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TheMarksOn The Roads

The skid marks were on roads al over America, maybe the world, but when Mick's brother decided
they would jump bail, skip the rent, and cruise out of town at two in the morning, the marks were on the
roads but not on Mick's mind. Asthey loaded the car under amoonless sky, he was more concerned
that a police cruiser might suddenly rush to a stop. Strangely though, the neighborhood dogs weren't even
barking. An otherworldly silencefilled the air asthetrio made stedlthy trips back and forth to the car,

packing up al their possessions.

* % %

Mick had first seen the house ayear and ahaf ago.

It was on Cartwright at Bolton, a T-intersection defined by a pair of tarry wooden masts weighted down
with armored cabling and scarred by generations of linemen's hedl picks. When Mick first arrived at
Cartwright & Bolton, hisart and architecture training popped into gear. He recognized immediately that
breed of American home, common as house cats and just as distantly lovable. With dight variationsin
trim, the houses were dl old, dathered with eons of paint until the edges were softened. No. 14
Cartwright had aparticularly industrial coating of battleship gray, layered on by atipsy handymanin
surplus Navy paint. Mick stood with his easdl and suitcase on the archipel ago of humped soil. Wind
ruffled his hair and the unkempt grass and the surrounding lake of muddy puddie water. Mick wanted to
turn away when he heard his older brother's harsh voice ydling at maybe adog; or wasit hiswife Mary.

* * %

The markswere dl over America, maybe theworld, but Mick hadn't traveled that far. Not yet, he
thought glowing insde as he tiptoed down the night path to the car. He carried his easd under onearm
and his suitcase in the other hand. One day he would sdll hispaintingsin New Y ork and London and
Rome, but for now he had to rely on his older brother's sense of practica survival.

Lisa, hisfiancee, and Ben, hisolder brother, werein the car dready. Ben had unscrewed the dome light
s0 they werelesslikely to be seenin the dirt driveway between the darkened houses. It was amoonless
night, but the Sky was clear and starlight cast amercuria glow. Mick recognized Lisa's shadow by the big
frizz of beautiful hair. The other, lumpier shadow, was Ben, hunched in the rear seet. When Mick drew
closer, hesaw inthe light of a street lamp that Ben was just rolling up his .38 revolver in awhite linen
clath.

"Hurry," Lisawhispered to Mick.

Mick dipped open the trunk (again, Ben had unscrewed the bulb there, and Mick had to feel around,
pushing pillows thisway and blankets that way to make room for his easdl and suitcase. Cosmetics
rattled faintly in acardboard box, and Mick inhaled the mingled fragrance of their life together -- Lisas
flower perfume, Ben's assertive Tycoon aftershave, Mick's woodruff deodorant. His paints and afew
other possessions were aready stashed. As he closed the trunk lid, Mick cast aregretful glance back at



the house that had been his home -- their home -- for nearly ayear.
"Hurry!" growled Ben.

The house was a Victorian four-family structure. If its gingerbread decorations had once stood out amid
gables and cornices. The landlord was a 30-year Navy veteran with adim frame, red face, and piercing
menthe eyes. The more the three got behind in rent, the fiercer the landlord's eyes became, and the
redder his complexion.

"Honey," Lisapleaded. "Mickey, weve got to get out of here." Heloved her voice, though sometimesit
could be used to express petulance, disapproval, even momentary cruelty. She had afine voice; and it
added to Mick's ardor that she'd sung backup to arock band that had later been on nationa TV. They
could make love and listen to her anging; they could timetheir climaxesin the old whispering house, with
time suspended, just she and Mick, he tangled in her long, thin white limbs while she moaned and
thrashed.

Mick cast yet another glance back at the house. On the second floor beside them lived two sisters. One
was Em, paraplegic and confined to awheechair. The other was Monica, astunning beauty who, in his
painterly opinion, might not have the body of aLisa, but Lisas face was plain compared to the luminous
beauty of Monicas. Mick felt amixture of longing and guilt, knowing he'd never see either one of them
again. Hefdt torn and frustrated, because he had dreamed of painting Monica. And that seemed to be
how life went, this congtant moving on.

