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| was smoking ajoint on the steps of the public library when acold wind blew in from no cardina point,
but from the top of the night sky, aforce of pure perpendicularity that bent the sparsaly leaved boughs of
the old alder shadowing the steps straight down toward the Earth, asif agigantic someone directly above
were pursing hislips and aiming along breeth directly at the ground. For the duration of that gugt, fifteen
or twenty seconds, my hair did not flutter but was pressed flat to the crown of my head and the leaves
and grass and weeds on the lawn aso lay flat. The phenomenon had adistinct border—leaves drifted
aong the sdewdk, testifying that alessforceful, morefitful wind presided beyond the perimeter of the
lawn. No one else gppeared to notice. Thelibrary, ablunt nineteenth century relic of undressed stone,
was not a popular point of assembly at any time of day, and the sole potentia witness gpart from myself
was an ederly gentleman who was hurrying toward McGuigan's Tavern a apace that implied a severe
acohol dependency. This happened seven months prior to the events centrd to this story, but | offer it to
suggest that agood ded of strangeness goes unmarked by the world (at least by the populace of Black
William, Pennsylvania), and, when taken in sum, such occurrences may be evidence that strangenessis
visited upon uswith some regularity and we only notice its extremes.

Ten years ago, following my wifé's graduation from Y ae Law, we set forth in our decrepit Volvo,
heading for northern Cdifornia, where we hoped to establish acommunity of sortswith friendswho had
moved to that region the previous year. We chose to drive on blue highways for their scenic value and
decided on aroute that ran through Pennsylvanias Bittersmith Hills, knuckled chunks of coa and granite,
forested with leafless oaks and butternut, ash and elder, that—under heavy snow and threatening
skies—composed an ominous prelude to the smoking redbrick town nestled in their heart. Aswe
approached Black William, the VVolvo began to rattle, the engine died, and we coasted to astop on a
curve overlooking aforbidding vista: row houses the color of dried blood huddled together dong the
wend of aduggish, dark river (the Polozny), visible through apal of gray smoke that settled from the
chimneys of asprawling prisonlike edifice—a so of brick—on the opposite shore. The Volvo proved to
be atotal loss. Since our funds were limited, we had no recourse other than to find temporary housing
and take jobs so asto pay for anew car in which to continue our trip. Andrea, whose specialty was
labor law, caught on with afirm involved in fighting for the rights of embeattled steelworkers. | hired on at
the mill, where | encountered three part-time musicians lacking asinger. Thisled to that, that to this,
Andreaand | grew apart in our obsessions, had affairs, divorced, and, before we redlized it, the better
part of adecade had rolled past. Though initialy | felt trapped in an ugly, dying town, over the years|
had devel oped an honest affection for Black William and its citizens, among whom | came to number

mysdf.

After abrief and perhapsillusory flirtation with fame and fortune, my band broke up, but | managed to
build ahome recording studio during its existence and this became the foundetion of acareer. | landed a
smdll business grant and began to record local bands on my own label, Soul Kiss Records. Most of the
CDs| released did poorly, but in my third year of operation, one of my projects, ametal group calling
themsalves Meanderthd, achieved aregiona celebrity and | sold management rights and the mastersfor
their first two abumsto amgor labd. This success gave me adegree of vishility and my post office box
was flooded with demos from bands al over the country. Over the next six years | released astring of
minor successes and acquired an industry-wide reputation of having an eye for taent. It had been my
immersion in the music businessthat triggered the events leading to my divorce and, while Andreawas
happy for me, | think it galled her that | had exceeded her low expectations. After acooling-off period,
we had become contentious friends and whenever we met for drinks or lunch, she would offer
deprecating comments about the socid vaue of my enterprise, and about my girlfriend, Mia, who was
nine years younger than |, heavily tattooed, and—in Andrea's words—dressed “like acolor-blind
dominatrix."



"Y ou've got somework to do, Vernon,” she said once. “Y ou know, on the taste thing? It's like you
traded mein for a Pinto with flames painted on the hood.”

| stopped mysdf from replying that it wasn't | who had donethetrading in. | understood her comments
arose from the fact that she had regrets and that she was angry at hersaf: Andreawas an atruist and the
notion that her renewed interest in me might be partidly inspired by envy or vendity caused her to doubt
her mord legitimacy. She was attractive, witty, dender, with auburn hair and patrician festuresand a
forthright poise that caused men in bars, watching her pass, to describe her as*classy.” Older and wiser,
able by virtue of the sdf-confidence | had gained to cope with her sharp tongue, | had my own regrets,
but | thought we had moved past the point at which areconciliation was possible and refrained from
giving them voice.

In late summer of the year when the wind blew straight down, | listened to ademo sent me by one
Joseph Stanky of McKeesport, Pennsylvania. Stanky billed himself asLoca Profitt, Jr. and hismusic,
post-modern deconstructed blues sung in agravelly, powerful baritone, struck me as having cult
potential. | caled hishouse that afternoon and wastold by his mother that “ Joey's deeping.” That night,
around three am., Stanky returned my call. Being accustomed to the tactless ways of musicians, | set
asde my annoyance and said | was interested in recording him. In the course of our conversation, Stanky
told me he was twenty-9x, virtualy penniless, and lived in his mother's basement, maintaining throughout
achurlish tone that dimmed my enthusiasm. Nevertheless, | offered to pay hisbusfareto Black William
and to put him up during the recording process. Two days later, when he stepped off abus at the
Tralways station, my enthusiasm dimmed further. A more unprepossessing human would be difficult to
imagine. He was short, pudgy, with skin the color of anew potato and so dump-shouldered that for a
moment | thought he might be deformed. Stringy brown hair provided an unsightly frame for adoughy
face with abulging forehead and awispy soul patch. Hiswhite T-shirt was spattered with food stains, a
Jackson Pollack work-in-progress; the collar of hiswindbreaker was iff with grime. Baggy chinosand a
trucker wallet completed hisensemble. | knew this gnomish figure must be Stanky, but didn't approach
until 1 saw him claim two guitar cases from the luggage compartment. When | introduced mysdlf, instead
of expressing gratitude or pleasure, he put on apitiful expression and said in awheedling manner, “ Can
you spot me some bucks for cigarettes, man? | ran out during theride."

| advanced him another hundred, with which he purchased two cartons of Camel Lightsand a
twelve-pack of Coca-Cola Classic (these, | learned, were basic components of his nutrition and, along
with Quaker Ingtant Grits, formed the bulk of hisdiet), and took aroundabout way home, thinking I'd
give him atour of the town where he would spend the next few weeks. Stanky displayed no interest
whatsoever in the mill, the Revolutionary War-era L utheran Church, or Garnant House (home of the
town's founding father), but reacted more positively to the ziggurat at the rear of Garnant house, a
corkscrew of black marble erected in eccentric tribute to the founding father'swife, Ethelyn Garnarnt,
who had died in childbirth; and when we reached the small centra park where stlands the statue of her
son, Stanky said, “Hey, that's decent, man!” and asked me to stop the car.

The statue of William Garnant had been |abeled an eyesore by the Heritage Committee, agroup of
women devoted to preserving our trivia past, yet they wereforced to includeit in their purview because
it was the town's most recognizable symbol—gift shops sold replica statuettes and the image was
emblazoned on coffee mugs, post cards, paperweights, on every conceivable type of souvenir. Created
inthe early 1800s by Gunter Hahn, the satue presented Black William in age-darkened bronze astride a
rearing salion, wearing aloose-fitting shirt and tight trousers, gripping the reinswith one hand, pointing
toward the library with the other, hisbody twisted and head turned in the opposite direction, his mouth
open in—judging by his corded neck—a cry of darm, asif he were warning the populace against the
dangers of literacy. Hahn did not take his cues from the rather sedentary monuments of his day, but
(impossibly) appeared to have been influenced by the work of heroic comic book artists such as Jm



Steranko and Nedl Adams, and thus the statue had a more fluid dynamic than was customary ... or
perhaps he was influenced by Black William himself, for it was he who had commissioned the scul pture
and overseen its congtruction. This might explain the figures most controversid feature, that which had
ingoired generations of high school studentsto highlight it when they painted the statue after significant
football victories. Thanksto an elevated pogition in the saddle, Black William's crotch wasvisble,
and—whether intended or an inadvertency, an error in the casting process that produced an unwanted
rumplein the bronze—it seemsthat he possessed quite a substantia package. It dways gladdened my
heart to see the ladies of the Heritage Committee, embarked upon their annua spring clean-up, scrubbing
away with soap and rags a Black William's genital pride.

| filled Stanky in on Black William's biography, telling him that he had fought with great vaor in the
Revolutionary War, but had not been accorded the status of hero, this dueto his penchant for executing
prisoners summarily, even those who had surrendered under awhite flag. Following the war, he returned
homein timeto watch hisfather, Alan Garnant, die dowly and in agony. It waswiddy held that William
had poisoned the old man. Alan resented the son for his part in Ethelyn's death and had left him to be
raised by hisdaves, in particular by an immense African man to whom he had given the name Nero. Little
isknown of Nero; if more were known, we might have afuller understanding of young William,
who—from the war's end until his desth in 1808—established a reputation for savagery, his specialities
being murder and rape (both heterosexua and homosexud). By dl accounts, he ruled the town and its
environswith the bruta excess of afeudd duke. He had a coterie of friends who served ashisloyd
protectors, agroup of men whose natures he had perverted, several of whom failed to survive his
friendship. Accompanied by Nero, they rode roughshod through the countryside, terrorizing and defiling,
killing anyone who sought to impede their progress. Other than that, hislegacy consisted of the statue, the
ziggurat, and a stubby tower of granite block on the bluff overlooking the town, long since crumbled into
ruin.

Stanky'sinterest dwindled as| related these facts, his responses limited to the occasiond “ Cool,” aword
he pronounced asif it had two syllables; but before we went on our way he asked, “If the guy was such a
bagtard, how come they named the town after him?"

"It wasaP.R. move,” | explained. “ The town wasincorporated as Garnantsburgh. They changed it after
World War Two. The city council wanted to attract business to the areaand they hoped the name Black
William would be more memorable. Church groups and the old lady vote, pretty much al the good

Chrigtians, they disgpproved of the change, but the millworkers got behind it. The association with abad

guy appeded to their sdf-image.”

"Looks like the business thing didn't work out. This placeis deader than McKeesport.” Stanky raised up
in the seat to scratch hisass. “Let's go, okay? | couldn't deep on the bus. | need to catch up on my Zs."

* * * %

My house was one of the row houses facing the mill, the same Andreaand | had rented when we first
arrived. | had since bought the place. The ground floor | used for office space, the second floor for the
studio, and | lived on the third. | had fixed up the basement, formerly Andregs office, into a
musician-friendly gpartment—refrigerator, stove, TV, eic—and that iswhere | ingtaled Stanky. The bus
ride must have taken a severetoll. He dept for twenty hours.

After three weeks | recognized that Stanky was uncommonly gifted and it was going to take longer to
record him than | had presumed—he kept revealing new facets of histalent and | wanted to make sure |
understood its full dimension before getting too deep into the process. | dso concluded that athough
musicians do not, in generd, adhere to an exacting mora standard, he was, talent aside, the most
worthless human being | had ever met. Like many of his profession, hewaslazy, irresponsible,



untrustworthy, arrogant, dovenly, and hisintellectud life conssted of comic booksand TV. To this
traditional menu of character flaws, | would add “deviant.” Thefirst inkling | had of his deviancy was
when Sabela, the Dominican woman who cleaned for me twice aweek, complained about the state of
the basement apartment. Since Sabelanever complained, | had alook downgtairs. In lessthan aweek,
he had trashed the place. The garbage was overflowing and the sink piled high with scummy dishes and
pots half-full of congealed grits; the floors covered in placesby adurry of cigarette ash and gresse,
littered with candy wrappers and crumpled Coke cans. A smell compounded of spoilage, bad hygiene,
and sex seemed to rise from every surface. The plastic tip of avibrator peeked out from beneath his
grungy sheets. | assured Sabela I'd manage the Situation, whereupon she burst into tears. | asked what
esewastroubling her and she said, “Migter Vernon, | no want him."

My Spanish was poor, Sabelas English amost nonexistent, but after afew minutes| divined that Stanky
had been hitting on her, going so far asto grab at her breasts. This surprised me—Sabelawasin her
fortiesand on the portly side. | told her to finish with the upstairs and then she could go home. Stanky
returned from arun to the 7-11 and scuttled down to the basement, roachlike in his avoidance of

serutiny. | found himwatching Star Trek in the dark, remotein one hand, TV Guide (hecdledit“The
Guide") regting on hislap, gnawing on aButterfinger. Seeing him so at homein hisfilthy nest turned up the
flame under my anger.

"Sabdarefusesto clean down herg)” | said. “I don't blame her."
"| don't careif shecleans,” he said with atruculent air.

"Well, | do. Y ou'veturned this placeinto ashithole. | had a meta band down here for amonth, it never
got thisbad. | want you to keep it presentable. No stacks of dirty dishes. No crud on the floor. And put
your damn sex toysin adrawer. Understand?'

He glowered at me.

"And don't messwith Sabela,” | went on. “When she wants to clean down here, you clear out. Go up to
the studio. | hear about you groping her again, you can hump your way back to McKeesport. | need her
one hell of alot morethan | need you."

He muitttered something about “another producer.”

"Y ou want another producer? Go for it! No doubt mgjor labels are beating down my door thisvery
minute, lugting after your sorry ass™"

Stanky fiddled with the remote and lowered his eyes, offering me alook at hisinfant bald spot. Authority
having been established, | thought I'd tell him what | had in mind for the next weeks, knowing that his
objections—given the temper of the moment—would be minima; yet there was something so repellent
about him, | still wanted to give him the boot. | had the idea that one of Hell's|lesser creatures, a
grotesgue, impotent toad, banished by the Powers of Darkness, had landed with afoul stink on my sofa.
But I've always been a sucker for talent and | felt sorry for him. His past was plain. Branded asanerd
early on and bullied throughout high school, he had retrested into alife of flipping burgers and getting off
on afour-track in his mother's basement. Now he had gravitated to another basement, abeit one with a
more hopeful prospect and a better recording system.

"Why did you get into music?’ | asked, Sitting beside him. “Women, right? It's dwayswomen. Hell, |
was married to a good-looking woman, smart, sexy, and that was my reason.”

He dlowed that this had been his reason aswell.



"So how's that working out? They're not exactly crawling al over you, huh?"

He cut hiseyestoward me and it was asif his furnace door had did open a crack, ablast of heat and
resentment shooting out. “Not great,” he said.

"Hereswhat I'm going to do.” | tapped out a cigarette from his pack, rolled it between my fingers. “Next
week, I'm bringing in adrummer and a bass player to work with you. | own a part-interest in the
Crucible, the dternative club in town. As soon asyou get it together, well put you in there for aset and
showcase you for some people.”

Stanky started to spesk, but | beat him to the punch. “Y ou follow my lead, you do what | know you
can...” | sad, leaving asignificant pause. “| guarantee you won't be going home aone.”

He waited to hear more, he wanted to bask in my vision of hisfuture, but | knew | had to use rat
psychology; now that | had supplied ahit of hisfavorite drug, | needed to buzz him with ajolt of
electricity.

"Firg off,” | said, “were going to have to get you into shape. Work off some of those man-tits.”
"I'm not much for exercise.”

"That doesn't come asashock,” | said. “Don't worry. I'm not going to make anew man out of you, | just
want to make you a better act. Eat what | eat for amonth or so, do alittle cardio. You'll drop ten or
fifteen pounds.” Falsaly convivid, | clapped him on the shoulder and felt atwinge of disgugt, asif | had
touched ahypo-dlergenic cat. “ The other thing,” | said. “That Locd Proffit Junior namewon't fly. It
sounds too much like a country band.”

"l likeit,” he said defiantly.
"If you want the name back later, that's up to you. For now, I'm billing you as Joe Stanky."

| laid the unlit cigarette on the coffee table and asked what he was watching, thinking that, for the sake of
harmony, I'd bond with him awhile.

"Trek marathon,” he said.

We st slently, staring at the flickering black-and-white picture. My mind sang a song of commitments,
duties, other places | could be. Stanky laughed, a cross between awheeze and a hiccup.

"What'sup?’ | asked.
" John Colicos sucks, man!™"

He pointed to the screen, where a swarthy man with Groucho Marx eyebrows, pointy sideburns, and a
holstered ray gun seemed to be undergoing an agonizing inner criss. “Michadl Ansarasthe only red
Vulcan.” Stanky looked at me asif seeking vaidation. “At least,” he said, anxiouslest he offend, “on the
origind Trek."

Absently, | agreed with him. My mind rgjoined its song. “Okay,” | said, and stood. “1 got things to do.
We straight about Sabela? About keeping the place ... you know? Kegping the damage down to normal
leves?'

He nodded.
"Okay. Caich you later."



| started for the door, but he called to me, employing that wheedling tone with which | had become all
too familiar. “Hey, Vernon?’ he said. “ Can you get me atrumpet?’ This asked with an imploring
expresson, screwing up hisfacelikeachild, asif he were begging meto grant awish.

"You play the trumpet?'
"Uh-huh."
"If you promiseto take care of it. Yeah, | can get hold of one.”

