . . or I think I do. They didn’t contract. That’s why the
glare from the fluorescents is so painful.
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The tie, tickling across my forehead like a feather.

Help me! 1 scream up at the Baywatch beefcake, who is probably an
intern or maybe just a med-school brat. Help me, please!

My lips don’t even quiver.

The face moves back, the tie stops tickling, and all that white light
streams through my helpless-to-look-away eyes and into my brain. It’s
a hellish feeling, a kind of rape. I'll go blind if I have to stare into it for
long, I think, and blindness will be a relief.

WHOCK! The sound of the driver hitting the ball, but a little flat
this time, and the feeling in the hands is bad. The ball’'s up . . . but
veering . . . veering off . . . veering toward . . .

Shit.

I'm in the rough.

Now another face bends into my field of vision. A white tunic
instead of a green one below it, a great untidy mop of orange hair
above it. Distress-sale IQ is my first impression. It can only be Rusty.
He’s wearing a big dumb grin that I think of as a high-school grin, the
grin of a kid who should have a tattoo reading BORN TO SNAP BRA-
STRAPS on one wasted bicep.

“Michael!” Rusty exclaims. “Jeez, ya lookin gooood! This’z an honor!
Sing for us, big boy! Sing your dead ass off!”

From somewhere behind me comes the doc’s voice, cool, no longer
even pretending to be amused by these antics. “Quit it, Rusty.”
Then, in a slightly new direction: “What’s the story, Mike?”

Mike’s voice is the first voice—Rusty’s partner. He sounds slightly
embarrassed to be working with a guy who wants to be Andrew Dice
Clay when he grows up. “Found him on the fourteenth hole at
Derry Muni. Off the course, actually, in the rough. If he hadn’t just
played through the foursome behind him, and if they hadn’t seen one
of his legs stickin out of the puckerbrush, he’d be an ant-farm by
now.”

I hear that sound in my head again—WHOCK/—only this time it
is followed by another, far less pleasant sound: the rustle of underbrush
as I sweep it with the head of my driver. It would have to be fourteen,
where there is reputedly poison ivy. Poison ivy and . . .
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Rusty is still peering down at me, stupid and avid. It’s not death
that interests him; it’s my resemblance to Michael Bolton. Oh yes, I
know about it, have not been above using it with certain female
clients. Otherwise, it gets old in a hurry. And in these circumstances

. God.

“Attending physician?” the lady doc asks. “Was it Kazalian?”

“No,” Mike says, and for just a moment he looks down at me.
Older than Rusty by at least ten years. Black hair with flecks of gray
in it. Spectacles. How come none of these people can see that I am not dead?
“There was a doc in the foursome that found him, actually. That’s
his signature on page one . . . see?”

Riffle of paper, then: “Christ, Jennings. I know him. He gave
Noabh his physical after the ark grounded on Mount Ararat.”

Rusty doesn’t look as if he gets the joke, but he brays laughter into
my face anyway. I can smell onions on his breath, a little leftover
lunchstink, and if I can smell onions, I must be breathing. I must be,
right? If only—

Before I can finish this thought, Rusty leans even closer and I feel
a blast of hope. He’s seen something! He’s seen something and
means to give me mouth-to-mouth. God bless you, Rusty! God bless
you and your onion breath!

But the stupid grin doesn’t change, and instead of putting his
mouth on mine, his hand slips around my jaw. Now he’s grasping one
side with his thumb and the other side with his fingers.

“He’s alive!” Rusty cries. “He’s alive, and he’s gonna sing for the
Room Four Michael Bolton Fan Club!”

His fingers pinch tighter—it hurts in a distant coming-out-of the
Novocain way—and begin to move my jaw up and down, clicking
my teeth together. “If she’s ba-aaad, he can’t see it,” Rusty sings in a
hideous, atonal voice that would probably make Percy Sledge’s head
explode. “She can do no rrr-ongggg . . .” My teeth open and close at the
rough urging of his hand; my tongue rises and falls like a dead dog
riding the surface of an uneasy waterbed.

“Stop it!” the lady doc snaps at him. She sounds genuinely
shocked. Rusty, perhaps sensing this, does not stop but goes glee-
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fully on. His fingers are pinching into my cheeks now. My frozen
eyes stare blindly upward.

“Turn his back on his best friend if she put him d—"

Then she’s there, a woman in a green-gown with her cap tied
around her throat and hanging down her back like the Cisco Kid’s
sombrero, short brown hair swept back from her brow, good-looking
but severe—more handsome than pretty. She grabs Rusty with one
short-nailed hand and pulls him back from me.

“Hey!” Rusty says, indignant. “Get your hands off me!”

“Then you keep your hands off h7m,” she says, and there is no mis-
taking the anger in her voice. “I'm tired of your Sophomore Class wit,
Rusty, and the next time you start in, 'm going to report you.”

“Hey, let’s all calm down,” says the Baywatch hunk—doc’s assistant.
He sounds alarmed, as if he expects Rusty and his boss to start duk-
ing it out right here. “Let’s just put a lid on it.”

“Why’s she bein such a bitch to me?” Rusty says. He’s still trying
to sound indignant, but he’s actually whining now. Then, in a slightly
different direction: “Why you being such a bitch? You on your
period, is that it?”

Doc, sounding disgusted: “Get him out of here.”

Mike: “Come on, Rusty. Let’s go sign the log.”

Rusty: “Yeah. And get some fresh air.”

Me, listening to all this like it was on the radio.

Their feet, squeaking toward the door. Rusty now all huffy and
offended, asking her why she doesn’t just wear a mood-ring or some-
thing so people will £zow. Soft shoes squeaking on tile, and suddenly
that sound is replaced by the sound of my driver, beating the bush for
my goddam ball, where is it, it didn’t go too far in, I'm sure of it, so
where is it, Jesus, I hate fourteen, supposedly there’s poison ivy, and
with all this underbrush, there could easily be—

And then something bit me, didn’t it? Yes, I'm almost sure it did.
On the left calf, just above the top of my white athletic sock. A red-
hot darning needle of pain, perfectly concentrated at first, then
spreading . . .

. then darkness. Until the gurney, zipped up snug inside a
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bodybag and listening to Mike (“Which one did they say?”) and Rusty
(“Four, 1 think. Yeah, four”).

I want to think it was some kind of snake, but maybe that’s only
because I was thinking about them while I hunted for my ball. It
could have been an insect, I only recall the single line of pain, and after
all, what does it matter? What matters here is that I'm alive and they
don’t know it. It’s incredible, but they don’t know it. Of course I had
bad luck—I know Dr. Jennings, remember speaking to him as I
played through his foursome on the eleventh hole. A nice enough guy,
but vague, an antique. The antique had pronounced me dead. Then
Rusty, with his dopey green eyes and his detention-hall grin, had pro-
nounced me dead. The lady doc, Ms. Cisco Kid, hadn’t even looked at
me yet, not really. When she did, maybe—

“I hate that jerk,” she says when the door is closed. Now it’s just the
three of us, only of course Ms. Cisco Kid thinks it’s just the two of
them. “Why do I always get the jerks, Peter?”

“I don’t know,” Mr. Melrose Place says, “but Rusty’s a special case,
even in the annals of famous jerks. Walking brain death.”

She laughs, and something clanks. The clank is followed by a sound
that scares me badly: steel instruments clicking together. They are off
to the left of me, and although I can’t see them, I know what they’re
getting ready to do: the autopsy. They are getting ready to cut into
me. They intend to remove Howard Cottrell’s heart and see if it blew
a piston or threw a rod.

My leg! 1 scream inside my head. Look at my left leg! That's the trou-
ble, not my heart!

Perhaps my eyes have adjusted a little, after all. Now I can see, at
the very top of my vision, a stainless steel armature. It looks like a
giant piece of dental equipment, except that thing at the end isn’t a
drill. It’s a saw. From someplace deep inside, where the brain stores the
sort of trivia you only need if you happen to be playing Jeopardy! on
TV, I even come up with the name. It’s a Gigli saw. They use it to cut
off the top of your skull. This is after they’ve pulled your face off like
a kid’s Halloween mask, of course, hair and all.

Then they take out your brain.

26



EVERYTHING'S EVENTUAL

Clink. Clink. Clunk. A pause. Then a CLANK! so loud I'd jump if
I were capable of jumping.

“Do you want to do the pericardial cut?” she asks.

Pete, cautious: “Do you want me to?”

Dr. Cisco, sounding pleasant, sounding like someone who is con-
ferring a favor and a responsibility: “Yes, I think so.”

“All right,” he says. “You'll assist?”

“Your trusty co-pilot,” she says, and laughs. She punctuates her
laughter with a snick-snick sound. It’s the sound of scissors cutting
the air.

Now panic beats and flutters inside my skull like a flock of star-
lings locked in an attic. The Nam was a long time ago, but I saw half
a dozen field autopsies there—what the doctors used to call
“tentshow postmortems”—and I know what Cisco and Pancho mean
to do. The scissors have long, sharp blades, very sharp blades, and fat
finger-holes. Still, you have to be strong to use them. The lower blade
slides into the gut like butter. Then, szzp, up through the bundle of
nerves at the solar plexus and into the beef-jerky weave of muscle and
tendon above it. Then into the sternum. When the blades come
together this time, they do so with a heavy crunch as the bone parts
and the rib cage pops apart like a couple of barrels which have been
lashed together with twine. Then on up with those scissors that
look like nothing so much as the poultry shears supermarket butch-
ers use—snzp-CRUNCH, snip-CRUNCH, snip-CRUNCH, splitting
bone and shearing muscle, freeing the lungs, heading for the trachea,
turning Howard the Conqueror into a Thanksgiving dinner no one
will eat.

A thin, nagging whine—this does sound like a dentist’s drill.

Pete: “Can I—"

Dr. Cisco, actually sounding a bit maternal: “No. These.” Snick-
snick. Demonstrating for him.

They can’t do this, 1 think. They can’t cut me up . . . I can FEEL!

“Why?” he asks.

“Because that’s the way I want it,” she says, sounding a lot less

maternal. “When you’re on your own, Petie-boy, you can do what you
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want. But in Katie Arlen’s autopsy room, you start off with the peri-
cardial shears.”

Autopsy room. There. It’s out. I want to be all over goose-bumps,
but of course, nothing happens; my flesh remains smooth.

“Remember,” Dr. Arlen says (but now she’s actually lecturing),
“any fool can learn how to use a milking machine . . . but the hands-
on procedure is always best.” There is something vaguely suggestive
in her tone. “Okay?”

“Okay,” he says.

They’re going to do it. I have to make some kind of noise or move-
ment, or they’re really doing to do it. If blood flows or jets up from
the first punch of the scissors they’ll know something’s wrong, but by
then it will be too late, very likely; that first snzp-CRUNCH will have
happened, and my ribs will be lying against my upper arms, my
heart pulsing frantically away under the fluorescents in its blood-
glossy sac—

I concentrate everything on my chest. I push, or try to . . . and
something happens.

A sound!

I make a sound!

It’s mostly inside my closed mouth, but I can also hear and feel it
in my nose—a low hum.

Concentrating, summoning every bit of effort, I do it again, and
this time the sound is a little stronger, leaking out of my nostrils like
cigarette smoke: Nunnnnn— It makes me think of an old Alfred
Hitchcock TV program I saw a long, long time ago, where Joseph
Cotten was paralyzed in a car crash and was finally able to let them
know he was still alive by crying a single tear.

And if nothing else, that minuscule mosquito-whine of a sound
has proved to myself that I'm alive, that I'm not just a spirit lingering
inside the clay effigy of my own dead body.

Focusing all my concentration, I can feel breath slipping through my
nose and down my throat, replacing the breath I have now expended,
and then I send it out again, working harder than I ever worked

summers for the Lane Construction Company when I was a teenager,
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working harder than I have ever worked in my /fe, because now I'm
working for my life and they must hear me, dear Jesus, they must.

Nnnnnnnn—

“You want some music?” the woman doctor asks. “I've got Marty
Stuart, Tony Bennett—"

He makes a despairing sound. I barely hear it, and take no imme-
diate meaning from what she’s saying . . . which is probably a mercy.

“All right,” she says, laughing. “I've also got the Rolling Stones.”

“You?”

“Me. I'm not quite as square as I look, Peter.”

“Ididn’t mean . . .” He sounds flustered.

Listen to me! 1 scream inside my head as my frozen eyes stare up
into the icy-white light. Stop chattering like magpies and listen to me!

I can feel more air trickling down my throat and the idea occurs
that whatever has happened to me may be starting to wear off . . .
but it’s only a faint blip on the screen of my thoughts. Maybe it s
wearing off, but very soon now recovery will cease to be an option for
me. All my energy is bent toward making them hear me, and this
time they wi// hear me, I know it.

“Stones, then,” she says. “Unless you want me to run out and get
a Michael Bolton CD in honor of your first pericardial.”

“Please, no!” he cries, and they both laugh.

The sound starts to come out, and it zs louder this time. Not as
loud as I'd hoped, but loud enough. Surely loud enough. They’ll hear,
they must.

Then, just as I begin to force the sound out of my nose like some
rapidly solidifying liquid, the room is filled with a blare of fuzztone
guitar and Mick Jagger’s voice bashing off the walls: Awwuw, no, it’s
only rock and roll, but I LIYYYYKE IT . ..”

“Turn it down!” Dr. Cisco yells, comically overshouting, and amid
these noises my own nasal sound, a desperate little humming
through my nostrils, is no more audible than a whisper in a foundry.

Now her face bends over me again and I feel fresh horror as I see
that she’s wearing a Plexi eyeshield and a gauze mask over her
mouth. She glances back over her shoulder.
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“I'll strip him for you,” she tells Pete, and bends toward me with
a scalpel glittering in one gloved hand, bends toward me through
the guitar-thunder of the Rolling Stones.

I hum desperately, but it’s no good. I can’t even hear myself.

The scalpel hovers, then cuts.

I shriek inside my own head, but there is no pain, only my polo
shirt falling in two pieces at my sides. Sliding apart as my rib cage
will after Pete unknowingly makes his first pericardial cut on a living
patient.

I am lifted. My head lolls back and for a moment I see Pete upside
down, donning his own Plexi eyeshield as he stands by a steel counter,
inventorying a horrifying array of tools. Chief among them are the
oversized scissors. I get just a glimpse of them, of blades glittering like
merciless satin. Then I am laid flat again and my shirt is gone. I'm
now naked to the waist. It’s cold in the room.

Look at my chest! 1 scream at her. You must see it rise and fall, no mar-
ter how shallow my respiration is! You're a goddam expert, for Christ’s sake!

Instead, she looks across the room, raising her voice to be heard
above the music. (I /zke it, like it, yes I do, the Stones sing, and I think
I will hear that nasal idiot chorus in the halls of hell through all eter-
nity.) “What’s your pick? Boxers or Jockeys?”

With a mixture of horror and rage, I realize what they’re talking
about.

“Boxers!” he calls back. “Of course! Just take a look at the guy!”

Asshole! T want to scream. You probably think everyone over forty
wears boxer shorts! You probably think when you get to be forty, you'll—

She unsnaps my Bermudas and pulls down the zipper. Under
other circumstances, having a woman as pretty as this (a little severe,
yes, but still pretty) do that would make me extremely happy. Today,
however—

“You lose, Petie-boy,” she says. “Jockeys. Dollar in the kitty.”

“On payday,” he says, coming over. His face joins hers; they look
down at me through their Plexi masks like a couple of space aliens
looking down at an abductee. I try to make them see my eyes, to see
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me looking at them, but these two fools are looking at my under-
shorts.

“Ooooh, and red,” Pete says. “A sha-vinguh!”

“I call them more of a wash pink,” she replies. “Hold him up for
me, Peter, he weighs a ton. No wonder he had a heart attack. Let this
be a lesson to you.”

I'm in shape! 1 yell at her. Probably in better shape than you, bitch!

My hips are suddenly jerked upward by strong hands. My back
cracks; the sound makes my heart leap.

“Sorry, guy,” Pete says, and suddenly I'm colder than ever as my
shorts and red underpants are pulled down.

“Upsa-daisy once,” she says, lifting one foot, “and upsa-daisy rwice,”
lifting the other foot, “off come the mocs, and off come the socks—"

She stops abruptly, and hope seizes me once more.

“Hey, Pete.”

“Yeah?”

“Do guys ordinarily wear Bermuda shorts and moccasins to play
golfin?”

Behind her (except that’s only the source, actually it’s all around us)
the Rolling Stones have moved on to “Emotional Rescue.” [ will be your
knight in shining ahh-mah, Mick Jagger sings, and I wonder how
funky he’d dance with about three sticks of Hi-Core dynamite
jammed up his skinny ass.

“If you ask me, this guy was just asking for trouble,” she goes on.
“I thought they had these special shoes, very ugly, very golf-specific,
with little knobs on the soles—"

“Yeah, but wearing them’s not the law,” Pete says. He holds his
gloved hands out over my upturned face, slides them together, and
bends the fingers back. As the knuckles crack, talcum powder sprin-
kles down like fine snow. “At least not yet. Not like bowling shoes.
They catch you bowling without a pair of bowling shoes, they can
send you to state prison.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes.”
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“Do you want to handle temp and gross examination?”

No! I shriek. No, he’s a kid, what are you DOING?

He looks at her as if this same thought had crossed his own mind.
“That’s . .. um ... not strictly legal, is it, Katie? I mean . . .”

She looks around as he speaks, giving the room a burlesque exam-
ination, and I'm starting to get a vibe that could be very bad news for
me: severe or not, I think that Cisco—alias Dr. Katie Arlen—has got
the hots for Petie with the dark blue eyes. Dear Christ, they have
hauled me paralyzed off the golf course and into an episode of General
Hospital, this week’s subplot titled “Love Blooms in Autopsy Room
Four.”

“Gee,” she says in a hoarse little stage-whisper. “I don’t see any-
one here but you and me.”

“The tape—"

“Not rolling yet,” she said. “And once it is, I'm right at your
elbow every step of the way . . . as far as anyone will ever know, any-
way. And mostly I will be. I just want to put away those charts and
slides. And if you really feel uncomfortable—"

Yes! 1 scream up at him out of my unmoving face. Fee/ uncomfort-
able! VERY uncomfortable! TOO uncomfortable!

But he’s twenty-four at most and what’s he going to say to this
pretty, severe woman who’s standing inside his space, invading it in
a way that can really only mean one thing? No, Mommy, I'm scared?
Besides, he wants to. I can see the wanting through the Plexi eye-
shield, bopping around in there like a bunch of overage punk rockers
pogoing to the Stones.

“Hey, as long as you'll cover for me if—"

“Sure,” she says. “Got to get your feet wet sometime, Peter. And
if you really need me to, I'll roll back the tape.”

He looks startled. “You can do that?”

She smiles. “Ve haff many see-grets in Autopsy Room Four, mezn
Herr.”

“I bet you do,” he says, smiling back, then reaches past my frozen
field of vision. When his hand comes back, it’s wrapped around a
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microphone which hangs down from the ceiling on a black cord. The
mike looks like a steel teardrop. Seeing it there makes this horror real
in a way it wasn’t before. Surely they won’t really cut me up, will they?
Pete is no veteran, but he has had training; surely he’ll see the marks
of whatever bit me while I was looking for my ball in the rough, and
then they’ll at least suspect. They’ll have to suspect.

Yet I keep seeing the scissors with their heartless satin shine—
jumped-up poultry shears—and I keep wondering if I will still be alive
when he takes my heart out of my chest cavity and holds it up, drip-
ping, in front of my locked gaze for a moment before turning to plop
it into the weighing pan. I could be, it seems to me; I really could be.
Don’t they say the brain can remain conscious for up to three minutes
after the heart stops?

“Ready, doctor,” Pete says, and now he sounds almost formal.
Somewhere, tape is rolling.

The autopsy procedure has begun.

“Let’s flip this pancake,” she says cheerfully, and I am turned over
just that efficiently. My right arm goes flying out to one side and then
falls back against the side of the table, banging down with the raised
metal lip digging into the bicep. It hurts a lot, the pain is just short
of excruciating, but I don’t mind. I pray for the lip to bite through my
skin, pray to bleed, something bona fide corpses don’t do.

“Whoops-a-daisy,” Dr. Arlen says. She lifts my arm up and plops
it back down at my side.

Now it’s my nose I'm most aware of. It’s smashed against the
table, and my lungs for the first time send out a distress message—a
cottony, deprived feeling. My mouth is closed, my nose partially
crushed shut (just how much I can’t tell; I can’t even feel myself
breathing, not really). What if I suffocate like this?

Then something happens which takes my mind completely off my
nose. A huge object—it feels like a glass baseball bat—is rammed
rudely up my rectum. Once more I try to scream and can produce
only the faint, wretched humming.

“Temp in,” Peter says. “I've put on the timer.”
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“Good idea,” she says, moving away. Giving him room. Letting him
test-drive this baby. Letting him test-drive me. The music is turned
down slightly.

“Subject is a white Caucasian, age forty-four,” Pete says, speaking
for the mike now, speaking for posterity. “His name is Howard Ran-
dolph Cottrell, residence is 1566 Laurel Crest Lane, here in Derry.”

Dr. Arlen, at some distance: “Mary Mead.”

A pause, then Pete again, sounding just a tiny bit flustered: “Dr.
Arlen informs me that the subject actually lives in Mary Mead, which
split off from Derry in—"

“Enough with the history lesson, Pete.”

Dear God, what have they stuck up my ass? Some sort of cattle
thermometer? If it was a little longer, I think, I could taste the bulb
at the end. And they didn’t exactly go crazy with the lubricant . . .
but then, why would they? I'm dead, after all.

Dead.

“Sorry, doctor,” Pete says. He fumbles mentally for his place, and
eventually finds it. “This information is from the ambulance form.
Originally taken from a Maine state driver’s license. Pronouncing doc-
tor was, um, Frank Jennings. Subject was pronounced at the scene.”

Now it’s my nose that I'm hoping will bleed. Please, 1 tell it, bleed.
Only don’t just bleed. GUSH.

It doesn’t.

“Cause of death may be a heart attack,” Peter says. A light hand
brushes down my naked back to the crack of my ass. I pray it will
remove the thermometer, but it doesn’t. “Spine appears to be intact,
no attractable phenomena.”

Attractable phenomena? Attractable phenomena? What the fuck
do they think I am, a buglight?

He lifts my head, the pads of his fingers on my cheekbones, and I
hum desperately—Nnnnnnnnn—knowing that he can’t possibly
hear me over Keith Richards’s screaming guitar but hoping he may
feel the sound vibrating in my nasal passages.

He doesn’t. Instead he turns my head from side to side.

“No neck injury apparent, no rigor,” he says, and I hope he will
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just let my head go, let my face smack down onto the table—+zhat’ll
make my nose bleed, unless I really am dead—but he lowers it
gently, considerately, mashing the tip again and once more making
suffocation seem a distinct possibility.

“No wounds visible on the back or buttocks,” he says, “although
there’s an old scar on the upper right thigh that looks like some sort
of wound, shrapnel, perhaps. It’s an ugly one.”

It was ugly, and it was shrapnel. The end of my war. A mortar shell
lobbed into a supply area, two men killed, one man—me—TIucky. It’s
a lot uglier around front, and in a more sensitive spot, but all the
equipment works . . . or did, up until today. A quarter of an inch to
the left and they could have fixed me up with a hand-pump and a
CO, cartridge for those intimate moments.

He finally plucked the thermometer out—oh dear God, the
relief—and on the wall I could see his shadow holding it up.

“94.2,” he said. “Gee, that ain’t too shabby. This guy could almost
be alive, Katie . . . Dr. Arlen.”

“Remember where they found him,” she said from across the
room. The record they were listening to was between selections, and
for a moment I could hear her lecturely tones clearly. “Golf course?
Summer afternoon? If you'd gotten a reading of 98.6, I would not be
surprised.”

“Right, right,” he said, sounding chastened. Then: “Is all this
going to sound funny on the tape?” Translation: Wi/l I sound stupid on
the tape?

“It’'ll sound like a teaching situation,” she said, “which is what it is.”

“Okay, good. Great.”