"Hurry, Mickey!" No petulance this moment, just urgency.

* % %

Soon after Mick moved in, Mary |eft Ben. Hed thought he'd heard Ben hitting her -- he'd heard
something like dapped flesh late at night after an argument, bookended by shrieks before and after, and
punctuated by the dam of adoor as she went to her car and went to some bar to hang out until after
closing. Ben couldn't afford to hang out, because he went to work each morning at six. "1 never touched
her," Ben grumbled the one time Mick asked about it. They stood in the kitchen late one evening. Mick
had come downgtairs from his easdl to get acola. Mary had run out to a bar after an argument. Ben
polished off acouple of beers before going to bed. Where Mick wasasmall, wiry, dark-haired man of
25, Ben was ahuge, muscular, balding brunet with wild cracked-gray eyesthat could transfix a person
with their threat of mayhem. Mick had never been able to stand up to him; he was just grateful to have a
place of refuge after losing his own gpartment and being turned down in the master's program for painters
at art school. It afforded him achanceto pick up the pieces, start over. Perhaps there would beroomin
the art program next year; he was on the waiting list. And perhaps he should apply at universitiesin other
cities.

The matter of gpplying in other citieskind of went around the corner when heéd met Lisa. That wasina
bar called Apples & Oranges down the street from Cartwright and Bolton. Mick wasin agood mood,
having finished aset of watercolors rich with Arizonasunshine; hed well captured the oppressive hest,
the scoured landscape, the rusty colored hills. Hed show it to a savings and loan officer next week in the
hope of selling the set for about two thousand bucks; that would do wondersfor his meager income from
the convenience store, which was measured in minimum wage per hour of drudgery, when he could get
sufficient hoursto hand over to Ben his share of the rent.

She had thisball of frizzy hair the color of dry mahogany. Of course everyone looked different in bars at
night, but she didn't. Mick drifted toward her, on the haf-hearted hope of aconversation. Shewastal,
and thin, with seductive blue eyes and amischievous grin. She wore makeup well, just enough, dark



amost black red on thelips, light shadowing in the orbits of her eyes, alittle mascarato add definition to
her eyebrows. She had nice white teeth and gleamed asthe red lipswrinkled into awry smile, thisway
and that. She was one of those women, Mick decided, who were sexy without reglly being pretty. Her
face was narrow and long. She had huge round cheekbones and gaunt cheeks. Her chin and jaw and
mouth had akind of square set to them. Her nose was fleshier than she might have wanted it to be, but
she could lower her gaze and look up, with one seductive eye making a sunset over the bridge of that
nose, and aready Mick (with abuzz on) wanted to kissher. She said "Hi" and he began to think it would
be easy. Which wasfine that evening, because he felt good and relaxed and wasn't up for any more hard
work.

"What do you do?"

"I'm apainter.”

"Oh how fun. What do you paint?'

"Just about anything. Landscapes. Still lifes. You. I'll paint you."

"Oh that would be fun."

They wound up in bed together at his place that night. She was passionate and always ready for more.

* * *

Morning light datted in through the venetian blinds, illumining the bumpsin her spine as she bent over to
pull on her high hedled shoes. She wore only dark blue briefs. Her small breasts had sharp pink nipples
and wobbled as her fingers made quick motions around her feet. How long her back was, he thought,
how narrow and delicate, as helay in bed idly running hisfingertip up and down her back, in and out of
the shadow degps and dmost glowing high points. A complex composition, he thought, filling in avariety
of skin tonesfrom chocolate for shades through pinks for warmth and buttercreams for skin so fine you
could see the pores. Hard to do in watercolor, but he was that good.

"What are you doing?" she asked with alittle laugh. She arched thisway and that, pulling sheer hose up.
"I'm painting you."

"Already?' She snapped upright, raised long arms, dropping the black sheath over hersalf. Shewriggled
her narrow waist, her not much wider hips, thisway and that. The dress sighed down her skin,
extinguishing alagt glimpse of thin, firm hips.

"I've got the colors picked, but | need to see you again to sketch."”