Stanky rocked forward on the couch and gave atight little fist-pump. “ Decent!™

* k x %

| don't know when Stanky and | got married, but it must have been sometime between the incident with
Sabdaand the night Miawent home to her mother. Certainly my reaction to the latter was more
restrained than was my reaction to the former, and | attribute thisin part to our union having been joined.
It was atypical rock-and-roll marriage: talent and money making beautiful music together and doomed
from the gtart, on occasion producing episodes in which the rel ationship seemed to be crystalized,
alowing you to see (if you wanted to) the messy bed you had made for yoursdlf.

Late one evening, or maybe it wasn't so late—it was starting to get dark early—Mia came downgtairs
and stepped into my office and set asmallish suitcase on my desk. She had on ajacket with afake fur
collar and hood, tight jeans, and her nice boots. She'd put afresh rasberry streak in her black hair and
her makeup did a sort of Nefertiti-meets-Lizathing. All | said was, “What did | do thistime?”

Miadslips pursed in amoue—it was her favorite expression and she used it at every opportunity, whether
appropriate or not. She became infuriated whenever | caught her practicing it in the bathroom mirror.

"It'snot what you did,” shesaid. “It'sthat clammy littletroll in the basement.”
"Stanky?'

"Do you have another troll? Stanky! God, that's the perfect name for him.” Another moue. “I'm sick of
him rubbing up againg me."

Miahad, as she wasfond of saying, “been through some stuff,” and, if Stanky had done anything truly
objectionable, she would have dealt with him. | figured she needed a break or € se there was someonein
town with whom she wanted to deep.

"| takeit thiswasn't consensud rubbing,” | said.

"Y ou think you're so funny! He comes up behind mein tight places. Likein the kitchen. And he pretends
he has to squeeze past.”

"Hée'sin our kitchen?'

"Y ou send him up to use the treadmill, don't you?"'
"Oh...right."

"And he hasto get water from the fridge, doesn't he?!

| leaned back in the chair and clasped my hands behind my head. “Y ou want meto flog him? Cut off a
hend?'



"Would that stop it? Give me acall when he's gone, okay?"
"Y ou know | will. Say hi to Mom."

A find moue, amoue that conveyed a soupcon of regret, but—more pertinently—made plain how much
| would miss her spoonful of sugar in my coffee.

After she had gone, | sat thinking nonspecific thoughts, vague appreciations of her many virtues, then |
handicapped the odds that her intricate makeup signaled an affair and decided just how pissed off to be
at Stanky. | shouted downgtairsfor him to come join me and dragged him out for awalk into town.

A mileand aquarter dong the Polozny, then up asteep hill, would bring you to the park, atriangular
section of greenery (orange-and-brownery at that time of year) bordered on the east by thelibrary, on
the west by arow of brick buildings containing gentrifed shops, and, facing the point of the triangle, by
McGuigan's. For me done, it was abrisk half-hour walk; with Stanky in tow, it took an extratwenty
minutes. He was not one to hide his discomfort or displeasure. He panted, he sagged, he limped, he
sighed. His breathing grew labored. The next step would be hislast. Wasn't it enough | forced himto
walk three blocksto the 7-11?If his heart failed, drop hisbonesin abucket of molten stedl and ship his
guitars home to McKeesport, where his mother would display them, necks crossed, behind the urn on
the mantle.

These comments went unvoiced, but they were eloquently stated by his body language. He acted out
every nuance of emation, like achild showing off anew skill. Send him on an errand he considered
important and he would give you his best White Rabbit, head down, hustling dong on a matter of urgency
to the Queen. Chastise him and he would play the penitent dtar boy. Whenill, he went with a hand
clutching his somach or cheek or lower back, grimacing and listless. His posturing was so pitifully false, it
was disturbing to look at him. | had learned to ignore these symptoms, but | recognized the pathology
that bred them—I had seen him, thinking himsdlf unwatched, dumped on the couch, clicking the remote,
the Guide spread across hislap, mired in the quicksand of depression, yet more arrogant than

depressed, acrummy king forsaken by his court, desperate for admirers.

Onreaching thelibrary, | sat on amiddle step and fingered out a fatty from my jacket pocket. Stanky
collapsed beside me, exhausted by the Polozny Death March he had somehow survived. He flapped a
hand toward McGuigan's and said, hopefully, *Y ou want to get a beer?”

"Maybelater."

| fired up thejoint.

"Hey!” Stanky said. “We passed acop car on the hill, man.”

"I smoke heredl thetime. Aslong asyou don't flaunt it, nobody cares.”

| handed him the joint. He cupped thefirein his palm, smoking furtively. It occurred to methat | wouldn't
drink from the same glass as him—his gums were rotting, histeeth horribly decayed—but sharing ajoint?
Wheét the hdll. The air was nippy and the moon was hidden behind the dder's thick leaves, which had
turned but not yet fallen. Under an arc lamp, the statue of Black William gleamed asif fashioned of
obsdian.

"Lookslike he's pointing right at us, huh?’ said Stanky.

When | was good and stoned, once the park had crystalized into a Victorian fantasy of dark green lawns
amid crisp shadows and fountaining shrubs, the storefronts beyond hiding their secrets behind black



glass, and McGuigan's ornate sign with its ruby coat of arms appearing to occupy an unreal corner inthe
dimension next door, | said, “Miawent back to her mom'stonight. She's going to be there for awhile.”

"Bummer.” He had squirreled away acan of Cokein his coat pocket, which he now opened.

"It'snormal for us. Chances are shelll screw around on me alittle and spend most of the time curled up
on her mom's sofa, eating Cocoa Puffs out of the box and watching sogps. Shélll be back eventudly.”

He had a swig of Coke and nodded.

"What bothersme,” | said, “isthe reason sheleft. Not the real reason, but the excuse she gave. She
clamsyou've been touching her. Rubbing againgt her and making like it was an accident.”

Thisélicited aflurry of protests and I-swear-to-Gods. | let him run down beforel said, “It'snot abig

"Sheslying, man! I...."
"Whatever. Miacan handle hersdlf. Y ou cross the line with her, you'll be picking your balls up off the
floor."

| could amost hear the gears grinding as he wondered how close he had come to being deballed.
"l want youto listen,” | went on. “No interruptions. Even if you think 1'm wrong about something. Dedl 7"
"Sure.... Yeah."

"Mogt of what | put out is garbage music. Meanderthd, Big Sissy, The Swimming Holes, Junk
Brothers...."

"l lovethe Junk Brothers, man! They'rewhy | sent you my demo.”
| gazed at him sternly—he ducked his head and winced by way of gpology.

"So rock-and-roll isgarbage,” | said. “It's disposable music. But oncein agreat while, somebody does
something perfect. Something that makes the music seem indispensable. | think you can make something
perfect. Y ou may not ever get rock star money. | doubt you can be mainstreamed. The best you can
hopefor, probably, is Tom Waits money. That's plenty, believe me. | think you'll be huge in Europe.

Y oull be celebrated there. Y ou've got afase bass that reminds me of Blind Willie Johnson. Y ou write
tremendous lyrics. That fractured guitar style of yoursisunique. It'sout there, but it's funky and people
aregoing to loveit. You have anatural appeal to punksand art rockers. To rock geeks like me. But
there's one thing can stop you—that's your problem with women."

Not even thisreference to his difficultieswith Sabelaand Miacould disrupt his rapt attentiveness.

"Y ou can screw thisup very easily,” | told him. *'Y ou let that ingppropriate touching thing of yours get out
of hand, you will screw it up. You haveto learn to let things come. To do that, you haveto believein
yoursdlf. | know you've had ashitty life so far, and your self-esteem islow. But you have to bresk the
habit of thinking that you're getting over on people. Y ou don't need to get over on them. Y ou've got
something they want. Y ou've got talent. People will cut you aton of dack because of that talent, but you
keep messing up with women, their patience is going to run out. Now | don't know where dl that music
comes from, but it doesn't sound like it came from a basement. It'sagift. Y ou haveto dart treating it like
one”



| asked him for acigarette and lit up. Though I'd given variations of the speech dozens of times, | bought
into it thistime and | was excited.

"Ten daysfrom now you'l be playing for aliveaudience,” | said. “If you put in thework, if you can
believein yoursdf, you'l get al you want of everything. And that's how you do it, man. By putting in the
work and playing akick-ass set. I'll help any way | can. I'm going to do publicity, T-shirts ... and I'm
going to givethem away if | haveto. I'm going to get the word out that Joe Stanky is something specid.
And you know what? Industry people will listen, because | have atrack record.” | blew asmokering
and watched it disperse. “These are things | won't usualy do for aband until they're farther dong, but |
believeinyou. | believein your music. But you haveto bdievein yoursaf and you haveto put inthe
work."

I'm not sure how much of my speech, which lasted severa minutes more, stuck to him. He acted

inspired, but | couldn't tell how much of the act wasred; | knew on somelevel hewas till running acon.
We cut across the park, detouring so he could ingpect the statue again. | glanced back at the library and
saw two white lights shaped like fuzzy agterisks. At firgt | thought they were moving across the face of the
building, that some people were playing with flashlights; but their brightness was too sharp and errétic,
and they appeared to be coming from behind the library, shining through the stone, heading toward us.
After ten or fifteen seconds, they faded from sight. Spooked, | noticed that Stanky was staring at the
building and | asked if he had seen thelights.

"That wasweird, man!” he said. “What wasit?'

"Swamp gas. UFOs. Who knows?"

| started walking toward McGuigan's and Stanky fell in dongside me. Hislimp had returned.
"After we have those beers, you know?’ he said.

"Yeeh?'

"Can we catch acab home?’ Hislimp became exaggerated. “1 think | redlly hurt my leg."

* * * %

Part of the speech must have taken, because | didn't have to roust Stanky out of bed the next morning.
He woke before me, ate his grits (I allowed him asingle bowl each day), knocked back a couple of Diet
Cokes (my ides), and sequestered himsdlf in the studio, playing adagio trumpet runs and writing on the
Cagio. Later, | heard the band thumping away. After practice, | caught Geno, the drummer, on hisway
out the door, brought him into the office and asked how the music was sounding.

"It doesn't blow,” he said.
| asked to him to clarify.
"The guy writes some hard drum parts, but they're tasty, you know. Tight."

Geno appeared to want to tell me more, but spaced and ran a beringed hand through his shoulderlength
black hair. He was ahandsome kid, if you could ook past theink, the brands, and the multiple piercings.
An excdlent drummer and religble. | had learned to be patient with him.

"Over dl,” | said, “how do you think the band's shaping up?'
Helooked puzzled. “Y ou heard us.”



"Yes. | know what | think. I'm interested in what you think."

"Oh ... okay.” He scratched the side of his neck, the habitat of ared and black Chinesetiger. “It'svery
cool. Strong. | never heard nothing likeit. | mean, it's got jazz e ements, but not enough to where it
doesn't rock. The guy sings great. We might go somewhereif he can control hisweirdness.”

| didn't want to ask how Stanky was being weird, but | did.

"He and Jerry got aconflict,” Geno said. “ Jerry can't get this one part down, and Stanky's on him about
it. | keep teling Stanky to quit ragging him. Leave Jerry done and hell stay onit until he can play it
backward. But Stanky, he's relentless and Jerry's getting pissed. He don't love the guy, anyway. Like
today, Stanky cracks about we should cdl the band Stanky and Our Gang,”

"No,” | said.

"Y eah, right. But it was cute, you know. Kind of funny. Jerry took it persond, though. He liketo got into
it with Stanky."

"I'll tak to them. Anything ese?'
"Naw. Stanky's ageek, but you know me. The music'sright and I'm there.”

Thefollowing day | had lunch scheduled with Andrea. It was aso the day that my secretary, Kiwanda, a
petite Afro-American woman in her late twenties, came back to work after aleave during which she had
been taking care of her grandmother. | needed an afternoon off—I thought 1'd vigt friends, have afew
drinks—so | gave over Stanky into her charge, warning her that he was prone to getting handsy with the
ladies.

"I'll keep that in mind,” she said, sorting through some new orders. “Y ou go have fun.”

Andrea had staked out one of the high-backed booths at the rear of McGuigan's and was drinking a
martini. She usually ran late, liked sitting at the front, and drank red wine. She had hung her jacket on the
hook &t the side of the booth and looked fetching in a cream-colored blouse. | nudged the martini glass
and asked what was up with the booze.

"Bad day in court. | had to ask for acontinuance. So....” She hoisted the martini. “I'm boozing it up.”
"Isthisthat pollution thing?"

"No, it'sapro bono case."

"Thought you weren't going to do any pro bono work for awhile."

She shrugged, drank. “What can | say?'

"All that classguilt. It must betough.” | Sgnaled awaitress, pointed to Andreas martini and held up two
fingers. “I suppose | should be grateful. If you weren't carrying around that guilt, you would have married
Snuffy Huffington the Third or somebody."”

"Let'snot banter,” Andreasaid. “We adways banter. Let'sjust talk. Tell mewhat's going on with you."

| was good at reading Andrea, but it was strange how well | read her a that moment. Stress showed in
her face. Nervousness. Both predictable components. But mainly | saw a profound longliness and that
gartled me. I'd never thought of her asbeing londly. | told her about Stanky, the good parts, hiswriting,
hismusdanghip.



"Theguy playseverything,” | said. “Guitar, flute, sax, trumpet. Little piano, little drums. He'slike some
kind of mutant they produced in a secret high school band lab. And hisvoice. It'sthe Jm Nabors effect.
Y ou know, the guy who played Gomer Pyle? Nobody expected a guy looked that goofy could sing, so
when he did, they thought he was great, even though he sounded like he had sinustrouble. It'sthe same
with Stanky, except hisvoiceredly isgreat.”

"Y ou're dways picking up these curious strays,” she said. “Remember the high school kid who played
bass, the one who fainted every time he was under pressure? Brian Something. Y ou'd come upstairs and
say, ‘Y ou should seewhat Brian did,” and tell me helaid abass on its Side and played Mozart riffsoniit.
Andl'dgo...."

"Bach,” | said.
"And I'd go, ‘ Yeah, but hefaintsd™ Shelaughed. “Y ou awaysthink you can fix them.”
"Y ou're coming dangeroudy closeto banter,” | said.

"You owe meone.” Shewiggled her forefinger and grinned. “I'm right, aren't 1? Therésadownside to
thisguy.”

| told her about Stanky's downside and, when | reached the part about Mialeaving, Andreasaid, “ The
circus must bein town.”

"Now you owe meone."

"Y ou can't expect meto be reasonable about Mia.” She half-sang the name, did alittle shimmy, made a
moue.

"That'stwo you owe me,” | said.

"Sorry.” She straightened her smile. “Y ou know shell come back. She always does.”
| liked that she was acting flirty and, though | had no resolution in mind, | didn't want her to stop.
"Y ou don't have to worry about me,” she said. “Honest."

"Huh?'

"So how talented is this Stanky? Give me an example.”

"What do you mean, | don't have to worry about you?"

"Never mind. Now come on! Give me some Stanky."

"Y ouwant meto sng?'

"Y ou were asinger, weren't you? A pretty good one, as| recal.”

"Yeah, but | can't do what he does.”

She sat expectantly, hands folded on the tabletop.

"All right,” | said. | did averse of “Devil's Blues” beginning with thelines:

"Therésagrapevinein heaven,
Therésapeavinein hdl,



One don't grow grapes,
The other don't grow peasaswdll...."

| sailed on through to the chorus, getting into the vocal:

"Devil'sBlued
God oweshim...."

A bald guy popped his head over the top of an adjacent booth and looked at me, then ducked back
down. | heard laughter.

"That'senough,” | said to Andrea.

"Interesting,” she said. “Not my cup of tea, but | wouldn't mind hearing him."
"He's playing the Crucible next weekend."

"Isthet aninvitation?'

"Sure. If you'll come."

"I haveto see how things develop at the office. Isatentative yes okay?"
"Way better than afirmno,” | said.

We ordered from the grill and, after we had eaten, Andrea called her office and told them she was taking
the rest of the day. We switched from martinisto red wine, and we talked, we laughed, we got silly, we
got drunk. The sounds of the bar folded around usand | started to remember how it felt to bein love
with her. We wobbled out of McGuigan's around four o'clock. The sun was lowering behind the
Bittersmiths, but shed arich golden light; it was still warm enough for people to be Sitting in sweatersand
shirts on park benches under the orange leaves.

Andrealived around the corner from the bar, so | walked her home. She was weaving alittle and kept
bumping into me. “Y ou better take acab home,” she said, and | said, “1'm not the one who'swaking
funny,” which earned me a punch in the arm. When we came to her door, she turned to me, gripping her
briefcase with both hands and said, “1'll see you next weekend, maybe."

"That'd be great.”

She hovered there a second longer and then she kissed me. Flung her arms about my neck, clocking me
with the briefcase, and gave me a one-hundred-percent all-Andrea kiss that, if | were acartoon
character, would have rolled my socks up and down and levitated my hat. She buried her facein my
neck and said, “ Sorry. I'm sorry.” | was going to say, For what?, but she pulled away in ahurry,
appearing panicked, and fled up the sairs.

| nearly hit aparked car on the drive home, not because | was drunk, but because thinking about the kiss
and her reaction afterward impaired my concentration. What was she sorry about? The kiss? Hirting?
Thedivorce? | couldn't work it out, and | couldn't work out, either, what | wasfedling. Lugt, certainly.
Having her body pressed against mine had fully engaged my senses. But there was more. Considerably
more. | decided it stood a chance of becoming a menta health issue and did my best to put it from mind.