His rubber-tipped fingers spread my buttocks, then let them go
and trail down the backs of my thighs. I would tense now, if I were
capable of tensing.

Left leg, 1 send to him. Left leg, Petie-boy, left calf, see it?

He must see it, he must, because I can feel it, throbbing like a bee-
sting or maybe a shot given by a clumsy nurse, one who infuses the
injection into a muscle instead of hitting the vein.

“Subject is a really good example of what a really bad idea it is to
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play golf in shorts,” he says, and I find myself wishing he had been
born blind. Hell, maybe he was born blind, he’s sure acting it. “I'm
seeing all kinds of bug-bites, chigger-bites, scratches . . .”

“Mike said they found him in the rough,” Arlen calls over. She’s
making one hell of a clatter; it sounds like she’s doing dishes in a cafe-
teria kitchen instead of filing stuff. “At a guess, he had a heart attack
while he was looking for his ball.”

“Uh-huh . ..”

“Keep going, Peter, you're doing fine.”

I find that an extremely debatable proposition.

“Okay.”

More pokes and proddings. Gentle. Too gentle, maybe.

“There are mosquito-bites on the left calf that look infected,” he
says, and although his touch remains gentle, this time the pain is an
enormous throb that would make me scream if I were capable of mak-
ing any sound above the low-pitched hum. It occurs to me suddenly
that my life may hang upon the length of the Rolling Stones tape
they’re listening to . . . always assuming it zs a tape and not a CD that
plays straight through. If it finishes before they cut into me . . . if I can
hum loudly enough for them to hear before one of them turns it over
to the other side . . .

“I may want to look at the bug-bites after the gross autopsy,” she
says, “although if we’re right about his heart, there’ll be no need. Or
... do you want me to look now? They worrying you?”

“Nope, they’re pretty clearly mosquito-bites,” Gimpel the Fool
says. “They grow em big over on the west side. He’s got five . . .
seven . . . eight . . . jeez, almost a dozen on his left leg alone.”

“He forgot his Deep Woods Oft.”

“Never mind the Off, he forgot his digitalin,” he says, and they
have a nice little yock together, autopsy room humor.

This time he flips me by himself, probably happy to use those
gym-grown Mr. Strongboy muscles of his, hiding the snake-bites and
the mosquito-bites all around them, camouflaging them. I'm staring
up into the bank of fluorescents again. Pete steps backward, out of
my view. There’s a humming noise. The table begins to slant, and I
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know why. When they cut me open, the fluids will run downhill to
collection-points at its base. Plenty of samples for the state lab in
Augusta, should there be any questions raised by the autopsy.

I focus all my will and effort on closing my eyes while he’s looking
down into my face, and cannot produce even a tic. All I wanted was
eighteen holes of golf on Saturday afternoon, and instead I turned into
Snow White with hair on my chest. And I can’t stop wondering what
it’s going to feel like when those poultry shears go sliding into my
midsection.

Pete has a clipboard in one hand. He consults it, sets it aside, then
speaks into the mike. His voice is a lot less stilted now. He has just
made the most hideous misdiagnosis of his life, but he doesn’t know
it, and so he’s starting to warm up.

“I am commencing the autopsy at 5:49 pM.,” he says, “on Satur-
day, August 20th, 1994.”

He lifts my lips, looks at my teeth like a man thinking about buy-
ing a horse, then pulls my jaw down. “Good color,” he says, “and no
petechiae on the cheeks.” The current tune is fading out of the
speakers and I hear a click as he steps on the footpedal which pauses
the recording tape. “Man, this guy really cox/d still be alive!”

I hum frantically, and at the same moment Dr. Arlen drops some-
thing that sounds like a bedpan. “Doesn’t he wish,” she says, laugh-
ing. He joins in and this time it’s cancer I wish on them, some kind
that is inoperable and lasts a long time.

He goes quickly down my body, feeling up my chest (“No bruis-
ing, swelling, or other exterior signs of cardiac arrest,” he says, and
what a big fucking surprise #hat is), then palpates my belly.

I burp.

He looks at me, eyes widening, mouth dropping open a little, and
again I try desperately to hum, knowing he won’t hear it over “Start
Me Up” but thinking that maybe, along with the burp, he’ll finally
be ready to see what’s right in front of him—

“Excuse yourself, Howie,” Dr. Arlen, that bitch, says from behind
me, and chuckles. “Better watch out, Pete—those postmortem

belches are the worst.”
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He theatrically fans the air in front of his face, then goes back to
what he’s doing. He barely touches my groin, although he remarks
that the scar on the back of my right leg continues around to the
front.

Missed the big one, though, 1 think, maybe because it’s a little higher than
you're looking. No big deal, my little Baywatch buddy, but you also missed
the fact that 'M STILL ALIVE, and that IS a big deal!

He goes on chanting into the microphone, sounding more and
more at ease (sounding, in fact, a little like Jack Klugman on Quincy,
M.E.), and I know his partner over there behind me, the Pollyanna of
the medical community, isn’t thinking she’ll have to roll the tape back
over this part of the exam. Other than missing the fact that his first
pericardial is still alive, the kid’s doing a great job.

At last he says, “I think I'm ready to go on, doctor.” He sounds
tentative, though.

She comes over, looks briefly down at me, then squeezes Pete’s
shoulder. “Okay,” she says. “On-na wid-da show!”

Now I'm trying to stick my tongue out. Just that simple kid’s
gesture of impudence, but it would be enough . . . and it seems to
me I can feel a faint prickling sensation deep within my lips, the
feeling you get when you're finally starting to come out of a heavy
dose of Novocain. And I can feel a twitch? No, wishful thinking,
just—

Yes! Yes/ But a twitch is all, and the second time I try, nothing
happens.

As Pete picks up the scissors, the Rolling Stones move on to
“Hang Fire.”

Hold a mirror in front of my nose! 1 scream at them. Waich it fog up!
Can'’t you at least do that?

Snick, snick, snickety-snick.

Pete turns the scissors at an angle so the light runs down the blade,
and for the first time I'm certain, really certain, that this mad charade
is going to go all the way through to the end. The director isn’t going
to freeze the frame. The ref isn’t going to stop the fight in the tenth

round. We're not going to pause for a word from our sponsors.
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Petie-Boy’s going to slide those scissors into my gut while I lie here
helpless, and then he’s going to open me up like a mail-order pack-
age from the Horchow Collection.

He looks hesitantly at Dr. Arlen.

No! T howl, my voice reverberating off the dark walls of my skull
but emerging from my mouth not at all. No, please no!

She nods. “Go ahead. You'll be fine.”

“Uh.. .. you want to turn off the music?”

Yes! Yes, turn it off!

“Is it bothering you?”

Yes! 1t's bothering him! It's fucked him up so completely he thinks his
patient is dead!

“Well . . .”

“Sure,” she says, and disappears from my field of vision. A moment
later Mick and Keith are finally gone. I try to make the humming
noise and discover a horrible thing: now I can’t even do that. 'm too
scared. Fright has locked down my vocal cords. I can only stare up as
she rejoins him, the two of them gazing down at me like pallbearers
looking into an open grave.

“Thanks,” he says. Then he takes a deep breath and lifts the scis-
sors. “Commencing pericardial cut.”

He slowly brings them down. I see them . . . see them . . . then
they’re gone from my field of vision. A long moment later, I feel cold
steel nestle against my naked upper belly.

He looks doubtfully at the doctor.

“Are you sure you don’t—"

“Do you want to make this your field or not, Peter?” she asks him
with some asperity.

“You know I do, but—"

“Then cut.”

He nods, lips firming. I would close my eyes if I could, but of course
I cannot even do that; I can only steel myself against the pain that’s
only a second or two away now—steel myself for the steel.

“Cutting,” he says, bending forward.

“Whait a sec!” she cries.
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The dimple of pressure just below my solar plexus eases a little. He
looks around at her, surprised, upset, maybe relieved that the crucial
moment has been put off—

I feel her rubber-gloved hand slide around my penis as if she
meant to give me some bizarre handjob, Safe Sex with the Dead, and
then she says, “You missed this one, Pete.”

He leans over, looking at what she’s found—the scar in my groin,
at the very top of my right thigh, a glassy, no-pore bowl in the flesh.

Her hand is still holding my cock, holding it out of the way,
that’s all she’s doing; as far as she’s concerned she might as well be
holding up a sofa cushion so someone else can see the treasure she’s
found beneath it—coins, a lost wallet, maybe the catnip mouse you
haven’t been able to find—Dbut something is happening.

Dear wheelchair Jesus on a chariot-driven crutch, something is hap-
pening.

“And look,” she says. Her finger strokes a light, tickly line down
the side of my right testicle. “Look at these hairline scars. His testes
must have swollen up to damned near the size of grapefruits.”

“Lucky he didn’t lose one or both.”

“You bet your . . . you bet your you-knows,” she says, and laughs
that mildly suggestive laugh again. Her gloved hand loosens, moves,
then pushes down firmly, trying to clear the viewing area. She is
doing by accident what you might pay twenty-five or thirty bucks to
have done on purpose . . . under other circumstances, of course. “This
is a war-wound, I think. Hand me that magnifier, Pete.”

“But shouldn’t I—"

“In a few seconds,” she says. “He’s not going anywhere.” She’s
totally absorbed by what she’s found. Her hand is still on me, still
pressing down, and what was happening feels like it’s sz2// happening,
but maybe I'm wrong. I must be wrong, or he would see it, she would
Jeel it—

She bends down and now I can see only her green-clad back, with
the ties from her cap trailing down it like odd pigtails. Now, oh my,
I can feel her breath on me down there.

“Notice the outward radiation,” she says. “It was a blast-wound
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of some sort, probably ten years ago at least, we could check his mil-
itary rec—"

The door bursts open. Pete cries out in surprise. Dr. Arlen doesn’t,
but her hand tightens involuntarily, she’s gripping me again and it’s
all at once like a hellish variation of the old Naughty Nurse fantasy.

“Don’t cut im up!” someone screams, and his voice is so high and
wavery with fright that I barely recognize Rusty. “Don’t cut im up,
there was a snake in his golf-bag and it bit Mike!”

They turn to him, eyes wide, jaws dropped; her hand is still grip-
ping me, but she’s no more aware of that, at least for the time being,
than Petie-Boy is aware that he’s got one hand clutching the left
breast of his scrub-gown. He looks like be’s the one with the
clapped-out fuel pump.

“What . . . what are you . . .” Pete begins.

“Knocked him flat!” Rusty was saying—Dbabbling. “He’s gonna be
okay, I guess, but he can hardly talk! Little brown snake, I never saw
one like it in my life, it went under the loadin bay, it’s under there
right now, but that’s not the important part! I think it already bit
that guy we brought in. I think . . . holy shit, doc, whatja tryin to do?
Stroke im back to life?”

She looks around, dazed, at first not sure of what he’s talking about
... until she realizes that she’s now holding a mostly erect penis. And
as she screams—screams and snatches the shears out of Pete’s limp
gloved hand—I find myself thinking again of that old Alfred Hitch-
cock TV show.

Poor old Joseph Cotten, 1 think.

He only got to cry.

AFTERNOTE

It’s been a year since my experience in Autopsy Room Four, and I have
made a complete recovery, although the paralysis was both stubborn
and scary; it was a full month before I began to get back the finer
motions of my fingers and toes. I still can’t play the piano, but then,
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of course, I never could. That is a joke, and I make no apologies for it.
I think that in the first three months after my misadventure, my abil-
ity to joke provided a slim but vital margin between sanity and
some sort of nervous breakdown. Unless you've actually felt the tip of
a pair of postmortem shears poking into your stomach, you don’t
know what I mean.

Two weeks or so after my close call, a woman on Dupont Street
called the Derry Police to complain of a “foul stink” coming from the
house next door. That house belonged to a bachelor bank clerk
named Walter Kerr. Police found the house empty . . . of human life,
that is. In the basement they found over sixty snakes of different vari-
eties. About half of them were dead—starvation and dehydration—
but many were extremely lively . . . and extremely dangerous. Several
were very rare, and one was of a species believed to have been extinct
since midcentury, according to consulting herpetologists.

Kerr failed to show up for work at Derry Community Bank on
August 22nd, two days after I was bitten, one day after the story
(PARALYZED MAN ESCAPES DEADLY AUTOPSY, the headline read; at one
point I was quoted as saying I had been “scared stiff”) broke in the
press.

There was a snake for every cage in Kerr’s basement menagerie,
except for one. The empty cage was unmarked, and the snake that
popped out of my golf-bag (the ambulance orderlies had packed it
in with my “corpse” and had been practicing chip-shots out in the
ambulance parking area) was never found. The toxin in my blood-
stream—the same toxin found to a far lesser degree in orderly Mike
Hopper’s bloodstream—was documented but never identified. I
have looked at a great many pictures of snakes in the last year, and
have found at least one which has reportedly caused cases of full-
body paralysis in humans. This is the Peruvian boomslang, a nasty
viper which has supposedly been extinct since the 1920s. Dupont
Street is less than half a mile from the Derry Municipal Golf Course.
Most of the intervening land consists of scrub woods and vacant
lots.

One final note. Katie Arlen and I dated for four months, Novem-
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ber 1994 through February of 1995. We broke it off by mutual con-
sent, due to sexual incompatibility.

I was impotent unless she was wearing rubber gloves.

At some point I think every writer of scary stories has to tackle the
subject of premature burial, if only because it seems to be such a
pervasive fear. When I was a kid of seven or so, the scariest TV
program going was Alfred Hitchcock Presents, and the scari-
est AHP—my friends and I were in total agreement on this—
was the one starring Joseph Cotten as a man who has been
injured in a car accident. Injured so badly, in fact, that the doc-
tors think he's dead. They can’t even find a heartbeat. They are
on the verge of doing a postmortem on him—cutting him up
while he's still alive and screaming inside, in other words—avhen
he produces one single tear to let them know he’s still alive. That
was touching, but touching isn’t in my usual vepertoive. When my
own thoughts turned to this subject, a more—shall we say mod-
ern?—method of communicating liveliness occurred to me, and
this story was the vesult. One final note, regarding the snake: 1
doubt like hell if there’s any such reptile as a Peruvian boomslang,
but in one of her Miss Marple capers, Dame Agatha Christie
does mention an African boomslang. I just liked the word so
much (boomslang, not African) I had to put it in this story.
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The Man in the Black Suit

I am now a very old man and this is something which happened to me
when I was very young—only nine years old. It was 1914, the sum-
mer after my brother Dan died in the west field and three years before
America got into World War I. I've never told anyone about what
happened at the fork in the stream that day, and I never will . . . at
least not with my mouth. I've decided to write it down, though, in this
book which I will leave on the table beside my bed. I can’t write long,
because my hands shake so these days and I have next to no strength,
but I don’t think it will take long.

Later, someone may find what I have written. That seems likely to
me, as it is pretty much human nature to look in a book marked p1ARY
after its owner has passed along. So yes—my words will probably be
read. A better question is whether or not anyone will believe them.
Almost certainly not, but that doesn’t matter. It’s not belief I'm inter-
ested in but freedom. Writing can give that, I've found. For twenty
years I wrote a column called “Long Ago and Far Away” for the Cas-
tle Rock Ca//, and T know that sometimes it works that way—what
you write down sometimes leaves you forever, like old photographs
left in the bright sun, fading to nothing but white.

I pray for that sort of release.

A man in his nineties should be well past the terrors of childhood,
but as my infirmities slowly creep up on me, like waves licking
closer and closer to some indifferently built castle of sand, that terri-
ble face grows clearer and clearer in my mind’s eye. It glows like a
dark star in the constellations of my childhood. What I might have

done yesterday, who I might have seen here in my room at the nurs-
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ing home, what I might have said to them or they to me . . . those
things are gone, but the face of the man in the black suit grows ever
clearer, ever closer, and I remember every word he said. I don’t want
to think of him but I can’t help it, and sometimes at night my old
heart beats so hard and so fast I think it will tear itself right clear of
my chest. So I uncap my fountain pen and force my trembling old
hand to write this pointless anecdote in the diary one of my great-
grandchildren—I can’t remember her name for sure, at least not right
now, but I know it starts with an S—gave to me last Christmas, and
which I have never written in until now. Now I will write in it. I will
write the story of how I met the man in the black suit on the bank of
Castle Stream one afternoon in the summer of 1914.

The town of Motton was a different world in those days—more dif-
ferent than I could ever tell you. That was a world without airplanes
droning overhead, a world almost without cars and trucks, a world
where the skies were not cut into lanes and slices by overhead power
lines.

There was not a single paved road in the whole town, and the busi-
ness district consisted of nothing but Corson’s General Store, Thut’s
Livery & Hardware, the Methodist Church at Christ’s Corner, the
school, the town hall, and Harry’s Restaurant half a mile down from
there, which my mother called, with unfailing disdain, “the liquor
house.”

Mostly, though, the difference was in how people lived—how
apart they were. I'm not sure people born after the middle of the twen-
tieth century could quite credit that, although they might say they
could, to be polite to old folks like me. There were no phones in west-
ern Maine back then, for one thing. The first one wouldn’t be
installed for another five years, and by the time there was one in our
house, I was nineteen and going to college at the University of
Maine in Orono.

But that is only the roof of the thing. There was no doctor closer
than Casco, and no more than a dozen houses in what you would call

town. There were no neighborhoods (I'm not even sure we knew the
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word, although we had a verb—mnezghboring—that described church
functions and barn dances), and open fields were the exception rather
than the rule. Out of town the houses were farms that stood far apart
from each other, and from December until middle March we mostly
hunkered down in the little pockets of stovewarmth we called fami-
lies. We hunkered and listened to the wind in the chimney and
hoped no one would get sick or break a leg or get a headful of bad
ideas, like the farmer over in Castle Rock who had chopped up his wife
and kids three winters before and then said in court that the ghosts
made him do it. In those days before the Great War, most of Motton
was woods and bog, dark long places full of moose and mosquitoes,
snakes and secrets. In those days there were ghosts everywhere.

This thing I'm telling about happened on a Saturday. My father gave
me a whole list of chores to do, including some that would have been
Dan’s, if he'd still been alive. He was my only brother, and he’d died
of being stung by a bee. A year had gone by, and still my mother
wouldn’t hear that. She said it was something else, ad to have
been, that no one ever died of being stung by a bee. When Mama
Sweet, the oldest lady in the Methodist Ladies’ Aid, tried to tell her—
at the church supper the previous winter, this was—that the same
thing had happened to her favorite uncle back in ’73, my mother
clapped her hands over her ears, got up, and walked out of the
church basement. She’d never been back since, either, and nothing my
father could say to her would change her mind. She claimed she was
done with church, and that if she ever had to see Helen Robichaud
again (that was Mama Sweet’s real name), she would slap her eyes out.
She wouldn’t be able to help herself, she said.

That day, Dad wanted me to lug wood for the cookstove, weed the
beans and the cukes, pitch hay out of the loft, get two jugs of water
to put in the cold pantry, and scrape as much old paint off the cellar
bulkhead as I could. Then, he said, I could go fishing, if I didn’t mind
going by myself—he had to go over and see Bill Eversham about
some cows. I said I sure didn’t mind going by myself, and my Dad
smiled like that didn’t surprise him so very much. He’d given me a
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bamboo pole the week before—not because it was my birthday or
anything, but just because he liked to give me things, sometimes—
and I was wild to try it in Castle Stream, which was by far the
troutiest brook I'd ever fished.

“But don’t you go too far in the woods,” he told me. “Not beyond
where it splits.”

“No, sir.”

“Promise me.”

“Yessir, I promise.”

“Now promise your mother.”

We were standing on the back stoop; I had been bound for the
springhouse with the waterjugs when my Dad stopped me. Now he
turned me around to face my mother, who was standing at the mar-
ble counter in a flood of strong morning sunshine falling through the
double windows over the sink. There was a curl of hair lying across
the side of her forehead and touching her eyebrow—you see how well
I remember it all? The bright light turned that little curl to filaments
of gold and made me want to run to her and put my arms around
her. In that instant I saw her as a woman, saw her as my father must
have seen her. She was wearing a housedress with little red roses all
over it, I remember, and she was kneading bread. Candy Bill, our lit-
tle black Scottie dog, was standing alertly beside her feet, looking up,
waiting for anything that might drop. My mother was looking at me.

“I promise,” I said.

She smiled, but it was the worried kind of smile she always seemed
to make since my father brought Dan back from the west field in his
arms. My father had come sobbing and bare-chested. He had taken
off his shirt and draped it over Dan’s face, which had swelled and
turned color. My boy! he had been crying. Oh, look at my boy! Jesus, look
at my boy! 1 remember that as if it had been yesterday. It was the only
time I ever heard my Dad take the Savior’s name in vain.

“What do you promise, Gary?” she asked.

“Promise not to go no further than where it forks, ma’am.”

“Any further.”

“Any.”
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She gave me a patient look, saying nothing as her hands went on
working in the dough, which now had a smooth, silky look.

“I promise not to go any further than where it forks, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Gary,” she said. “And try to remember that gram-
mar is for the world as well as for school.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Candy Bill followed me as I did my chores, and sat between my feet
as I bolted my lunch, looking up at me with the same attentiveness
he had shown my mother while she was kneading her bread, but when
I got my new bamboo pole and my old, splintery creel and started out
of the dooryard, he stopped and only stood in the dust by an old roll
of snowfence, watching. I called him but he wouldn’t come. He
yapped a time or two, as if telling me to come back, but that was all.

“Stay, then,” I said, trying to sound as if I didn’t care. I did,
though, at least a little. Candy Bill #/ways went fishing with me.

My mother came to the door and looked out at me with her left
hand held up to shade her eyes. I can see her that way still, and it’s like
looking at a photograph of someone who later became unhappy, or
died suddenly. “You mind your Dad now, Gary!”

“Yes, ma’am, I will.”

She waved. I waved, too. Then I turned my back on her and

walked away.

The sun beat down on my neck, hard and hot, for the first quarter-mile
or so, but then I entered the woods, where double shadow fell over the
road and it was cool and fir-smelling and you could hear the wind hiss-
ing through the deep needled groves. I walked with my pole on my
shoulder like boys did back then, holding my creel in my other hand
like a valise or a salesman’s sample-case. About two miles into the
woods along a road which was really nothing but a double rut with a
grassy strip growing up the center hump, I began to hear the hurried,
eager gossip of Castle Stream. I thought of trout with bright speckled
backs and pure white bellies, and my heart went up in my chest.
The stream flowed under a little wooden bridge, and the banks
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leading down to the water were steep and brushy. I worked my way
down carefully, holding on where I could and digging my heels in. I
went down out of summer and back into midspring, or so it felt. The
cool rose gently off the water, and a green smell like moss. When I got
to the edge of the water I only stood there for a little while, breath-
ing deep of that mossy smell and watching the dragonflies circle and
the skitterbugs skate. Then, farther down, I saw a trout leap at a but-
terfly—a good big brookie, maybe fourteen inches long—and remem-
bered I hadn’t come here just to sightsee.

I walked along the bank, following the current, and wet my line for
the first time with the bridge still in sight upstream. Something jerked
the tip of my pole down a time or two and ate half my worm, but he
was too sly for my nine-year-old hands—or maybe just not hungry
enough to be careless—so I went on.

I stopped at two or three other places before I got to the place
where Castle Stream forks, going southwest into Castle Rock and
southeast into Kashwakamak Township, and at one of them I caught
the biggest trout I have ever caught in my life, a beauty that measured
nineteen inches from tip to tail on the little ruler I kept in my creel.
That was a monster of a brook trout, even for those days.

If T had accepted this as gift enough for one day and gone back, I
would not be writing now (and this is going to turn out longer than
I thought it would, I see that already), but I didn’t. Instead I saw to
my catch right then and there as my father had shown me—cleaning
it, placing it on dry grass at the bottom of the creel, then laying damp
grass on top of it—and went on. I did not, at age nine, think that
catching a nineteen-inch brook trout was particularly remarkable,
although I do remember being amazed that my line had not broken
when I, netless as well as artless, had hauled it out and swung it
toward me in a clumsy tail-flapping arc.