She sort of hdf corkscrewed down, wobbling skillfully on her hedls, and took hisface in both hands.
"That's so sweet of you. | can come back anytimeyou like."

"Where are you saying?'
"With acouple of friends."
"How about thisevening?'

She swung her purse, one hand on the doorknob aready. "L et's meet at Apples & Oranges. | liketo
have adrink or two. Then you can paint me with aglow in my cheeks."

* * %



They saw alot of each other, and soon she moved in. She was asinger, shetold him; picked up some
good money as a cocktail waitress. He went to hear her sing, and that was gresat; she had him on the
stage, introducing him asthe great Mick, painter we are going to al be hearing from. He went to the

arport cocktail lounge, and that wasn't so great, watching her elegant figure float amid the tables while

huge airplane tails lumbered by outside, and sheflirted congtantly with dl the men; Mick left early.

* % %

He painted her, and she loved the attention. She would assume any pose he wanted, for example on the
dresser, wearing only abikini, holding the edges with her strong little fists, extending her impossibly
reachy legsto one side entwined, while her smdl tight butt rested on the doily. She had the patience of a
model, and he began to fed redlly excited about her. They'd be walking arm in arm on the Street at night,
and he'd have avision of how he wanted to paint her next, and they'd hurry back home, up the creaky
wooden stairs, down the dark halway, to hisroom where hed ped away her clothes and show her how
he wanted her to Sit on the bed.

While he painted her one spring night, Ben and Mary had their final argument and Mary |eft. She never
came back. He heard the door dam, heard her curaing in the driveway, heard the poorly mufflered engine
of her car roar away down the block.

A day or so later Ben knocked on Mick's bedroom door. Lisawas away at work. It waslatein the
afternoon, and Mick had been distracted by the noise coming from amoving van and a crew of men next
door. "Mickey, we gottatalk." Ben sat down on the bed, looking weary and disheveled. Helooked big
and old and worn out in his swesaty tank top undershirt. "Now | been good to you, right?"

"Sure, Ben." He washed out his paintbrushes.
"Mary ain't coming back. | figure she's going to hire alawyer when she can afford it and get adivorce."”
"I'msorry --."

Ben held up hishand. "No, no. It's meant to be. We can't get along.” He rose and stuck hishandsin his
pockets. "1n the meantime, Mickey, there's something | am mighty embarrassed to ask. | fed red low
about it. I'm ashamed, but | got no choice."

"Whatever you need, Ben, I'm your brother."

"Y ou're agood man, Mickey. Say, heréswhat | need. Y ou and Lisahere, you're not exactly getting rich,
| know, but you're steedy. I'm just in the middle of getting my ass kicked and dl. What do you say we
gplit the rent three ways until | can get it together again?”

"Sure, Ben. I'll talk to Lisa. I'm sure shelll understand.” It seemed reasonable. He only kicked in about a
quarter of the rent, and Lisawasn't paying anything.

Later that night, when they were in bed together, Mick remembered about the rent and told her. The
window was open, and Cartwright and Bolton was quiet except for achorus of crickets. Shetouched his
nose thoughtfully. "I'll have to see, Mickey."

Hefdt athrill of darm. "If you can't -- ."
"I'll have to check my savings, Mickey, and figure out what |'ve got comingin.”

"It was dumb of meto -- I'll tell you what -- forget | ever mentioned it." Hefdt like afool. What right did
he have to ask her for money? He felt dmogt, well, in love with her, and he didn't want to make things



difficult for her. Didn't want to lose her. That would make things difficult for himsdf. He reached over to
kiss her, but she had turned her face away. "Night, Mickey," she whispered, lightly reaching up to touch
his cheek with her fingertips. Thelong red nails ragped on his skin, and he caught her fingersin hishand
and kissed them.

* % %

The next afternoon before she went to work, Mick did hear her speaking with Ben. Their voiceswere
even, and muffled, not because they had anything to hide, but because Mick was upstairs painting and
they were downgtairsin the kitchen. It sounded like a matter of fact conversation -- two adultstalking,
discussing things sensibly, making aded. Sounded like sheld pay athird of the rent after dl, without
further prodding, and that made Mick sigh with relief. He wasn't bringing awholelot in.