Kiwandawas busy in the office. She had the computers networking and was going through prehistoric
paper fileson thefloor. | asked what was up and she told me she had devised amore efficient filing
system. She had never been much of an innovator, so thisunnerved me, but | let it pass and asked if
sheld had any problemswith my boy Stanky.



"Not so you'd notice,” she said tersely.

From this, | deduced that there had been a problem, but | let that pass as well and went upstairsto the
gpartment. Walls papered with flyers and band photographs; a grouping of newish, ultra-functional
Swedish furniture—I reslized | had liked the apartment better when Andreadid the decorating, this
despite the fact that interior design had been one of our bones of contention. Thewadlls, in particular,
annoyed me. | was being stared a by young men with shaved heads and flowing locks in arrogant poses,
stupid with tattoos, by five or sx bandsthat had tried to stiff me, by afew hundred bad-to-indifferent
memories and a dozen good ones. Maybe adozen. | sat on aleather and chrome couch (it was a showy
piece, but uncomfortable) and watched the early news. George Bush, Iraqg, the price of gasoline ... Fuck!
Restless, | went down to the basement.

Stanky was watching Comedy Central. Mad TV. Ancther of his passions. He was dumped on the
couch, remote in hand, and had a Coke and a cigarette working, an ice pack clamped to his cheek. | had
the ideathe ice pack was for my benefit, so | didn't ask about it, but knew it must be connected to
Kiwanda's attitude. He barely acknowledged my presence, just sat there and pouted. | took achair and
watched with him. At last he said, “I need arhythm guitar player.”

"I'm not going to hire another musician thislate in the game.”

He set down the ice pack. His cheek was red, but that might have been from theice pack itsdlf ...
athough | thought | detected adight puffiness. “I serioudy need him,” he said.

"Don't push meon this"

"It'simportant, man! For this one song, anyway."

"What song?"

"A new one."

| waited and then said, “ That'sal you're going to tell me?"
"It needs arhythm guitar."

Thistubby little madman recumbent on my couch was making demands—it felt good to rgect him, but he
persisted.

"It'sjust one song, man,” he said in full-on wheedle. “Please! It'sasurprise”
"l don't like surprises.”
"Comeon! Youll likethisone, | promise.”

| told him I'd seewhat | could do, had atalk with him about Jerry, and the atmaosphere lightened. He sat
up straight, chortling at Mad TV, now and then saying, “Decent!,” his ultimate accolade. The skitswere
funny and | laughed, too.

"l did my horoscope today,” he said as the show went to commercid.
"Let meguess” | said. “You'reaCancer.”

Hedidn't like that, but maintained an upbest air. “I don't mean astrology, man. | usethe Guide.” Hedid
the TV Guide acrossthe coffeetable, pointing out an entry with agrimy finger, ablack-rimmed nall. |
snatched it up and reed:



"King Creole: *** Based on aHarold Robbinsnove. A young man (Elvis Predey) with agang
background rises from the streets to become arock-and-roll star. Vic Morrow. 1:30."

"Decent, huh!” said Stanky. “You try it. Close your eyes and stick your finger in on arandom page and
seewhat you get. | use the movie section in back, but some people use the whole programming section.”

"Other people do this? Not just you?'
"Go ahead.”

| did asinstructed and landed on another movie;

"A Man and a Woman: **** A widow and awidower meet on holiday and are attracted to one
another, but the woman backs off because memories of her dead husband are till too strong. Jean-Louis
Trintignant, Anouk Aimée. 1:40."

Half-bdieving, | tried to understand what the entry portended for me and Andrea.
"What did you get?’ asked Stanky.

| tossed the Guide back to him and said, “1t didn't work for me."

* k% k %

| thought about calling Andrea, but business got in the way—I suppose | dlowed it to get in the way, due
to certain anxieties relating to our divorce. There was publicity to do, Kiwandas new filing system to
master (she kept on tweaking it), recording (we laid down two tracks for Stanky'sfirst EP), and avariety
of other duties. And so the days went quickly. Stanky began going to the library after every practice,
walking without alimp; he said he was doing research. He didn't have enough money to get into trouble
and | had too much else on my plate to stress over it. The night before he played the Crucible, | wasin
the office, going over everything in my mind, wondering what | had overlooked, thinking | had
accomplished an impossible amount of work that week, when the doorbell rang. | opened the door and
there on the stoop was Andrea, dressed in jeans and abulky sweater, cheeks rosy from the night air. An
overnight bag rested at her feet. “Hi,” she said, and gave achipper smile, likeatired Girl Scout
determined to keep pimping her cookies.

Taken aback, | said, “Hi,” and ushered her in.

She went into the office and sat in the wooden chair beside my desk. | followed her in, hesitated, and
took asest inmy swive chair.

"Youlook ... rattled,” she said.
"That about coversit. Good rattled. But rattled, nonetheless.”

"l am, too. Sorta.” She glanced around the office, asif noticing the changes. | could hear every ticking
clock, every digital hum, all the discrete noises of the house.

Shedrew in breath, exhaled, clagped her handsin her lap. “1 thought we could try,” she said quietly. “We
could do atriad period or something. Some days, aweek. See how that goes.” She paused. “ The last few
times|'ve seen you, |'ve wanted to be with you. And | think you've wanted to be with me. So....” She
made aflippy gesture, asif sheweretrying to shade things toward the casual. “ This seemed like an

opportunity.”

Y ou would have thought, even given the passage of time, after dl the recriminations and ugliness of
divorce, some measure of negativity would have cropped up in my thoughts; but it did not and | said, “I
think you'reright.”



"Whew!” Andrea pretended to wipe swesat from her brow and grinned.
An awkward silence; the grin flickered and died.
"Could I maybe go upstairs,” she asked.

"Oh! Sure. I'm sorry.” | had the urge to run up before her and rip down the crapfest on thewall, chuck
al the furniture out the window, except for amattress and candles.

"Youredill rattled,” she said. “Maybe we should have adrink before anything.” She stretched out a
hand to me. “Let's get good and drunk."

Asit happened, we barely got the drinks poured before we found our groove and got busy. It waslike
old times, cozy and familiar, and yet it was like we were doing it for the first time, too. Every touch, every
sensation, carried that odd frisson. We woke late, with the frost ddmost melted from the panes, golden
light chuting through the high east windows, leaving the bed in abluish shadow. Welay there, too deepy
to makelove, playing alittle, talking, her telling me how she had plotted her approach, metdling her how
| was oblivious until that day at lunch when | noticed her londliness, and what anidiot | had been not to
see what was happening.... Trivia matters, but they stained afew brain cells, committing those moments
to memory and marking them as Important, ared pin on lifes map. And then we did make love, as gently
asthat violence can be made. Afterward, we showered and fixed breakfast. Watching her move about
the kitchen in sweats and a T-shirt, | couldn't stop thinking how great thiswas, and | wanted to stop, to
quit footnoting every second. | mentioned thisaswe ae and she said, “1 guess that means you're happy.”

"Yeah! Of course.”

"Me, too.” She stabbed a piece of egg with her fork, tipped her head to the Side asif to get a better angle
onme. “I don't know when it was | started to be able to read you so well. Not that you were that hard to
read to begin with. It just seems there's nothing hidden in your face anymore.”

"Maybeit's a case of heightened senses.”
"No, redly. At timesit'slike | know what you're about to say.”
"You mean | don't have to speak?"

She adopted the manner of alegd professond. “Unfortunately, no. Y ou have to speak. Otherwise, it
would bedifficult to caichyouinalie™

"Maybewe should test this,” | said. “Y ou ask my name, and I'll say Helmut or Torin."

She shook her head. *“1'm an organic machine, not alie detector. We have different ways. Different
needs.”

"Organic. So that would make you ... softer than your basic machine? Possibly more compliant?!
"Very much so,” shesaid.

"Y ou know, | think I may be reading you pretty well myself.” | leaned across the table, grabbed a doppy
kiss, and, as| sat back down, | remembered something. “Damn!” | said, and rapped my forehead with
my knuckles.

"What isit?'

"| forgot to take Stanky for hishaircut.”



"Cant hetake care of it himsdf?"

"Probably not. Y ou want to go with us? Y ou might aswell meet him. Get it over with."
She popped egg into her mouth and chewed. “ Do we haveto do it now?"

"No, hewon't even be up for acouple of hours."

"Good,” shesad.

* * * %

The Crucible, aconcrete block structure on the edge of Black William, off beyond the row houses, had
once been adress outlet store. We had put a cafeteriain the front, where we served breskfast and
lunch—we did a brisk business because of the mill. Separate from the cafeteria, the back half of the
building was given over to abar with afew ratty booths, rickety chairs, and tables. We had turned a
high-school artist loose on the walls and she had painted murasthat resembled scenesfrom J. R. R.
Tolkien'slost labor-union novel. Animmense crucible adorned the wall behind the stage; it appeared,
thanksto the artist's ingpt use of perspective, to be spilling aflood of molten steed down upon an army of
orc-likeworkers.

Therewasafull house that night, attracted by local legends The Swimming Holes, agirl band who had
migrated to Pittsburgh, achieving adegree of nationa renown, and | had packed the audience with
Friends of VVernon whom | had enjoined to gpplaud and shout wildly for Stanky. A haze of smoke
fogged the stage lights and milling about were fake punks, the odd goth, hippiesfrom Garnant Collegein
Waterford, fifteen miles away: the desperate wannabe counter-culture of the western Pennsylvania
barrens. | went into the dressing rooms, gave each Swimming Hole awelcome-home hug, and checked
in on Stanky. Jerry, askinny guy with buzzcut red hair, was plunking on his bass, and Geno was playing
fillson the back of achair; lan, the rhythm guitarist, was making acell call in the head. Stanky was on the
couch, smoking aCamel, drinking a Coke, and watching the SciFi Channdl. | asked if hefelt dl right. He
said he could use abeer. He seemed calm, supremely confident, which | would not have predicted and
did not trust. But it wastoo late for concern and | left him to God.

| joined Andreaat the bar. She had on an old long-deeved Ramones shirt, the same that she had worn to
gigs back when my band was happening. Despite the shirt, shelooked out of placein the Crucible, a
swan floating on a cesspool. | ordered a beer to be carried to Stanky, ashot of tequilafor myself.
Andrea put her mouth to my ear and shouted over the recorded music, “Don't get drunk!” and then
something esethat waslost in the din. | threw down the shot and led her into the cafeteria, which was
serving coffee and sodato a handful of kids, some of whom appeared to be trying to straighten out. |
closed the door to the bar, cutting the volume by half.

"What were you saying?’ | asked.

"| said not to get drunk, | might have usefor you later.” She sat at the counter, patted the stool beside
her, encouraging meto git.

"They're about to sart,” | said, joining her. “I've only got aminute.”

"How do you think it'll go?"

"With Stanky? I'm praying it won't be a disaster.”

"Y ou know, he didn't seem so bad this afternoon. Not like you described, anyway."

"You just like him because he said you were a babe.”



| took aloose cigarette from my shirt pocket, rolled it between my thumb and forefinger, and she asked if
| was smoking again.

"Onceinawhile. Mainly | dothis” | said, demongtrating my rolling technique. “ Anyway ... Stanky. You
caught him on his best behavior.”

"He seemed sad to me.” Shelifted a pepper shaker as she might achess piece and set it closer to the
st “ Stunted. He has some adult mannerisms, adult information, but it'slike he's ill fourteen or fifteen."

"Thereyou go,” | said. “Now ask yoursdlf how it would be, being around atwenty-six-year-old
fourteen-year-old on adaily basis."

One of the kids, boys, men—there should be, | think, aspecific word for someone old enough to die for
his country, yet who can't grow a proper mustache and is having difficulty focusing because he recently
ate some chesp acid cut with crank—one of the guys &t the end of the counter, then, came trippingly
toward us, wearing an army field jacket decorated with abraid of puke on the breast pocket, like a
soggy service ribbon. He stopped to leer at Andrea, gave methe high Sgn, said something unintdligible,
possibly profane, and staggered on into the club.

It had been Andreals stance, when we were married, that episodes such asthiswereindicative of the
sewer in which she claimed | was ddiquescing, ak.a. the music business. Though | had no groundsto
argue the point, | argued nonetheless, angry because | hated the ideathat she was smarter than | was—I
compensated by telling mysalf | had more soul. There had been other, less defined reasons for anger, and
the basic argument between us had gotten vicious. In thisinstance, however, she ignored the kid and
returned to our conversation, which forced me to consider anew the question of my milieu and the
degradation thereof, and to wonder if she had, by ignoring the kid, manipulated me into thinking that she
had changed, whereas | had not, and it might be that the music busnesswasto blame, that it had
delimited me, warped and stunted my soul. | knew she was till the smart one.

The music cut off midsong and | heard Rudy Bowen, my friend and partner in the Crucible, on the mike,
welcoming people and making announcements. On our way back into the club, Andrea stopped me at
the door and sad, “I loveyou, Vernon.” Shelaid afinger on my lipsand told meto think about it before
reponding, leaving me mightily perplexed.

Stanky walked out onto the stage of the Crucible in abaggy white T-shirt, baggy chinos and his trucker
wallet. He would have been semi-presentable had he not a so been wearing a battered top hat.
Somebody hooted derisively, and that did not surprise me. The hat made him look clownish. | wanted to
throw a bottle and knock it off his head. He began whispering into the mike. Another hoot, apiercing
whistle. Not good. But the whisper evolved into achant, bits of Latin, Spanish, rock-and-roll clichés, and
nonsense syllables. Half-spoken, haf-sung, with an incantatory vibe, scatted in ajump-blues rhythm that
the band, coming in underneath the vocal, built into asold groove, and then Stanky, hitting hismark likea
ski jumper getting alift off abig hill, began to Sng:

"I heard the Holy Ghost moan...
Stars seen through store..."

Basicdly, the song consisted of those two lines repested, but sung differently—made into agospd plaint,
arock-and-roll howl, asmooth Motown styling, ajazzy lilt, and so on. There was a break with more
lyrics, but the two lineswere what mattered. Thefirst time he sang them, in that heavy fase bass, ashock
ripped through the audience. People looked up, they turned toward the stage, they stopped drinking,
their heads twitched, their legs did impromptu dance steps. Stanky held the word “moan” out for three
bars, working it like a soul singer, then he picked up the trumpet and broke into a solo that was angry
like Miles, but kept a spooky edge. When he set the trumpet down, he went to singing the lyric double



time, beeting the top hat againgt histhigh, mangling it. The crowd surged forward, everyone wanting to
get next to the stage, dancing in place, this strange, shuffling dance, voodoo zombies from hell, and
Stanky strapped on hisguitar. | missed much of what happened next, because Andrea dragged me onto
the dance floor and started making dinky moves, and | lost my distance from the event. But Stanky's
guitar work sent the zombiesinto a convulsive fever. We bumped into a punk who wasjerking like his
strings were being yanked; we did a threesome with a college girl whose feet were planted, yet was
shaking it likeatriba dancer in a National Geographic Special ; we were corraled briefly by two
millworkers who were dancing with agoth girl, watching her spasm, her breasts flipping every which
way. At the end of the song, Jerry and Geno started speaking the lyric into their mikes, adding a
counterpoint to Stanky's vocal, cooling things off, bringing it down to the creepy chant again; then the
band dropped out of the music and Stanky went a capellafor afinal repetition of histwo lines.

Applause erupted, and it was asidiosyncratic as the dancing had been. This one guy was baying like a
hound; ablond girl bounced up and down, clapping gleefully like asix-year-old. | didn't catch much of
the set, other than to note the audience's positive response, in particular to the songs* Average Joe” and
“Can| Get aWaitress?’ and “ The Sunset Side of Y ou"—I was working the room, gathering opinions,
trying to learn if any of theindustry people I'd invited had come, and it wasn't until twenty minutes after
the encorethat | saw Stanky at the bar, talking to agirl, surrounded by agroup of drunken admirers. |
heard another girl say how cute he was and that gave me pause to wonder at the terrible power of music.
The hooker | had hired to guarantee my guarantee, along-legged brunette named Carol, dish-faced but
with a spectacular body, was biding her time, waiting for the crowd around Stanky to disperse. Hewas
in competent hands. | felt relief, menta fatigue, the desire to be done with Andrea. Therewas no
pressing reason to stay. | said a couple of good-byes, accepted congratulations, and we drove home,
Andreaand |, dong the Polozny.

"Hesamazing,” shesad. “1 have to admit, you may beright about him."

"Yep,” | said proudly.

"Watch yoursdf, Sparky. Y ou know how you get when these things start to go south.”
"What are you talking about?"

"When one of your problem children runs off the tracks, you takeit hard. That'sal I'm saying.” Andrea
rubbed my shoulder. “Y ou may want to think about speeding things up with Stanky. Walk him ashorter
distance and let someone ese ded with him. It might save you some wear and tear."

Wedrovein slence; the river widened, dowed itsrace, flowing in under the concrete lees of the mill; the
first row house came up on theright. | was tempted to respond as usualy | did to her advice, to say it's
al good, I've got it under control, but for some reason | listened that night and thought about everything
that could go wrong.

* * * %

Carol waswaiting for mein the officewhen | came downgtairs at eight o'clock the following morning.
Shewas gitting in my swivd chair, going through my Rolodex. She looked weary, her hair mussed, and
displeased. “That guy'safreak,” she said flatly. “1 want two hundred more. And in the future, | want to
mest the guys you set me up with before | commit.”