Ten minutes later, I came to the place where the stream split in
those days (it is long gone now; there is a settlement of duplex
homes where Castle Stream once went its course, and a district
grammar school as well, and if there is a stream it goes in darkness),
dividing around a huge gray rock nearly the size of our outhouse.
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There was a pleasant flat space here, grassy and soft, overlooking what
my Dad and I called South Branch. I squatted on my heels, dropped
my line into the water, and almost immediately snagged a fine rain-
bow trout. He wasn’t the size of my brookie—only a foot or so—but
a good fish, just the same. I had it cleaned out before the gills had
stopped flexing, stored it in my creel, and dropped my line back into
the water.

This time there was no immediate bite so I leaned back, looking up
at the blue stripe of sky I could see along the stream’s course. Clouds
floated by, west to east, and I tried to think what they looked like. I
saw a unicorn, then a rooster, then a dog that looked a little like Candy
Bill. I was looking for the next one when I drowsed off.

Or maybe slept. I don’t know for sure. All T know is that a tug on my
line so strong it almost pulled the bamboo pole out of my hand was
what brought me back into the afternoon. I sat up, clutched the pole,
and suddenly became aware that something was sitting on the tip of
my nose. I crossed my eyes and saw a bee. My heart seemed to fall
dead in my chest, and for a horrible second I was sure I was going to
wet my pants.

The tug on my line came again, stronger this time, but although
I maintained my grip on the end of the pole so it wouldn’t be pulled
into the stream and perhaps carried away (I think I even had the pres-
ence of mind to snub the line with my forefinger), I made no effort to
pull in my catch. All of my horrified attention was fixed on the fat
black-and-yellow thing that was using my nose as a rest-stop.

I slowly poked out my lower lip and blew upward. The bee ruffled
a little but kept its place. I blew again and it ruffled again . . . but this
time it also seemed to shift impatiently, and I didn’t dare blow any-
more, for fear it would lose its temper completely and give me a shot.
It was too close for me to focus on what it was doing, but it was easy
to imagine it ramming its stinger into one of my nostrils and shoot-
ing its poison up toward my eyes. And my brain.

A terrible idea came to me: that this was the very bee which had
killed my brother. I knew it wasn’t true, and not only because honey-
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bees probably didn’t live longer than a single year (except maybe for
the queens; about them I was not so sure). It couldn’t be true because
bees died when they stung, and even at nine I knew it. Their stingers
were barbed, and when they tried to fly away after doing the deed,
they tore themselves apart. Still, the idea stayed. This was a special
bee, a devil-bee, and it had come back to finish the other of Albion and
Loretta’s two boys.

And here is something else: I had been stung by bees before, and
although the stings had swelled more than is perhaps usual (I can’t
really say for sure), I had never died of them. That was only for my
brother, a terrible trap which had been laid for him in his very mak-
ing, a trap which I had somehow escaped. But as I crossed my eyes
until they hurt in an effort to focus on the bee, logic did not exist. It
was the bee that existed, only that, the bee that had killed my brother,
killed him so bad that my father had slipped down the straps of his
overalls so he could take off his shirt and cover Dan’s swelled,
engorged face. Even in the depths of his grief he had done that,
because he didn’t want his wife to see what had become of her first-
born. Now the bee had returned, and now it would kill me. It would
kill me and I would die in convulsions on the bank, flopping just as
a brookie flops after you take the hook out of its mouth.

As I sat there trembling on the edge of panic—of simply bolting
to my feet and then bolting anywhere—there came a report from
behind me. It was as sharp and peremptory as a pistol-shot, but I
knew it wasn’t a pistol-shot; it was someone clapping his hands. One
single clap. At the moment it came, the bee tumbled off my nose and
fell into my lap. It lay there on my pants with its legs sticking up and
its stinger a threatless black thread against the old scuffed brown of
the corduroy. It was dead as a doornail, I saw that at once. At the same
moment, the pole gave another tug—the hardest yet—and I almost
lost it again.

I grabbed it with both hands and gave it a big stupid yank that
would have made my father clutch his head with both hands, if he had
been there to see it. A rainbow trout, a good bit larger than the one
I had already caught, rose out of the water in a wet, writhing flash,

52



EVERYTHING'S EVENTUAL

spraying fine drops of water from its filament of tail—it looked like
one of those romanticized fishing pictures they used to put on the cov-
ers of men’s magazines like Tiue and Man'’s Adventure back in the for-
ties and fifties. At that moment hauling in a big one was about the last
thing on my mind, however, and when the line snapped and the fish
fell back into the stream, I barely noticed. I looked over my shoulder
to see who had clapped. A man was standing above me, at the edge
of the trees. His face was very long and pale. His black hair was
combed tight against his skull and parted with rigorous care on the
left side of his narrow head. He was very tall. He was wearing a black
three-piece suit, and I knew right away that he was not a human
being, because his eyes were the orangey-red of flames in a woodstove.
I don’t just mean the irises, because he had no irises, and no pupils, and
certainly no whites. His eyes were completely orange—an orange that
shifted and flickered. And it’s really too late not to say exactly what
I mean, isn’t it? He was on fire inside, and his eyes were like the lit-
tle isinglass portholes you sometimes see in stove doors.

My bladder let go, and the scuffed brown the dead bee was lying
on went a darker brown. I was hardly aware of what had happened,
and I couldn’t take my eyes off the man standing on top of the bank
and looking down at me, the man who had walked out of thirty miles
of trackless western Maine woods in a fine black suit and narrow shoes
of gleaming leather. I could see the watch-chain looped across his vest
glittering in the summer sunshine. There was not so much as a single
pine-needle on him. And he was smiling at me.

“Why, it’s a fisherboy!” he cried in a mellow, pleasing voice.
“Imagine that! Are we well-met, fisherboy?”

“Hello, sir,” I said. The voice that came out of me did not tremble,
but it didn’t sound like my voice, either. It sounded older. Like
Dan’s voice, maybe. Or my father’s, even. And all I could think was
that maybe he would let me go if I pretended not to see what he was.
If I pretended I didn’t see there were flames glowing and dancing
where his eyes should have been.

“I've saved you a nasty sting, perhaps,” he said, and then, to my

horror, he came down the bank to where I sat with a dead bee in my
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wet lap and a bamboo fishing pole in my nerveless hands. His slick-
soled city shoes should have slipped on the low, grassy weeds which
dressed the steep bank, but they didn’t; nor did they leave tracks
behind, I saw. Where his feet had touched—or seemed to touch—
there was not a single broken twig, crushed leaf, or trampled shoe-
shape.

Even before he reached me, I recognized the aroma baking up from
the skin under the suit—the smell of burned matches. The smell of
sulfur. The man in the black suit was the Devil. He had walked out
of the deep woods between Motton and Kashwakamak, and now he
was standing here beside me. From the corner of one eye I could see
a hand as pale as the hand of a store window dummy. The fingers were
hideously long.

He hunkered beside me on his hams, his knees popping just as
the knees of any normal man might, but when he moved his hands
so they dangled between his knees, I saw that each of those long fin-
gers ended in what was not a fingernail but a long yellow claw.

“You didn’t answer my question, fisherboy,” he said in his mellow
voice. It was, now that I think of it, like the voice of one of those radio
announcers on the big-band shows years later, the ones that would sell
Geritol and Serutan and Ovaltine and Dr. Grabow pipes. “Are we
well-met?”

“Please don’t hurt me,” I whispered, in a voice so low I could barely
hear it. I was more afraid than I could ever write down, more afraid
than I want to remember . . . but I do. I do. It never even crossed my
mind to hope I was having a dream, although I might have, I sup-
pose, if I had been older. But I wasn’t older; I was nine, and I knew
the truth when it squatted down on its hunkers beside me. I knew a
hawk from a handsaw, as my father would have said. The man who
had come out of the woods on that Saturday afternoon in midsummer
was the Devil, and inside the empty holes of his eyes, his brains were
burning.

“Oh, do I smell something?” he asked, as if he hadn’t heard me . . .
although I knew he had. “Do I smell something . . . wet?”

He leaned forward toward me with his nose stuck out, like some-
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one who means to smell a flower. And I noticed an awful thing; as
the shadow of his head travelled over the bank, the grass beneath it
turned yellow and died. He lowered his head toward my pants and
sniffed. His glaring eyes half-closed, as if he had inhaled some sub-
lime aroma and wanted to concentrate on nothing but that.

“Oh, bad!” he cried. “Lovely-bad!” And then he chanted: “Opal!
Diamond! Sapphire! Jade! I smell Gary’s lemonade!” Then he threw
himself on his back in the little flat place and laughed wildly. It was
the sound of a lunatic.

I thought about running, but my legs seemed two counties away
from my brain. I wasn’t crying, though; I had wet my pants like a
baby, but I wasn’t crying. I was too scared to cry. I suddenly knew that
I was going to die, and probably painfully, but the worst of it was that
that might not be the worst of it.

The worst of it might come later. Affer I was dead.

He sat up suddenly, the smell of burnt matches fluffing out from
his suit and making me feel all gaggy in my throat. He looked at me
solemnly from his narrow white face and burning eyes, but there was
a sense of laughter about him, too. There was always that sense of
laughter about him.

“Sad news, fisherboy,” he said. “I've come with sad news.”

I could only look at him—the black suit, the fine black shoes, the
long white fingers that ended not in nails but in talons.

“Your mother is dead.”

“No!” I cried. I thought of her making bread, of the curl lying
across her forehead and just touching her eyebrow, standing there in
the strong morning sunlight, and the terror swept over me again . . .
but not for myself this time. Then I thought of how she’d looked
when I set off with my fishing pole, standing in the kitchen doorway
with her hand shading her eyes, and how she had looked to me in
that moment like a photograph of someone you expected to see
again but never did. “No, you lie!” I screamed.

He smiled—the sadly patient smile of a man who has often been
accused falsely. “I'm afraid not,” he said. “It was the same thing that
happened to your brother, Gary. It was a bee.”
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“No, that’s not true,” I said, and now I 4z begin to cry. “She’s old,
she’s thirty-five, if a bee-sting could kill her the way it did Danny she
would have died a long time ago and you're a lying bastard!”

I had called the Devil a lying bastard. On some level I was aware
of this, but the entire front of my mind was taken up by the enormity
of what he’d said. My mother dead? He might as well have told me
that there was a new ocean where the Rockies had been. But I
believed him. On some level I believed him completely, as we always
believe, on some level, the worst thing our hearts can imagine.

“I understand your grief, little fisherboy, but that particular argu-
ment just doesn’t hold water, I'm afraid.” He spoke in a tone of bogus
comfort that was horrible, maddening, without remorse or pity. “A
man can go his whole life without seeing a mockingbird, you know,
but does that mean mockingbirds don’t exist? Your mother—"

A fish jumped below us. The man in the black suit frowned, then
pointed a finger at it. The trout convulsed in the air, its body bend-
ing so strenuously that for a split-second it appeared to be snapping
at its own tail, and when it fell back into Castle Stream it was float-
ing lifelessly, dead. It struck the big gray rock where the waters
divided, spun around twice in the whirlpool eddy that formed there,
and then floated off in the direction of Castle Rock. Meanwhile, the
terrible stranger turned his burning eyes on me again, his thin lips
pulled back from tiny rows of sharp teeth in a cannibal smile.

“Your mother simply went through her entire life without being
stung by a bee,” he said. “But then—Iess than an hour ago, actually—
one flew in through the kitchen window while she was taking the
bread out of the oven and putting it on the counter to cool.”

“No, I won’t hear this, I won’t hear this, I won’t!”

I raised my hands and clapped them over my ears. He pursed his
lips as if to whistle and blew at me gently. It was only a little breath,
but the stench was foul beyond belief—clogged sewers, outhouses
that have never known a single sprinkle of lime, dead chickens after
a flood.

My hands fell away from the sides of my face.

“Good,” he said. “You need to hear this, Gary; you need to hear
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this, my little fisherboy. It was your mother who passed that fatal
weakness on to your brother Dan; you got some of it, but you also got
a protection from your father that poor Dan somehow missed.” He
pursed his lips again, only this time, he made a cruelly comic little zs4-
tsk sound instead of blowing his nasty breath at me. “So, although I
don’t like to speak ill of the dead, it’s almost a case of poetic justice,
isn’t it? After all, she killed your brother Dan as surely as if she had put
a gun to his head and pulled the trigger.”

“No,” I whispered. “No, it isn’t true.”

“I assure you it is,” he said. “The bee flew in the window and lit on
her neck. She slapped at it before she even knew what she was
doing—you were wiser than that, weren’t you, Gary?—and the bee
stung her. She felt her throat start to close up at once. That’s what
happens, you know, to people who are allergic to bee-venom. Their
throats close and they drown in the open air. That’s why Dan’s face
was so swollen and purple. That’s why your father covered it with his
shirt.”

I stared at him, now incapable of speech. Tears streamed down my
cheeks. I didn’t want to believe him, and knew from my church
schooling that the devil is the father of lies, but I 4id believe him, just
the same. I believed he had been standing there in our dooryard, look-
ing in the kitchen window, as my mother fell to her knees, clutching
at her swollen throat while Candy Bill danced around her, barking
shrilly.

“She made the most wonderfully awful noises,” the man in the
black suit said reflectively, “and she scratched her face quite badly,
I'm afraid. Her eyes bulged out like a frog’s eyes. She wept.” He
paused, then added: “She wept as she died, isn’t that sweet? And
here’s the most beautiful thing of all. After she was dead . . . after she
had been lying on the floor for fifteen minutes or so with no sound
but the stove ticking and with that little stick of a bee-stinger still
poking out of the side of her neck—so small, so small—do you know
what Candy Bill did? That little rascal licked away her tears. First on
one side . . . and then on the other.”

He looked out at the stream for a moment, his face sad and
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thoughtful. Then he turned back to me and his expression of bereave-
ment disappeared like a dream. His face was as slack and avid as the
face of a corpse that has died hungry. His eyes blazed. I could see his
sharp little teeth between his pale lips.

“I'm starving,” he said abruptly. “I'm going to kill you and tear you
open and eat your guts, little fisherboy. What do you think about
that?”

No, I tried to say, please, no, but no sound came out. He meant to
do it, I saw. He really meant to do it.

“I'm just so hungry,” he said, both petulant and teasing. “And you
won’t want to live without your precious mommy, anyhow, take my
word for it. Because your father’s the sort of man who’ll have to have
some warm hole to stick it in, believe me, and if you're the only one
available, you're the one who'll have to serve. I'll save you all that dis-
comfort and unpleasantness. Also, you'll go to Heaven, think of
that. Murdered souls @/ways go to Heaven. So we’ll both be serving
God this afternoon, Gary. Isn’t that nice?”

He reached for me again with his long, pale hands, and without
thinking what I was doing, I flipped open the top of my creel,
pawed all the way down to the bottom, and brought out the mon-
ster brookie I'd caught earlier—the one I should have been satisfied
with. I held it out to him blindly, my fingers in the red slit of its belly
from which I had removed its insides as the man in the black suit
had threatened to remove mine. The fish’s glazed eye stared dream-
ily at me, the gold ring around the black center reminding me of my
mother’s wedding ring. And in that moment I saw her lying in her
coffin with the sun shining off the wedding band and knew it was
true—she had been stung by a bee, she had drowned in the warm,
bread-smelling kitchen air, and Candy Bill had licked her dying
tears from her swollen cheeks.

“Big fish!” the man in the black suit cried in a guttural, greedy
voice. “Oh, biiig fiizsh!”

He snatched it away from me and crammed it into a mouth that
opened wider than any human mouth ever could. Many years later,

when I was sixty-five (I know it was sixty-five because that was the
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summer I retired from teaching), I went to the New England Aquar-
ium and finally saw a shark. The mouth of the man in the black suit
was like that shark’s mouth when it opened, only his gullet was blaz-
ing red, the same color as his awful eyes, and I felt heat bake out of it
and into my face, the way you feel a sudden wave of heat come push-
ing out of a fireplace when a dry piece of wood catches alight. And I
didn’t imagine that heat, either, I know I didn’t, because just before
he slid the head of my nineteen-inch brook trout between his gaping
jaws, I saw the scales along the sides of the fish rise up and begin to
curl like bits of paper floating over an open incinerator.

He slid the fish in like a man in a travelling show swallowing a
sword. He didn’t chew, and his blazing eyes bulged out, as if in effort.
The fish went in and went in, his throat bulged as it slid down his gul-
let, and now he began to cry tears of his own . . . except his tears were
blood, scarlet and thick.

I think it was the sight of those bloody tears that gave me my body
back. I don’t know why that should have been, but I think it was. I
bolted to my feet like a jack released from its box, turned with my
bamboo pole still in one hand, and fled up the bank, bending over and
tearing tough bunches of weeds out with my free hand in an effort to
get up the slope more quickly.

He made a strangled, furious noise—the sound of any man with
his mouth too full—and I looked back just as I got to the top. He
was coming after me, the back of his suit-coat flapping and his thin
gold watch-chain flashing and winking in the sun. The tail of the fish
was still protruding from his mouth and I could smell the rest of it,
roasting in the oven of his throat.

He reached for me, groping with his talons, and I fled along the
top of the bank. After a hundred yards or so I found my voice and
went to screaming—screaming in fear, of course, but also screaming
in grief for my beautiful dead mother.

He was coming along after me. I could hear snapping branches
and whipping bushes, but I didn’t look back again. I lowered my
head, slitted my eyes against the bushes and low-hanging branches

along the stream’s bank, and ran as fast as I could. And at every step
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I expected to feel his hands descending on my shoulders pulling me
back into a final hot hug.

That didn’t happen. Some unknown length of time later—it
couldn’t have been longer than five or ten minutes, I suppose, but it
seemed like forever—I saw the bridge through layerings of leaves and
firs. Still screaming, but breathlessly now, sounding like a teakettle
which has almost boiled dry, I reached this second, steeper bank and
charged up to it.

Halfway to the top I slipped to my knees, looked over my shoulder,
and saw the man in the black suit almost at my heels, his white face
pulled into a convulsion of fury and greed. His cheeks were splattered
with his bloody tears and his shark’s mouth hung open like a hinge.

“Fisherboy!” he snarled, and started up the bank after me, grasping
at my foot with one long hand. I tore free, turned, and threw my fish-
ing pole at him. He batted it down easily, but it tangled his feet up
somehow and he went to his knees. I didn’t wait to see anymore; I
turned and bolted to the top of the slope. I almost slipped at the very
top, but managed to grab one of the support struts running beneath
the bridge and save myself.

“You can’t get away, fisherboy!” he cried from behind me. He
sounded furious, but he also sounded as if he were laughing. “It
takes more than a mouthful of trout to fill 7¢ up!”

“Leave me alone!” I screamed back at him. I grabbed the bridge’s
railing and threw myself over it in a clumsy somersault, filling my
hands with splinters and bumping my head so hard on the boards
when I came down that I saw stars. I rolled over onto my belly and
began crawling. I lurched to my feet just before I got to the end of the
bridge, stumbled once, found my rhythm, and then began to run. I
ran as only nine-year-old boys can run, which is like the wind. It felt
as if my feet only touched the ground with every third or fourth stride,
and for all I know, that may be true. I ran straight up the righthand
wheelrut in the road, ran until my temples pounded and my eyes
pulsed in their sockets, ran until I had a hot stitch in my left side from
the bottom of my ribs to my armpit, ran until I could taste blood and
something like metal-shavings in the back of my throat. When I
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couldn’t run anymore I stumbled to a stop and looked back over my
shoulder, puffing and blowing like a windbroke horse. I was convinced
I would see him standing right there behind me in his natty black suit,
the watch-chain a glittering loop across his vest and not a hair out of
place.

But he was gone. The road stretching back toward Castle Stream
between the darkly massed pines and spruces was empty. And yet I
sensed him somewhere near in those woods, watching me with his
grassfire eyes, smelling of burnt matches and roasted fish.

I turned and began walking as fast as I could, limping a little—I'd
pulled muscles in both legs, and when I got out of bed the next morn-
ing I was so sore I could barely walk. I didn’t notice those things then,
though. I just kept looking over my shoulder, needing again and again
to verify that the road behind me was still empty. It was, each time I
looked, but those backward glances seemed to increase my fear
rather than lessening it. The firs looked darker, massier, and I kept
imagining what lay behind the trees which marched beside the
road—Ilong, tangled corridors of forest, leg-breaking deadfalls,
ravines where anything might live. Until that Saturday in 1914, I had
thought that bears were the worst thing the forest could hold.

Now I knew better.

A mile or so further up the road, just beyond the place where it came
out of the woods and joined the Geegan Flat Road, I saw my father
walking toward me and whistling “The Old Oaken Bucket.” He was
carrying his own rod, the one with the fancy spinning reel from Mon-
key Ward. In his other hand he had his creel, the one with the ribbon
my mother had woven through the handle back when Dan was still
alive. DEDICATED TO JESUS, that ribbon said. I had been walking but
when I saw him I started to run again, screaming Dad! Dad! Dad! at
the top of my lungs and staggering from side to side on my tired,
sprung legs like a drunken sailor. The expression of surprise on his face
when he recognized me might have been comical under other cir-
cumstances, but not under these. He dropped his rod and creel into

the road without so much as a downward glance at them and ran to
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me. It was the fastest I ever saw my Dad run in his life; when we came
together it was a wonder the impact didn’t knock us both senseless,
and I struck my face on his belt-buckle hard enough to start a little
nosebleed. I didn’t notice that until later, though. Right then I only
reached out my arms and clutched him as hard as I could. I held on
and rubbed my hot face back and forth against his belly, covering his
old blue workshirt with blood and tears and snot.

“Gary, what is it? What happened? Are you all right?”

“Ma’s dead!” I sobbed. “I met a man in the woods and he told me!
Ma’s dead! She got stung by a bee and it swelled her all up just like
what happened to Dan, and she’s dead! She’s on the kitchen floor and
Candy Bill . . . licked the t-t-tears . . . off her . . . off her...”

Face was the last word I had to say, but by then my chest was hitch-
ing so bad I couldn’t get it out. My tears were flowing again, and my
Dad’s startled, frightened face had blurred into three overlapping
images. I began to howl—not like a little kid who's skun his knee but
like a dog that’s seen something bad by moonlight—and my father
pressed my head against his hard flat stomach again. I slipped out
from under his hand, though, and looked back over my shoulder. I
wanted to make sure the man in the black suit wasn’t coming.
There was no sign of him; the road winding back into the woods was
completely empty. I promised myself I would never go back down
that road again, not ever, no matter what, and I suppose now God’s
greatest blessing to His creatures below is that they can’t see the
future. It might have broken my mind if I had known I would be going
back down that road, and not two hours later. For that moment,
though, I was only relieved to see we were still alone. Then I thought
of my mother—my beautiful dead mother—and laid my face back
against my father’s stomach and bawled some more.

“Gary, listen to me,” he said a moment or two later. I went on bawl-
ing. He gave me a little longer to do that, then reached down and
lifted my chin so he could look into my face and I could look into his.
“Your Mom’s fine,” he said.

I could only look at him with tears streaming down my cheeks. I
didn’t believe him.

62



EVERYTHING'S EVENTUAL

“I don’t know who told you different, or what kind of dirty dog
would want to put a scare like that into a little boy, but I swear to
God your mother’s fine.”

“But . .. but hesaid...”

“I don’t care what he said. I got back from Eversham’s earlier than
I expected—he doesn’t want to sell any cows, it’s all just talk—and
decided I had time to catch up with you. I got my pole and my creel
and your mother made us a couple of jelly fold-overs. Her new
bread. Still warm. So she was fine half an hour ago, Gary, and there’s
nobody knows any different that’s come from this direction, I guar-
antee you. Not in just half an hour’s time.” He looked over my
shoulder. “Who was this man? And where was he? I'm going to find
him and thrash him within an inch of his life.”

I thought a thousand things in just two seconds—that’s what it
seemed like, anyway—but the last thing I thought was the most
powerful: if my Dad met up with the man in the black suit, I didn’t
think my Dad would be the one to do the thrashing. Or the walking
away.

I kept remembering those long white fingers, and the talons at
the ends of them.

“Gary?”

“I don’t know that I remember,” I said.

“Were you where the stream splits? The big rock?”