That was the afternoon he saw Monicaand Emmafor the first time. So that was the reason for the large
van outside the past day or 0. In the house next door, on the second floor, all the windows were wide
open. There were no curtains yet. The furniture stood in clusters. Boxes stood stacked, waiting for
unpacking, sorting, putting away of their contents.

Two women moved about, one in awheelchair. Mick was distracted from hiswork, curious, nosy, just
interested peripherdly. Then the other woman leaned out the window, and Mick's heart skipped a best.
Shewasincredibly beautiful. Not leggy and tall like Lisa, but more petite. Not loungy in black dresses
like Lisa, but neat and preppy. She didn't have amusky frizz ball, but straight hair that gleamed like
ribbon candy, butterscotch, golden, asit hung straight down and was cut with precisonin alinejust
touching her shouldersdl around. Her face was exactly proportioned, in soft lines, not hard like Lisas.
Asapainter, Mick knew lines. Most women could emphasize their features by losing weight to bring out
more sharpness, more bonyness. It made them look younger. Thiswoman smply had the right lines. She
had afull, rich mouth; no lipstick, just the natural caramel color. Her cheeks tapered nicely, from dight
dimples by the mouth up to full cheekbones that were understated and soft but there. The cheekbonesin
turn rose softly on the outside of each eye. The eyeswere direct, and firm, and humorous. There was no
hardnessin them, no ca culation, no scheming for next month'srent or the next meal. Thiswoman came
from money, Mick thought, and sure enough, he saw her later in the day driving off in agreen Jaguar with
caramel |eather upholstery.

* * %
Mick was so excited he came home tripping over the cracks in the sidewalks. Ben was in the kitchen

having abeer while packing gunpowder into his casings. That meant he'd be going hunting soon, Mick
knew.

Mick ran up the stairs. Lisawas still adeep, though it was noon. Must have closed the bar last night, as
the expression went; which meant she'd stayed agood hour or more after, helping to clean up, count the
change, divide up thetips. "Lisal Lisal"

"Mmm, Mickey, I'm deegping.”

"Lisa | didit. | sold the paintings. Eight watercolors. Biggest sdel ever!" He swallowed hard, sdiva
fighting with words to get out. " Two thousand four hundred bucks! The bank bought them. I'm going to
go to grad school next year for sure.”

Lisayawned. "That's great, Mickey." She stretched. "Good work, my man!”

He kissed her, and she squealed as he struggled under the covers with her. It was good to sdll paintings.
It was good to make love. "Oh," she said, "easy, easy," but she closed her eyes and fell back into a half



deep. Herocked steadily against her, an easy pleasure, gently butting the breath out of her each time he
landed, and she put her arms behind her head, eyes till closed, and groaned pleasurably. He finished,
squatting with her legs around hiswaist, and she gave alittle pleased smile. "That wasnice," she said.

* * *

Mick set up hiseasdl and put anew canvasin place while she dressed for work. "I'm going to pick up
my part of therent," shesaid. "It'sonly fair."

"Thanks." He il fet lame about having asked her. Somehow, something cold and gray had madeits
way into their reationship. Business. He wished held never asked.

"Il be homelate," she said, giving him a peck on the cheek before clattering down the stairs on her hedls.
He heard her knock on Ben's door. The door opened. They had another conversation, not muted, but
not understandable. Then Lisawent loudly out the front door. He watched her fumble for her keys, get
into her battered car with the rusty fender, and drive off.

* % %

Dayswent by. Each day, he'd see the women next door. He longed to speak with the pretty one. They
had curtains now. He longed to see what they'd done with their furniture. Ben was away for afew days,
he didn't know just where, and Lisawas off to work. Mick took one of his paintings, asmall water color,
aquick sketch of somered, white, and blue flowersin acrystal vase, and went across. He rang the
upper door bell. A woman said "Y es?'

"I'm your neighbor. | brought a housewarming present.”
"How thoughtful "

He went up the gtairs and knocked in a shadowy hallway.
"[t'sopen.”