"What'd he do?’ | asked.
"Do you redly want to know?'

"I'm kind of curious.... Yeah."



She began to recite alist of Stanky-esque perversion—I cut her off.

"Okay,” | said, and reached for my checkbook. “He didn't get rough, did he?"
"Au contraire.” She crossed her legs. “He wanted meto...."

"Please” | said. “Enough.”

"I don't do that sort of work,” she said primly.

| told her I'd written the check for three hundred and she was somewhat mollified. | apologized for
Stanky and told her | hadn't realized he was so twisted.

"Wereokay,” shesaid. “I'vehad ... Hi, swesetie!"

She directed this greeting to a point above my shoulder as Andrea, deepily scratching her head, wearing
her sweats, entered the office. “Hi, Caral,” she said, bewildered.

Carol hugged her, then turned to me and waved good-bye with my check. “Call me."
"Pretty early for hookers,” Andreasaid, perching on the edge of the desk.
"Let meguess. Y ou defended her.”

"Nope. One of her clientsdied and |eft her alittle money. | helped her invest. But that begs the question,
what was she doing here?"

"l got her for Stanky."
"A reward?'
"Something likethet."

She nodded and idly kicked the back of her heel against the side of the desk. “How come you were
never interested in the men | dated after we broke up?”

| was used to her sudden conversationa U-turns, but | had expected her to interrogate me about Carol
and this caught me off-guard. “I don't know. | suppose | didn't want to think about who you were

degping with."

"Must beaguy thing. | dways checked out your girlfriends. Even the ones you had when | was mad at
you.” She dipped off the desk and padded toward the door. “ See you upstairs.”

| spent the next two days between the phone and the studio, recording agood take of “ The Sunset Side
of You'—it wasthe closest thing Stanky had to aballad, and | thought, with its easy, Dr. John-ish fed, it
might get some play on collegeradio:

"I'm gonna.crack open my venetian blind
and let that last bit of old orange glory shine,
s0 | can catch an eyeful

of my favoritetrifle,

my absoutely perfect point of view....
That's an eastbound ook,

sx inches from the crook

of my littlefinger,

at the sunset sde of you...."



Stanky wasn't happy with me—he was writing a song a day, sometimes two songs, and didn't want to
disrupt his creative process by doing something that might actualy make money, but | gamed him into
cutting the track.

Wednesday morning, | visited Rudy Bowen in his office. Rudy was an architect who yearned to be a
cartoonist, but who had never met with much successin the latter pursuit, and the resonance of our
cregtive failures, | believe, helped to cement our friendship. He was a so the only person | knew who had
caught afish in the Polozny downstream from the mill. It occupied a place of honor in hisoffice, a
hideous thing mounted on a plagque, some sort of mutant trout nourished upon pollution. Whenever | saw
it, I would speculate on what else might lurk beneath the surface of the cold, deep pools east of town,
imagining tel epathic monstrosities plated with armor like fish of the Mesozoic and frail tentacled creatures,
their skins having the rainbow sheen of an ail dick, to whom mankind were sacred figuresin their dream
of life.

Rudy's secretary, amatronly woman named Gwen, told me he had gone out for alatte and let mewait in
his private office. | stepped over to his drafting table, curious about what he wasworking on. Held in
place on the table was a clean sheet of paper, but in afolder beside the table was a batch of new
cartoons, a series featuring shadowy figuresin amineshaft who conversed about current events,
celebrities, etc., while excavating avein of pork that twisted through amountain.... Thisgaveriseto the
title of the strip: Meat Mountain Stories. They were silhouettes, redly. Given identity by their shapes,
eccentric hairstyles, and speech signatures. The strip was contemporary and hilarious—everything Rudy's
usua work was not. In some frames, a cluster of tiny white objects appeared to be floating. Moths, |
thought. Lights of some kind. They, too, carried on conversations, but in pictographs. | was till going
through them when Rudy camein, abig, blond man with the beginnings of agut and thick glassesthat lent
him a baffled look. Every time | saw him, he looked more depressed, more middle-aged.

"These are great, man!” | said. “ They're new, right?’
He crossed the room and stood beside me.
"I been working on them al week. You like*em, huh?'

"I lovethem. You did dl thisthisweek?Y ou must not be deeping.” | pointed to the white things.
“What're these?'

"Stars. | got the ideafrom that song Stanky did. * Stars Seen Through Stone.””
"So they're seeing them, the people in the mine?!
"Y eah. They don't pay much attention to them, but they're going to start interacting soon."

"It must be going around.” | told him about Stanky's burst of writing, Kiwanda's adventuresin office
managemen.

"That's odd, you know.” He sipped hislatte. “It seems|like there's been ared rash of credtivity intown.
Last week, some grunt at the mill came up with an improvement in the cold forming process that
everybody saysisahuge ded. Jmmy Galvin, that guy who does handyman work? He invented anew
gardening tool. Bucky Bucklin's paying his patent fees. He says they're going to make millions. Beth
gtarted writing anove. She never said anything to me about wanting to write, but she's hardly had time
for the kids, she's been so busy ripping off the pages. It's not bad.”

"Wadl, I wishI'd catchiit,” | said. “With me, it's same old same old. Drudgeree, drudgeroo. Except for
Andrea's back."



"Andrea? Y ou mean you guys are dating?"
"I mean back asin back in my house. Living with me."
"Damn!” hesaid. “That'sincredible!"

We st intwo chairslike two inverted tents on stedl frames, as uncomfortable as my upstairs couch, and
| told him about it.

"Soit'sgoing okay?’ he asked.

"Terrific, | think. But what do | know? She said it was atria period, so | could get home tonight and she
might be gone. I've never been ableto figure her out.”

"Andrea. Damn! | saw her at the club, but | didn't redize she waswith you. | just had timeto wave.” He
leaned across the space between us and high-fived me. “Now maybe you'll stop going around like
someone stole your puppy.”

"It wasn't likethat,” | said.

He chuckled. “Naw. Which iswhy the people of Black William, when asked the date, often reply, *Six
years, two months, and twelve days since the advent of Vernon's Gloom.””

We moved on to other topics, among them the club, business, and, as| madeto leave, | gestured at
Rudy's grotesque trophy and said, “While those cregtive juices are flowing, you ought to design afishing
lure, so | can watch you hook into the Loch Polozny Mongter."

Rudy laughed and said, “Maybeif | have a couple of minutes. I'm going to keep working on the comic.
Whatever thisshit is, it'sbound to go away."

* k x %

| was fooling around in the studio one evening, ostensibly cleaning up the tape wed rolled the previous
weekend at the Crucible, hoping to get alive rendition of “ Stars Seen Through Stone” clean enough for
the EP, but | was, instead, going over atape I'd made, trying to find some ounce of trueinspirationinit,
finding none, wondering why thiswave of creativity—if it, indeed, existed—had blessed Rudy's house
and not mine. It was after seven; Stanky was likely on hisway home from the library, and | was thinking
about seeing if Andreawanted to go out, when she leaned in the doorway and asked if shewas
interrupting. | told her, no, not &t al, and she came into the booth and sat next to me at the board,
looking out at the drum kit, the instruments, the serpents’ nest of power cords.

"When we were married, | didn't get what you saw inthis” shesaid. “All | saw was the damage, the
depravity, the greed. Now I've been practicing, | redlize there's more or less the same degree of damage
and greed and depravity in every enterprise. Y ou can't seeit asclearly asyou do in the music business,
but it'sthere”

"Tel mewhat | seethat'sgood.”
"Themusc, the people.”

"Noneof that lasts,” | said. “All | an'sayo-yo tester. | test athousand busted yo-yos, and occasionadly |
run across one that lights up and squealswhen it spins.”

"What | do istoo depressing to talk about. It'srare when anyone | represent has a good outcome, even if
they win. Corporations delay and delay.”



"Soit'sdisllusonment that's brought ustogether again.”

"No.” Shelooked a me steedily. “Do you love me?’

"Yeah, | loveyou. You know | do. | never stopped. Therewasagap...."

"A big gep!"

"The ggp made it more painful, but that'sal it did."

She played with dials on the sound board, frowning asif they were refusing to obey her fingers.
"Youremessng up my settings,” | said.

"Oh...sorry."

"What'swrong?'

"Nothing. It'sjust you don't lieto me anymore. Y ou used to liedl the time, even about trivia things. I'm
having trouble adjusting.”

| started to deny it, but recognized that | couldn't. “1 wasangry at you. | can't remember why, exactly.
Lying was probably part of it."

"l wasangry at you, too.” She put her hands back on the board, but twisted no dias. “But | didn't lieto
you."

"Y ou stopped telling me the truth,” | said.

"Samedifference.”

The phonerang; inreflex, | picked up and said, “ Soul Kiss."

It was Stanky. He started babbling, telling me to come downtown quick.

"Whoa” | said. “If thisisabout megiving you aride...”

"No, | swear! Y ou gotta see this, man! The stars are back!"

"Thedars”

"Likethe onewe saw at thelibrary. Thelights. Y ou better come quick. I'm not sure how long it'll last.”
"I'm kind of busy,” | said.

"Dude, you have got to seethis! I'm not kidding!"

| covered the phone and spoke to Andrea. “Want to ride uptown? Stanky says there's something we
should see™”

"Maybe afterward we could stop by my place and | could pick up afew things?"
| got back on the phone. “Where are you?"

Five minutes |later we were cutting across the park toward the statue of Black William, besde which
Stanky and severd people were standing in anidand of yelow light—I had no time to check them out,



other than to observe that one was awoman, because Stanky caught my arm and directed meto look at
thelibrary and what | saw made me unmindful of any other sight. The building had been rendered
insubstantia, aghost of itself, and | was staring across adark plain ranged by adozen fuzzy white lights,
some large, some small, moving toward us at asow rate of speed, and yet perhapsit was not dow—the
perspective seemed infinite, asif | were gazing into adepth that, by comparison to which, dl previoudy
glimpsed perspectives were so limited asto beirrelevant. Asthe lights approached, they appeared to
vanish, passing out of frame, asif the viewing angle we had been afforded was too narrow to encompass
the scope of the phenomenon. Within seconds, it began to fade, thelibrary to regain its ordinary solidity,
and | thought | heard adistant gabbling, the sound of many voices speaking at once, an army of voices
(though I might have manufactured thisimpression from the wind gusting through the boughs); and then,
asthat ghostly image winked out of existence, agroaning noise that, in my opinion, issued from no fleshly
throat, but may have been produced by some cosmic stress, arip in the continuum sedling itself or
something akin.

Andrea had a some point latched onto my arm, and we stood gaping at the library; Stanky and the rest
began talking excitedly. There were three boys, teenagers, two of them carrying skateboards. The third
was apae, skinny, haughty kid, bespotted with acne, wearing ablack turtleneck sweater, black jeans,
black overcoat. They displayed aworshipful attitude toward Stanky, hanging on his every word. The
woman might have been the one with whom Stanky had been speaking at the Crucible before Carol
made her move. She wastiny, bardly fivefeet tal, Itaian-looking, with black hair and olive skin, in her
twenties, and betrayed a compete lack of animation until Stanky dipped an arm around her; then she
smiled, an expression that revealed her to be moderately attractive.

The skateboarders sped off to, they said, “tell everybody,” and this spurred me to take out my cell
phone, but | could not think who to call. Rudy, maybe. But no onein authority. The copswould laugh at
the report. Stanky introduced usto Liz (the woman lowered her eyes) and Pin (the goth kid |ooked away
and nodded). | asked how long the phenomenon had been going on before we arrived and Stanky said,
“Maybefifteen minutes™

"Have you seen it before?"
"Judt thet time with you.”

| glanced up at Black William and thought that maybe he had intended the Satue asawarning ... though
it struck me now that he was turning his head back toward the town and laughing.

Andrea hugged hersdlf. “1 could use something hot to drink.”

McGuigan's was handy, but that would have disincluded Pin, who obvioudy was underage. | loaded him,
Stanky, and Liz into the back of the van and drove to Szechuan Paace, arestaurant on the edge of the
busness digtrict, which sported afive-foot-tal gilt fiberglass Buddhain the foyer that over the years had
cometo resemble an ogre with a skin condition, the fiberglass weave showing through in patches, and
whose dining room (empty but for abored wait-gtaff) waslit like aMacao brothed in lurid shades of red,
green, and purple. On the way to the restaurant, | replayed the incident in my head, attempting to
understand what | had witnessed not in rational terms, but in terms that would make sense to an ordinary
American fool raised on science fiction and horror movies. Nothing seemed to fit. At the restaurant,
Andreaand Pin ordered teg, Liz and Stanky gobbled moo shu pork and lemon chicken, and | picked at
an egg roll. Pin started talking to Andreain an adenoidal voice, lecturing her on some matter regarding
Black William, and, annoyed becauise he was tregting her like anidiot, | said, “What does Black William
haveto do with this?'

"Not athing,” Pin said, turning on me alook of disdain that aspired to be the kind of look Truman



Capote once fixed upon areporter from the Lincoln Journal-Sar who had asked if hewasa
homosexual. “Not unless you count the fact that he saw something smilar two hundred years ago and it
probably killed him."

"Pin'san expert on Black William,” Stanky said, wiping ashred of pork from hischin.
"Whet little thereisto know,” said Pin grandly, “I know."

It figured that a Goth townie would have devel oped a crush on the loca bogeyman. | asked him to
enlightenme.

"Wdl,” Pin sad, “when Joey told me held seen agtar floating in front of thelibrary, | knew it had to be
one of BW's stars. Where the library stands today used to be the edge of Stockton Wood, which had an
evil reputation. As did many woods in those days, of course. Stockton Wood is where he saw the stars.”

"What did he say about them?'

"He didn't say athing. Nothing that he committed to paper, anyway. It's his younger cousin, Samuel
Garnant, we can thank for the story. He wrote a memoir about BW's escapades under the nom de
plume Jonathan Venture. According to Samuel, BW was in the habit of riding in the woods at twilight.
‘Tempting the Devil, hecdled it. Hisfirgt Sght of the sarswas afew mysterious lights—like with you
and Joey. He rode out into the wood the next night and many nights thereafter. Samuel's abit vague on
how long it was before BW saw the stars again. I'm guessing a couple of weeks, going by cluesin the
narrative. But eventudly he did see them, and what he saw was alot like what we just saw.” Pin put his
hands together, fingertips touching, like a priest preparing to address the Ladies Auxiliary. “In those days,
people feared God and the Devil. When they saw something amazing, they didn't stand around like a
bunch of doofuses saying, ‘Al right!” and taking pictures. BW wasterrified. He said he'd seen the Star
Wormwood and heard the Holy Ghost moan. He set about changing hislife.”

Stanky shot me one of hiswincing, cutesy, embarrassed smiles—he had told me the song was completely
origind.

"For aimost ayear,” Pin went on, “BW tried to be agood Chrigtian. He performed charitable works,
attended church regularly, but his heart wasn't in it. He lapsed back into his old ways and before long he
took to riding in Stockton Woods again, with his manservant Nero walking at his sde. He thought that he
had missed an opportunity and told Samue if he was fortunate enough to see the stars again, he would
ride straight for them. Hed embrace their evil purpose.”

"What you said about standing around like doofuses, taking pictures,” Andreasaid. “1 don't suppose
anyone got a picture?’

Pin produced a cell phone and punched up a photograph of the library and the stars. Andreaand |
leaned into see.

"Can you e-mail that to me?’ | asked.
Pin said he could and | wrote my address on a napkin.

"S0,” Pinsad. “ The next time BW saw the stars was in eighteen-oh-eight. He saw them twice, exactly
likethefirst time. A single gar, then an interva of week or two and amore complex sighting. A month
after that, he disappeared while riding with Nero in Stockon Wood and they were never seen again.”

Stanky hailed our waitress and asked for more pancakes for his moo shu.



"So you think the stars gppeared three times?” said Andrea. “ And Black William missed the third
appearance on the first go-round, but not on the second?”

"That'swhat Samud thought,” said Pin.
Stanky fed Liz abite of lemon chicken.

"Y ou're assuming Black William waskilled by the stars, but that doesn't make sense,” said Andrea. “For
instance, why would there be alonger interval between the second and third sightings? If there was a
third gghting. It'smore likely someone who knew the story killed him and blamed it on the sars.”

"Maybe Nero capped him,” said Stanky. “ So he could gain hisfreedom.”
Pin shrugged. “I only know what | read.”
"It might be awavefront,” | said.

On another napkin, | drew agtraight linewith asmal bumpiniit, then aninterva in which the line flattened
out, then abigger bump, then alonger interval and an even bigger bump.

"Likethat, maybe” | said. “ Somekind of wavefront passing through Black William from God knows
where. It's aways passing through town, but we get this series of bumpsthat make it accessible every
two hundred years. Or less. Maybe the stars appeared at other times.”

"Theresno record of it,” said Pin. “And I've searched.”

The walitress brought Stanky's pancakes and asked if we needed more napkins.

Andrea studied the napkin 1'd drawn on. “But what about the first series of ghtings? When were they?"
"Seventeen-eighty-nine,” said Ain.

"It could be an erratic cycle,” | said. “Or could be the cycle consists of two sequences close together,
then alapse of two hundred years. Don't expect a degper explanation. | cut class a bunch in high school

physics™
"The Holy Ghost doesn't obey physica principles,” said Stanky pompoudly.