I could never lie to my father when he asked a direct question—
not to save his life or mine. “Yes, but don’t go down there.” I seized
his arm with both hands and tugged it hard. “Please don’t. He was
a scary man.” Inspiration struck like an illuminating lightning-bolt.
“I think he had a gun.”

He looked at me thoughtfully. “Maybe there wasn’t a man,” he
said, lifting his voice a little on the last word and turning it into some-
thing that was almost but not quite a question. “Maybe you fell asleep
while you were fishing, son, and had a bad dream. Like the ones you
had about Danny last winter.”

I had had a lot of bad dreams about Dan last winter, dreams
where I would open the door to our closet or to the dark, fruity inte-
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rior of the cider shed and see him standing there and looking at me
out of his purple strangulated face; from many of these dreams I had
awakened screaming, and awakened my parents, as well. I had fallen
asleep on the bank of the stream for a little while, too—dozed off, any-
way—but I hadn’t dreamed and I was sure I had awakened just before
the man in the black suit clapped the bee dead, sending it tumbling
off my nose and into my lap. I hadn’t dreamed him the way I had
dreamed Dan, I was quite sure of that, although my meeting with him
had already attained a dreamlike quality in my mind, as I suppose
supernatural occurrences always must. But if my Dad thought that
the man had only existed in my own head, that might be better. Bet-
ter for him.

“It might have been, I guess,” I said.

“Well, we ought to go back and find your rod and your creel.”

He actually started in that direction, and I had to tug frantically
at his arm to stop him again, and turn him back toward me.

“Later,” I said. “Please, Dad? I want to see Mother. I've got to see
her with my own eyes.”

He thought that over, then nodded. “Yes, I suppose you do. We'll
go home first, and get your rod and creel later.”

So we walked back to the farm together, my father with his fish-
pole propped on his shoulder just like one of my friends, me carrying
his creel, both of us eating folded-over slices of my mother’s bread
smeared with blackcurrant jam.

“Did you catch anything?” he asked as we came in sight of the
barn.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “A rainbow. Pretty good-sized.” And a brookie that
was a lot bigger, 1 thought but didn’t say. Biggest one I ever saw, to tell the
truth, but I don’t have that one to show you, Dad. I gave that one to the man
in the black suit, so he wouldn’t eat me. And it worked . . . but just barely.

“That’s all? Nothing else?”

“After I caught it I fell asleep.” This was not really an answer, but
not really a lie, either.

“Lucky you didn’t lose your pole. You didn’t, did you, Gary?”

“No, sir,” I said, very reluctantly. Lying about that would do no
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good even if I'd been able to think up a whopper—not if he was set
on going back to get my creel anyway, and I could see by his face that
he was.

Up ahead, Candy Bill came racing out of the back door, barking his
shrill bark and wagging his whole rear end back and forth the way
Scotties do when they’re excited. I couldn’t wait any longer; hope and
anxiety bubbled up in my throat like foam. I broke away from my
father and ran to the house, still lugging his creel and still convinced,
in my heart of hearts, that I was going to find my mother dead on the
kitchen floor with her face swelled and purple like Dan’s had been
when my father carried him in from the west field, crying and calling
the name of Jesus.

But she was standing at the counter, just as well and fine as when
I had left her, humming a song as she shelled peas into a bowl. She
looked around at me, first in surprise and then in fright as she took in
my wide eyes and pale cheeks.

“Gary, what is it? What'’s the matter?”

I didn’t answer, only ran to her and covered her with kisses. At
some point my father came in and said, “Don’t worry, Lo—he’s all
right. He just had one of his bad dreams, down there by the brook.”

“Pray God it’s the last of them,” she said, and hugged me tighter
while Candy Bill danced around our feet, barking his shrill bark.

“You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to, Gary,” my
father said, although he had already made it clear that he thought I
should—that I should go back, that I should face my fear, as I suppose
folks would say nowadays. That’s very well for fearful things that are
make-believe, but two hours hadn’t done much to change my con-
viction that the man in the black suit had been real. I wouldn’t be able
to convince my father of that, though. I don’t think there was a nine-
year-old that ever lived who would have been able to convince his
father he’d seen the Devil come walking out of the woods in a black
suit.

“I'll come,” I said. I had walked out of the house to join him before

he left, mustering all my courage in order to get my feet moving, and
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now we were standing by the chopping-block in the side yard, not far
from the woodpile.

“What you got behind your back?” he asked.

I brought it out slowly. I would go with him, and I would hope the
man in the black suit with the arrow-straight part down the left side
of his head was gone . . . but if he wasn’t, I wanted to be prepared. As
prepared as I could be, anyway. I had the family Bible in the hand I
had brought out from behind my back. I'd set out just to bring my
New Testament, which I had won for memorizing the most psalms in
the Thursday night Youth Fellowship competition (I managed eight,
although most of them except the Twenty-third had floated out of my
mind in a week’s time), but the little red Testament didn’t seem like
enough when you were maybe going to face the Devil himself, not
even when the words of Jesus were marked out in red ink.

My father looked at the old Bible, swelled with family documents
and pictures, and I thought he’d tell me to put it back, but he didn’t.
A look of mixed grief and sympathy crossed his face, and he nodded.
“All right,” he said. “Does your mother know you took that?”

“No, sir.”

He nodded again. “Then we’ll hope she doesn’t spot it gone
before we get back. Come on. And don’t drop it.”

Half an hour or so later, the two of us stood on the bank looking
down at the place where Castle Stream forked, and at the flat place
where I'd had my encounter with the man with the red-orange eyes.
I had my bamboo rod in my hand—TI'd picked it up below the
bridge—and my creel lay down below, on the flat place. Its wicker
top was flipped back. We stood looking down, my father and I, for a
long time, and neither of us said anything.

Opal! Diamond! Sapphire! Jade! 1 smell Gary’s lemonade! That had
been his unpleasant little poem, and once he had recited it, he had
thrown himself on his back, laughing like a child who has just dis-
covered he has enough courage to say bathroom words like shit or
piss. The flat place down there was as green and lush as any place in
Maine that the sun can get to in early July . . . except where the
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stranger had lain. There the grass was dead and yellow in the shape
of a man.

I looked down and saw I was holding our lumpy old family Bible
straight out in front of me with both thumbs pressing so hard on the
cover that they were white. It was the way Mama Sweet’s husband
Norville held a willow-fork when he was trying to dowse somebody
a well.

“Stay here,” my father said at last, and skidded sideways down the
bank, digging his shoes into the rich soft soil and holding his arms out
for balance. I stood where I was, holding the Bible stiffly out at the
ends of my arms like a willow-fork, my heart thumping wildly. I don’t
know if I had a sense of being watched that time or not; I was too
scared to have a sense of anything, except for a sense of wanting to be
far away from that place and those woods.

My Dad bent down, sniffed at where the grass was dead, and gri-
maced. I knew what he was smelling: something like burnt matches.
Then he grabbed my creel and came on back up the bank, hurrying.
He snagged one fast look over his shoulder to make sure nothing was
coming along behind. Nothing was. When he handed me the creel,
the lid was still hanging back on its cunning little leather hinges. I
looked inside and saw nothing but two handfuls of grass.

“Thought you said you caught a rainbow,” my father said, “but
maybe you dreamed that, too.”

Something in his voice stung me. “No, sir,” I said. “I caught one.”

“Well, it sure as hell didn’t flop out, not if it was gutted and
cleaned. And you wouldn’t put a catch into your fisherbox without
doing that, would you, Gary? I taught you better than that.”

“Yes, sir, you did, but—"

“So if you didn’t dream catching it and if it was dead in the box,
something must have come along and eaten it,” my father said, and
then he grabbed another quick glance over his shoulder, eyes wide, as
if he had heard something move in the woods. I wasn’t exactly sur-
prised to see drops of sweat standing out on his forehead like big clear
jewels. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

I was for that, and we went back along the bank to the bridge,
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walking quick without speaking. When we got there, my Dad
dropped to one knee and examined the place where we’d found my
rod. There was another patch of dead grass there, and the lady’s
slipper was all brown and curled in on itself, as if a blast of heat had
charred it. While my father did this, I looked in my empty creel.

“He must have gone back and eaten my other fish, too,” I said.

My father looked up at me. “Other fish!”

“Yes, sir. I didn’t tell you, but I caught a brookie, too. A big one.
He was awful hungry, that fella.” I wanted to say more, and the words
trembled just behind my lips, but in the end I didn’t.

We climbed up to the bridge and helped one another over the rail-
ing. My father took my creel, looked into it, then went to the railing
and threw it over. I came up beside him in time to see it splash down
and float away like a boat, riding lower and lower in the stream as
the water poured in between the wicker weavings.

“It smelled bad,” my father said, but he didn’t look at me when
he said it, and his voice sounded oddly defensive. It was the only
time I ever heard him speak just that way.

“Yes, sir.”

“We'll tell your mother we couldn’t find it. If she asks. If she
doesn’t ask, we won't tell her anything.”

“No, sir, we won’t.”

And she didn’t and we didn’t and that’s the way it was.

That day in the woods is eighty-one years gone, and for many of the
years in between I have never even thought of it . . . not awake, at
least. Like any other man or woman who ever lived, I can’t say
about my dreams, not for sure. But now I'm old, and I dream awake,
it seems. My infirmities have crept up like waves which will soon take
a child’s abandoned sand castle, and my memories have also crept up,
making me think of some old rhyme that went, in part, “Just leave
them alone/And they’ll come home/Wagging their tails behind
them.” I remember meals I ate, games I played, girls I kissed in the
school cloakroom when we played Post Office, boys I chummed
with, the first drink I ever took, the first cigarette I ever smoked (corn-
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shuck behind Dicky Hammer’s pig-shed, and I threw up). Yet of all
the memories, the one of the man in the black suit is the strongest,
and glows with its own spectral, haunted light. He was real, he was
the Devil, and that day I was either his errand or his luck. I feel more
and more strongly that escaping him was my luck—zs# luck, and not
the intercession of the God I have worshipped and sung hymns to all
my life.

As 1 lie here in my nursing-home room, and in the ruined sand cas-
tle that is my body, I tell myself that I need not fear the Devil—that
I have lived a good, kindly life, and I need not fear the Devil. Some-
times I remind myself that it was I, not my father, who finally
coaxed my mother back to church later on that summer. In the
dark, however, these thoughts have no power to ease or comfort. In
the dark comes a voice which whispers that the nine-year-old boy I
was had done nothing for which he might legitimately fear the devil
either . . . and yet the Devil came. And in the dark I sometimes hear
that voice drop even lower, into ranges which are inhuman. Big fish!
it whispers in tones of hushed greed, and all the truths of the moral
world fall to ruin before its hunger. Biiig fiiish!

The Devil came to me once, long ago; suppose he were to come
again now? I am too old to run now; I can’t even get to the bath-
room and back without my walker. I have no fine large brook trout
with which to propitiate him, either, even for a moment or two; I am
old and my creel is empty. Suppose he were to come back and find
me so?

And suppose he is still hungry?

My favorite Nathaniel Hawthorne story is “Young Goodman
Brown.” I think it’s one of the ten best stories ever written by an
American. “The Man in the Black Suit” is my hommage fo 1¢.
As for the particulars, 1 was talking with a friend of mine one day,
and he happened to mention that his Grandpa believed—rtruly
believed—tzhat he had seen the Devil in the woods, back around
the turn of the twentieth century. Grandpa said the Devil came
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walking out of the woods and started talking to him just like a
natural man. While Grandpa was chinning with him, he real-
1zed that the man from the woods had burning red eyes and smelled
like sulfur. My friend’s Grandpa became convinced that the
Devil would kill him if he realized Grandpa had caught on, so he
did his best to make normal conversation until e could eventually
get away. My story grew from my friend’s story. Writing it was no
Sun, but 1 went on with 1t, anyway. Sometimes storvies cry out to be
told in such lond voices that you write them just to shut them up.
1 thought the finished product a rather humdyum folktale told in
pedestrian language, certainly miles from the Hawthorne story 1
liked so much. When The New Yorker asked to publish it, I was
shocked. When it won furst prize in the O. Henry Best Short Story
competition for 19906, I was convinced someone had made a mis-
take (that did not keep me from accepting the award, however).
Reader response was generally positive, too. This story is proof that
writers are often the worst judges of what they have written.
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All That You Love
Will Be Carried Away

It was a Motel 6 on I-80 just west of Lincoln, Nebraska. The snow
that began at midafternoon had faded the sign’s virulent yellow to a
kinder pastel shade as the light ran out of the January dusk. The
wind was closing in on that quality of empty amplification one
encounters only in the country’s flat midsection, usually in winter-
time. That meant nothing but discomfort now, but if big snow came
tonight—the weather forecasters couldn’t seem to make up their
minds—then the interstate would be shut down by morning. That
was nothing to Alfie Zimmer.

He got his key from a man in a red vest and drove down to the end
of the long cinder-block building. He had been selling in the Midwest
for twenty years, and had formulated four basic rules about securing
his night’s rest. First, always reserve ahead. Second, reserve at a
franchise motel if possible—your Holiday Inn, your Ramada Inn, your
Comfort Inn, your Motel 6. Third, always ask for a room on the end.
That way, the worst you could have was one set of noisy neighbors.
Last, ask for a room that begins with a one. Alfie was forty-four, too
old to be fucking truck-stop whores, eating chicken-fried steak, or
hauling his luggage upstairs. These days, the rooms on the first
floor were usually reserved for non-smokers. Alfie rented them and
smoked anyway.

Someone had taken the space in front of Room 190. All the spaces
along the building were taken. Alfie wasn’t surprised. You could make
a reservation, guarantee it, but if you arrived late (late on a day like
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this was after 4 pm.), you had to park and walk. The cars belonging
to the early birds were nestled up to the gray cinder block and the
bright-yellow doors in a long line, their windows already covered with
a scrim of light snow.

Alfie drove around the corner and parked with the nose of his
Chevrolet pointed at the white expanse of some farmer’s field, swim-
ming deep into the gray of day’s end. At the farthest limit of vision he
could see the spark lights of a farm. In there, they would be hunkered
down. Out here, the wind blew hard enough to rock the car. Snow
skated past, obliterating the farm lights for a few moments.

Alfie was a big man with a florid face and a smoker’s noisy respi-
ration. He was wearing a topcoat, because when you were selling that
was what people liked to see. Not a jacket. Storekeepers sold to peo-
ple wearing jackets and John Deere caps, they didn’t buy from
them. The room key lay on the seat beside him. It was attached to a
diamond of green plastic. The key was a real key, not a MagCard. On
the radio Clint Black was singing “Nothin’ but the Tail Lights.” It was
a country song. Lincoln had an FM rocker now, but rock-and-roll
music didn’t seem right to Alfie. Not out here, where if you switched
over to AM you could still hear angry old men calling down hellfire.

He shut off the engine, put the key to 190 in his pocket, and checked
to make sure he still had his notebook in there, too. His old pal. “Save
Russian Jews,” he said, reminding himself. “Collect valuable prizes.”

He got out of the car and a gust of wind hit him hard, rocking him
back on his heels, flapping his pants around his legs, making him
laugh a smoker’s surprised rattlebox laugh.

His samples were in the trunk, but he wouldn’t need them tonight.
No, not tonight, not at all. He took his suitcase and his briefcase out
of the backseat, shut the door, then pushed the black button on his
key fob. That one locked all the doors. The red one set off an alarm,
what you were supposed to use if you were going to get mugged. Alfie
had never been mugged. He guessed that few salesmen of gourmet
foods were, especially in this part of the country. There was a market
for gourmet foods in Nebraska, lowa, Oklahoma, and Kansas; even
in the Dakotas, although many might not believe it. Alfie had done
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quite well, especially over the last two years as he got to know the
market’s deeper creases—but it was never going to equal the market
for, let’s say, fertilizer. Which he could smell even now on the winter
wind that was freezing his cheeks and turning them an even darker
shade of red.

He stood where he was a moment longer, waiting for the wind to
drop. It did, and he could see the spark lights again. The farmhouse.
And was it possible that behind those lights, some farmer’s wife was
even now heating up a pot of Cottager Split Pea Soup or perhaps
microwaving a Cottager Shepherd’s Pie or Chicken Frangais? It was.
It was as possible as hell. While her husband watched the early
news with his shoes off and his sock feet on a hassock, and overhead
their son played a video game on his GameCube and their daughter
sat in the tub, chin-deep in fragrant bubbles, her hair tied up with a
ribbon, reading The Golden Compass, by Philip Pullman, or perhaps one
of the Harry Potter books, which were favorites of Alfie’s daughter,
Carlene. All that going on behind the spark lights, some family’s uni-
versal joint turning smoothly in its socket, but between them and the
edge of this parking lot was a mile and a half of flat field, white in the
running-away light of a low sky, comatose with the season. Alfie
briefly imagined himself walking into that field in his city shoes, his
briefcase in one hand and his suitcase in the other, working his way
across the frozen furrows, finally arriving, knocking; the door would
be opened and he would smell pea soup, that good hearty smell, and
hear the KETV meteorologist in the other room saying, “But now
look at this low-pressure system just coming over the Rockies.”

And what would Alfie say to the farmer’s wife? That he just
dropped by for dinner? Would he advise her to save Russian Jews,
collect valuable prizes? Would he begin by saying, “Ma’am, accord-
ing to at least one source I've read recently, all that you love will be
carried away”? That would be a good conversation opener, sure to
interest the farmer’s wife in the wayfaring stranger who had just
walked across her husband’s east field to knock on her door. And
when she invited him to step in, to tell her more, he could open his
briefcase and give her a couple of his sample books, tell her that
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once she discovered the Cottager brand of quick-serve gourmet del-
icacies she would almost certainly want to move on to the more
sophisticated pleasures of Ma Mere. And, by the way, did she have a
taste for caviar? Many did. Even in Nebraska.

Freezing. Standing here and freezing.

He turned from the field and the spark lights at the far end of it and
walked to the motel, moving in careful duck steps so he wouldn’t go
ass over teakettle. He had done it before, God knew. Whoops-a-daisy
in half a hundred motel parking lots. He had done most of it before,
actually, and supposed that was at least part of the problem.

There was an overhang, so he was able to get out of the snow.
There was a Coke machine with a sign saying, USE CORRECT CHANGE.
There was an ice machine and a Snax machine with candy bars and
various kinds of potato chips behind curls of metal like bedsprings.
There was no USE CORRECT CHANGE sign on the Snax machine. From
the room to the left of the one where he intended to kill himself, Alfie
could hear the early news, but it would sound better in that farm-
house over yonder, he was sure of that. The wind boomed. Snow
swirled around his city shoes, and then Alfie let himself into his room.
The light switch was to the left. He turned it on and shut the door.

He knew the room; it was the room of his dreams. It was square.
The walls were white. On one was a picture of a small boy in a straw
hat, asleep with a fishing pole in his hand. There was a green rug on
the floor, a quarter-inch of some nubbly synthetic stuff. It was cold in
here right now, but when he pushed the Hi Heat button on the con-
trol panel of the Climatron beneath the window the place would warm
up fast. Would probably become hot. A counter ran the length of one
wall. There was a TV on it. On top of the TV was a piece of cardboard
with ONE-TOUCH MOVIES! printed on it.

There were twin double beds, each covered with bright-gold
spreads that had been tucked under the pillows and then pulled over
them, so the pillows looked like the corpses of infants. There was a
table between the beds with a Gideon Bible, a TV-channel guide, and
a flesh-colored phone on it. Beyond the second bed was the door to the
bathroom. When you turned on the light in there, the fan would go
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on, too. If you wanted the light, you got the fan, too. There was no
way around it. The light itself would be fluorescent, with the ghosts
of dead flies inside. On the counter beside the sink there would be a
hot plate and a Proctor-Silex electric kettle and little packets of
instant coffee. There was a smell in here, the mingling of some harsh
cleaning fluid and mildew on the shower curtain. Alfie knew it all. He
had dreamed it right down to the green rug, but that was no accom-
plishment, it was an easy dream. He thought about turning on the
heater, but that would rattle, too, and, besides, what was the point?

Alfie unbuttoned his topcoat and put his suitcase on the floor at
the foot of the bed closest to the bathroom. He put his briefcase on the
gold coverlet. He sat down, the sides of his coat spreading out like the
skirt of a dress. He opened his briefcase, thumbed through the various
brochures, catalogues, and order forms; finally he found the gun. It
was a Smith & Wesson revolver, .38 caliber. He put it on the pillows at
the head of the bed.

He lit a cigarette, reached for the telephone, then remembered his
notebook. He reached into his right coat pocket and pulled it out. It
was an old Spiral, bought for a buck forty-nine in the stationery
department of some forgotten five-and-dime in Omaha or Sioux
City or maybe Jubilee, Kansas. The cover was creased and almost
completely innocent of any printing it might once have borne. Some
of the pages had pulled partially free of the metal coil that served as
the notebook’s binding, but all of them were still there. Alfie had been
carrying this notebook for almost seven years, ever since his days sell-
ing Universal Product Code readers for Simonex.

There was an ashtray on the shelf under the phone. Out here, some
of the motel rooms still came with ashtrays, even on the first floor.
Alfie fished for it, put his cigarette on the groove, and opened his note-
book. He flipped through pages written with a hundred different pens
(and a few pencils), pausing to read a couple of entries. One read: “I
suckt Jim Morrison’s cock w/my poutie boy mouth (LAWRENCE Ks).”
Restrooms were filled with homosexual graffiti, most of it tiresome
and repetitive, but “poutie boy mouth” was pretty good. Another was
“Albert Gore is my favorite whore (MURDO S DAK).”
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The last page, three-quarters of the way through the book, had just
two entries. “Dont chew the Trojan Gum it taste’s just like rubber
(avoca 14).” And: “Poopie doopie you so loopy (PAPILLION NEB).” Alfie
was crazy about that one. Something about the “-ie, -ie,” and then,
boom, you got “-y.” It could have been no more than an illiterate’s
mistake (he was sure that would have been Maura’s take on it) but
why think like that? What fun was that? No, Alfie preferred (even
now) to believe that “-ie, -ie,” . . . wait for it . . . “-y” was an intended
construction. Something sneaky but playful, with the feel of ane. e.
cummings poem.

He rummaged through the stuff in his inside coat pocket, feeling
papers, an old toll-ticket, a bottle of pills—stuff he had quit taking—
and at last finding the pen that always hid in the litter. Time to record
today’s finds. Two good ones, both from the same rest area, one over
the urinal he had used, the other written with a Sharpie on the map
case beside the Hav-A-Bite machine. (Snax, which in Alfie’s opinion
vended a superior product line, had for some reason been disenfran-
chised in the I-80 rest areas about four years ago.) These days Alfie
sometimes went two weeks and three thousand miles without seeing
anything new, or even a viable variation on something old. Now, two
in one day. Two on the /asz day. Like some sort of omen.

His pen had COTTAGER FOODS THE GOOD STUFF! written in gold
along the barrel, next to the logo, a thatched hut with smoke coming
out of the quaintly crooked chimney.

Sitting there on the bed, still in his topcoat, Alfie bent studiously
over his old notebook so that his shadow fell on the page. Below
“Dont chew the Trojan Gum” and “Poopie doopie you so loopy,”
Alfie added “Save Russian Jews, collect valuable prizes (warron
NEB)” and “All that you love will be carried away (warTon NEB).” He
hesitated. He rarely added notes, liking his finds to stand alone.
Explanation rendered the exotic mundane (or so he had come to
believe; in the early years he had annotated much more freely), but
from time to time a footnote still seemed to be more illuminating
than demystifying.

He starred the second entry—"All that you love will be carried
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away (WALTON NEB)”"—and drew a line two inches above the bottom
of the page, and wrote.*

He put the pen back in his pocket, wondering why he or anyone
would continue anything this close to ending everything. He couldn’t
think of a single answer. But of course you went on breathing, too.
You couldn’t stop it without rough surgery.

The wind gusted outside. Alfie looked briefly toward the window,
where the curtain (also green, but a different shade from the rug)
had been drawn. If he pulled it back, he would be able to see chains
of light on Interstate 80, each bright bead marking sentient beings
running on the rod of the highway. Then he looked back down at his
book. He meant to do it, all right. This was just . . . well . . .