He pushed the door open and was surprised at how e egant they'd fixed everything. The apartment
amelled clean. It smelled pleasantly of oranges and lemons and coffee and flowers. "Hi, my nameisEm."
The woman in the wheelchair extended ahand. She had aplain, chubby face, very sweet and pleasant,
and had honey golden hair twisted up in abun. "That's short for Emma. | apologize for the mess. Wow,
look at that pretty watercolor. Did you do that?

"Yes. It'snothing. You can haveit if you like. | just sold aset of eight paintingsto Presidential S& L.
Y ou can see them garting next month, after they're framed.”

"“That'swonderful, Mr. -- ."
"Thompson. Mick Thompson. | livejust acrossthe yard there.”

"Ohyes, I've seen you. | look out the window, you know. I'm anosy person. I've seen you &t your

Mick reddened. Had she seen him staring at her roommate? "' So what do you do, Em?"
"Wadl, | didn't work for awhile after the accident. | wasabdlerina”

"Oh, I'm sorry."



"| taught for awhile afterward, but it isn't the same when you can't move around, show them the steps.
Now | just do business on theinternet." She pointed her chin toward an expensive looking bank of
computer equipment. "1'm astockbroker. Spend al my time on the phone, on line, samething.” She
laughed.

"Well who knows," Mick said moving toward the door. "Maybe one of these days I'll have money to
invest and | can get you to do your magic." He wanted to get out, away. It wasn't that her disability made
him uncomfortable. It was the desire to see her Sster. That made him fedl uncomfortable. Guilty. Toward
Lisa

Em rambled on: "I won't bore you. | talk to people dl day. It'sararetreat to get to see onein the flesh
though." She laughed again.

"Well, I'm over there most days,” Mick said, "o if you need anything, fed freeto call.”

"Thank you, that's nice. Y ou should come again,” Em said. "My sister Monicateaches French &t the
college, and then she'staking pottery classesin the evenings. Will you stay for coffee?”

"No thanks. I've got to finish apainting I'm working on."

She whedled hersdlf to the door. "Please come again, Mick. | don't get many visitors, so pleasedrop in
asoften asyou like" The severd pleases, and thelight in her eyes, told him that she already had acrush
on him. That would make it easy to come over, though that might be using her, and the thought pained
him, but he did really want to see her Sster. Maybe just to paint her, maybe actualy to fdl inlove, he
wasn't sure.

* % %

Mick felt bleak for some reason as he walked aone toward the diner down the street. The sun was close
to setting. Therewas an indudtrid, grimy pink light that settled on everything, made everything wan. Took
the music out of children'syelling. Made men and women seem plain and drab. Here he was, having this
sexud affair with Lisa, who was a cypher but such awoman; and he was artigtically inlove or in lust or
whatever insane thing with this other cypher, Monica. Hed made the sdle of hislife and hefelt anxiety
about making the next one, but that wasn't it, it was the tugging in his heart, thisway and that, that made
him fed so blesk.

He heard acar horn and looked over to see abig, square car rolling dong side of him. Thin shadowy
man driving. Begfy man in hisfifties, gray hair, suit, gray sk tie, took off apair of prescription sunglasses
and said: "Y our name Thompson?' The men stayed in their car.

Mick nodded. He was puzzled. He waited while the car rolled up to the curb. The man had amean face,
full of wrinklesand little blebs. He had little gray teeth with smoky cracksin them, and the topswhere dl
brown with rot. He had hard, fat hands, but the black holder that flipped open reveding aworn brass
badge with blue lettering interested Mick more. " Sergeant Jones, police department. Y ou Michael
Thompson?"

IIY$II
"Y ou seen your brother Ben around?”
"Not thelast few days."

"Yeah, wel I'm not surprised because he'ssitting injail. Y ou don't look like you hang around jails, do
you?”



"No, but -- 7"

"Your brother Benisaf--." He paused, alook of contempt in hiseyes. Mick cringed. Jones continued: "
-- afairly interesting chap. Aninteresting chap indeed. Do you know that he has a sheet aslong as my
am?'

"I know he had some troublesin the past, but -- ."

"We had severd complaints about him beating up hiswife, throwing her down some stairs, threatening to
kill her. Isthisthe Ben you know?'