"| doubt Black William redlly heard the Holy Ghost,” Andreasaid. “If he heard what we heard tonight. It
sounded more like adoor closing to me."

"Whatever,” hesaid. “1t'll be cool to see what happens a month from now. Maybe Black William will
return from the grave.”

"Yeah.” | crumpled the napkin and tossed it to the center of the table. “Maybe helll bring Doctor Doom
and the Lone Ranger with him."

Pin affected a shudder and said, “1 think I'm busy that day."

* * * %

Pin sent me the picture and | e-mailed it to agearhead friend, Crazy Ed, who lived in Wilkes-Barre, to
see what he could make of it. Though | didn't forget about the gtars, | got dammed with business and my
condderation of them and the late William Garnant had to be put on the backburner, aong with Stanky's
career. Againg dl expectations, Liz had not fled screaming from his bed, crying Pervert, but stayed with
him most nights. Except for histimein thestudio, | rarely saw him, and then only when his high school



fansdrove by to pick up him and Liz. An gpocrypha story reached my ear, insnuating that she had taken
on acarload of teenage boyswhile Stanky watched. That, if true, explained the rdationship in
Stanky-esque terms, terms | could understand. | didn't care what they did aslong as he fulfilled his band
duties and kept out of my hair. | landed him agig at the Pick and Shovel in Waterford, filling in for aband
that had been forced to cancel, and it went well enough that | scored him another gig at Garnant College.
After ameretwo performances, his reputation was building and | adjusted my timetable accordingly—I
would make the college job an EP release party, push out an album soon thereafter and try to sdll him to
amgjor label. It was not theway | typicaly grew my acts, not commercialy wise, but Stanky was not a
typica act and, despite his prodigioustaent, | wanted to have done with this sour-smelling chapter in my
life

Andreg, for dl intents and purposes, had moved in, along with ahigh-energy, seven-month-old Irish
Setter named Timber, and wasin process of subletting her gpartment. We were, doubtless, a disgusting
item to everyone who had gotten to know us during our adversarid phase, dways hanging on one
another, kissing and touching. | had lunch with her every day—they held the back booth for us at
McGuigan's—and one afternoon as we were sgttling in, Miamateriaized besde the booth. “Hello,” she
said and stuck out ahand to Andrea.

Startled, Andrea shook her hand and |, too, was startled—until that moment, Mia had been unrelentingly
hostile in her attitude toward my ex, referring to her as*that uppity skank” and in termslesspalite. |
noticed that she was dressed conservatively and not made up as an odaisque. Instead of being whipped
into apunky abstraction, her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. The raspberry stresk was gone. She
was, in fact, for the first time since | had known her, streakless.

"May | joinyou?’ Miaasked. “| won't take up much of your time."

Andrea scooted closer to thewall and Miasat next to her.

"I heard you guys were back together,” said Mia. “I'm glad.”

Thunderstruck, | wasincapable of fielding that one. “ Thanks,” said Andrea, looking to me for guidance.

Miasquared up in the booth, addressing me with a clear eye and afirm voice. “I'm moving to Fittsburgh.
I'vegot ajob lined up and I'll be taking night classes at Fitt, then going full-time starting next summer.”

Hearing thisissue from Mias mouth was like hearing a cat begin speaking in Spanish whilelighting a
cheroot. | managed to say, “Yeah, that's.... Yeah. Good."

"I'm sorry | didn't tell you sooner. I'm leaving tomorrow. But | heard you and Andreawere together,
90...." She glanced back and forth between Andreaand myself, asif expecting aresponse.

"No, that'sfine” | said. “You know."

"It was adestructive rdationship,” she said with great sincerity. “We had some fun, but it was bad for
both of us. Y ou were holding me back intdlectualy and | waslimiting you emotiondly."

"Youreright,” | sad. “ Absolutely.”

Miaseemed surprised by how smoothly things were going, but she had, apparently, a prearranged
gpeech and she by-God intended to giveit.

"] understand thisis sudden. It must come as a shock..."

"Oh, yegh."



"...but | haveto dothis. | think it's best for me. | hope we can stay friends. Y ou've been an important
part of my growth."

"I hope s, too."
There ensued ashort and—on my end, anyway—baffled silence.

"Okay. Well, | ... | guessthat's about it.” She got to her feet and stood by the booth, hovering;
then—with a sudden movement—she bent and kissed my cheek. “Bye."

Andrea put a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God! Wasthat Mia?"

"I'm not too sure,” | said, watching Miawak away, noting that there had been a compl ete absence of
MOues.

"An important part of her growth? She talkslike a Doctor Phil soundbyte. What did you do to her?!

"I'm not responsible, | don't think.” 1 pushed around a notion that had occurred to me before, but that |
had not had the impetus to consider more fully. “Do you know anyone who's exhibited a sudden burst of
inteligencein the past few weeks? | mean someone who's been going aong at the same pace for awhile
and suddenly they're Eingtein. Relatively spesking.”

Shemulled it over. “ Asamatter of fact, | do. | know two or three people. Why?*
"Tdl me"

"Wdll, theres Immy Galvin. Did you hear about him?"

"The gardening toal. Y eah. Who e se?'

"Thisguy inmy office. A paralega. He'sahard worker, but basically adrone. Lately, whenever we ask
him to dig up afile or find areference, he's attached some ideas about the case we're working on. Good
ideas. Some of them are great. Case-makers. He'sthe talk of the office. We've been joking that maybe
we should get him to take adrug test. HE's going back to law school and we're going to miss....” She
broke off. “What's this have to do with the new Mia?"

| told her about Rudy's cartoons, Beth's novel, Kiwanda's newfound efficiency, the millworker, Stanky's
increased productivity.

"l can't help wondering,” | said, “if it's somehow related to the stars. | know it'sa harebrained idea.
There's probably a better explanation. Stanky ... he never worked with a band before and that may be
what'srevving hisengines. But that night at the Crucible, he was so polished. It just didn't synch with how
| thought he'd react. | thought he'd get through it, but it's like he was an old hand.”

Andrealooked distressed.

"And not everybody's affected,” | said. “I'm not, for sure. Y ou don't seem to be. It's probably bullshit.”
"I know of another ingtance,” shesaid. “But if | tell you, you have to promiseto keep it a secret.”

"l can do that."

"Do you know WandaLingrove?'

"Wasn't she afriend of yours? A cop? Tall woman? About five years older than us?’



"She's a detective now."

The waitress brought our food. | dug in; Andreanudged her sdlad to the side.
"Did you hear about those college girls dying over in Waterford?’ she asked.
"No, | haven't been keeping up.”

"Two college girlsdied afew days apart. Onein afire and onein adrowning accident. WWanda asked for
alook at the case files. The Waterford police had written them off as accidents, but Wanda had afriend
on the force and he dipped her the files and showed her the girls' apartments. They both lived
off-campus. It's not that Wanda's any great shakes. She has an undistinguished record. But she had the
idea from reading the papers—and they were skimpy articles—a serid killer wasinvolved. Her friend
pooh-poohed the idea. There wasn't any signature. But it turned out, Wandawasright. Therewasa
sgnature, very subtle and very complicated, demondirating that the killer was highly evolved. Not only
did shefigure that out, she caught him after two days on the case.”

"Aren't serid killerstough to catch?”

"Yes. All that stuff you see about profiling on TV, it's crap. They wouldn't have come closeto getting a
line on thiskid with profiling. He would have had to announce himsdlf, but Wanda doesn't think he would
have. She thinks he would have gone on killing, that putting one over on the world was enough for him."

"Hewasakid?'

"Fourteen yearsold. A kid from Black William. What's more, hed given no sign of being a sociopath.
Y et in the space of three weeks, he went from zero to sixty. From playing JV football to being ahighly
organized seridist. That doesn't happen in thered world.”

"So how come Wanda's not famous?"

"The collegeistrying to keep it quiet. The kid's been bundled off to an ingtitution and the cops have the
lid screwed tight.” Andreapicked at her sdlad. “What I'm suggesting, maybe everyone is being affected,
but not in waysthat conform to your model. Wanda catching the kid, that conforms. But the kid himself,
the fact that a pathology was brought out in him ... that suggests that people may be affected in wayswe
don't notice. Maybe they just love each other more.”

| laid down my fork. “Likewith us?'

A doleful nod.

"That'scrazy,” | said. “Y ou said you'd been plotting for months to make amove."
"Yes, but it was afantasy!"

"And you don't think you would have acted on it?"

"I don't know. Onething for certain, | never expected anything likethis.” She cut her volumeto astage
whisper. “I want you dl the time. It'slike when we were nineteen. I'm addicted to you."

"Yeah,” | said. “ Same here”

"I worry that it'll stop, then | worry that it won't—it's wreaking havoc with my work. | can't stop thinking
about you. On arationd level, | know I'm an animd. But thereés a place in me that wantsto believe love
ismore than evolutionary biology. And now thisthing with the stars. To think that what I'm fegling could



be produced by something as random as awavefront or a supernatural event, or whatever ... It makes
mefed like an experimental animd. Like arabbit that's been drugged. It scaresme.”

"Look,” | sad. “We're probably talking about something that isn't red.”
"No, it'sred."

"How can you be sure? | only just brought the subject up. We can't have been discussing it more than
fiveminutes”

"Y ou convinced me. Everything you said ringstrue. | know it here.” Andreatouched ahand to her
breast. “ And you know it, too. Something's happening to us. Something's happening to thistown.”

* * * %

We stepped back from that conversation. It was, | suppose, aform of denial, the avoidance of a subject
neither of uswished to confront, because it was proof against confrontation, against logic and reason, and
o wetrividized it and fell back on our faith, on our mutuality. Sometimes, lying with Andresa, considering
the join of her neck and shoulder, the dight convexity of her belly, the compliant curve of abreast
compressed into a pouty shape by the weight of her arm, the thousand turns and angles that each seemed
the expression of awhite smplicity within, | would have the urge to wake her, to drive away from Black
William, and thus protect her, protect us, from thisinfestation of stars; but then | would think that such an
action might destroy the thing | hoped to protect, that once away from the stars we might fed differently
about one another. And then I'd think how irrationd these thoughts were, how ridiculousit wasto
contemplate uprooting our lives over so flimsy afear. And, findly, having made this brief rounds of my
human potentia, | would lgpse again into a Praxitelean scrutiny, a sculptor in love with his stone, content
to drift in and out of adream in which love, though it had been proved fase (like Andrea said, an anima
function and nothing more), proved to be eterndly fase, forever and aday of illusion, of two souls
burning brighter and brighter until they appeared to make asingle glow, a blazing unity concealed behind
robes of aging flesh.

Theworld beat against our door. Pin's photograph was printed on the third page of the Black William
Gazette, dong with the news that the University of Fittsburgh would be sending ateam of observersto
measure the phenomenon, should it occur again, as was predicted (by whom, the Gazette did not say).
There was a Sdebar recounting Black William's sordid history and Jonathan Venturés verson of BW's
involvement with the stars. The body of the article.... Well, it was asif the reporter had been privvy to

our conversation at the Szechuan Palace. | suspected that he had, if only at second-hand, since my
wavefront theory was reproduced in full, attributed to “aloca pundit.” Asaresult of this publicity, groups
of people, often more than a hundred, mostly the young and the elderly, cameto gather in front of the
library between the hours of five and nine, thus depriving me of the customary destination of my evening
walks.

Stanky, his ego swollen to improbable proportions by two successful performances, by the adulation of
his high school fans (" Someone ought to be writing everything Joey says down,” said one dreamy-eyed
fool), became increasingly temperamental, lashing out at his bandmates, at me, browbesating Liz at every
opportunity, and prowling about the house in asulk, ever with a Coke and cigarette, glaring at al who fell
to his gaze, not bothering to speak. In the mornings, he was difficult to wake, kegping Geno and Jerry
waiting, wasting va uable time, and one particular morning, my frustration wth him pesked and | let
Timber into his bedroom and closed the door, listening while the happy pup gamboled acrossthe
mattress, licking and drooling, diciting squeals and curses from the deepy couple, an action that
provoked a confrontation that | won by dint of physica threat and financia dominance, but that firmly
established our unspoken enmity and made me anxious about whether | would be able to maneuver him
to the point where | could rid mysdlf of him and show a profit.



* * % %

A gray morning, spitting snow, and | answered the doorbell to find alugubrious, long-nosed gentleman
with araw, bony face, toting a briefcase and wearing a Sy Sperling wig and a cheap brown suit. A police
cruiser was parked at the curb; two uniformed officers stood smoking beside it, casting indifferent looks
toward the Polozny, which rolled on blackly in—as aloca DJwas proneto characterize it—"its eternd
search for the sea.” Since we were only a couple of daysfrom the EP release, | experienced asinking
feding, one that was borne out when the man produced a card identifying him as Martin Kiggins of
McKeesport, aFriend of the Court. He said he would like to have aword with me about Joseph Stanky.

"How well do you know Joseph?’ he asked me once we had settled in the office.

Kiwanda, at her desk in the next room, made a choking noise. | replied that while | had, | thought, an
adequate undergtanding of Joseph asamusician, | was unfamililar with the details of hislife.

"Did you know he hasawife?’ Kigginswastoo lanky to fit the chair and, throughout our talk, kept
scrunching around init. “And he's got alittle boy. AImost two yearsold, heis."

"No, | didn't know that."

"Poor little guy nearly didn't makeit that far. Been sck hiswholelife.” Kigginss gaze acquired amorose
intengty. “Meningitis.

| couldn't get ahandle on Kiggins, he acted asif hewastrying to sall me something, yet he had arrived on
my doorstep with an armed force and the authority of the law.

"| thought meningitiswasfatd,” | sad.

"Not ahundred percent,” said Kiggins cheerlesdy. “His mother doesn't have insurance, so hedidn't get
the best of care.”

"Thet'stough.”

"She'son welfare. Thingsaren't likely to improve for the kid or for her. She's not what you'd call an
attractive woman.”

"Why are we talking about this?’ | asked. “It'sasad story, but I'm not involved.”
"Not directly, no."

"Not any damnway. | don't understand what you're looking for."

Kiggins seemed disgppointed in me. “I'm looking for Joseph. Ishe here?"

"l don't know."

"Y ou don't know. Okay.” He put his hands on his knees and stood, making a show of peering out the
window at his cop buddies.

"| redly don't know if heshere” | said. “I've been working, | haven't been downgtairs this morning.”
"Mindif | take alook down there?"

"Y ou're goddamn right, I mind! What'sthis about? Y ou've been doing a dance ever snceyou camein.
Why don't you spit it out?”



Kiggins gave me ameasuring look, then glanced around the office—I think he was hoping to locate
another chair. Failing this, he sat back down.

"Y ou gppear to be aresponsible guy, Vernon,” hesaid. “Isit okay | cdl you Vernon?'
"Surething, Marty. | don't give ashit what you call me aslong asyou get to the point.”

"Y ou own your home, abusiness. Pay your taxes... far as| can tell without an audit. Y ou're a pretty
olid citizen.”

Theimplicit threat of an audit ticked me off, but I let him continue. | began to redize where this might be
going.

"I've got the authority to take Joseph back to McKeesport and throw hisbutt injail,” said Kiggins. “He's
inarrearswith his child and spousal support. Now | know Joseph doesn't have any money to spesk of,
but seeing how you've got an investment in him, I'm hoping we can work out some arrangement.”

"Wheréd you hear that?’ | asked. “About my investment.”

"Joseph il hasfriendsin McKeesport. High school kids, mainly. Truth betold, wethink he was
supplying them with drugs, but I'm not here about that. They've been spreading it around that you're
about to makehim agtar.”

| snorted. “He'salong way from being astar. Bieve me.”

"I believe you. Do you believe mewhen | tell you I'm here to take him back? Just say theword, I'll givea
whistle to those boys out front.” Kiggins shifted the chair sdeways, so he could stretch out oneleg. “I
know how you make your money, Vernon. Y ou build a band up, then you sdll their contracts. Now
you've put in some work with Joseph. Some serious time and money. | should think you'd want to

protect your investment.”

"Okay.” | reached for acigarette, recaled that | had quit. “What's he owe?"
"Upwards of even thousand.”

"He'sall yours,” | said. “ Take the sairsin back. Follow the corridor to the front of the house. First door
onyour right.”

"l said | wanted to make an arrangement. I'm not after the entire amount.”
And s0 began our negotiation.

If we had finished the dbum, | would have handed Stanky over and given Kiggins my blessing, but as
things stood, | needed him. Kiggins, on the other hand, wouldn't stand a chance of collecting any money
with Stanky in the dam—nhelikely had a predetermined figure beneath which he would not move. It
infuriated me to haggle with him. Stanky's wife and kid wouldn't see anickd. They would dock her
welfare by whatever amount he extracted from me, deduct adminigirative and clerical fees, and she
would end up worse off than before. Y et | had no choice other than to submit to lega blackmail.

Kigginswouldn't go below five thousand. That, he said, was his bottom line. He put on a dour poker face
and waited for meto decide.

"He'snot worthiit,” | said.

Sadly, Kiggins made for the door; when | did not relent, he turned back and we resumed negotiations,



settling on afigure of three thousand and my promiseto attach arider to Stanky's contract stating that a
percentage of his earningswould be sent to the court. After he had gone, my check tucked in his
briefcase, Kiwanda came to stand by my desk with folded arms.