“Breathing,” he said, and smiled. He picked his cigarette out of the
ashtray, smoked, returned it to the groove, and thumbed back
through the book again. The entries recalled thousands of truck
stops and roadside chicken shacks and highway rest areas the way cer-
tain songs on the radio can bring back specific memories of a place, a
time, the person you were with, what you were drinking, what you
were thinking.

“Here I sit, brokenhearted, tried to shit but only farted.” Everyone
knew that one, but here was an interesting variation from Double D
Steaks in Hooker, Oklahoma: “Here I sit, I'm at a loss, trying to shit
out taco sauce. I know I'm going to drop a load, only hope I don’t
explode.” And from Casey, lowa, where SR 25 crossed 1-80: “My
mother made me a whore.” To which someone had added in very dif-
ferent penmanship: “If I supply the yarn will she make me one?”

He had started collecting when he was selling the UPCs, noting
various bits of graffiti in the Spiral notebook without at first knowing
why he was doing it. They were just amusing, or disconcerting, or
both at the same time. Yet little by little he had become fascinated
with these messages from the interstate, where the only other com-
munications seemed to be dipped headlights when you passed in the

*“To read this you must also look at the exit ramp from the Walton Rest Area back to
highway, i.e. at departing transients.”
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rain, or maybe somebody in a bad mood flipping you the bird when
you went by in the passing lane pulling a rooster-tail of snow behind
you. He came gradually to see—or perhaps only to hope—that some-
thing was going on here. The e. e. cummings lilt of “Poopie doopie
you so loopy,” for instance, or the inarticulate rage of “1380 West
Avenue kill my mother TAKE HER JEWELS.”

Or take this oldie: “Here I sit, cheeks a-flexin’, giving birth to
another Texan.” The meter, when you considered it, was odd. Not
fambs but some odd triplet formula with the stress on the third: “Here
I 572, cheeks a-flexin’, giving birth to another Texan.” Okay, it broke
down a little at the end, but that somehow added to its memorabil-
ity, gave it that final mnemonic twist of the tail. He had thought on
many occasions that he could go back to school, take some courses,
get all that feet-and-meter stuff down pat. Know what he was talk-
ing about instead of running on a tightrope of intuition. All he
really remembered clearly from school was iambic pentameter: “To be
or not to be, that is the question.” He had seen that in a men’s room
on I-70, actually, to which someone had added, “The real question is
who your father was, dipstick.”

These triplets, now. What were #hey called? Was that trochaic?
He didn’t know. The fact that he could find out no longer seemed
important, but he could find out, yes. It was something people
taught; it was no big secret.

Or take this variation, which Alfie had also seen all over the coun-
try: “Here I sit, on the pooper, giving birth to a Maine state trooper.”
It was always Maine, no matter where you were it was always Maine
State Trooper, and why? Because no other state would scan. Maine was
the only one of the fifty whose name consisted of a single syllable. Yet
again, it was in triplets: “Here I s7z, on the pogper.”

He had thought of writing a book. Just a little one. The first title
to occur to him had been “Don’t Look Up Here, You're Pissing on
Your Shoes,” but you couldn’t call a book that. Not and reasonably
hope someone would put it out for sale in a store, anyway. And,
besides, that was light. Frothy. He had become convinced over the
years that something was going on here, and it wasn’t frothy. The title
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he had finally decided on was an adaptation of something he’d seen
in a rest-area toilet stall outside Fort Scott, Kansas, on Highway 54.
“I Killed Ted Bundy: The Secret Transit Code of America’s High-
ways.” By Alfred Zimmer. That sounded mysterious and ominous,
almost scholarly. But he hadn’t done it. And although he had seen “If
I supply the yarn, will she make me one” added to “My mother made
me a whore” all over the country, he had never expounded (at least in
writing) on the startling lack of sympathy, the “just deal with it” sen-
sibility, of the response. Or what about “Mammon is the King of New
Jersey”? How did one explain why New Jersey made it funny and the
name of some other state probably wouldn’t? Even to try seemed
almost arrogant. He was just a little man, after all, with a little man’s
job. He sold things. A line of frozen dinners, currently.

And now, of course . . . now . ..

Alfie took another deep drag on his cigarette, mashed it out, and
called home. He didn’t expect to get Maura and didn’t. It was his own
recorded voice that answered him, ending with the number of his cell-
phone. A lot of good that would do; the cell-phone was in the trunk
of the Chevrolet, broken. He had never had good luck with gadgets.

After the beep he said, “Hi, it’s me. I'm in Lincoln. It’s snowing.
Remember the casserole you were going to take over to my mother.
She’ll be expecting it. And she asked for the Red Ball coupons. I know
you think she’s crazy on that subject, but humor her, okay? She’s old.
Tell Carlene Daddy says hi.” He paused, then for the first time in
about five years added, “I love you.”

He hung up, thought about another cigarette—no worries about
lung cancer, not now—and decided against it. He put the notebook,
open to the last page, beside the telephone. He picked up the gun and
rolled out the cylinder. Fully loaded. He snapped the cylinder back in
with a flick of his wrist, then slipped the short barrel into his mouth.
It tasted of oil and metal. He thought, Here I sit, about to cooL it, my
plan to EAT a fuckin’ BOOL-7#. He grinned around the barrel. That was
terrible. He never would have written that down in his book.

Then another thought occurred to him and he put the gun back in
its trench on the pillow, drew the phone to him again, and once more
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dialled home. He waited for his voice to recite the useless cell-phone
number, then said, “Me again. Don’t forget Rambo’s appointment at
the vet day after tomorrow, okay? Also the sea-jerky strips at night.
They really do help his hips. Bye.”

He hung up and raised the gun again. Before he could put the bar-
rel in his mouth, his eye fell on the notebook. He frowned and put the
gun down. The book was open to the last four entries. The first thing
anyone responding to the shot would see would be his dead body,
sprawled across the bed closest to the bathroom, his head hanging
down and bleeding on the nubbly green rug. The second thing,
however, would be the Spiral notebook, open to the final written page.

Alfie imagined some cop, some Nebraska state trooper who would
never be written about on any bathroom wall due to the disciplines
of scansion, reading those final entries, perhaps turning the bat-
tered old notebook toward him with the tip of his own pen. He would
read the first three entries—"“Trojan Gum,” “Poopie doopie,” “Save
Russian Jews”—and dismiss them as insanity. He would read the last
line, “All that you love will be carried away,” and decide that the dead
guy had regained a little rationality at the end, just enough to write
a halfway sensible suicide note.

Alfie didn’t like the idea of people thinking he was crazy (further
examination of the book, which contained such information as
“Medger Evers is alive and well in Disneyland,” would only confirm
that impression). He was not crazy, and the things he had written here
over the years weren’t crazy, either. He was convinced of it. And if he
was wrong, if these were the rantings of lunatics, they needed to be
examined even more closely. That thing about don’t look up here,
you're pissing on your shoes, for instance, was that humor? Or a growl
of rage?

He considered using the john to get rid of the notebook, then shook
his head. He’d end up on his knees with his shirtsleeves rolled back,
fishing around in there, trying to get the damn thing back out.
While the fan rattled and the fluorescent buzzed. And although
immersion might blur some of the ink, it wouldn’t blur all of it. Not
enough. Besides, the notebook had been with him so long, riding in
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his pocket across so many flat and empty Midwest miles. He hated the
idea of just flushing it away.

The last page, then? Surely one page, balled up, would go down.
But that would leave the rest for them (there was always a them) to
discover, all that clear evidence of an unsound mind. They’d say,
“Lucky he didn’t decide to visit a schoolyard with an AK-47. Take a
bunch of little kids with him.” And it would follow Maura like a tin
can tied to a dog’s tail. “Did you hear about her husband?” they’d ask
each other in the supermarket. “Killed himself in a motel. Left a book
full of crazy stuff. Lucky he didn’t kill her.” Well, he could afford to be
a little hard about that. Maura was an adult, after all. Carlene, on the
other hand . . . Carlene was . . .

Alfie looked at his watch. At her j.-v. basketball game, that’s
where Carlene was right now. Her teammates would say most of the
same things the supermarket ladies would say, only within earshot and
accompanied by those chilling seventh-grade giggles. Eyes full of glee
and horror. Was that fair? No, of course not, but there was nothing
fair about what had happened to him, either. Sometimes when you
were cruising along the highway, you saw big curls of rubber that had
unwound from the recap tires some of the independent truckers
used. That was what he felt like now: thrown tread. The pills made
it worse. They cleared your mind just enough for you to see what a
colossal jam you were in.

“But I'm not crazy,” he said. “That doesn’t make me crazy.” No.
Crazy might actually be better.

Alfie picked up the notebook, flipped it closed much as he had
flipped the cylinder back into the .38, and sat there tapping it
against his leg. This was ludicrous.

Ludicrous or not, it nagged him. The way thinking a stove burner
might still be on sometimes nagged him when he was home, nagged
until he finally got up and checked and found it cold. Only this was
worse. Because he loved the stuff in the notebook. Amassing graffiti—
thinking about graffiti—had been his real work these last years, not
selling price-code readers or frozen dinners that were really not
much more than Swansons or Freezer Queens in fancy microwavable
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dishes. The daffy exuberance of “Helen Keller fucked her feller!” for
instance. Yet the notebook might be a real embarrassment once he was
dead. It would be like accidentally hanging yourself in the closet
because you were experimenting with a new way of jacking off and
got found that way with your shorts under your feet and shit on your
ankles. Some of the stuff in his notebook might show up in the
newspaper, along with his picture. Once upon a time he would have
scoffed at the idea, but in these days, when even Bible Belt newspa-
pers routinely speculated about a mole on the President’s penis, the
notion was hard to dismiss.

Burn it, then? No, he’d set off the goddamned smoke detector.

Put it behind the picture on the wall? The picture of the little boy
with the fishing pole and the straw hat?

Alfie considered this, then nodded slowly. Not a bad idea at all. The
Spiral notebook might stay there for years. Then, someday in the dis-
tant future, it would drop out. Someone—perhaps a lodger, more
likely a maid—would pick it up, curious. Would flip through it. What
would that person’s reaction be? Shock? Amusement? Plain old
head-scratching puzzlement? Alfie rather hoped for this last. Because
things in the notebook were puzzling. “Elvis killed Big Pussy,” some-
one in Hackberry, Texas, had written. “Serenity is being square,”
someone in Rapid City, South Dakota, had opined. And below that,
someone had written, “No, stupid, serenity =(vz)’+5, if v=serenity,
a=satisfaction, and 4/ =sexual compatibility.”

Behind the picture, then.

Alfie was halfway across the room when he remembered the pills
in his coat pocket. And there were more in the glove compartment of
the car, different kinds but for the same thing. They were prescription
drugs, but not the sort the doctor gave you if you were feeling . . . well
... sunny. So the cops would search this room thoroughly for other
kinds of drugs and when they lifted the picture away from the wall the
notebook would drop out onto the green rug. The things in it would
look even worse, even crazier, because of the pains he had taken to
hide it.

And they’d read the last thing as a suicide note, simply because it
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was the last thing. No matter where he left the book, that would hap-
pen. Sure as shit sticks to the ass of America, as some East Texas turn-
pike poet had once written.

“If they find it,” he said, and just like that the answer came to
him.

The snow had thickened, the wind had grown even stronger, and the
spark lights across the field were gone. Alfie stood beside his snow-
covered car at the edge of the parking lot with his coat billowing out
in front of him. At the farm, they’d all be watching TV by now. The
whole fam’ damly. Assuming the satellite dish hadn’t blown off the
barn roof, that was. Back at his place, his wife and daughter would
be arriving home from Carlene’s basketball game. Maura and Carlene
lived in a world that had little to do with the interstates, or fast-food
boxes blowing down the breakdown lanes and the sound of semis
passing you at seventy and eighty and even ninety miles an hour
like a Doppler whine. He wasn’t complaining about it (or hoped he
wasn’t); he was just pointing it out. “Nobody here even if there is,”
someone in Chalk Level, Missouri, had written on a shithouse wall,
and sometimes in those rest-area bathrooms there was blood, mostly
just a little, but once he had seen a grimy basin under a scratched
steel mirror half filled with it. Did anyone notice? Did anyone report
such things?

In some rest areas the weather report fell constantly from overhead
speakers, and to Alfie the voice giving it sounded haunted, the voice
of a ghost running through the vocal cords of a corpse. In Candy,
Kansas, on Route 283, in Ness County, someone had written,
“Behold, I stand at the door and knock,” to which someone else had
added, “If your not from Pudlishers Cleering House go away you Bad
Boy.”

Alfie stood at the edge of the pavement, gasping a little because the
air was so cold and full of snow. In his left hand he held the Spiral note-
book, bent almost double. There was no need to destroy it, after all.
He would simply throw it into Farmer John’s east field, here on the
west side of Lincoln. The wind would help him. The notebook might
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carry twenty feet on the fly, and the wind could tumble it even farther
before it finally fetched up against the side of the furrow and was cov-
ered. It would lie there buried all winter, long after his body had been
shipped home. In the spring, Farmer John would come out this way
on his tractor, the cab filled with the music of Patty Loveless or George
Jones or maybe even Clint Black, and he would plow the Spiral note-
book under without seeing it and it would disappear into the scheme
of things. Always supposing there was one. “Relax, it’s all just the rinse
cycle,” someone had written beside a pay phone on I-35 not far from
Cameron, Missouri.

Alfie drew the book back to throw it, then lowered his arm. He
hated to let it go, that was the truth of it. That was the bottom line
everyone was always talking about. But things were bad, now. He
raised his arm again and then lowered it again. In his distress and inde-
cision he began to cry without being aware of it. The wind rushed
around him, on its way to wherever. He couldn’t go on living the way
he had been living, he knew that much. Not one more day. And a shot
in the mouth would be easier than any living change, he knew that,
too. Far easier than struggling to write a book few people (if any at all)
were likely to read. He raised his arm again, cocked the hand with the
notebook in it back to his ear like a pitcher preparing to throw a fast-
ball, then stood like that. An idea had occurred to him. He would
count to sixty. If the spark lights of the farmhouse reappeared at any
time during that count, he would try to write the book.

To write a book like that, he thought, you’d have to begin by
talking about how it was to measure distance in green mile markers,
and the very width of the land, and how the wind sounded when
you got out of your car at one of those rest areas in Oklahoma or
North Dakota. How it sounded almost like words. You'd have to
explicate the silence, and how the bathrooms always smelled of piss
and the great hollow farts of departed travellers, and how in that
silence the voices on the walls began to speak. The voices of those
who had written and then moved on. The telling would hurt, but if
the wind dropped and the spark lights of the farm came back, he’d
do it anyway.
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If they didn’t he’d throw the notebook into the field, go back into
Room 190 (just hang a left at the Snax machine), and shoot himself,
as planned.

Either way. Either way.

Alfie stood there counting to sixty inside his head, waiting to see
if the wind would drop.

[ like to drive, and I'm particularly addicted to those long inter-

state barrels where you see nothing but prairies to either side and
a cinderblock rest area every forty miles or so. Rest-area bathrooms
are always full of graffiti, some of it extremely weird. I started to

collect these dispatches from nowbere, keeping them in a pocket note-

book, got others off the Internet (there are two or three websites ded-

tcated to them), and finally found the story in which they belonged.

This is it. I don’t know if it’s good or not, but 1 cared very much

Jor the lonely man at its center and really hope things turned out
okay for him. In the first draft things did, but Bill Buford of The

New Yorker suggested a more ambiguous ending. He was prob-

ably right, but we could all say a prayer for the Alfie Zimmers of
the world.
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The Death
of Jack Hamilton

Want you to get one thing straight from the start: wasn’t nobody on
earth didn’t like my pal Johnnie Dillinger, except Melvin Purvis of the
EB.I. Purvis was J. Edgar Hoover’s right-hand man, and he hated
Johnnie like poison. Everyone else—well, Johnnie had a way of
making folks like him, that’s all. And he had a way of making people
laugh. God makes it come right in the end, that’s something he used
to say. And how can you not like a guy with that kind of philosophy?

But people don’t want to let a man like that die. You'd be surprised
how many folks still say it wasn’t Johnnie the Feds knocked down in
Chicago beside the Biograph Theater on July 22, 1934. After all, it
was Melvin Purvis who’d been in charge of hunting Johnnie down,
and, besides being mean, Purvis was a goddam fool (the sort of man
who’d try to piss out a window without remembering to open it first).
You won’t hear no better from me, either. Little fag of a dandy, how
I hated him! How we all did!

We got away from Purvis and the Gees after the shootout at Lit-
tle Bohemia, Wisconsin—all of us! The biggest mystery of the year
was how that goddam pansy ever kept his job. Johnnie once said,
“J. Edgar probably can’t get that good a blow job from a dame.” How
we laughed! Sure, Purvis got Johnnie in the end, but only after set-
ting an ambush outside the Biograph and shooting him in the back
while he was running down an alley. He fell down in the muck and the
cat shit and said, “How’s this, then?” and died.

Still folks won’t believe it. Johnnie was handsome, they say, looked
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almost like a movie star. The fella the Gees shot outside the Biograph
had a fat face, all swollen up and bloated like a cooked sausage. John-
nie was barely thirty-one, they say, and the mug the cops shot that
night looked forty, easy! Also (and here they drop their voices to a
whisper), everyone knows John Dillinger had a pecker the size of a
Louisville Slugger. That fella Purvis ambushed outside the Biograph
didn’t have nothing but the standard six inches. And then there’s the
matter of that scar on his upper lip. You can see it clear as day in the
morgue photographs (like the one where some yo-yo is holding up my
old pal’s head and looking all solemn, as if to tell the world once and
for all that Crime Does Not Pay). The scar cuts the side of Johnnie’s
mustache in two. Everyone knows John Dillinger never had a scar like
that, people say; just look at any of the other pictures. God knows
there’s enough of them.

There’s even a book that says Johnnie didn’t die—that he lived on
long after the rest of his running buddies, and finished up in Mexico,
living in a haci and pleasing any number of sezzoras and seiioritas with
his oversized tool. The book claims that my old pal died on Novem-
ber 20, 1963—two days before Kennedy—at the ripe old age of sixty,
and it wasn’t no federal bullet that took him off but a plain old heart
attack, that John Dillinger died in bed.

It’s a nice story, but it ain’t true.

Johnnie’s face looks big in those last photos because he’d really
packed on the pounds. He was the type who eats when he’s nervous,
and after Jack Hamilton died, in Aurora, Illinois, Johnnie felt he
was next. Said as much, in that gravel pit where we took poor old
Jack.

As for his tool—well, I'd known Johnnie ever since we met at
Pendleton Reformatory in Indiana. I saw him dressed and undressed,
and Homer Van Meter is here to tell you that he had a good one, but
not an especially great one. (I'll tell you who had a great one, if you
want to know: Dock Barker—the mama’s boy! Ha!)

Which brings me to the scar on Johnnie’s upper lip, the one you
can see cutting through his mustache in those pictures where he’s
lying on the cooling board. The reason the scar doesn’t show in any
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of Johnnie’s other pictures is that he got it near the end. It happened
in Aurora, while Jack (Red) Hamilton, our old pal, was on his
deathbed. That’s what I want to tell you about: how Johnnie Dillinger
got the scar on his upper lip.

Me and Johnnie and Red Hamilton got away from the Little
Bohemia shootout through the kitchen windows in back, making our
way down the side of the lake while Purvis and his idiots were still
pouring lead into the front of the lodge. Boy, I hope the kraut who
owned the place had insurance! The first car we found belonged to an
elderly neighbor couple, and it wouldn’t start. We had better luck
with the second—a Ford coupe that belonged to a carpenter just up
the road. Johnnie put him in the driver’s seat, and he chauffeured us
a good way back toward St. Paul. Then he was invited to step out—
which he did quite willingly—and I took over.

We crossed the Mississippi about twenty miles downriver from St.
Paul, and although the local cops were all on the lookout for what
they called the Dillinger Gang, I think we would have been all right if
Jack Hamilton hadn’t lost his hat while we were making our escape.
He was sweating like a pig—he always did when he was nervous—
and when he found a rag on the backseat of the carpenter’s car he
whipped it into a kind of rope and tied it around his head, Injun style.
That was what caught the eye of those cops parked on the Wisconsin
side of the Spiral Bridge as we went past them, and they came after us
for a closer look.

That might have been the end of us right there, but Johnnie
always had the Devil’s own luck—until the Biograph, anyway. He put
a cattle truck right between us and them, and the cops couldn’t get
past.

“Step on it, Homer!” Johnnie shouts at me. He was in the back-
seat, and in rare good humor from the sound of him. “Make it walk!”

I did, too, and we left the cattle truck in the dust, with those cops
stuck behind it. So long, Mother, I'll write when I get work. Ha!

Once it seemed we had them buried for good, Jack says, “Slow
down, you damned fool—no sense getting picked up for speeding.”
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So I'slowed down to thirty-five and for a quarter of an hour every-
thing was fine. We were talking about Little Bohemia, and whether
or not Lester (the one they were always calling Baby Face) might have
gotten away, when all at once there’s the crackle of rifles and pistols,
and the sound of bullets whining off the pavement. It was those hick
cops from the bridge. They’'d caught up, creeping easy the last
ninety or a hundred yards, and were close enough now to be shooting
for the tires—they probably weren’t entirely sure, even then, that it
was Dillinger.

They weren’t in doubt for long. Johnnie broke out the back win-
dow of the Ford with the butt of his pistol and started shooting back.
I mashed the gas pedal again and got that Ford all the way up to fifty,
which was a tearing rush in those days. There wasn’t much traffic, but
what there was I passed any way I could—on the left, on the right, in
the ditch. Twice I felt the driver’s-side wheels go up, but we never
tipped. Nothing like a Ford when it came to a getaway. Once John-
nie wrote to Henry Ford himself. “When I'm in a Ford, I can make
any car take my dust,” he told Mr. Ford, and we surely dusted them
that day.

We paid a price, though. There were these spink! spink! spink!
noises, and a crack ran up the windshield and a slug—I'm pretty sure
it was a .45—fell dead on the dashboard. It looked like a big black
elm beetle.

Jack Hamilton was in the passenger seat. He got his tommy gun
off the floor and was checking the drum, ready to lean out the win-
dow, I imagine, when there came another of those spznk! noises. Jack
says, “Oh! Bastard! I'm hit!” That bullet had to have come in the
busted back window and how it missed Johnnie to hit Jack I don’t
know.

“Are you all right?” I shouted. I was hung over the wheel like a
monkey and driving like one, too, very likely. I passed a Coulee
Dairy truck on the right, honking all the time, yelling for that
white-coat-farmer-son-of-a-bitch to get out of my road. “Jack, are
you all right?”

“I'm okay, I'm fine!” he says, and shoves himself and his sub gun
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out the window, almost to his waist. Only, at first the milk truck was
in the way. I could see the driver in the mirror, gawking at us from
under his little hat. And when I looked over at Jack as he leaned out
I could see a hole, just as neat and round as something you’d draw
with a pencil, in the middle of his overcoat. There was no blood, just
that little black hole.

“Never mind Jack, just run the son of a bitch!” Johnnie shouted
at me.

I ran it. We gained maybe half a mile on the milk truck, and the
cops stuck behind it the whole while because there was a guardrail
on one side and a line of slowpoke traffic coming the other way. We
turned hard, around a sharp curve, and for a moment both the milk
truck and the police car were out of sight. Suddenly, on the right,
there was a gravel road all grown in with weeds.

“In there!” Jack gasps, falling back into the passenger seat, but I
was already turning in.

It was an old driveway. I drove about seventy yards, over a little rise
and down the other side, ending at a farmhouse that looked long
empty. I killed the engine, and we all got out and stood behind the car.

“If they come, we'll give em a show,” Jack says. “I ain’t going to
no electric chair like Harry Pierpont.”

But no one came, and after ten minutes or so we got back in the car
and drove out to the main road, all slow and careful. And that’s when
I saw something I didn’t like much. “Jack,” I says, “you’re bleeding
out your mouth. Look out or it’ll be on your shirt.”