"No, I'm afraid not."

Jones amiled coldly. "I must have avivid imagination. Well, I'm not imagining that hebest amanupina
bar. Claimed the guy owed him money. Almost killed the guy, athough he's recovering from afractured
skull. Hit his head on the bar going down. Trueto form, the judgeisjust now letting Ben go free on bail
until histrid for attempted murder.”

"My brother worksfor aliving. Gets up every day."

"I know this, son. He'sahard working stiff. | checked that out, and sure enough, he'son the leve there.
Only problem is that the machine shop where he worksis amafia front where not only do they make
redlly good rebuilt engines, but they aso launder al the payolaand protection money from every cigarette
machinein this county. And do you know what? Dear Ben went out and broke a guy's arm about a
month ago, collecting.”

Mick sighed. "Okay, so what do you want from me?' Heloved his brother. Had loved him dl hislife.
Had heard gorieslike thison and off over the years. Never amounted to anything. He just ignored them
and the stories went away. Ben wasrock solid, aways there, strong, dways when you needed him.

"Try to reason with the dear one. I'd like to see him turn state's evidence. Clean hisrecord. Hell be well
protected, and helll have afresh start in life. Wed like to put away the people he worksfor."

"I'll tell him about your offer.”

Jonesfound atoothpick in his shirt pocket and pointed it at Mick before sticking it in hismouth. "It'san
offer now. It'll be chargesin acouple of months."

The cops drove off and Mick forgot the conversation as soon asthe diner camein sight.

* * *

Ben came home carrying a canvas bag with his shaving thingsin it, his underwear, a prison Gideon, that
kind of thing. Mick hugged him in the hdl, and Ben hugged him back. "They're framing me, Mickey.
They'reframing me, and | can't do nothing about it. They have dl the power. What are peoplelike you
and me and Lisa compared to that?'

Mick felt sorry for his brother. He felt sorry for Ben'sfears and delusons and paranoia. Their father had
beaten Ben regularly, and their mother had thrown him out for smoking alittle marijuana. They'd gonea
lot easier on Mick, athough the old man had made fun of him and said he looked like afaggot when he

was proud for winning first placein acity-wide art fair. Ben had stood up for him.

Mick told Lisaabout it late that night and she rolled her eyesup. "Oh no!" Shetook off her false
eyelashes and dipped into bed with him. He shuddered at her cold legs and hugged her to warm her.



"Y our brother cannot keep his act together,” shetold Mick. "Listen, Mickey, I've been thinking. What do
you say we split for Cdifornia?’

Mick shook his heed. "Huh?'

"Cdifornia" She cupped hisprivatesin her hands and stroked them seductively. "We can make ared life
for oursalves. Get ahouse. Not live in aspare bedroom no bigger than a closet. Y ou could have aroom
al to yoursdf for painting.”

"Ohhhhh," he Sghed, writhing pleasurably. "What about money?*

She shrugged, kissed hisnose. "There's dways money. Besides, you'll be sdlling your paintings soon."
"What about Ben?'

"Ben can teke care of himsdf."

"We leave him here? Ohhhhhh -- .

"Benhashisownlifetolive

"Ohhhh..."

* % %

Just my luck, Mick thought, it dways gets good just before | leave. Em had invited him up to meet her
sster Monica, who had the day off. He trudged up the stairs, carrying two bouquets of flowers held
bought with atwo-for-one coupon at aliquor store.

"Hi," Em said loudly as he pushed the door open. "Oh look at that! Always hasalittle present.”
Mick waked over and handed a bouquet to Em, who beamed with her plain, sweet face.
"Monica, our vigtor ishere!”

Mick heard arumbling on their large wooden bal cony. Through lace curtains he glimpsed sunglasses,
perfect hair, an unsmiling face, a beautiful face. Monicawas putting on awhite, too-large man's shirt.

"She's out there getting some sun,” said constant Em, never jealous or begrudging.

Mick caught aglimpse of an expengve tartan-plaid bikini, smal perfect breasts, an innie navel in apeach
belly, and neat smdl legsin aneat smal figure. Then the shirt coverd everything and Monica pushed the
back door open. She raised her sunglasses and looked at the total stranger standing by her sister, who
appeared to have a crush on this person. Or so Mick read it.