"I'd give it aminute before you go down,” she said. “Y ou got that I'm-gonna-break-his-face look."
"Do you fucking believe this?’ | brought my fist down on the desk. 1 want to smack that little bitch!™
"Take abreath, Vernon. Y ou don't want to lose any more today than just walked out of here."

| waited, | grew cam, but as | approached the sairs, the image of awizened toddler and amoping,
double-chinned wife cropped up in my brain. With each step | grew angrier and, when | reached
Stanky's bedroom, | pushed in without knocking. He and Liz were having sex. | caught afetid odor and
an unwanted glimpse of Liz's sdlow hindquarters as she scrambled beneath the covers. | shut the door
partway and shouted at Stanky to haul his ass out here. Seconds later, he burst fromtheroomina
T-shirt and pgjama bottoms, and stumped into the kitchen with his head down, armstightly held, like an
enraged penguin. He fished a Coke from the refrigerator and made asif to say something; but | let him
haveit. | briefed him on Kigginsand said, “It's not a question of morality. | already knew youwere a
piece of crap. But thisisabusiness, man. It'smy livelihood, not a playground for degenerates. And when
you bring the cops to my door, you put that in jeopardy.”

He hung his head, picking at the Coke's pop top. “Y ou don't understand.”

"I don't want to understand! Get it? | have absolutely no desire to understand. That's between you and
your wife. Between you and whatever scrap of meatloaf shaped like the Virgin Mary you pretend to
worship. | don't care. One more screw-up, I'm caling Kiggins and telling him to come get you.”

Liz had entered the kitchen, clutching a bathrobe about her; when she heard “wife,” sheretregated.

| railed at Stanky, telling him he would pay back every penny of the three thousand, telling him further to
clean hisroom of every pot seed and pill, to get hisact in order and finish the album; and | kept on railing
at him until hisbody language conveyed that | could expect two or three days of penitence and sucking
up. Then| alowed him to dink by me and into the bedroom. When | passed his door, cracked aninch
open, | heard himwhining to Liz, saying, “ Shesnot really my wife"

* * * %

| took the afternoon off and persuaded Rudy to go fishing. We bundled up against the cold, bought a
twelve-pack of Iron City and dropped our linesin Kempton's Pond, alopsided period stamped into the
ha f-frozen ground a couple of miles east of town, punctuating amixed stand of birch and hazd—it
looked asif agiant with apeg leg had left thisimpression in the rock, creating a hole thirty feet wide. The
clouds had lowered and darkened, their swollen bellies appearing to tatter on the leafl ess treetops as they
did pagt; but the snow had quit falling. There was some light accumulation on the banks, which stood
eight or nine feet above the black water and gave the pond the look of an old cistern. The water
circulated like heavy oil and swallowed our snkerswith barely a splash. This bred the expectation that if
we hooked anything, it would be amegaladon or an ichthyosaur, a cresture such aswould have been
trapped in atar pit. But we had no such expectation.

It takes a certain cast of mind to enjoy fishing with no hope of a catch, or the faint hope of catching some
inediblefishlike thing every few years or so. That kind of fishing ismy favorite sport, though | admit |
follow the Steders closdy, as do many in Black William. Knowing that nothing will rise from the deep,
unlessit is something that will astound your eye or pebble your skin with gooseflesh, makesfor arare
feding. Sharing thiswith Rudy, who had been my friend for ten years, snce he wasfresh out of grad
school a Penn State, enhanced that fegling. In the summer we sat and watched our lines, we chatted, we



chased our depressions with beer and cursed theflies; in winter, the best season for our sport, there were
no flies. The cold was like ozone to my nodtrils, the silence complete, and the denuded woods posed an
abgtract of dantsand perpendiculars, silver and dark, nature as Chinese puzzle. Through fraysin the
clouds we glimpsed the fat, lordly crests of the Bittersmiths.

| was reaching for another Iron City when | felt atug ontheline. | kept till and felt another tug,
then—though | waited the better part of a minute—nothing.

"Something'sdown inthere,” | said, peering at the impenetrable surface.
"You get ahit?’ Rudy asked.

"Uh-huh."

"How much lineyou got out?'

"Twenty, twenty-fivefegt.”

"Must have been acurrent.”

"It happened twice."

"Probably acurrent.”

| pictured an enormous grouper-like face with blind milky-blue globesfor eyes, moon lanterns, and apair
of weak, underdevel oped hands groping at my line. The Polozny plunges degp underground east of the
bridge, welling up into these holes punched through the Pennsylvaniarock, sometimes flooding the woods
in the spring, and a current was the likely explanation; but | preferred to think that those subterranean
chambers were the uppermogt tiers of asecret world and that now and again some piscine Columbus,
fleaing the fabulous madness of his civilization, palacesillumined by schools of eectric eds controlled by
the thoughts of freshwater octopi, limestone streets patrolled by gangs of river crocs, grand avenues
crowded with giant-snail busses and pedestrian trout, sought to breech the fina barrier and find in the
world above amore peaceful prospect.

"You havenoimagination,” | said.
Rudy grunted. * Fishing doesn't require an imagination. That'swhat makesit fun.”

Motionless, he was a bearish figure muffled in adown parkaand awool cap, hisface reddened by the
cold, breath steaming. He seemed down at the mouth and, thinking it might cheer him up, | asked how he
was coming with the comic grip.

"l quit working onit,” hesaid.
"Why the hell'd you do that? It was your best thing ever.”
"It was giving me nightmares.”

| absorbed this, gave it due consideration. “Didn't strike me as nightmare materid. It'skind of bleak.
Black comedy. But nothing to fresk over.”

"It changed.” Heflicked hiswrigt, flicking hisline sdeways. “The veins of pork.... Y ou remember them?"

"Yeah, sure”



"They gtarted growing, twisting al through the mountain. The mineworkers were happy. Ddlirious. They
were going to berich, and they threw abig party to celebrate. A pork festival. Actually, that part was
pretty funny. I'll show it to you. They made this enormous pork scul pture and were al wearing pork pie
hats. They had a beauty contest to name Miss Pork. Thewinner ... | used Miafor amodd.”

"Youreasck bastard, you know that?*

Again, Rudy grunted, thistime in amusement. “ Then the stars began eating the pork. The mineworkers
would open anew vein and the starswould pour in and choff it down. They were ravenous. Nothing
could stop them. The mineworkerswere starving. That'swhen | started having nightmares. There was
something gruesome about the way | had them egting. | tried to changeit, but | couldn't make it work any
other way."

| sad it fill didn't sound like the stuff of nightmares, and Rudy said, “Y ou had to be there.”

Wefdl to talking about other things. The Stedlers, could they repeat? Stanky. | asked Rudy if hewas
coming to the EP release and he said he wouldn't missit. “He'sagenius guitar player,” he said. “Too bad
he's such a creep.”

"Goeswith theterritory,” | said. “Like with Robert Frost besting hiswife. Stanky's a creep, he'sa perv.
A mora dwarf. But heisfor sure taented. And you know me. I'll put up with perversity if someone's
talented.” | clapped Rudy on the shoulder. “That'swhy | put up with you. Y ou better finish that strip or
I'll dump your ass and start hanging with a better class of people.”

"Forget the strip,” he said glumly. “I'm too busy designing equipment sheds and stables.”

We got into adiscussion about Celebrity Wifebeaters, enumerating the most recent additionsto thelist,
and thisled us—by loose association only—to the subject of Andrea. | told him about our conversation
at McGuigan's and what she had said about the outbreak of creativity, about love.

"Maybe she'sgot apoint,” Rudy said. “Y ou two have dways carried atorch, but you burned each other
so badly in the divorce, | never would have thought you'd get back together.” He cracked open abeer,
handed it to me, and opened one for himself. *Y ou hear about Colvin Jacobs?’

"Y ou mean something besides he's adeazebd | ?!

"He's come up with aplan to reduce the county's tax burden by half. Everybody saysit'stherea quill.”
"I'm surprised he found the time, what with al those congressiona junkets.”

"And Judy Trickle, you hear about her?'

"Now you're scaring me."

"l know. OI' Juggs‘R’ Us Judy."

" She should have been your modd for Miss Pork, not Mia. What'd she do? Design anewfangled bra?’
"Liftsand separates.”

"Y ou mean that'sit?'

"Younaledit."

"Noway!"



" She's been wearing a prototype on the show the last few days. There's anoticeable change.” Hedid a
whispery voiceover voice. “ The curves are softer, more naturd .

"Bullshit!"

"I'm serious. Check her out."

"| got better thingsto do than watch AM Waterford."
"I remember the time when you were adevoted fan.”

"That was post-Andrea ... and pre-Andrea.” | chuckled. “Remember the show when she demonstrated
the rowing machine? Leotards aren't built to handle that sort of stress.”

"I knew the guy who produced her back then. He said they gave her Stuff like that to do, because they
were hoping for aWardrobe Mafunction. They weren't prepared for the reaction.”

"Janet Jackson's no Judy Trickle. It was like adam bursting. Like ... help me out here, man.”
"Likethebirth of twin zeppdins.”

"Like the embodiment of the yang, like the Aquarian dawn."

Rudy jiggled hisline. “Thisis beginning to border on the absurd.”

"Y ou're the one brought her up."

"I'm not talking about Judy, I'm talking about the whole thing. The outbreak."

"Oh, okay. Y eah, werre way past absurd if Miz Tricklesinvolved. We're heading toward surreal.”
"I've heard of five or six more people who've had ... breakthroughs, | suppose you'd cal them.”

"How come | don't hear about these people except from you? Do you St in your office dl day, collecting
odd facts about Black William?"'

"I get more traffic than you do, and people are talking about it now."
"What arethey saying?'

"What you'd expect. Isn't it weird? It must be the water, the pollution. I've even heard civic pride
expressed. Someone coined the phrase, ‘ Black William, Pennsylvania's Brain Capita.’”

"That'staking it abit far.” | had adug of Iron City. “ So nobody's panicking? Saying head for the hills?’
"Who said that?"

"Andrea. Shewasalittle disturbed. She didn't exactly say it, but she seemed to think thisthing might not
beadl good."

Hetightened hislips and produced a series of squeaking noises. “I think Andreasright. Not about head
for thehills. | don't know about that. But | think whatever thisis, it's affecting people in different ways.
Some of them emotiondly.”

"Why'stha?"



"l...."” Hetipped back hishead, stared at the clouds. 1 don't want to talk anymore, man. Okay? Let's
jud fish"

It began to snow again, tiny flakes, the kind that presage abig fdl, but we kept fishing, jiggling our linesin
the dead water, drinking Iron City. Something was troubling Rudy, but | didn't press him. | thought about
Andrea. She planned to get off early and we were going to dinner in Waterford and maybe caich a
movie. | was anticipating kissng her, touching her in the dark, while the new James Bond blew stuff up or
(thiswas more likely) Kenneth Branagh destroyed As You Like It, when atremor ran across the surface
of the pond. Both Rudy and | sat up straight and peered. “T. Rex iscoming,” | said. Aningant later, the
pond was lashed into aturbulence that sent waves dopping in al directions, asif alarge swimmer had
drawn near the surface, then made a sudden turn, propelling itself down toward its cusomary haunts with
aflick of itstail. Yet we saw nothing. Nary afin nor scale nor section of plated armor. We waited,
breathless, for the beast to return.

"Definitely not acurrent,” said Rudy.

* k% k %

Except for the fact that Rudy didn't show, the EP release went well. The music was grest, the audience
responsive, we sold lots of CDs and souvenirs, including Average Joe dogtags and Joe Stanky's Army
khaki T-shirts, with the pear-shaped (less so after diets and death marches) one's silhouette in white
beneath the arc of the lettering. This despite Stanky's obvious displeasure with everyoneinvolved. He
was angry a me because | had stolen histop hat and refused to push back the time of the performance
to ten o'clock so he could join the crowd in front of the library waiting for the return of Black William
(their number had swelled to more than three hundred since the arrival of the science team from Pitt, led
by ayoungish professor who, with his rugged build and mustache and plaid wool shirts, might have
stepped out of an ad for trail mix). Hewas angry at Geno and Jerry for the usua reasons—they were
incompetent clowns, they didn't understand the music, and they had spurned the opportunity to watch TV
with him and Liz. Throughout the hour and a quarter show, he sulked and spoke not aword to the
audience, and then grew angry at them when agroup of frat boysinitiated a chant of “ Skanky, Skanky,
Skanky....” Y et the vast mgjority were blown away and my night was made when | spotted an A& R man
from Atlantic snesking around.

| wasin my office the next morning, reading the Gazette, which had come |ate to the party (asusud) and
was running alight-hearted feature on * Pennsylvanias Brain Capital,” heavy on Colvin Mason quotes,
when | received acal from Crazy Ed in Wilkes-Barre, saying that he'd e-mailed me a couple of
enhancements of Pin's photograph. | opened the e-mails and the attachments, then asked what | was
looking at.

"Beatsme,” said Ed. “ Thefirg isup close on one of those white dedlies. Y ou can get an idea of the
shape. Sort of likeaseaurchin. A globe with spines ... except there's so many spines, you can't make out
theglobe. You seeit?’

"Yeah. You can't tdl mewhat it is?"

"l don't haveaclue.” Ed made a buzzing noise, something he did whenever he was stumped. “I assumed
theimage wasfake, that the kid had run two images together, becauise there's a shift in perspective
between thelibrary and the white dedlies. They look like they're coming from along way off. But then||
realized the perspective was totally fucked up. It'slike part of the photo was taken though a depth of
water, or something that's shifting like water. Different sections appear to be at different distancesall
through theimage. Did you notice arippling effect ... or anything like that?"

"l only saw it for acouple of seconds. | didn't have time to get much more than aglimpse.”



"Okay.” Ed made the buzzing noise again. “Have you opened the second attachment?”
llYm.ll

"Once figured out | couldn't determine distances, | Sarted looking at the black stuff, thefield or
whatever. | didn't get anywhere with that. It'sjust black. Undifferentiated. Then | took alook at the
horizon line. That's how it appeared to you, right? A black field stretching to ahorizon? Well, if that was
the case, you'd think you'd see something at the front edge, but the only thing | picked up was those
bumps on the horizon."

| studied the bumps.
"Kindalook like the tops of heads, don't they?’ said Ed.

The bumps could have been heads; they could aso have been bushes, animals, or a hundred other things;
but his suggestion gave me an uneasy fedling. He said he would fool around with the picture some more
and get back to me. | listened to demos. Food of the Gods (King Crimson redux). Corpus Christy (a
transsexud front man who couldn't sing, but the name grew on me). The Land Mines (middling roots
rock). Gopher Lad (a heroin band from Minnesota). A band called Topless Coroner intrigued me, but |
passed after redlizing dl their songs were about car parts. Around eeven-thirty | took acal froma
secretary a DreamWorkswho asked if | would hold for William Wine. | couldn't place the name, but
sad that | would hold and leafed through the Rolodex, trying to find him.

"Vernon!” said an enthusiastic voice from the other Sde of creation. “Bill Wine. I'm calling for David
Geffen. | believe you had drinks with him at the Plug Awards last year. Y ou made quite an impression on
David."

The Plugs were the Oscars of the indie business—Geffen had an ongoing interest in indie rock and had
put in an appearance. | recaled being in agroup gathered around him at the bar, but | did not recal
making an impression.

"He made aheck of animpressononme,” | said.

Pleasant laughter, so perfect it sounded canned. “ David sends hisregards,” said Wine. “He's sorry he
couldn't contact you persondlly, but hesgoing to betied up al day.”

"What can | do for you?'

"David listened to that new artist of yours. Joe Stanky? In dl the yearsI've known him, I've never heard
him react like he did thismorning.”

"Helikedit?'

"Hedidntlikeit....” Wine paused for dramatic effect. “He was knocked out.”

| wondered how Geffen had gotten hold of the EP. Mine not to reason why, | figured.
Winetold me that Geffen wanted to hear more. Did | have any other recorded material ?
"I've got nine songson tape,” | said. “But some of them are raw.”

"David likesraw. Can we get adupe?'

"You know ... | usudly prefer to push out an abum or two before | look for adedl."



"Ligten, Vernon. Were not going to let you go to the poorhouse on this."

"Thet'sardief."

"Infact, David wanted me to sound you out about our bringing you in under the DreamWorks umbrella.”
Stunned, | said, “In what capacity?*

"I'll let David tell you about that. HEIl call you in aday or two. He's had hiseye on you for sometime.”

| envisioned Sauron spying from hisdark tower. | had adim view of corporate lifeand | wasn't as
overwhemed by this news as Wine had likely presumed | would be. After the call ended, however, | felt
asif | had modeled for Michelangelo's Sistine Chapel murd, the man about to be touched by God's
billionaire-ish finger. My impulse wasto tell Stanky, but | didn't want his ego to grow more swollen. |
caled Andreaand learned she would be in court until midafternoon. | started to cal Rudy, then thought it
would betoo easy for him to refuse me over the phone. Better to yank him out of his cave and buy him
lunch. I wanted to bust his chops about missing the EP release and | needed to talk with someone
face-to-face, to analyze this thing that was happening around Stanky. Had the buzz I'd generated about
him taken wings on amagical current? Theideathat David Geffen was planning to call seemed
preposterous. Was Stanky that good? Was 1? What, if anything, did Geffen have in mind? Rudy, who
enjoyed playing Y odato my Luke, would help place these questionsin coherent perspective.