Jack wiped his mouth with the big finger of his right hand, looked
at the blood on it, and then gave me a smile that I still see in my
dreams: big and broad and scared to death. “T just bit the inside of my
cheek,” says he. “I'm all right.”

“You sure?” Johnnie asks. “You sound kind of funny.”

“I can’t catch all my breath just yet,” Jack says. He wiped his big
finger across his mouth again and there was less blood, and that
seemed to satisfy him. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

“Turn back toward the Spiral Bridge, Homer,” Johnnie says, and
I did like he told me. Not all the stories about Johnnie Dillinger are
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true, but he could always find his way home, even after he didn’t
have no home no more, and I always trusted him.

We were once again doing a perfectly legal parson-go-to-meeting
thirty miles per, when Johnnie saw a Texaco station and told me to
turn off to the right. We were soon on country gravel roads, Johnnie
calling lefts and rights, even though all the roads looked the same to
me: just wheel ruts running between clapped-out cornfields. The
roads were muddy, and there were still scraps of snow in some of the
fields. Every now and then there’d be some hick kid watching us go
by. Jack was getting quieter and quieter. I asked him how he was
doing and he said, “I'm all right.”

“Yes, well, we ought to get you looked at when we cool off a lit-
tle,” Johnnie said. “And we have to get your coat mended, too. With
that hole in it, it looks like somebody shot you!” He laughed, and so
did I. Even Jack laughed. Johnnie could always cheer you up.

“I don’t think it went deep,” Jack said, just as we came out on
Route 43. “I'm not bleeding out of my mouth anymore—look.” He
turned to show Johnnie his finger, which now just had a maroon smear
on it. But when he twisted back into his seat blood poured out of his
mouth and nose.

“I think it went deep enough,” Johnnie said. “We’'ll take care of
you—if you can still talk, you're likely fine.”

“Sure,” Jack said. “I'm fine.” His voice was smaller than ever.

“Fine as a fiddler’s fuck,” I said.

“Aw, shut up, you dummocks,” he said, and we all had a laugh.
They laughed at me a lot. It was all in fun.

About five minutes after we got back on the main road, Jack
passed out. He slumped against the window, and a thread of blood
trickled from one corner of his mouth and smeared on the glass. It
reminded me of swatting a mosquito that’s had its dinner—the claret
everywhere. Jack still had the rag on his head, but it had gone
crooked. Johnny took it off and cleaned the blood from Jack’s face
with it. Jack muttered and raised his hands as if to push Johnnie
away, but they dropped back into his lap.
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“Those cops will have radioed ahead,” Johnnie says. “If we go to St.
Paul, we’re finished. That’s what I think. How about you, Homer?”

“The same,” I says. “What does that leave? Chicago?”

“Yep,” he says. “Only first we have to ditch this motor. They’ll
have the plates by now. Even if they didn’t, it’s bad luck. It’s a damn
hoodoo.”

“What about Jack?” I says.

“Jack will be all right,” he says, and I knew to say no more on the
subject.

We stopped about a mile down the road, and Johnnie shot out
the front tire of the hoodoo Ford while Jack leaned against the hood,
looking pale and sick.

When we needed a car, it was always my job to flag one down.
“People who wouldn’t stop for any of the rest of us will stop for
you,” Johnnie said once. “Why is that, I wonder?”

Harry Pierpont answered him. This was back in the days when it
was still the Pierpont Gang instead of the Dillinger Gang. “Because
he looks like a Homer,” he said. “Wasn’t ever anyone looked so
much like a Homer as Homer Van Meter does.”

We all laughed at that, and now here I was again, and this time it
was really important. You'd have to say life or death.

Three or four cars went by and I pretended to be fiddling with the
tire. A farm truck was next, but it was too slow and waddly. Also,
there were some fellas in the back. Driver slows down and says, “You
need any help, amigo?”

“I'm fine,” I'says. “Workin” up a appetite for lunch. You go right on.”

He gives me a laugh and on he went. The fellas in the back also
waved.

Next up was another Ford, all by its lonesome. I waved my arms
for them to stop, standing where they couldn’t help but see that flat
shoe. Also, I was giving them a grin. That big one that says I'm just
a harmless Homer by the side of the road.

It worked. The Ford stopped. There was three folks inside, a man
and a young woman and a fat baby. A family.
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“Looks like you got a flat there, partner,” the man says. He was
wearing a suit and a topcoat, both clean but not what you'd call
Grade A.

“Well, I don’t know how bad it can be,” I says, “when it’s only flat
on the bottom.”

We was still laughing over that just like it was new when Johnnie
and Jack come out of the trees with their guns drawn.

“Just hold still, sir,” Jack says. “No one is going to get hurt.”

The man looked at Jack, looked at Johnnie, looked at Jack again.
Then his eyes went back to Johnnie and his mouth dropped open. I
seen it a thousand times, but it always tickled me.

“You're Dillinger!” he gasps, and then shoots his hands up.

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” Johnnie says, and grabs one of the
man’s hands out of the air. “Get those mitts down, would you?”

Just as he did, another two or three cars came along—country-go-
to-town types, sitting up straight as sticks in their old muddy sedans.
We didn’t look like nothing but a bunch of folks at the side of the road
getting ready for a tire-changing party.

Jack, meanwhile, went to the driver’s side of the new Ford, turned
off the switch, and took the keys. The sky was white that day, as if
with rain or snow, but Jack’s face was whiter.

“What’s your name, Ma’am?” Jack asks the woman. She was
wearing a long gray coat and a cute sailor’s cap.

“Deelie Francis,” she says. Her eyes were as big and dark as plums.
“That’s Roy. He’s my husband. Are you going to kill us?”

Johnnie give her a stern look and says, “We are the Dillinger Gang,
Mrs. Francis, and we have never killed anyone.” Johnnie always made
this point. Harry Pierpont used to laugh at him and ask him why he
wasted his breath, but I think Johnnie was right to do that. It’s one of
the reasons he’ll be remembered long after the straw-hat-wearing lit-
tle pansy is forgot.

“That’s right,” Jack says. “We just rob banks, and not half as many
as they say. And who is this fine little man?” He chucked the kiddo
under the chin. He was fat, all right; looked like W. C. Fields.

“That’s Buster,” Deelie Francis says.
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“Well, he’s a regular little bouncer, ain’t he?” Jack smiled. There
was blood on his teeth. “How old is he? Three or so?”

“Just barely two and a half,” Mrs. Francis says proudly.

“Is that so?”

“Yes, but he’s big for his age. Mister, are you all right? You're awful
pale. And there’s blood on your—"

Johnnie speaks up then. “Jack, can you drive this one into the
trees?” He pointed at the carpenter’s old Ford.

“Sure,” Jack says.

“Flat tire and all?”

“You just try me. It’s just that . . . I'm awful thirsty. Ma’am—
Missus Francis—do you have anything to drink?”

She turned around and bent over—not easy with that horse of a
baby in her arms—and got a thermos from the back.

Another couple of cars went puttering by. The folks inside waved,
and we waved back. I was still grinning fit to split, trying to look just
as Homer as a Homer could be. I was worried about Jack and didn’t
know how he could stay on his feet, let alone tip up that thermos and
swig what was inside. Iced tea, she told him, but he seemed not to
hear. When he handed it back to her, there were tears rolling down
his cheeks. He thanked her, and she asked him again if he was all
right.

“I am now,” Jack says. He got into the hoodoo Ford and drove it
into the bushes, the car jouncing up and down on the tire Johnnie
had shot out.

“Why couldn’t you have shot out a back one, you goddam fool?”
Jack sounded angry and out of breath. Then he wrestled the car into
the trees and out of sight, and came back, walking slow and looking
at his feet, like an old man on ice.

“All right,” Johnnie says. He’'d discovered a rabbit’s foot on Mr.
Francis’s key ring, and was working it in a way that made me know
that Mr. Francis wasn’t ever going to see that Ford again. “Now, we're
all friends here, and we’re going to take a little ride.”

Johnnie drove. Jack sat in the passenger seat. I squeezed in back
with the Francises and tried to get the piglet to shoot me a grin.
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“When we get to the next little town,” Johnnie says to the Fran-
cis family in the backseat, “we’re going to drop you off with enough
for bus fare to get you where you were going. We’ll take the car. We
won’t hurt it a bit, and if no one shoots any bullet holes in it you'll get
it back good as new. One of us’ll phone you where it is.”

“We haven’t got a phone yet,” Deelie says. It was really a whine.
She sounded like the kind of woman who needs a smack every second
week or so to keep her tits up. “We’re on the list, but those telephone
people are slower than cold molasses.”

“Well, then,” Johnnie says, good-humored and not at all per-
plexed, “we’ll give the cops a call, and they’ll get in touch. But if you
squawk, you won’t ever get it back in running shape.”

M. Francis nodded as if he believed every word. Probably he did.
This was the Dillinger Gang, after all.

Johnnie pulled in at a Texaco, gassed up, and bought soda pops
all around. Jack drank a bottle of grape like a man dying of thirst in
the desert, but the woman wouldn’t let Master Piglet have his. Not
so much as a swallow. The kid was holding his hands out for it and
bawling.

“He can’t have pop before his lunch,” she says to Johnnie, “what’s
wrong with you?”

Jack was leaning his head against the glass of the passenger win-
dow with his eyes shut. I thought he’d passed out again, but he says,
“Shut that brat up, missus, or I will.”

“I think you've forgotten whose car you're in,” she says, all
haughty.

“Give him his pop, you bitch,” Johnnie says. He was still smiling,
but now it was his other smile. She looked at him and the color in her
cheeks disappeared. And that’s how Master Piglet got his Nebhi,
lunch or no lunch. Twenty miles farther on, we dropped them off in
some little town and went on our way toward Chicago.

“A man who marries a woman like that deserves all he gets,”
Johnnie remarked, “and he’ll get plenty.”

“She’ll call the law,” Jack says, still without opening his eyes.

“Never will,” Johnnie says, as confident as ever. “Wouldn't spare
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the nickel.” And he was right. We saw only two blue beetles before we
got into Chi, both going the other way, and neither one of them so
much as slowed down to look at us. It was Johnnie’s luck. As for Jack,
you had only to look at him to know that his supply of luck was run-
ning out fast. By the time we got to the Loop, he was delirious and
talking to his mother.

“Homer!” Johnnie says, in that wide-eyed way that always used
to tickle me. Like a girl doing a flirt.

“What!” I says, giving him the glad eye right back.

“We got no place to go. This is worse than St. Paul.”

“Go to Murphy’s,” Jack says without opening his eyes. “I want a
cold beer. I'm thirsty.”

“Murphy’s,” Johnnie says. “You know, that’s not a bad idea.”

Murphy’s was an Irish saloon on the South Side. Sawdust, a steam
table, two bartenders, three bouncers, friendly girls at the bar, and a
room upstairs where you could take them. More rooms in the back,
where people sometimes met, or cooled off for a day or two. We knew
four places like it in St. Paul, but only a couple in Chi. I parked the
Francises’ Ford up in the alley. Johnnie was in the backseat with our
delirious friend—we weren’t yet ready to call him our dying friend—
and he was holding Jack’s head against the shoulder of his coat.

“Go in and get Brian Mooney off the bar,” Johnnie says.

“What if he isn’t there?”

“Then I don’t know,” Johnnie says.

“Harry!” Jack shouts, presumably calling for Harry Pierpont.
“That whore you set me up with has given me the goddam clap!”

“Go on,” Johnnie says to me, soothing his hand through Jack’s
hair just like a mother.

Well, Brian Mooney was there—Johnnie’s luck again—and we got
a room for the night, although it cost two hundred dollars, which was
pretty dear, considering the view was an alley and the toilet was at the
far end of the hall.

“You boys are hotter than hell,” Brian says. “Mickey McClure
would have sent you right back into the street. There’s nothing in
the papers and on the radio but Little Bohemia.”
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Jack sat down on a cot in the corner, and got himself a cigarette
and a cold draft beer. The beer brought him back wonderful; he was
almost himself again. “Did Lester get away?” he asked Mooney. I
looked over at him when he spoke up and saw a terrible thing.
When he took a drag off his Lucky and inhaled, a little puff come out
of the hole in the back of his overcoat like a smoke signal.

“You mean Baby Face?” Mooney asked.

“You don’t want to call him that where he can hear you,” Johnnie
said, grinning. He was happier now that Jack had come back around,
but he hadn’t seen that puff of smoke coming out of his back. I wished
I hadn’t, either.

“He shot a bunch of Gees and got away,” Mooney said. “At least
one of the Gees is dead, maybe two. Anyway, it just makes it that
much worse. You can stay here tonight, but you have to be gone by
tomorrow afternoon.”

He went out. Johnnie waited a few seconds, then stuck his tongue
out at the door like a little kid. I got laughing—Johnnie could
always make me laugh. Jack tried to laugh, too, but quit. It hurt him
too much.

“Time to get you out of that coat and see how bad it is, partner,”
Johnnie said.

It took us five minutes. By the time he was down to his undershirt,
all three of us were soaked with sweat. Four or five times I had to put
my hands over Jack’s mouth to muffle him. I got blood all over my
cuffs.

There was no more than a rose on the lining of his overcoat, but
his white shirt had gone half red and his undershirt was soaked right
through. Sticking up on the left side, just below his shoulder blade,
was a lump with a hole in the middle of it, like a little volcano.

“No more,” Jack says, crying. “Please, no more.”

“That’s all right,” Johnnie says, running the palm of his hand
through Jack’s hair again. “We're all done. You can lie down now. Go
to sleep. You need your rest.”

“I can’t,” he says. “It hurts too much. Oh, God, if you only knew
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how it hurts! And I want another beer. I'm thirsty. Only don’t put
so much salt in it this time. Where’s Harry, where’s Charlie?”

Harry Pierpont and Charlie Makley, I guessed—Charlie was the
Fagin who’d turned Harry and Jack out when they weren’t no more
than snotnoses.

“There he goes again,” Johnnie says. “He needs a doc, Homer, and
you’re the boy who has to find one.”

“Jesus, Johnnie, this ain’t my town!”

“Doesn’t matter,” Johnnie says. “If I go out, you know what’s
going to happen. I'll write down some names and addresses.”

It ended up being just one name and one address, and when I got
there it was all for nothing. The doc (a pill-roller whose mission was
giving abortions and acid melts to erase fingerprints) had happied
himself to death on his own laudanum two months before.

We stayed in that cheesy room behind Murphy’s for five days. Mickey
McClure showed up and tried to turn us out, but Johnnie talked to
him in the way that Johnnie had—when he turned on the charm, it
was almost impossible to tell Johnnie no. And, besides, we paid. By
the fifth night, the rent was four hundred, and we were forbidden to
so much as show our faces in the taproom for fear someone would see
us. No one did, and as far as I know the cops never found out where
we were during those five days in late April. I wonder how much
Mickey McClure made on the deal—it was more than a grand. We
pulled bank jobs where we took less.

I ended up going around to half a dozen scrape artists and hairline-
changers. There wasn’t one of them who would come and look at
Jack. Too hot, they said. It was the worst time of all, and even now
I hate to think about it. Let’s just say that me and Johnnie found out
what Jesus felt like when Peter Pilot denied Him three times in the
Garden of Gethsemane.

For a while, Jack was in and out of delirium, and then he was
mostly in. He talked about his mother, and Harry Pierpont, and then
about Boobie Clark, a famous fag from Michigan City we’d all known.
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“Boobie tried to kiss me,” Jack said one night, over and over, until
I thought I'd go nuts. Johnnie never minded, though. He just sat
there beside Jack on the cot, stroking his hair. He’d cut out a square
of cloth in Jack’s undershirt around the bullet hole, and kept paint-
ing it with Mercurochrome, but the skin had already turned gray-
green, and a smell was coming out of the hole. Just a whiff of it was
enough to make your eyes water.

“That’s gangrene,” Mickey McClure said on a trip to pick up the
rent. “He’s a goner.”

“He’s no goner,” Johnnie said.

Mickey leaned forward with his fat hands on his fat knees. He
smelled Jack’s breath like a cop with a drunk, then pulled back. “You
better find a doc fast. Smell it in a wound, that’s bad. Smell it on a
man’s breath . . .” Mickey shook his head and walked out.

“Fuck him,” Johnnie said to Jack, still stroking his hair. “What
does he know?”

Only, Jack didn’t say nothing. He was asleep. A few hours later,
after Johnnie and I had gone to sleep ourselves, Jack was on the edge
of the bunk, raving about Henry Claudy, the warden at Michigan City.
I-God Claudy, we used to call him, because it was always I-God I'll do
this and I-God you'll do that. Jack was screaming that he’d kill Claudy
if he didn’t let us out. That got someone pounding on the wall and
yelling for us to shut that man up.

Johnnie sat next to Jack and talked to him and got him soothed
down again.

“Homer?” Jack says after a while.

“Yes, Jack,” I says.

“Won’t you do the trick with the flies?” he asks.

I was surprised he remembered it. “Well,” I says, “I'd be happy
to, but there ain’t no flies in here. Around these parts, flies ain’t in
season just yet.”

In a low, hoarse voice, Jack sang, “There may be flies on some of
you guys but there ain’t no flies on me. Right, Chummah?”

I had no idea who Chummah was, but I nodded and patted his
shoulder. It was hot and sticky. “That’s right, Jack.”
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There were big purple circles under his eyes and dried spit on his
lips. He was already losing weight. I could smell him, too. The smell
of piss, which wasn’t so bad, and the smell of gangrene, which was.
Johnnie, though, never gave no sign that he smelled anything bad
at all.

“Walk on your hands for me, John,” Jack said. “Like you used to.”

“In a minute,” Johnnie said. He poured Jack a glass of water.
“Drink this first. Wet your whistle. Then I'll see if T can still get across
the room upside down. Remember when I used to run on my hands
in the shirt factory? After I ran all the way to the gate, they stuck me
in the hole.”

“I remember,” Jack said.

Johnnie didn’t do no walking on his hands that night. By the time
he got the glass of water to Jack’s lips, the poor bugger had gone back
to sleep with his head on Johnnie’s shoulder.

“He’s gonna die,” I said.

“He’s not,” Johnnie said.

The next morning, I asked Johnnie what we were going to do.
What we could do.

“I got one more name out of McClure. Joe Moran. McClure says he
was the go-between on the Bremer kidnapping. If he’ll fix Jack up, it’s
worth a thousand to me.”

“I got six hundred,” I said. And I'd give it up, but not for Jack
Hamilton. Jack had gone beyond needing a doctor; what Jack
needed by then was a preacher. I did it for Johnnie Dillinger.

“Thanks, Homer,” he said. “I'll be back in an hour. Meantime, you
mind the baby.” But Johnnie looked bleak. He knew that if Moran
wouldn’t help us we’d have to get out of town. It would mean taking
Jack back to St. Paul and trying there. And we knew what going back
in a stolen Ford would likely mean. It was the spring of 1934 and all
three of us—me, Jack, and especially Johnnie—were on J. Edgar
Hoover’s list of “public enemies.”

“Well, good luck,” I says. “See you in the funny pages.”

He went out. I mooned around. I was mighty sick of the room by
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then. It was like being back in Michigan City, only worse. Because
when you were in stir they’d done the worst they could to you. Here,
hiding out in the back of Murphy’s, things could always get worse.

Jack muttered, then he dropped off again.

There was a chair at the foot of the cot, with a cushion. I took the
cushion and sat down beside Jack. It wouldn’t take long, I didn’t
think. And when Johnnie came back I'd only have to say that poor old
Jack took one final breath and just copped out. The cushion would be
back on the chair. Really, it would be doing Johnnie a favor. Jack, too.

“I see you, Chummah,” Jack says suddenly. I tell you, it scared the
living hell out of me.

“Jack!” I says, putting my elbows on that cushion. “How you
doing?”

His eyes drifted closed. “Do the trick . . . with the flies,” he says,
and then he was asleep again. But he’d woken up at just the right
time; if he hadn’t, Johnnie would have found a dead man on that cot.

When Johnnie finally did come back, he practically busted down
the door. I had my gun out. He saw it and laughed. “Put away the
bean shooter, pal, and pack up your troubles in your old kit bag!”

“What's up?”

“We're getting out of here, that’s what.” He looked five years
younger. “High time, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah.”

“He been all right while I was gone?”

“Yeah,” 1 said. The cushion lying on the chair had see you v
CHICAGO written on it in needlework.

“No change?”

“No change. Where are we going?”

“Aurora,” Johnnie said. “It’s a little town upstate. We’re going to
move in with Volney Davis and his girlfriend.” He leaned over the cot.
Jack’s red hair, thin to start with, had started falling out. It was on the
pillow, and you could see the crown of his head, white as snow. “You
hear that, Jack?” Johnnie shouts. “We’re hot now, but we’re going to
cool off quick! You understand?”
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“Walk on your hands like Johnnie Dillinger used to,” Jack said,
without opening his eyes.

Johnnie just kept smiling. He winked at me. “He understands,”
he said. “He’s just not awake. You know?”

“Sure,” I said.

On the ride up to Aurora, Jack sat against the window, his head fly-
ing up and then thumping against the glass every time we hit a pot-
hole. He was holding long, muttery conversations with folks we
couldn’t see. Once we were out of town, me and Johnnie had to roll
down our windows. The smell was just too bad otherwise. Jack was
rotting from the inside out, but he wouldn’t die. I've heard it said that
life is fragile and fleeting, but I don’t believe it. It would be better if
it was.

“That Dr. Moran was a crybaby,” Johnnie said. We were in the
woods by then, the city behind us. “I decided I didn’t want no crybaby
like him working on my partner. But I wasn’t going to leave without
something.” Johnnie always travelled with a .38 pistol tucked into his
belt. Now he pulled it out and showed it to me, the way he must have
shown it to Dr. Moran. “I says, ‘If I can’t take away nothing else, Doc,
I'll just have to take your life.” He seen I meant business, and he called
someone up there. Volney Davis.”

I nodded as if that name meant something to me. I found out later
that Volney was another member of Ma Barker’s gang. He was a
pretty nice fella. So was Dock Barker. And Volney’s gitlfriend, the one
they called Rabbits. They called her Rabbits because she dug herself
out of prison a few times. She was the best of the lot. Aces. Rabbits,
at least, tried to help poor old troublesome Jack. None of the others
would—not the pill-rollers, the scrapers, the face artists, and certainly
not Dr. Joseph (Crybaby) Moran.

The Barkers were on the run after a botched kidnapping; Dock’s Ma
had already left—gone all the way to Florida. The hideout in Aurora
wasn’t much—four rooms, no electricity, a privy out back—but it was
better than Murphy’s saloon. And, like I say, Volney’s girlfriend at least
tried to do something. That was on our second night there.
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She set up kerosene lamps all around the bed, then sterilized a par-
ing knife in a pot of boiling water. “If you boys feel pukey,” she said,
“you just choke it back until I'm done.”

“We’ll be okay,” Johnnie said. “Won’t we, Homer?”

I nodded, but I was queasy even before she got going. Jack was lay-
ing on his stomach, head turned to the side, muttering. It seemed he
never stopped. Whatever room he happened to be in was filled with
people only he could see.

“I hope so,” she says, “because once I start in, there’s no going
back.” She looked up and seen Dock standing in the doorway. Volney
Davis, too. “Go on, baldy,” she says to Dock, “and take-um heap big
chief with you.” Volney Davis was no more a Indian than I was, but
they used to rib him because he was born in the Cherokee Nation.
Some judge had given him three years for stealing a pair of shoes,
which was how he got into a life of crime.

Volney and Dock went out. When they were gone, Rabbits turned
Jack over and then cut him open in a X, bearing down in a way I
could barely stand to look at. I held Jack’s feet. Johnnie sat beside his
head, trying to soothe him, but it didn’t do no good. When Jack
started to scream, Johnnie put a dishtowel over his head and nodded
for Rabbits to go on, all the time stroking Jack’s head and telling him
not to worry, everything would be just fine.

That Rabbits. They call them frails, but there was nothing frail
about her. Her hands never even shook. Blood, some of it black and
clotted, come pouring out of the sunken place when she cut it. She cut
deeper and then out came the pus. Some was white, but there was big
green chunks which looked like boogers. That was bad. But when she
got to the lung the smell was a thousand times worse. It couldn’t have
been worse in France during the gas attacks.