"Hdlo."

"Mick isgoing to have coffee with us. | had the grocery man bring some donuts aong with the weekly
things. Sit down, you two. Stop milling around.”

Mick sat in acomfortable chair and was amazed at the contrast between the two sisters. Em gushed
warmly and pleasantly. Monicaglanced severd times at an ivory watch on aleather band the color of
blood. Within fifteen minutes they'd had their coffee and adonut. Monica, with her perfect 16-year-old
body on a 26-year-old woman, cleaned up, offered more coffee, and then picked up a paperback. "Y ou
two enjoy your visit. I'm going to go back out in the sun. Nice meeting you, Nick."



* * %

After extricating himself with many promisesthat he would never keep, to visit often and bring more of
hiswork, Mick returned to Ben's house and sagged with relief. Perhapsin time he'd get Monicato let
down her pretensions, her guard, her reserve. In time maybe on alonely evening when she was dumped
by the lawyer or doctor she was preserving hersdlf for -- that's right, Mick thought, or afrigging cardina
on the dum, what did he know -- she must deep in formaldehyde every night.

Ben cdled him into the kitchen. "Mickey boy, | got a proposition to make. Y ou don't understand about
these things, but I'm in trouble with alot more than some fat stupid cops. They want meto turn on my
associates, and my associates do not take kindly even to such suggestions. | know the people | work
with. Fuck around they do not do. Ever. En, Oh. Asfar asthey are concerned, and they know about this
of course since they own people highly placed among our city'sfinest, asfar asthey are concerned, | am
now somewhere they do not want to do business. I'm marked, in other words, Mickey. Some night I'm
walking home with abag of fast food, minding my own business, and this car drives by, bang bang, | land
in the gutter, french friesal over the place, and that'sit. The red shit won't be ketchup. 1t's me, bleeding
up my life, dl for somefat stupid cop.” He gripped Mick's shoulders and shook them powerfully. "I won't
let them do it to me, Mickey. | won't let them do it to me." He dapped Mick's cheek lightly. "What do
you say we take off. Go back east. Maine, maybe. L ots of woods there. Snow twenty feet deepin
winter. Nobody'll come looking for me there. Y ou come aong, keep me company.”

"What about Lisa?'

"Y ou bring her dong if shewants. Y ou can paint. Take your time, put your life together, take off when
you'reready. Say, you in love with her?'

"Yes" Hethought of Monica, and said: "Y es, very much."
Lisathrew ashoe. "1 am not going to Maine. NOT. Y ou want to go to Maine, Mickey, you and that
lump you cal abrother, you go right ahead. I'm leaving for Caiforniatomorrow.” In tears, she sprang up,
wearing only panties, and started packing her suitcase. By now, she'd accumulated several cardboard

boxes of more stuff. The pink nipples waggled as she make quick angry motions shoveling paperbacks
and lipsticks and cigarette packs into a box.

Mick sat back holding his head. "Oh my God. Lisa, no, please. | love you. Wait, let me go talk with
Ben."

"] don't give ashit about Ben!" she shrieked as he ran out of the room.
He went downstairs and knocked on Ben's door. "Hey Ben."

"o

"| gottatak with you."

"Comein." Hewent into Ben's bedroom, which smelled of old socks and expensive scotch and stale
cigarettes. There were clothes everywhere. They sat Side by side on the bed. Ben offered a glass of
Chivas. Mick declined. Ben puffed on an unfiltered cigarette, inhaled deeply, and eyebaled Mick.
"Okay?' He dribbled smoke, and the smoke spoke: "What's al the shouting upstairs?'

A minute later, Ben shrugged. "Okay, so we go to California What do | care, aslong as we get out of
this shitty little town. Shitty city, that'swhat thisis." He gulped some more scotch and sucked on his



Cigarette.

Mick went upstairs, where Lisa sat crying on the edge of the bed, wrapped in aquilt. He put hisarms
around her. "Honey, listen. | loveyou, | truly do. | gppreciate you more and more every day. Whatever it
takes to make you happy, I'll do."