When | reached Rudy's office, | found Gwen on the phone. Her makeup, usudly perfect, wasin need of
repair; it appeared that she had been crying. “I don't know,” she said with strainin her voice. “Y oull
haveto.... No. | really don't know."

| pointed to the inner office and mouthed, Ishein?
She sgnaled meto wait.

"I've got someone here,” she said into the phone. “I'll haveto.... Yes. Yes, | will let you know. All right.
Y es. Good-bye.” She hung up and, her chin quivering, tried severd timesto speak, finaly blurting out,
“I'm s0 sorry. He's dead. Rudy's dead.”

| think I may have laughed—I made some sort of noise, some expression of denid, yet | knew it was
true. My face flooded with hegat and | went back a step, asif the words had thrown me off-balance.

Gwen said that Rudy had committed suicide early that morning. He had—according to hiswife—worked
inthe office until after midnight, then driven home and taken some pills. The phonerang again. | left Gwen
to deal with it and stepped into the inner officeto cal Beth. | sat at Rudy's desk, but that felt wrong, so |
walked around with the phone for awhile. Rudy had been a depressed guy, but hell, everyone in Black
William was depressed about something. | thought that | had been way more depressed than Rudy. He
seemed to have it together. Nice wife, hedthy income, kids. Sure, he was afor-shit architect in afor-shit
town, and not doing the work he wanted, but that was no reason to kill yoursdlf.

Standing by the drafting table, | saw his waste basket was crammed with torn paper. A crawly sensation
rippled the skin between my shoulder blades. | dumped the shreds onto the table. Rudy had done a
compulsivejob of tearing them up, but | could tell they were pieces of hiscomic strip. Paingtakingly, |
sorted through them and managed to reassemble most of aframe. Init, apair of black hands
(presumably belonging to amineworker) were holding agobbet of pork, asthough in offering; aboveit
floated a spiky white ball. The ball had extruded alongish spike to penetrate the pork and the image gave
the impression that the ball was sucking meat through astraw. | stared at the frame, trying to interpret it,
to tietheimage in with everything that had happened, but | felt avibration pass through my body, like the



heavy, impersona sgna of Rudy's death, and | imagined him on the bathroom floor, foam on his mouth,
and | had to sit back down.

Beth, when | called her, didn't fed liketalking. | asked if there was anything | could do, and she said if |
could find out when the police were going to release the body, she would appreciate it. She said she
would let me know about the funera, sounding—as had Gwen—Ilike someone who was barely holding it
together. Hearing that in her voice caused meto leak afew tears and, when she heard me start to cry,
she quickly got off the phone, asif she didn't want my lesser grief to pollute her own, asif Rudy dying
had broken whatever bond there was between us. | thought this might be true.

| called the police and, after speaking to afunctionary, reached a detective whom | knew, Ross
Peloblanco, who asked my connection to the deceased.

"Friend of thefamily,” | sad. “I'm cdling for hiswife."
"Huh,” said Peloblanco, his attention distracted by something in his office.
"So when are you going to release him?"

"| think they dready done the autopsy. There's been a bunch of suicideslately and the ME put arush on
thisone"

"How many'sabunch?’

"Oops! Did | say that? Don't worry about it. The ME's awhack job. He's batshit about conspiracy
theories™

"S0 ... can | tdl thefunera hometo come now?'

Peloblanco sneezed, said, “ Shit!” and then went on: “ Bowen did some work for my mom. She said he
wasared gentleman. Y ou never know what's going on with people, do ya?’ He blew hisnose. “1 guess
you can come pick him up whenever."

* * * %

The waters of the Polozny never freeze. No matter how cold it gets or how long the cold lasts, they are
kept warm by acocktail of pollutants and, though the river may flow more duggishly in winter, it
continues on its course, black and gelid. Thereis something statutory about its poisonous constancy. It
seemslessriver than regulation, adivine remark rendered daily into law, engraving itself upon theworld
year after year until itslong meander has eaten a crack that runs the length and breadth of creation, and
itsacids and oxides drain into the void.

Between the viewing and the funerd, in among the various consoling talks and offerings of condolence, |
spent agreat ded of time gazing at the Polozny, sitting on the stoop and smoking, enduring the cold wind,
brooding over haf-baked profundities. The muted roaring of the mill surrounded me, asdid dull thuds
and clunks and distant car horns that seemed to issue from the gray sky, the sounds of business as usudl,
the muffled engine of commerce. Black William must be, | thought, sSituated on the ass-end of Purgatory,
the place where dl those overlooked by God were kept. The dead river dividing adying landscape, a
dingy accumulation of snow melting into dush onitsbanks; the mill, aHell of red brick with its chimney
smoke of souls; the scatters of crows winging away from leaflesstrees; old Mrs. Gables two doors
down, tottering out to the sidewalk, peering adong the street for the mail, for aglimpse of her son's
maroon Honda Civic, for some hopeful thing, then, her hopes dashed, laborioudy climbing her sairsand
going ingdeto Sit done and count the ticks of her clock: these were evidences of God's fabulous
absence, His carel ess abandonment of adestinylesstown to its severd griefs. | scoffed at those who



professed to understand grief, who deemed it asmple matter, apainful yet comprehensible trangtion,
and partitioned the processinto stages (my trivia imagination made them into gaudy stagecoaches
painted different colors) in order to enableits victims to adapt more readily to the house rules. After the
initial shock of Rudy's suicide had waned, grief overran melikeavirus, it swvarmed, breeding pockets of
weakness and fever, eventualy receding at its own pace, on its own terms, and though it may have been
subject to an easy compartmentalization—Anger, Denid, etc.—that kind of andysisdid not addressits
nuances and could not remedy the thousand small bitternesses that grief inflames and encysts. On the
morning of the funeral, when | voiced one such bitterness, complaining about how Beth had treated me
since Rudy died, mentioning the phone call, pointing out other incidences of her intolerance, her rudeness
in pushing me away, Andrea—who had joined me on the stoop—set me Straight.

"She'snot angry at you,” Andreasaid. “She'sjedous. You and Rudy ... that was apart of him she never
shared, and when she sees you, she doesn't know how to handleit.”

"Youthink?'
"l used to fed that way."
"About me and Rudy"

She nodded. “ And about the business. | don't fed that way now. | guess|'m older. | understand you and
Rudy had aguy thing and | didn't need to know everything about it. But Beth's dealing with alot right
now. She's oversengtive and shefeds.... jilted. She fedsthat Rudy abandoned her for you. A little,
anyway. So she'sjilting you. Shélll get over it, or shewon't. People are funny like that. Sometimes
resentments are dl that hold them together. Y ou shouldn't teke it personally.”

| refitted my gaze to the Polozny, more or less satisfied by what she had said. “We live on the banks of
the River Styx,” | said after awhile. “ At least it hasa Styx-ian gravitas.”

"Stygian,” shesad.

| turned to her, inquiring.

"That's the word you wanted. Stygian.”
"Oh...right."

A slence marked by the passing of amail truck, itstire chains grinding the asphalt and spitting dush; the
driver waved.

"I think | know why Rudy didit,” | said, and told her what | had found in the office waste basket. “More
than anything, he wanted to do cregtive work. When hefindly did, it gave him nightmares. It messed with
his head. He must have built it into this huge thing and....” | tapped out a cigarette, stuck it in my mouith.
“It doesn't sound like much of areason, but | can relate. That'swhy it bites my assto see guyslike
Stanky who do something creetive every time they take apiss. | want to write those songs. | want to
have the acclaim. It gets me thinking, someday | might wind up like Rudy."

"That'snot you. You said it yoursaf—you get pissed off. Y ou find someplace el se to put your energy.”
Sherumpled my hair. “Buck up, Sparky. Y ou're going to live along time and have lots worse problems.”

It crossed my mind to suggest that the stars might have played some mysterious part in Rudy's deeth, and
to mention the rash of suicides (five, | had learned); but al that seemed unimportant, dwarfed by the
deeth itsdlf.



At onejuncture during that weekend, Stanky ventured forth from TV-land to offer his sympathies. He
might have been sincere, but | didn't trust his sincerity—it had an obsequious quality and | believed he
was currying favor, paving theway so he might hit me up for another advance. Pale and shivering,
hunched againgt the cold; the greasy collar of hisjacket turned up; holding aCame in two
nicotine-stained fingers; his doughy features cinched in an expression of exaggerated dolor: | hated him at
that moment and told him | was taking some days off, that he could work on the abum or go play with
his high school sycophants. “It'sup to you,” | said. “Just don't bother me about it.” He made no reply,
but the front door damming informed me that he had not taken it well.

On Wednesday, Patty Prole (nee Patricia Hand), the leader of the Swimming Holes, amutud friend of
mine and Rudy's who had come down from Pittsburgh for the funerd, joined me and Andreafor dinner
a McGuigan's, and, aswe strolled past the park, | recalled that more than a month—thirty-four days, to
be exact—had elgpsed since | had last seen the stars. The crowd had dwindled to about a hundred and
fifty (Stanky and Liz among them). They stood in clumps around the statue, clinging to the hope that
Black William would appear; though judging by their genera listlessness, the edge of their anticipation
had been blunted and they were gathered there because they had nothing better to do. The van belonging
to the science people from Pitt remained parked at the southeast corner of the library, but | had heard
they were going to pull up stakesif nothing happened in the next day or two.

McGuigan's was abubble of heat and light and happy conversation. A Joe Henry song played in the
background; Pitt basketball was on every TV. | had not thought the whole town would be dressed in
mourning, but the jolly, bustling atmosphere came as something of ashock. They had saved the back
booth for us and, after drinking for ahaf hour or so, | found mysdf enjoying the evening. Petty wasa
dight, pretty, blue-eyed blonde in her late twenties, dressed in ablack leather jacket and jeans. To
accommodate the sober purpose of thistrip home, she had removed her visible piercings. With the
majority of her tattoos covered by the jacket, she looked like an ordinary girl from western Pennsylvania
and nothing like the exctic, pantherine creature she became on stage. When tak turned to Rudy, Andrea
and | embraced the subject, offering humorous anecdotes and fond reminiscence, but Petty, though she
laughed, was subdued. She toyed with her fork, idly stabbing holesin the label on her beer bottle, and at
length revealed the reason for her moodiness.

"Did Rudy ever tell you we had athing?’ she asked.
"Hedluded toit,” | said. “But well after thefact. Years."

"l bet you guystalked al about it when you're up at Kempton's Pond. He said you used to talk about the
local taent when you're up there sometimes.”

Andrea elbowed me, not too sharply, in mock reproval.

"As| remember, the conversation went likethis” | said. “We were talking about bands, the Svimming
Holes came up, and he mentioned held had an affair with you. And | said, * Oh, yeah? And Rudy said,
‘Yeah. Then after aminute he said, “ Patty'sagreat girl.’”

"That'swhat he said? We had an affair? That's the word he used?'
"l believe 0."

"He didn't say hewas banging me or like that?'

"No."

"Andthat'sal hesad?’ Petty stared at me sdelong, asif trying to penetrate layers of deception.



"That'sdl | remember.”
"l bet you tried to get more out of him. | know you. Y ou were hungering for details.”

"l can't promise| wasn't,” | said. “I just don't remember. Y ou know Rudy. Hewas a private guy. Y ou
could beat on him with ashovel and not get athing out of him. I'm surprised he told me that much."”

Sheheld my gaze amoment longer. “ Shit! | can't tdll if you'relying.”
"He'snot,” said Andrea.

"Y ou got him scoped, huh? He's dead to rights.” Petty grinned and leaned against the wall, putting one
fashionably booted foot up on the bench. “Rudy and me ... It was a couple weeksright before the band
left town. It was probably stupid. Sometimes| regret it, but sometimes| don't.”

Andrea asked how it happened, and Patty, who obvioudy wanted to talk about it, said, “Y ou know.
Like dways. We garted hanging out, talking. Finaly | asked him straight out, ‘ Wheresthisgoing,
Rudy? Because we only had a couple of weeks and | wanted to know if it wasdl in my head. He got
this peculiar look on hisface and kissed me. Like | said, it didn't last long, but it was deep, you know.
That'swhy I'm glad Rudy didn't tell everyone how it wasin the sack. It's adumb thing to worry about,
but....” Her voice had developed atremor. “| guessthat's what I'm down to."

"Youloved him,” said Andrea

"Yeah. | did.” Patty shook off the blues and sat up. “ There wasn't anywhere for it to go. Hed never leave
hiskidsand | was going off to Pittsburgh. | hated hiswifefor awhile. | didn't fed guilty about it. But now
| look at her.... Shewas never part of our scene. With Vernon and Rudy and the bands. She lived off to
thesdeof it dl. It wasn't like that with you, Andrea. Y ou had your law thing going, but when you were
around, you wereintoit. Y ou were one of the girls. But Beth was so tota ly not into it. She till can't

gtand us. And now it fedslike | stole something from her. That redly sucks.”

Platitudes occurred to me, but | kept quiet. Andrea stirred at my side.
"Sometimesit paysto be stupid,” Patty said gloomily.

| had amoment when the light and happy babble of the bar were thrust aside by the gonging thought that
my friend was dead, and | didn't entirely understand what she meant, but | knew she was right.

Patty snagged apassing waitress. “Can | get a couple of eggs over?’ she asked. “1 know you're not
serving breskfast, but that'sdl | eat is breskfast.” Shewinked broadly at the waitress. “Maost important
med of the day, s0 | make every med breskfadt."

The waitress began to explain why eggs were impossible, but Petty cut in, saying, “Y ou don't want meto
starve, do ya? Y ou must have a couple of eggs back there. Some fries and bacon. Toast. We're huge
tippers, | swear."

Exasperated, the waitress said she'd seeif the cook would do it.

"I know you can work him, honey,” Petty said. “Tell him to make the eggs dippy, okay?'

* * * %

We left McGuigan's shortly after eight, heading for Corky's, aworking man's bar where we could do
some serious drinking, but as we came abreast of the statue, Patty tapped it and said, “Hey, let'sgo tak
to Stanky."



Stanky and Liz were sitting on the base of the statue; Pin and the other boys were cross-legged at their
fedt, like students attending their master. The crowd had thinned and was down, 1'd guess, to about a
hundred and twenty; athird of that number were clustered around the science van and the head scientist,
who was hunched over a piece of equipment set up on the edge of thelibrary lawn. | lagged behind as
we walked over and noticed Liz gtiffen a the Sght of Peatty. The boys gazed adoringly at her. Stanky cast
me aspiteful glance.

"l heard your EP, man,” Patty said. “Very cool.”
Stanky muttered, “Y eah, thanks,” and stared at her breasts.

Like me, Patty was a sucker for talent, used to the ways of musicians, and sheignored this ungracious
response. Shetried to draw him out about the music, but Stanky had abug up his ass about something
and wouldn't give her much. The statue |loomed above, throwing a shadow across us; the horse's head,
with itsrolling eyes and mouth jerked open by the reins, had been rendered more faithfully than had
Black William'sface ... or else he was aman whose inner crudeness had coarsened and smplified his
features. In ether case, he was one ugly mother, his shoulder-length hair framing amaniaca mask. Seeing
him anew, | would not have described his expression aslaughing or darmed, but might have said it

possessed a ferocious exultancy.

Patty began talking to the boys about the Swimming Holes's upcoming tour, and Andrea was speaking
with Pin. Stanky oozed over to me, Liz at his shoulder, and said, “We laid down anew song this
afternoon.”

"Oh, yesh?’ | sad.

"It's decent. *Misery Loves Company.’”

In context, it wasn't clear, until Stanky explained it, that thiswas atitle.
"A guy from DreamWorks cdled,” hesad. “William Wine."

"Y eah, afew days back. Did Kiwandatell you about it?!

"No, he cdlled today. Kiwandawas on her break and | talked to him."
"What'd he say?'

"He said they loved the tape and David Geffen'sgoing to cal.” He squinched up hisface, asif summoning
amighty effort. “How come you didn't tell me about the tape? About him calling before?!

This, | understood, was the thing that had been bothering him. “Becauseit'sbusiness” | said. “I'm not
going to tell you about every tickle we get. Every phonecal.”

He squinted & me meanly. “Why not?'

"Do you redlize how much of thisjust goes away? These people are like flies. They buzz around, but they
hardly ever land. Now the guy's called twice, that makesit alittle moreinteresting. I'll giveit aday or
two, and call him back."

Ordinarily, Stanky would have retreated from confrontation, but with Liz bearing witness (I inferred by
her determined look that she was his partner in this, that she had egged him on), his macho was a stake.
“I ought to know everything that'sgoing on,” he said.



"Nothing's going on. When something happens, I'll tll you."

"It'smy career,” he said in atone that conveyed petulance, defiance, and the notion that he had been
wronged. “1 want to bein onit, you know."

"Your career.” | felt suddenly liberated from al restraint. “Y our career conssts of my efforts on your
behaf and three hours on-stage in Nowhere, Pennsylvania. I've fed you, I've given you shelter, money, a
band. And now you want meto cater to your stupid whims? To run downgtairs and give you an update
on every little piece of Stanky gossip becauseit'll gratify your ego? So you can tell your minions here how
great you are? Fuck you! Y ou don't like how I'm handling things, clear the hell out of my house!”

| walked off severa paces and stood on the curb, facing the library. That rough cube of Pennsylvania
granite accurately reflected my mood. Patches of snow dappled the lawn. There was aminor hub bub
near the science truck, but | was enraged and paid it no mind. Andrea came up next to me and took my
am. “Easy, bigfdla” shesad.