Jack was gasping in these big whistling breaths. You could hear it
in his throat, and from the hole in his back, too.

“You better hurry up,” Johnnie says. “He’s sprung a leak in his air
hose.”

“You're telling me,” she says. “The bullet’s in his lung. You just hold

him down, handsome.”
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In fact, Jack wasn’t thrashing much. He was too weak. The sound
of the air shrieking in and out of him kept getting thinner and thin-
ner. It was hotter than hell with those lamps set up all around the bed,
and the stink of the hot oil was almost as strong as the gangrene. I
wish we’d thought to open a window before we got started, but it was
too late by then.

Rabbits had a set of tongs, but she couldn’t get them in the hole.
“Fuck this!” she cried, and tossed them to one side, and then stuck her
fingers into the bloody hole, reached around until she found the slug
that was in there, pulled it out, and threw it to the floor. Johnnie
started to bend over for it and she said, “You can get your souvenir
later, handsome. For now just hold him.”

She went to work packing gauze into the mess she’d made.

Johnnie lifted up the dishtowel and peeked underneath it. “Not a
minute too soon,” he told her with a grin. “Old Red Hamilton has
turned a wee bit blue.”

Outside, a car pulled into the driveway. It could have been the
cops, for all we knew, but there wasn’t nothing we could do about it
then.

“Pinch this shut,” she told me, and pointed at the hole with the
gauze in it. “I ain’t much of a seamstress, but I guess I can put in half
a dozen.”

I didn’t want to get my hands anywhere near that hole, but I
wasn’t going to tell her no. I pinched it shut, and more watery pus
ran out when I did. My midsection clenched up and I started mak-
ing this gurk-gurk noise. I couldn’t help it.

“Come on,” she says, kind of smiling. “If you're man enough to pull
the trigger, you're man enough to deal with a hole.” Then she sewed
him up with these big, looping overhand strokes—really punching the
needle in. After the first two, I couldn’t look.

“Thank you,” Johnnie told her when it was done. “I want you to
know I'm going to take care of you for this.”

“Don’t go getting your hopes up,” she says. “I wouldn’t give him
one chance in twenty.”

“He’ll pull through now,” Johnnie says.
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Then Dock and Volney rushed back in. Behind them was another
member of the gang—Buster Daggs or Draggs, I can’t remember
which. Anyway, he’d been down to the phone they used at the Cities
Service station in town, and he said the Gees had been busy back in
Chicago, arresting anyone and everyone they thought might be con-
nected to the Bremer kidnapping, which had been the Barker Gang’s
last big job. One of the fellas they took was John J. (Boss) McLaugh-
lin, a high mucky-muck in the Chicago political machine. Another
was Dr. Joseph Moran, also known as the Crybaby.

“Moran’ll give this place up, just as sure as shit sticks to a blan-
ket,” Volney says.

“Maybe it’s not even true,” Johnnie says. Jack was unconscious now.
His red hair lay on the pillow like little pieces of wire. “Maybe it’s just
a rumor.”

“You better not believe that,” Buster says. “I got it from Timmy
O’Shea.”

“Who’s Timmy O’Shea? The Pope’s butt-wiper?” Johnnie says.

“He’s Moran’s nephew,” Dock says, and that kind of sealed the deal.

“I know what you’re thinking, handsome,” Rabbits says to John-
nie, “and you can stop thinking it right now. You put this fella in a car
and go bumping him over those back roads between here and St. Paul,
he’ll be dead by morning.”

“You could leave him,” Volney says. “The cops show up, they’ll
have to take care of him.”

Johnnie sat there, sweat running down his face in streams. He
looked tired, but he was smiling. Johnnie was always able to find a
smile. “They’d take care of him, all right,” he says, “but they wouldn’t
take him to any hospital. Stick a pillow over his face and sit down on
it, most likely.” Which gave me a start, as I'm sure you’ll understand.

“Well, you better decide,” Buster says, “because they’ll have this
joint surrounded by dawn. I'm getting the hell out.”

“You all go,” Johnnie says. “You, too, Homer. I'll stay here with
Jack.”

“Well, what the hell,” Dock says. “I'll stay, too.”

“Why not?” Volney Davis says.
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Buster Daggs or Draggs looked at them like they was crazy, but
you know what? I wasn’t surprised a bit. That’s just the effect John-
nie had on people.

“I'll stay, too,” I says.

“Well, I'm getting out,” Buster says.

“Fine,” Dock says. “Take Rabbits with you.”

“The hell you say,” Rabbits pipes up. “I feel like cooking.”

“Have you gone cuckoo?” Dock asks her. “It’s one o’clock in the
morning, and you're in blood right up to the elbows.”

“I don’t care what time it is, and blood washes off,” she says. “I'm
making you boys the biggest breakfast you ever ate—eggs, bacon,
biscuits, gravy, hash browns.”

“I love you, marry me,” Johnnie says, and we all laughed.

“Oh, hell,” Buster says. “If there’s breakfast, I'll hang around.”

Which is how we all wound up staying put in that Aurora farm-
house, ready to die for a man who was already—whether Johnnie
liked it or not—on his way out. We barricaded the front door with a
sofa and some chairs, and the back door with the gas stove, which
didn’t work anyway. Only the woodstove worked. Me and Johnnie
got our tommy guns from the Ford, and Dock got some more from
the attic. Also a crate of grenades, a mortar, and a crate of mortar
shells. I bet the Army didn’t have as much stuff in those parts as we
did. Ha-ha!

“Well, I don’t care how many of them we get, as long as that son
of a bitch Melvin Purvis is one of them,” Dock says. By the time Rab-
bits actually got the grub on the table, it was almost the time farm-
ers eat. We took it in shifts, two men always watching the long
driveway. Buster raised the alarm once and we all rushed to our
places, but it was only a milk truck on the main road. The Gees never
came. You could call that bad info; I called it more of John Dillinger’s
luck.

Jack, meanwhile, was on his not-so-merry way from bad to worse.
By midafternoon of the next day, even Johnnie must have seen he
couldn’t go on much longer, although he wouldn’t come right out and

say so. It was the woman I felt bad for. Rabbits seen new pus oozing
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out between those big black stitches of hers, and she started crying.
She just cried and cried. It was like she’d known Jack Hamilton her
whole life.

“Never mind,” Johnnie said. “Chin up, beautiful. You did the
best you could. Besides, he might still come around.”

“It’s cause I took the bullet out with my fingers,” she says. “I never
should have done that. I knew better.”

“No,” I says, “it wasn’t that. It was the gangrene. The gangrene
was already in there.”

“Bullshit,” Johnnie said, and looked at me hard. “An infection,
maybe, but no gangrene. There isn’t any gangrene now.”

You could smell it in the pus. There wasn’t nothing to say.

Johnnie was still looking at me. “Remember what Harry used to
call you when we were in Pendleton?”

I nodded. Harry Pierpont and Johnnie were always the best of
friends, but Harry never liked me. If not for Johnnie, he never
would’ve taken me into the gang, which was the Pierpont Gang to
begin with, remember. Harry thought I was a fool. That was another
thing Johnnie would never admit, or even talk about. Johnnie wanted
everyone to be friends.

“I want you to go out and wrangle up some big uns,” Johnnie says,
“just like you used to when you was on the Pendleton mat. Some big
old buzzers.” When he asked for that, I knew he finally understood
Jack was finished.

Fly-Boy was what Harry Pierpont used to call me at Pendleton
Reformatory, when we were all just kids and I used to cry myself to
sleep with my head under my pillow so the screws wouldn’t hear.
Well, Harry went on and rode the lightning in Ohio State, so maybe
I wasn’t the only fool.

Rabbits was in the kitchen, cutting up vegetables for supper.
Something was simmering on the stove. I asked her if she had thread,
and she said I knew goddam well she did, hadn’t I been right beside
her when she sewed up my friend? You bet, I said, but that was black
and I wanted white. Half a dozen pieces, about so long. And I held out
my index fingers maybe eight inches apart. She wanted to know what
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I was going to do. I told her that if she was that curious she could
watch right out the window over the sink.

“Ain’t nothing out there but the privy,” she says. “I got no inter-
est in watching you do your personal business, Mr. Van Meter.”

She had a bag hanging on the pantry door, and she rummaged
through it and came out with a spool of white thread and cut me off six
pieces. I thanked her kindly and then asked if she had a Band-Aid. She
took some out of the drawer right beside the sink—Dbecause, she said,
she was always cutting her fingers. I took one, then went to the door.

I got in Pendleton for robbing wallets off the New York Central line
with that same Charlie Makley—small world, ain’t it? Ha! Anyhow,
when it come to ways of keeping the bad boys busy, the reformatory
at Pendleton, Indiana, was loaded. They had a laundry, a carpentry
shop, and a clothes factory where the dubs made shirts and pants,
mostly for the guards in the Indiana penal system. Some called it the
shirt shop; some called it the shit shop. That's what I drew—and met
both Johnnie and Harry Pierpont. Johnnie and Harry never had any
problem “making the day,” but I was always coming up ten shirts
short, or five pairs of trousers short, and being made to stand on the
mat. The screws thought it was because I was always clowning
around. Harry thought the same thing. The truth was that I was
slow, and clumsy—which Johnnie seemed to understand. Thar was
why I played around.

If you didn’t make your day, you had to spend the next day in the
guardhouse, where there was a rush mat, about two feet square. You
had to take off everything but your socks and then stand there all day.
If you stepped off the mat once, you got your ass paddled. If you
stepped off twice, a screw held you while another worked you over.
Step off a third time and it was a week in solitary. You were allowed
all the water you wanted to drink, but that was a trick, because you
were allowed only one toilet break in the course of the day. If you were
caught standing there with piss running down your leg, you got a
beating and a trip to the hole.

It was boring. Boring at Pendleton, boring at Michigan City, [-God’s
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prison for big boys. Some fellows told themselves stories. Some fellows
sang. Some made lists of all the women they were going to screw when
they got out.

Me, I taught myself to rope flies.

A privy’s a damned fine place for fly-roping. I took up my station out-
side the door, then proceeded to make loops in the pieces of thread
Rabbits had given me. After that, there was nothing to it except not
moving much. Those were the skills I'd learned on the mat. You don’t
forget them.

It didn’t take long. Flies are out in early May, but they’re slow flies.
And anyone who thinks it’s impossible to lasso a horsefly . . . well, all
I can say is, if you want a challenge, try mosquitoes.

I took three casts and got my first one. That was nothing; there
were times on the mat when I'd spend half the morning before I got
my first. Right after I snagged him, Rabbits cried out, “What in God’s
name are you doing? Is it magic?”

From a distance, it d7d look like magic. You have to imagine how
it appeared to her, twenty yards away: man standing by a privy throws
out a little piece of thread—at nothing, so far as you can see—but,
instead of drifting to the ground, the thread hangs in midair! It was
attached to a good-sized horsefly. Johnnie would have seen it, but Rab-
bits didn’t have Johnnie’s eyes.

I got the end of the thread and taped it to the handle of the privy
door with the Band-Aid. Then I went after the next one. And the
next. Rabbits came out to get a closer look, and I told her that she
could stay if she was quiet, and she tried, but she wasn’t good at being
quiet and finally I had to tell her she was scaring off the game and
send her back inside.

I worked the privy for an hour and a half—long enough that I
couldn’t smell it anymore. Then it started getting cold, and my flies
were sluggish. I'd got five. By Pendleton standards, that was quite a
herd, although not that many for a man standing next to a shithouse.
Anyway, I had to get inside before it got too cold for them to stay air-

borne.
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When I came walking slowly through the kitchen, Dock, Volney,
and Rabbits were all laughing and clapping. Jack’s bedroom was on
the other side of the house, and it was shadowy and dim. That was
why I'd asked for white thread instead of black. I looked like a man
with a handful of strings leading up to invisible balloons. Except that
you could hear the flies buzzing—all mad and bewildered, like any-
thing else that’s been caught it don’t know how.

“I be dog,” Dock Barker says. “I mean it, Homer. Double dog.
Where’d you learn to do that?”

“Pendleton Reformatory,” I says.

“Who showed you?”

“Nobody,” I said. “I just did it one day.”

“Why don’t they tangle the strings?” Volney asked. His eyes were
as big as grapes. It tickled me, I tell you that.

“Dunno,” I says. “They always fly in their own space and don’t
hardly ever cross. It’s a mystery.”

“Homer!” Johnnie yells from the other room. “If you got em, this’d
be a good time to get in here with em!”

I started across the kitchen, tugging the flies along by their halters
like a good fly cowboy, and Rabbits touched my arm. “Be careful,” she
says. “Your pal is going, and it’s made your other pal crazy. He'll be
better—after—but right now he’s not safe.”

I knew it better than she did. When Johnnie set his heart on a
thing, he almost always got it. Not this time, though.

Jack was propped up on the pillows with his head in the corner,
and although his face was white as paper, he was in his right mind
again. He’d come around at the end, like folks sometimes do.

“Homer!” he says, just as bright as you could want. Then he sees
the strings and laughs. It was a shrill, whistley laughter, not a bit
right, and immediately he starts to cough. Coughing and laughing,
all mixed together. Blood comes out of his mouth—some splattered
on my strings. “Just like Michigan City!” he says, and pounds his
leg. More blood now, running down his chin and dripping onto his
undershirt. “Just like old times!” He coughed again.

Johnnie’s face looked terrible. I could see he wanted me to get
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out of the bedroom before Jack tore himself apart; at the same time,
he knew it didn’t matter a fiddler’s fuck, and if this was a way Jack
could die happy, looking at a handful of roped shithouse flies, then
so be it.

“Jack,” I says, “you got to be quiet.”

“Naw, I'm all right now,” he says, grinning and wheezing. “Bring
em over here! Bring em over where I can see!” But before he could say
any more he was coughing again, all bent over with his knees up, and
the sheet, spattered with a spray of blood, like a trough between them.

I looked at Johnnie and he nodded. He’d passed beyond something
in his mind. He beckoned me over. I went slowly, the strings in my
hand, floating up, just white lines in the gloom. And Jack too tickled
to know he was coughing his last.

“Let em go,” he says, in a wet and husky voice I could hardly
understand. “I remember . . .”

And so I did. I let the strings go. For a second or two, they stayed
clumped together at the bottom—stuck together on the sweat from
my palm—and then they drifted apart, hanging straight and upright
in the air. I suddenly thought of Jack standing in the street after the
Mason City bank job. He was firing his tommy gun and was cover-
ing me and Johnnie and Lester as we herded the hostages to the get-
away car. Bullets flew all around him, and although he took a flesh
wound, he looked like he’d live forever. Now he lay with his knees
sticking up in a sheet filled with blood.

“Golly, look at em,” he says as the white strings rose up, all on
their own.

“That ain’t all, either,” Johnnie says. “Watch this.” He then walked
one step to the kitchen door, turned, and took a bow. He was grin-
ning, but it was the saddest grin I ever saw in my life. All we did was
the best we could; we couldn’t very well give him a last meal, could
we? “Remember how I used to walk on my hands in the shirt shop?”

“Yeah! Don’t forget the spiel!” Jack says.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Johnnie says. “Now in the center ring for
your delight and amazement, John Herbert Dillinger!” He said the
“G” hard, the way his old man said it, the way he had said it himself
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before he got so famous. Then he clapped once and dived forward onto
his hands. Buster Crabbe couldn’t have done it better. His pants slid
up to his knees, showing the tops of his stockings and his shins. His
change come out of his pockets and rattled away across the boards. He
started walking across the floor that way, limber as ever, singing “Tra-
ra-ra-boom-de-ay!” at the top of his voice. The keys from the stolen
Ford fell out of his pocket, too. Jack was laughing in these big
hoarse gusts—Ilike he had the flu—and Dock Barker and Rabbits and
Volney, all crowded in the doorway, were also laughing. Fit to split.
Rabbits clapped her hands and called “Bravo! Encore!” Above my
head the white threads were still floating on, only drifting apart a lit-
tle at a time. I was laughing along with the rest, and then I saw what
was going to happen and I stopped.

“Johnnie!” I shouted. “Johnnie, look out for your gun! Look out
for your gun!”

It was that goddam .38 he kept tucked into the top of his pants.
It was working free of his belt.

“Huh?” he said, and then it dropped onto the floor on top of the
keys and went off. A .38 isn’t the world’s loudest gun, but it was loud
enough in that back bedroom. And the flash was plenty bright. Dock
yelled and Rabbits screamed. Johnnie didn’t say nothing, just did a
complete somersault and fell flat on his face. His feet came down with
a crash, almost hitting the foot of the bed Jack Hamilton was dying in.
Then he just lay there. I ran to him, brushing the white threads aside.

At first I thought he was dead, because when I turned him over
there was blood all over his mouth and his cheek. Then he sat up.
He wiped his face, looked at the blood, then looked at me.

“Holy shit, Homer, did I just shoot myself?” Johnnie says.

“I think you did,” I says.

“How bad is it?”

Before I could tell him I didn’t know, Rabbits pushed me to the side
and wiped away the blood with her apron. She looked at him hard for
a second or two, and then she says, “You're all right. It’s just a
scrape.” Only we seen later, when she dabbled him up with the
iodine, that it was actually two scrapes. The bullet cut through the
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skin over his lip on the right side, flew through maybe two inches of
air, then it cut him again on the cheekbone, right beside his eye. After
that it went into the ceiling, but before it did it plugged one of my
flies. I know that’s hard to believe, but it’s true, I swear. The fly lay
there on the floor in a little heap of white thread, nothing left of it but
a couple of legs.

“Johnnie?” Dock says. “I think I got some bad news for you, part-
ner.” He didn’t have to tell us what it was. Jack was still sitting up,
but now his head was bowed over so far that his hair was touching
the sheet between his knees. While we were checking to see how

bad Johnnie was hurt, Jack had died.

Dock told us to take the body to a gravel pit about two miles farther
down the road, just past the Aurora town line. There was a bottle of
lye under the sink, and Rabbits gave it to us. “You know what to do
with this, don’t you?” she asks.

“Sure,” Johnnie says. He had one of her Band-Aids stuck on his
upper lip, over that place where his mustache never grew in later on.
He sounded listless and he wouldn’t meet her eye.

“Make him do it, Homer,” she says, then jerked her thumb toward
the bedroom, where Jack was laying wrapped up in the bloodstained
sheet. “If they find that one and identify him before you get clear, it’ll
make things just so much worse for you. Us, too, maybe.”

“You took us in when nobody else would,” Johnnie says, “and you
won'’t live to regret it.”

She gave him a smile. Women almost always fell for Johnnie. I'd
thought this one was an exception because she was so businesslike,
but now I seen she wasn’t. She’d just kept it all business because she
knew she wasn’t much in the looks department. Also, when a bunch
of men with guns are cooped up like we were, a woman in her right
mind doesn’t want to make trouble among them.

“We’ll be gone when you get back,” Volney says. “Ma keeps talk-
ing about Florida, she got her eye on a place in Lake Weir—"

“Shut up, Vol,” Dock says, and gives him a hard poke in the
shoulder.
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“Anyway, we’re gettin’ out of here,” he says, rubbing the sore
place. “You ought to get out, too. Take your luggage. Don’t even
pull in on your way back. Things can change in a hurry.”

“Okay,” Johnnie says.

“At least he died happy,” Volney says. “Died laughin’.”

I didn’t say nothing. It was coming home to me that Red Hamil-
ton—my old running buddy—was really dead. It made me awful sad.
I turned my mind to how the bullet had just grazed Johnnie (and then
gone on to kill a fly instead), thinking that would cheer me up. But
it didn’t. It only made me feel worse.

Dock shook my hand, then Johnnie’s. He looked pale and glum.
“I don’t know how we ended up like this, and that’s the truth,” he
says. “When I was a boy, the only goddam thing I wanted was to be
a railroad engineer.”

“Well, T'll tell you something,” Johnnie says. “We don’t have to
worry. God makes it all come right in the end.”

We took Jack on his last ride, wrapped up in a bloodstained sheet and
pushed into the back of that stolen Ford. Johnnie drove us to the far
side of the pit, all bump and jounce (when it comes to rough riding,
I'll take a Terraplane over a Ford any day). Then he killed the engine
and touched the Band-Aid riding his upper lip. He says, “I used up the
last of my luck today, Homer. They’ll get me now.”

“Don’t talk like that,” I says.

“Why not? It’s true.” The sky above us was white and full of rain.
I reckoned we’d have a muddy splash of it between Aurora and
Chicago (Johnnie had decided we should go back there because the
Feds would be expecting us in St. Paul). Somewhere crows was call-
ing. The only other sound was the ticktock of the cooling engine. I
kept looking into the mirror at the wrapped-up body in the backseat.
I could see the bumps of elbows and knees, the fine red spatters where
he’d bent over, coughing and laughing, at the end.

“Look at this, Homer,” Johnnie says, and points to the .38, which
was tucked back in his belt. Then he twiddled Mr. Francis’s key ring
with the tips of his fingers, where the prints were growing back in
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spite of all his trouble. There were four or five keys on the ring besides
the one to the Ford. And that lucky rabbit’s foot. “Butt of the gun hit
this when it come down,” he says. He nodded his head. “Hit my very
own lucky piece. And now my luck’s gone. Help me with him.”

We lugged Jack to the gravel slope. Then Johnnie got the bottle
of lye. It had a big brown skull and crossbones on the label.

Johnnie knelt down and pulled the sheet back. “Get his rings,” he
says, and I pulled them off. Johnnie put them in his pocket. We ended
up getting forty-five dollars for them in Calumet City, although John-
nie swore up and down that the little one had a real diamond in it.

“Now hold out his hands.”

1 did, and Johnnie poured a cap of lye over the tip of each finger. That
was one set of prints wasn’t ever going to come back. Then he leaned
over Jack’s face and kissed him on the forehead. “I hate to do this, Red,
but I know you'd do the same to me if it’'d gone the other way.”

He then poured the lye over Jack’s cheeks and mouth and brow. It
hissed and bubbled and turned white. When it started to eat
through his closed eyelids, I turned away. And of course none of it
done no good; the body was found by a farmer after a load of gravel.
A pack of dogs had knocked away most of the stones we covered him
with and were eating what was left of his hands and face. As for the
rest of him, there were enough scars for the cops to I.D. him as Jack
Hamilton.

It was the end of Johnnie’s luck, all right. Every move he made
after that—right up to the night Purvis and his badge-carrying
gunsels got him at the Biograph—was a bad one. Could he have just
thrown up his hands that night and surrendered? I'd have to say no.
Purvis meant to have him dead one way or the other. That’s why the

Gees never told the Chicago cops Johnnie was in town.

I'll never forget the way Jack laughed when I brought them flies in on
their strings. He was a good fellow. They all were, mostly—good fel-
lows who got into the wrong line of work. And Johnnie was the best of
the bunch. No man ever had a truer friend. We robbed one more bank
together, the Merchants National in South Bend, Indiana. Lester Nel-
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son joined us on that caper. Getting out of town, it seemed like every
hick in Indiana was throwing lead at us, and we still got away. But for
what? We’'d been expecting more than a hundred grand, enough to
move to Mexico and live like kings. We ended up with a lousy twenty
thousand, most of it in dimes and dirty dollar bills.

God makes it all come right in the end, that’s what Johnnie told
Dock Barker just before we parted company. I was raised a Christian—
I admit I fell away a bit along my journey—and I believe that: we’re
stuck with what we have, but that’s all right; in God’s eyes, none of
us are really much more than flies on strings and all that matters is
how much sunshine you can spread along the way. The last time I seen
Johnnie Dillinger was in Chicago, and he was laughing at something
I said. That’s good enough for me.

As a kid, [ was fascinated by tales of the Depression-era outlaws,
an interest that probably peaked with Avthur Penn’s remarkable
Bonnie and Clyde. In the spring of 2000, I re-read John
Toland'’s history of that era, The Dillinger Days, and was par-
ticularly taken by his story about how Dillinger’s sidekick,
Homer Van Meter, taught himself how to rope flies in Pendleton
Reformatory. Jack “Red” Hamilton’s lingering death is a docu-
mented fact; my story of what happened in Dock Barker’s hideout
15, of course, pure imagination . . . or myth, if you like that word
better; I do.
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In the Deathroom

It was a deathroom. Fletcher knew it for what it was as soon as the
door opened. The floor was gray industrial tile. The walls were dis-
colored white stone, marked here and there with darker patches
that might have been blood—certainly blood had been spilled in
this room. The overhead lights were cupped in wire cages. Halfway
across the room stood a long wooden table with three people seated
behind it. Before the table was an empty chair, waiting for Fletcher.
Beside the chair stood a small wheeled trolley. The object on it had
been draped with a piece of cloth, as a sculptor might cover his
work-in-progress between sessions.

Fletcher was half-led, half-dragged toward the chair which had
been placed for him. He reeled in the guard’s grip and let himself reel.
If he looked more dazed than he really was, more shocked and
unthinking, that was fine. He thought his chances of ever leaving this
basement room in the Ministry of Information were perhaps one or
two in thirty, and perhaps that was optimistic. Whatever they were,
he had no intention of thinning them further by looking even halfway
alert. His swelled eye, pufty nose, and broken lower lip might help in
this regard; so might the crust of blood, like a dark red goatee,
around his mouth. One thing Fletcher knew for sure: if he dzd leave,
the others—the guard and the three sitting in tribunal behind the
table—would be dead. He was a newspaper reporter and had never
killed anything much larger than a hornet, but if he had to kill to
escape this room, he would. He thought of his sister, on her retreat.
He thought of his sister swimming in a river with a Spanish name. He
thought of the light on the water at noon, moving river light too
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bright to look at. They reached the chair in front of the table. The
guard pushed him into it so hard that Fletcher almost tipped himself
over.

“Careful now, that’s not the way, no accidents,” said one of the men
behind the table. It was Escobar. He spoke to the guard in Spanish.
To Escobar’s left sat the other man. To Escobar’s right sat a woman of
about sixty. The woman and the other man were thin. Escobar was fat
and as greasy as a cheap candle. He looked like a movie Mexican. You
expected him to say, “Batches? Batches? We don’t need no steenkin
batches.” Yet this was the Chief Minister of Information. Sometimes
he gave the English-language portion of the weather on the city tele-
vision station. When he did this he invariably got fan mail. In a suit
he didn’t look greasy, just roly-poly. Fletcher knew all this. He had
done three or four stories on Escobar. He was colorful. He was also,
according to rumor, an enthusiastic torturer. A Central American
Himmler, Fletcher thought, and was amazed to discover that one’s
sense of humor—rudimentary, granted—could function this far into
a state of terror.

“Handcuffs?” the guard asked, also in Spanish, and held up a pair
of the plastic kind. Fletcher tried to keep his look of dazed incom-
prehension. If they cuffed him, it was over. He could forget about one
chance in thirty, or one in three hundred.

Escobar turned briefly to the woman on his right. Her face was very
dark, her hair black with startling white streaks. It flowed back and
up from her forehead as if blown by a gale-force wind. The look of her
hair reminded Fletcher of Elsa Lanchester in Bride of Frankenstein. He
gripped this similarity with a fierceness that was close to panic, the
way he gripped the thought of bright light on the river, or his sister
laughing with her friends as they walked to the water. He wanted
images, not ideas. Images were luxury items now. And ideas were no
good in a place like this. In a place like this all you got were the wrong
ideas.

The woman gave Escobar a small nod. Fletcher had seen her
around the building, always garbed in shapeless dresses like the one
she wore now. She had been with Escobar often enough for Fletcher
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to assume she was his secretary, personal assistant, perhaps even his
biographer—Christ knew that men like Escobar had egos large
enough to warrant such accessories. Now Fletcher wondered if he’d
had it backward all along, if she was Ais boss.

In any case, the nod seemed to satisty Escobar. When he turned
back to Fletcher, Escobar was smiling. And when he spoke, it was in
English. “Don’t be silly, put them away. Mr. Fletcher is only here to
help us in a few matters. He will soon be returning to his own coun-
try”—Escobar sighed deeply to show how deeply he regretted this.
“... but in the meantime he is an honored guest.”

We don’t need no steenkin handcuffs, Fletcher thought.

The woman who looked like the Bride of Frankenstein with a
very deep tan leaned toward Escobar and whispered briefly behind
her hand. Escobar nodded, smiling.

“Of course, Ramon, if our guest should try anything foolish or
make any aggressive moves, you would have to shoot him a little.” He
roared laughter—roly-poly TV laughter—and then repeated what he
had said in Spanish, so that Ramén would understand as well as
Fletcher. Ramén nodded seriously, replaced his handcuffs on his
belt, and stepped back to the periphery of Fletcher’s vision.

Escobar returned his attention to Fletcher. From one pocket of his
parrot-and-foliage-studded guayabera he removed a red-and-white
package: Marlboros, the preferred cigarette of third-world peoples
everywhere. “Smoke, Mr. Fletcher?”

Fletcher reached toward the pack, which Escobar had placed on
the edge of the table, then withdrew his hand. He had quit smoking
three years ago, and supposed he might take the habit up again if he
actually did get out of this—drinking high-tension liquor as well,
quite likely—but at this moment he had no craving or need for a cig-
arette. He had wanted them to see his fingers shaking, that was all.

“Perhaps later. Right now a cigarette might—"

Might what? It didn’t matter to Escobar; he just nodded under-
standingly and left the red-and-white pack where it was, on the edge
of the table. Fletcher had a sudden, agonizing vision in which he saw
himself stopping at a newsstand on Forty-third Street and buying a
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pack of Marlboros. A free man buying the happy poison on a New
York street. He told himself that if he got out of this, he would do
that. He would do it as some people went on pilgrimages to Rome or
Jerusalem after their cancer was cured or their sight was restored.

“The men who did that to you”—Escobar indicated Fletcher’s face
with a wave of one not-particularly-clean hand—"have been disci-
plined. Yet not too harshly, and I myself stop short of apology, you will
notice. Those men are patriots, as are we here. As you are yourself, Mr.
Fletcher, yes?”

“I suppose.” It was his job to appear ingratiating and frightened,
a man who would say anything in order to get out of here. It was
Escobar’s job to be soothing, to convince the man in the chair that his
swelled eye, split lip, and loosened teeth meant nothing; all that was
just a misunderstanding which would soon be straightened out, and
when it was he would be free to go. They were still busy trying to
deceive each other, even here in the deathroom.

Escobar switched his attention to Ramén the guard and spoke in
rapid Spanish. Fletcher’s Spanish wasn’t good enough to pick up
everything, but you couldn’t spend almost five years in this shithole
capital city without picking up a fair vocabulary; Spanish wasn’t the
world’s most difficult language, as both Escobar and his friend the
Bride of Frankenstein undoubtedly knew.

Escobar asked if Fletcher’s things had been packed and if he had
been checked out of the Hotel Magnificent: 7. Escobar wanted to
know if there was a car waiting outside the Ministry of Information
to take Mr. Fletcher to the airport when the interrogation was done.
§7, around the corner on the Street Fifth of May.

Escobar turned back and said, “Do you understand what I ask
him?” From Escobar, #nderstand came out unnerstand, and Fletcher
thought again of Escobar’s TV appearances. Low bressure? What low
bressure? We don’t need no steenkin low bressure.

“I ask have you been checked out of your room—although after all
this time it probably seems more like an apartment to you, yes?—
and if there’s a car to take you to the airport when we finish our con-

versation.” Except conversation hadn’t been the word he used.
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“Ye-es?” Sounding as if he could not believe his own good for-
tune. Or so Fletcher hoped.

“You'll be on the first Delta flight back to Miami,” the Bride of
Frankenstein said. She spoke without a trace of Spanish accent.
“Your passport will be given back to you once the plane has touched
down on American soil. You will not be harmed or held here, Mr.
Fletcher—not if you cooperate with our inquiries—but you are
being deported, let’s be clear on that. Kicked out. Given what you
Americans call the bum’s rush.”

She was much smoother than Escobar. Fletcher found it amusing
that he had thought her Escobar’s assistant. And you call yourself a
reporter, he thought. Of course if he was just a reporter, the Tzmes’s man
in Central America, he would not be here in the basement of the Min-
istry of Information, where the stains on the wall looked suspiciously
like blood. He had ceased being a reporter some sixteen months ago,
around the time he’d first met Nufiez.

“TIunderstand,” Fletcher said.

Escobar had taken a cigarette. He lighted it with a gold-plated
Zippo. There was a fake ruby in the side of the Zippo. He said, “Are
you prepared to help us in our inquiries, Mr. Fletcher?”

“Do I have any choice?”

“You always have a choice,” Escobar said, “but I think you have
worn out your carpet in our country, yes? Is that what you say, worn
out your carpet?”

“Close enough,” Fletcher said. He thought: What you must guard
against is your desire to believe them. It is natural to want to believe, and prob-
ably natural to want to tell the truth—especially after you've been grabbed out-
side your favorite café and briskly beaten by men who smell of refried
beans—but giving them what they want won’t help you. That's the thing to
hold onto, the only idea that’s any good in a room like this. What they say
means nothing. What matters is the thing on that trolley, the thing under that
piece of cloth. What matters is the guy who hasn’t said anything yet. And the
stains on the walls, of course.

Escobar leaned forward, looking serious.

“Do you deny that for the last fourteen months you have given
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certain information to a man named Tomas Herrera, who has in
turn funneled it to a certain Communist insurgent named Pedro
Nunez?”

“No,” Fletcher said. “I don’t deny it.” To adequately keep up his
side of this charade—the charade summarized by the difference
between the words conversation and interrogation—he should now
justify, attempt to explain. As if anyone in the history of the world had
ever won a political argument in a room like this. But he didn’t have
it in him to do so. “Although it was a little longer than that. Almost
a year and a half in all, I think.”

“Have a cigarette, Mr. Fletcher.” Escobar opened a drawer and
took out a thin folder.

“Not just yet. Thank you.”

“Okay.” From Escobar it of course came out ho-kay. When he did
the TV weather, the boys in the control room would sometimes
superimpose a photograph of a woman in a bikini on the weather
map. When he saw this, Escobar would laugh and wave his hands
and pat his chest. People liked it. It was comical. It was like the
sound of ho-kay. It was like the sound of steenkin batches.

Escobar opened the folder with his own cigarette planted squarely
in the middle of his mouth with the smoke running up into his
eyes. It was the way you saw the old men smoking on the street cor-
ners down here, the ones who still wore straw hats, sandals, and baggy
white pants. Now Escobar was smiling, keeping his lips shut so his
Marlboro wouldn’t fall out of his mouth and onto the table but
smiling just the same. He took a glossy black-and-white photo-
graph out of the thin folder and slid it across to Fletcher. “Here is your
friend Tomas. Not too pretty, is he?”

It was a high-contrast full-face shot. It made Fletcher think of pho-
tographs by that semi-famous news photographer of the forties and
fifties, the one who called himself Weegee. It was a portrait of a dead
man. The eyes were open. The flashbulb had reflected in them, giv-
ing them a kind of life. There was no blood, only one mark and no
blood, but still one knew at once that the man was dead. His hair was
combed, one could still see the toothmarks the comb had left, and
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there were those little lights in his eyes, but they were reflected
lights. One knew at once the man was dead.

The mark was on the left temple, a comet shape that looked like
a powder burn, but there was no bullet hole, no blood, and the skull
wasn’t pushed out of shape. Even a low-caliber pistol like a .22, fired
close enough to the skin to leave a powder burn, would have pushed
the skull out of shape.

Escobar took the picture back, put it in the folder, closed the
folder, and shrugged as if to say You see? You see what happens? When
he shrugged, the ash fell off his cigarette onto the table. He brushed
it off onto the gray lino floor with the side of one fat hand.

“We dint actually want to bother you,” Escobar said. “Why would
we? This a small country. We are small people in a small country. The
New York Times a big paper in a big country. We have our pride, of
course, but we also have our . . .” Escobar tapped his temple with one
finger. “You see?”

Fletcher nodded. He kept seeing Tomas. Even with the picture back
in the folder he could see Tomas, the marks the comb had left in
Tomas’s dark hair. He had eaten food Tomas’s wife had cooked, had
sat on the floor and watched cartoons with Tomas’s youngest child, a
little girl of perhaps five. Tom and Jerry cartoons, with what little dia-
logue there was in Spanish.

“We don’t want to bother you,” Escobar was saying as the cigarette
smoke rose and broke apart on his face and curled around his ears,
“but for a long time we was watching. You dint see us—maybe
because you are so big and we are just little—but we was watching.
We know that you know what Tomds knows, and so we go to him.
We try to get him to tell what he knows so we don’t have to bother
you, but he won’t. Finally we ask Heinz here to try and make him tell.
Heinz, show Mr. Fletcher how you try to make Tomas tell, when
Tomas was sitting right where Mr. Fletcher was sitting now.”

“I can do that,” said Heinz. He spoke English in a nasal New York
accent. He was bald, except for a fringe of hair around his ears. He
wore little glasses. Escobar looked like a movie Mexican, the woman
looked like Elsa Lanchester in Bride of Frankenstein, Heinz looked like
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an actor in a TV commercial, the one who explained why Excedrin
was best for your headache. He walked around the table to the trol-
ley, gave Fletcher a look both roguish and conspiratorial, and flicked
away the cloth over the top.

There was a machine underneath, something with dials and lights
that were now all dark. Fletcher at first thought it was a lie detector—
that made a certain amount of sense—but in front of the rudimentary
control panel, connected to the side of the machine by a fat black cord,
was an object with a rubber grip. It looked like a stylus or some sort
of fountain pen. There was no nib, though. The thing just tapered to
a blunt steel point.

Below the machine was a shelf. On the shelf was a car battery
marked DELcO. There were rubber cups over the battery terminals.
Wires rose from the rubber cups to the back of the machine. No, not
a lie detector. Except maybe to these people it was.

Heinz spoke briskly, with the pleasure of a man who likes to
explain what he does. “It’s quite simple, really, a modification of the
device neurologists use to administer electric shocks to people suffering
unipolar neurosis. Only this administers a far more powerful jolt. The
pain is really secondary, I find. Most people don’t even remember the
pain. What makes them so eager to talk is an aversion to the process.
This might almost be called an atavism. Someday I hope to write a
paper.”

Heinz picked up the stylus by its insulated rubber grip and held
it in front of his eyes.

“This can be touched to the extremities . . . the torso . . . the gen-
itals, of course . . . but it can also be inserted in places where—forgive
the crudity—the sun never shines. A man whose shit has been elec-
trified never forgets it, Mr. Fletcher.”

“Did you do that to Tomas?”

“No,” Heinz said, and replaced the stylus carefully in front of the
shock-generator. “He got a jolt at half-power on the hand, just to
acquaint him with what he was up against, and when he still declined
to discuss El Condor—"

“Never mind that,” the Bride of Frankenstein said.
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“Beg pardon. When he still wouldn’t tell us what we wanted to
know, I applied the wand to his temple and administered another
measured jolt. Carefully measured, I assure you, half-power, not a bit
more. He had a seizure and died. I believe it may have been epilepsy.
Did he have a history of epilepsy, do you know, Mr. Fletcher?”

Fletcher shook his head.

“Nevertheless, I believe that’s what it was. The autopsy revealed
nothing wrong with his heart.” Heinz folded his long-fingered
hands in front of him and looked at Escobar.

Escobar removed his cigarette from the center of his mouth,
looked at it, dropped it to the gray tile floor, stepped on it. Then he
looked at Fletcher and smiled. “Very sad, of course. Now I ask you
some questions, Mr. Fletcher. Many of them—1I tell you this frankly—
are the questions Tomas Herrera refused to answer. I hope you will not
refuse, Mr. Fletcher. I like you. You sit there in dignity, do not cry or
beg or urinate the pants. I like you. I know you only do what you
believe. It is patriotism. So I tell you, my friend, it’s good if you answer
my questions quickly and truthfully. You don’t want Heinz to use his
machine.”

“I've said I'd help you,” Fletcher said. Death was closer than the
overhead lights in their cunning wire cages. Pain, unfortunately, was
closer yet. And how close was Nunez, El Condor? Closer than these
three guessed, but not close enough to help him. If Escobar and the
Bride of Frankenstein had waited another two days, perhaps even
another twenty-four hours . . . but they had not, and he was here in
the deathroom. Now he would see what he was made of.

“You said it and you had better mean it,” the woman said, speak-
ing very clearly. “We’re not fucking around, gringo.”

“I know you’re not,” Fletcher said in a sighing, trembling voice.

“You want that cigarette now, I think,” said Escobar, and when
Fletcher shook his head, Escobar took one himself, lit it, then seemed
to meditate. At last he looked up. This cigarette was planted in the
middle of his face like the last one. “Nufiez comes soon?” he asked.
“Like Zorro in that movie?”

Fletcher nodded.
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“How soon?”

“I don’t know.” Fletcher was very aware of Heinz standing next to
his infernal machine with his long-fingered hands folded in front of
him, looking ready to talk about pain-relievers at the drop of a cue.
He was equally aware of Ramén standing to his right, at the edge of
his peripheral vision. He could not see, but guessed that Ramén’s
hand would be on the butt of his pistol. And here came the next
question.

“When he comes, will he strike at the garrison in the hills of El
Candido, the garrison at St. Thérese, or will he come right into the
city?”

“The garrison at St. Thérese,” Fletcher said.

He will come to the city, Tomas had said while his wife and daughter
now watched cartoons, sitting on the floor side by side and eating pop-
corn from a white bowl with a blue stripe around the rim. Fletcher
remembered the blue stripe. He could see it clearly. Fletcher remem-
bered everything. He will come at the heart. No fucking around. He will
strike for the heart, like a man who would kill a vampire.

“He will not want the TV station?” Escobar asked. “Or the gov-
ernment radio station?”

First the radio station on Civil Hill, Tomas had said while the car-
toons played. By then it was the Road Runner, always gone in a puff
of dust just ahead of whatever Acme Road Runner—catching device
the Coyote was using, just beep-beep and gone.

“No,” Fletcher said. “I've been told El Céndor says ‘Let them
babble.””

“Does he have rockets? Air-to-ground rockets? Copter-killers?”

“Yes.” It was true.

“Many?”

“Not many.” This was not true. Nufiez had better than sixty.
There were only a dozen helicopters in the country’s whole shitpot air
force—bad Russian helicopters that never flew for long.

The Bride of Frankenstein tapped Escobar on the shoulder. Esco-
bar leaned toward her. She whispered without covering her mouth.
She had no need to cover her mouth because her lips barely moved.
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This was a skill Fletcher associated with prisons. He had never been
to prison but he had seen movies. When Escobar whispered back, he
raised a fat hand to cover his own mouth.

Fletcher watched them and waited, knowing that the woman
was telling Escobar he was lying. Soon Heinz would have more data
for his paper, Certain Preliminary Observations on the Administration and
Consequences of Electrifying the Shit of Reluctant Interrogation Subjects.
Fletcher discovered that terror had created two new people inside him,
at least two, sub-Fletchers with their own useless but quite powerful
views on how this was going to go. One was sadly hopeful, the
other just sad. The sadly hopeful one was Mr. Maybe They Will, as in
maybe they really will let me go, maybe there really is a car parked on
the Street Fifth of May, just around the corner, maybe they really mean
to kick me out of the country, maybe I really will be landing in Miami
tomorrow morning, scared but alive, with this already beginning to
seem like a bad dream.

The other one, the one who was merely sad, was Mr. Even If I Do.
Fletcher might be able to surprise them by making a sudden move—
he had been beaten and they were arrogant, so yes, he might be able
to surprise them.

But Ramdn will shoot me even if I do.

And if he went for Ramén? Managed to get his gun? Unlikely
but not impossible; the man was fat, fatter than Escobar by at least
thirty pounds, and he wheezed when he breathed.

Escobar and Heinz will be all over me before I can shoot even if 1 do.

The woman too, maybe; she talked without moving her lips; she
might know judo or karate or tae kwon do, as well. And if he shot
them all and managed to escape this room?

There’ll be more guards everywhere even if I do—they’ll hear the shots
and come running.

Of course rooms like this tended to be soundproofed, for obvious
reasons, but even if he got up the stairs and out the door and onto the
street, that was only the beginning. And Mr. Even If I Do would be
running with him the whole way, for however long his run lasted.

The thing was, neither Mr. Maybe They Will or Mr. Even If I Do
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could help him; they were only distractions, lies his increasingly
frantic mind tried to tell itself. Men like him did not talk themselves
out of rooms like this. He might as well try inventing a third sub-
Fletcher, Mr. Maybe I Can, and go for it. He had nothing to lose. He
only had to make sure they didn’t know he knew that.

Escobar and the Bride of Frankenstein drew apart. Escobar put
his cigarette back in his mouth and smiled sadly at Fletcher. “Am:go,
you are lying.”

“No,” he said. “Why would I lie? Don’t you think I want to get
out of here?”

“We have no idea why you would lie,” said the woman with the
narrow blade of a face. “We have no idea why you would choose to
aid Nunez in the first place. Some have suggested American naiveté,
and I have no doubt that played its part, but that cannot be all. It
doesn’t matter. I believe a demonstration is in order. Heinz?”

Smiling, Heinz turned to his machine and flicked a switch. There
was a hum, the kind that comes from an old-fashioned radio when
it’s warming up, and three green lights came on.

“No,” Fletcher said, trying to get to his feet, thinking that he did
panic very well, and why not? He was panicked, or almost panicked.
Certainly the idea of Heinz touching him anywhere with that stain-
less steel dildo for pygmies was terrifying. But there was another part
of him, very cold and calculating, that knew he would have to take at
least one shock. He wasn’t aware of anything so coherent as a plan,
but he had to take at least one shock. Mr. Maybe I Can insisted that
this was so.

Escobar nodded to Ramén.

“You can’t do this, I'm an American citizen and I work for The
New York Times, people know where I am.”

A heavy hand pressed down on his left shoulder, pushing him back
into the chair. At the same moment, the barrel of a pistol went deep
into his right ear. The pain was so sudden that bright dots appeared
before Fletcher’s eyes, dancing frantically. He screamed, and the
sound seemed muffled. Because one ear was plugged, of course—one
ear was plugged.
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“Hold out your hand, Mr. Fletcher,” Escobar said, and he was smil-
ing around his cigarette again.

“Right hand,” Heinz said. He held the stylus by its black rubber
grip like a pencil, and his machine was humming.

Fletcher gripped the arm of the chair with his right hand. He was
no longer sure if he was acting or not—the line between acting and
panic was gone.

“Do it,” the woman said. Her hands were folded on the table; she
leaned forward over them. There was a point of light in each of her
pupils, turning her dark eyes into nailheads. “Do it or I can’t account
for the consequences.”

Fletcher began to loosen his fingers on the chair arm, but before he
could get the hand up, Heinz darted forward and poked the tip of the
blunt stylus against the back of Fletcher’s left hand. That had prob-
ably been his target all along—certainly it was closer to where Heinz
stood.

There was a snapping sound, very thin, like a twig, and Fletcher’s
left hand closed into a fist so tight his nails cut into his palm. A kind
of dancing sickness raced up from his wrist to his forearm to his flop-
ping elbow and finally to his shoulder, the side of his neck, and to his
gums. He could even feel the shock in his teeth on that side, or in the
fillings. A grunt escaped him. He bit his tongue and shot sideways in
the chair. The gun was gone from his ear and Ramén caught him. If
he hadn’t, Fletcher would have fallen on the gray tile floor.

The stylus was withdrawn. Where it had touched, between the sec-
ond and third knuckles of the third finger of his left hand, there was
a small hot spot. It was the only real pain, although his arm still tin-
gled and the muscles still jumped. Yet it was horrible, being shocked
like that. Fletcher felt he would seriously consider shooting his own
mother to avoid another touch of the little steel dildo. An atavism,
Heinz had called it. Someday he hoped to write a paper.

Heinz’s face loomed down, lips pulled back and teeth revealed in
an idiotic grin, eyes alight. “How do you describe it?” he cried.
“Now, while the experience is still fresh, how do you describe it?”

“Like dying,” Fletcher said in a voice that didn’t sound like his own.
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Heinz looked transported. “Ye