"That asshol€'s been under my roof for what? Two months? It fedslike two years. His stink permestes
every corner of my life. It'slikeliving with agoat!"

"l know,” shesaid. “But it's business."

| wondered if she was hammering home an old point, but her face gave no sign of any such intent; in fact,
her neutral expression dissolved into one of befuddiement. She was Saring at thelibrary, and when |
turned in that direction, | saw the library had vanished. An immense rectangle—awindow with uneven
edges—had been chopped out of thewall of theworld, out of the night, itslimits demarked by trees,
lawn, and sky, and through it poured aflood of blackness, thicker and more duggish than the Polozny.
Thick like molasses or hot tar. It seemed to splash down, to crest in awave, and hold in that shape.
Along thetop of the crest, | could see lesser, hdf-defined shapes, vaguely human, and | had the thought
that the wave was extruding an army from its substance, producing a host of creatures who appeared to
be men. The temperature had dropped sharply. Therewas a chill, chemica odor and, close above our
heads (five fet, I'd estimate), the stars were coasting. That was how they moved. They glided as though
following an unseen track, then were shunted sideways or diagondly or backward. Their atitude never
changed, and | suspect now that they were prevented from changing it by some physica limitation. They
did not resemble stars as much asthey did Crazy Ed's enhancement: ten or twelve globes studded with
longish white spines, thelargest some eight feet in diameter, glowing brightly enough to illumine the faces
of the people beneath them. | could not determineif they were made of flesh or metal or something less
knowable. They gave forth high-frequency squesaksthat reminded me, in their Satic quality, of the
pictographsin Rudy's cartoons, the language of the Sars.

I'm not sure how long we stood there, but it could not have been more than seconds before | redlized
that the wave crest was not holding, it wasinching toward us acrossthe lawn. | caught Andrea's hand
and tried to run. She screamed (ayelp, really), and others screamed and tried to run. But the wave
flowed around us, moving now like black quicksilver, in an ingtant transforming the center of towninto a
flood plain, marooning people on idands of solid ground bounded by awaist-high flood that was coursing
swiftly past. AsAndreaand | clung together, | saw Stanky and Liz, Pin and Patty, the rest of thekids,
isolated beside the statue—there were dozens of such groupings throughout the park. It seemed a black
net of an extremely coarse weave had been thrown over us al and we were standing up among its
strands. We stared at each other, uncertain of our danger; some cdled for help. Then something rose
from the blackness directly in front of me and Andrea. A man, | think, and fully sevenfeet tall. An African
Negro by the scarifications on hisface. Hisimage not quite real—it appeared to be both embedded in
thetarry stuff and shifting over its surface, asif he had been rotoscoped. At the sametime, astar cameto
hover over us, so that my terror was divided. | had from it an impression of eagerness—the fedling



washed down upon me; | was drenched in it—and then, aoruptly, of disinterest, asif it found Andreaand
me unworthy of its attention. With the onset of that disinterest, the black man melted away into the tar
and the star passed on to another group of stranded souls.

Thelargest groups were those two clustered about the science van. Figures began to sprout from the tar
around them, and not al of these were men. Some were spindly as edls, others squat and maformed, but
they were too far away for me to assign them amore particular identity. Stars hovered above the two
groups, and the black figureslifted them one by one, kicking and screaming (screams now issued from
every corner of the park), and held them up to the stars. They did not, asin Rudy's cartoons, suck inthe
mest through one of their spikes; they never touched their victims. A livid arc, fiery black in color, lesped
between star and human, visible for a split-second, and then the figure that had lifted the man or woman,
dropped him or her cardlesdy to the ground and melted back into the flood, and the star moved on.
Andreaburied her face in my shoulder, but | could not turn away, transfixed by the scene. And as|
watched these actions repeated again and again—the figure melting up, lifting someoneto astar, and then
discarding him, the victim till dive, rolling over, clutching an injured knee or back, gpparently not much
the worse for wear—I redlized the starswere grazing, that thiswas their harvest, areaping of seed sown.
They were harvesting our genius, ageniusthey had simulated, and they were attracted to a pecific yied
that manifested in an arc of fiery black. Thejuice of the poet, the canniness of the inventor, the guile of a
villian. They failed to harvest the entire crop, only that gathered in the park. The remainder of those
affected would go on to create more garden tools and foundation garments and tax plans, and the Stars
would continue on their way, a path that now and again led them through the center of Black William. |
must confessthat, amid the sense of relief accompanying thisrevelation, | felt an odd twinge of envy
when | redlized that the genius of love was not to their taste.

How did | know these things? | think when the star hovered above us, it initiated some preiminary
process, one incidentd to the feelings of eagerness and disinterest it projected, and, asit prepared to
takeits nutrient, itstreasure (1 haven't a clue asto why they harvested us, whether we were for them a
commodity or sustenance or something el se entire), we shared a brief communion. As proof, | can only
say that Andrea holds this same view and thereisa smilar consensus, dbeit with dight variances, anong
all those who stood beneath the stars that night. But at the moment the question was not paramount. |
turned toward the statue. The storefronts beyond were obscured by a black rectangle, like the one that
had eclipsed the library, and this gave me to believe that the flood was pouring off into an unguessable
dimension, though it still ran deep around us. Stanky and Liz had climbed onto the statue and were
clinging to Black William'sleg and saddlehorn respectively. Patty was leaning againgt the base, appearing
dazed. Pin stood beside her, taking photographs with his cell phone. One of the kidswas crying, and his
friendswere busy consoling him. | called out, asking if everyonewasdl right. Stanky waved and then the
statue's double reared from the flood—it rose up dowly, the image of ahorse and arider with flowing
hair, blacker than the age-darkened bronze of its likeness. They were so equd in size and posture and
dillness, it was asif | were looking at the statue and its living shadow. Its back wasto me, and | cannot
say if it was laughing. And then the shadow extended an arm and snatched Stanky from his perch.
Plucked him by the collar and held him high, so that a star could extract its due, aflash of black energy.
And when that was done, it did not let him fal, but began to sink back into the flood, Stanky il inits
grasp. | thought it would take him under the tar, that they would both be swalowed and Stanky's future
wasto bethat of adread figure risng blackly to terrify the indigentsin another sector of the plenum. But
Black William—or the agency that controlled him—must have had achange of heart and, at the last
second, just as Stanky's feet were about to merge with that tarry surface, dropped him clear of the flood,
leaving him inert upon the pavemen.

The harvest continued severa minutes more (the event lasted twenty-seven minutesin dl) and then the
flood receded, again with quickslver speed, to form itsdlf into awave that was poised to splash down
somewhere on the far side of that black window. And when the window winked out, when the



storefronts snapped back into view, the groaning that ensued was much louder and more articulated than
that we'd heard amonth previoudy. Not a sound of holy woe, but of systemic stress, asif the atoms that
composed the park and its surround were complaining about the insult they had incurred. All acrossthe
park, people ran to tend the injured. Andreawent to Liz, who had fallen from the statue and tearfully
declared her ankle broken. Patty said she was dizzy and had a headache, and asked to be left done. |
knelt beside Stanky and asked if he was okay. He lay propped on his elbows, gazing at the sky.

"l wanted to see” he said vacantly. “They sad...."
"They?’ | said. “Y ou mean the sars?’

He blinked, put ahand to hisbrow. As ever, his emotions were writ large, yet | don't believe the look of
shame that washed over hisface was an attempt to curry favor or promote any agenda. | believe his
shame was informed by arejection such as Andreaand | experienced, but of adeeper kind, more
explicit and relating to an opportunity lost.

| made to help him up, intending to question him further; but he shook me off. He had remembered who
he was, or at least who he had been pretending to be. Stanky the Great. A man of delicate sensibilities
whom | had offended by my casud usage and gross matreatment. His face hardened, becoming toadlike
as he summoned every ounce of hisLilliputian rage. Herolled up to hisknees, then got to hisfeet.
Without another word to me, he arranged his featuresinto alook of abiding concern and hurried to give
comforttohisLiz.

* * * %

In the wider world, Black William has come to be known as “that town full of whackos’ or “the place
where they had that hadlucination,” for aswith al inexplicable things, the stars and our interaction with
them have been dismissed by the reasonable and responsible among us, relegated to the Satus of an
aberration, irrdlevant to the big picture, to the roar of practical matterswith which we are daily assailed. |
mysdlf, to an extent, have dismissed it, yet my big picture has been enlarged somewhat. Of an evening, |
will st upon the library steps and cast my mind out aong the path of the stars and wonder if they were
metaphoric or literal presences, nomads or machines, farmers or aguerrillaforce, and | will question
what use that black flash had for them, and | will ponder whether they were themsalves evil or recruited
evil men to assst them in their purpose simply because they were suited to the task. | subscribeto the
latter view; otherwise, | doubt Stanky would have wanted to go with them ... unlessthey offered a
pleasurable reward, unless they embodied for him the promise of asublime perversion in exchangefor his
sarvice, an eterna tour of duty with his brothers-in-arms, dreaming in that tarry flood. And what of their
rgection of him? Wasit because he wasinsufficiently evil? Too petty in his cruelty? Or could it have been
he lacked the necessary store of some brain chemical? The universeisal whys and maybes. All meanings
coincide, al answers are condensed to one or none. Nothing yieldsto logic.

Since the coming of the stars, Black William has undergone agreat renewd. Although in theimmediate
aftermath there was a hue and cry about fleeing the town, shutting it down, calmer voices prevailed,
pointing to the fact that there had been no fatalities, unless one counted the suicides, and but asingle
disappearance (Colvin Jacobs, who was strolling through the park that fateful night), and it could be
better understood, some maintained, in light of certain impending charges againgt him (embezzlement,
fraud, solicitation). Stay calm, said the voices. A few scrapes and bruises, asmattering of nervous
breakdowns—that's no reason to fling up your hands. Let'sthink this over. Colvin'sacanny sort, not one
to let an opportunity pass. At thisvery moment he may be developing askin cancer on Varadero Beach
or Ipanema (though it ismy belief that he may be sojourning inamore unlikely place). And whilethe
town thought it over, the tourists began to arrive by the budoad. Drawn by Pin's photographs, which had
been published around the world, and later by his best-selling book (co-authored by the editor of the



Gazette), they came from Japan, from Europe, from Punxsutawney and Tuckhannock, from every
quarter of the globe, aflood of tourists that resolved into asteady flow and demanded to be housed, fed,
T-shirted, souvenired, and swindled. They needed theories upon which to hang therr faith, so
theory-making became a cottage industry and theories abounded, both supernatural and quasi-scientific,
each having their own battery of proponents and debunkers. A proposa wasfloated in the city council
that a second statue be erected to commemorate Black William's vigitation, but the ladies of the Heritage
Committee fought tooth and nail to perserve the integrity of the origina, and now can be seentwicea
year lavishing upon him avigorous scrubbing.

Businesses thrived, mine included—this due to the minor celebrity | achieved and the sde of Stanky and
his abum to Warner Brothers (David Geffen never cdled). The dbum did well and thesingle, “Misery
Loves Company,” climbed to No. 44 on the Billboard charts. | have no direct contact with Stanky, but
learned from Liz, who came to the house six months later to pick up her clothes (those abandoned when
Stanky fled my housein a huff), that he was writing incidental music for the movies, ajob that requires no
genius. She carried taes, too, of their nasty breakup, of Stanky's increasing vileness, his masturbatory
displays of ego. He has not written asingle song since he left Black William—the stars may have drained
more from him than that which they bred, and perhaps the fact that he was dmost taken has something to
do with his crestive dump. Whatever his story, | think he has found his true medium and is becoming a
minor obscenity dithering among the larger obscenitiesthat serve adifferent kind of star, anonymous
beneath the black flood of the Hollywood sewer.

Thefollowing March, | went fishing with Andrea at Kempton Pond. She was reluctant to join me,
assuming that | intended to make her a stand-in for Rudy, but | assured her thiswas not the case and told
her she might enjoy an afternoon out of the office, some quiet time together. It was aclear day, and cold.
Pockets of snow lay in the folds and crinkles of the Bittersmiths, but the crests were bare, and there was
adeeper accumulation on the banks than when Rudy and | had fished the pond in November. We had to
clear ourselves a spot on which to sit. The sun gilded the birch trunks, but the waters of the pond were as
Stygian and mysterious as ever.

We cast out our lines and chatted about doingsin her office, my latest projects—Lesion (black metal)
and a post-rock band | had convinced to call themsalves Same Difference. | told her about some loser
tapes that had come my way, notably agay Christian rap outfit with a song entitled “ Cruisin’ For Christ
(While Searching For The Heavenly City).” Then wefdl slent. Staring into the pond, at the dark rock
walsand oily water, | did not populate the depths with fantasies, but thought instead of Rudy. They were
memoria thoughts untainted by grief, memories of things said and done. | had such a profound sense of
him, | imagined if | turned quickly enough, | would have aglimpse of abulky figurein aparka, wool cap
jammed low on his brow, red-cheeked and puffing steam; yet when | did turn, thefigure in the parkaand
wool cap was more clearly defined, ivory pale and dender, her face aliving cameo. | brushed aloose
curl from her eyes. Touching her cheek warmed my fingertip. “Thisiskind of nice,” she said, and smiled.
“It'ssoquiet.”

"Toldyou youd likeit,” | said.

"l do."

Shejiggled her line,

"You'll never catch anything that way.” | demonstrated proper technique. “ Twitch the line Sde-to-side.”

Amused, shesad, “I really doubt I'm going to catch anything. What were you and Rudy batting? One for
athousand?'



"Y eah, but you never know."

"l don't think | want to catch anything if it resemblesthat thing he had mounted.”
"Y ou should let out moreline, too."

She glanced a mewryly, but did as| suggested.

A cloud darkened the bank and | pictured how the two of us would appear to God, if God werein His
office, playing with His Gameboy: tiny animated fisherfolk hunched over their lines, shoulder-to-shoulder,
waiting for atiny monster to breach, unmindful of any menace from above. Another cloud shadowed us.
A ripple moved across the pond, passing so dowly it made me think that the waters of the Polozny, when
upthrust into these holes, were squeezed into adudgy digtillate. Bare twigs clattered in agust of wind.

"All theseyears,” Andreasaid. “All the years and now five months...."
"Yegh?'

"Every day, therell be two or threetimeswhen | seeyou, like just now, when | look up and see you, and
itslikeablow ... aphysica blow that leavesmedl ga-ga. | want to drop everything and curl up with
you."

"Me, too,” | said.
She hesitated. “It just worriesme.”

"Weve had this conversation,” | said. “1 don't mind having it again, but we're not going to resolve
anything. Well never figureit out.”

"l know.” Shejiggled her line, forgetting to twitch it. “I keep thinking I'll find anew angle, but al | come
up with ismore stupidity. | was thinking the other day, it waslike afairy tae. How fdling back in love
protected us, like acharm.” She hed-kicked the bank. “It's frustrating when everything you think seems
absurd and true dl a once."

"It'samygery.”
"Right."

"I go there mysdf sometimes,” | said. “I worry about whether well fal out of love.... if what wefed is
unnatural. Then | worry if worrying about it's unnatural. Because, you know, it's such aweird thing to be
worried about. Then | think, hey, it's perfectly natural to worry over something you care about, whether
itsweird or not. Round and round. We might aswell go with the flow. No doubt well still be worrying
about it when we'retoo old to screw.”

"That's pretty old.”
"Yep,” | said. “Ancient."

"Maybeit'sgood we worry.” Then after a pause, she said. “Maybe we didn't worry enough the first
time"

A second ripple edged the surface, like aminiature dow tsunami. Thelight faded and dimmed. A degree
of tension seemed to leave Andrea's body.

"Y ou want to go to Russia?’ she asked. “I've got this conferencein late May. | have to give a paper and



be on some pands. It'sonly four days, but | could take some vacation.”
| thought about it. “ Kiwanda's pretty much in control of things. Would we haveto stay in Russa?'

"Don't you want to go clubbing in Moscow? Meet new people? I'll wear adutty dress and act friendly
with strangers. Y ou can save me from the white davers—I'm sure I'll attract white davers.”

"I'll do my best,” | said. “But some of those davers are tough.”

"Y ou can take ‘em!” She rubbed the side of her nose. “Why? Where do you want to go?"
"Buchares.”

"Why there?'

"Lots of reasons. Potentia for vampires. Cheap. But reason number one—nobody goes there.”
"Good point. We get enough of crowds around here."

Wefdl dlent again. The eastern dopes of the Bitteramiths were drowning in shadow, acquiring a
amplified ook, as of worn black teeth that till bore traces of enamdl. But the light had richened, thetree
trunks appeared to have been dipped in old gold. Andrea straightened and peered down into the hole.

"I had anibble,” she said excitedly.

| watched the surface. The water remained undisturbed, lifelessand listless, but | felt apresence lurking
beneath, awise and deliberate fish, agrotesque, yet beautiful in the fact of its surviva, and more than a
murky promise—it would rise to usthis day or some other. Perhapsit would speak asingle word,
perhaps merely die. Andrealeaned against me, eager to hook it, and asked what she should do.

"It's probably just acurrent,” | said, but advised her to let out moreline.

—THE END—
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