"Youwill?" shewhispered, sniffling. She dabbed her eyeswith atissue and looked at him.
"We'releaving for Cdiforniaas soon aswe get the car packed. Ben'scar.”
"Ben? Y ou want to take Ben?"

"No, | want Ben to take us. Look, ever since my car died, we've been sharing that little box of yours that
keeps dying. Ben hasthis nice big van with the new rebuilt engineinit.”

She thought about it. "Well."

"What, honey. What?"

She sniffed. "Well, when we get to California, | want it to be just you and me. Well makeit on our own.”
"Okay!" Mick jumped up and they high-fived. "It's settled.” It was dl settled now, everyone happy.

* % %

Except the cop. Joneswas waiting for him the next day when Mick came out of the bank with hisfreshly
printed check for $2400, or rather just the stub, which he'd put into his art portfolio. Hed aready cashed
the check, had cash in his pocket.

Joneswore ablack hat and along coat. He leaned againgt the building with his handsin his pockets. His
wisp of acompanion waited in the parked car across the street. " Thompson!”

Mick stopped.

"Did you tak to your brother?* Jones gave up hiswall and straightened up, walking toward Mick.
"Y es. He says héll think about it.”

"How long does he need to think?!

"l don't know. A few days."

"Hesgot until Friday. Tel him."

"I will."

Jones started to turn. "Oh, by theway. Thisyoung lady, er, your friend -- ."
"Lisa

"Thét her name now?'

"Yes. LisaPowers. What do you mean?"

"I could have sworn her namewas Anita" He scratched his head. "Well, | could be wrong. Seemsto me
her nameis Anita Towers, and she picks up afew gigs dancing late at night, you know, topless.”



"You'renuts."

"Naw. | talk to the peoplein Vice. They've seen her around again. Hustling.”

* % %

"Hurry, Mickey!" Lisasad.
"Come on, you goddamn ... ." Therest of Ben's sentence waslost in the night.

With one last look up at the windows of Em and Monica, Mick hurried and got into the front seet. Lisa
sat in the back.

"Bout time," Ben grumbled as he put the car in gear and they drove off. Lisasoon fell adeep in the back
seet, wrapped in her quilt, her face resting on apillow atop some boxes.

Halfway to California, as dawn arrived, they switched off. Mick drove, Ben dozed in the back, Lisa sat
up front looking refreshed. She looked thin and youthful as she brushed her frizz. She often complained
about how hard it was to have such hair. "But | loveit," Mick would say. And sheld close her eyes. "Yes,
| dotoo."

* * *

The marksin the roads. They were everywhere, black skid marks, mysterioudy appearing and
disappearing. They would pop out of nowhere, with no respect for lanes. They usualy ran in aquarter
arc and then disappeared as quickly asthey had appeared. Mick had seen them dl hislife. Hed dways
wondered about them. Sometimes you even saw them running up the side of a concrete median divider.

He saw severd this morning as he drove. Lisa seemed tense. Jumpy. "Micky, are we anywhere near
Phoenix yet?'

He pointed under her seat. "There'samap under there. We're on the highway between Flagstaff and
Phoenix and well betherein acouple of hours."

Ben woke up. "Hey can you pull over for aminute?"
"Sure." Mick looked in the rearview mirror. "Gottago?"
"Y egh. Gottago."

"Metoo," Lisasaid. Shelooked nervoudy at Ben.

Mick pulled over, feding something strange and prickly in the edge of his consciousness. Ben, wearing a
plaid flannd shirt and khaki work pants, waked down the shoulder of the road through a small meadow
to astand of mesquite trees. He stood there a bit. Lisa, wearing a bright shirt with yellow and orange
flowers, and white pants, picked her way further in, until Mick couldn't see her anymore. Gone to squat
someplace, he thought. He wondered if he had to go, too, and he didn', at least not bad enough to make
all thiseffort. Maybe later at arest stop.

Lisacame out of the woods about the same time Ben turned and headed back to the car. They met in the
smal meadow. There, they stopped and appeared to be arguing. Then they started laughing. It wasa
weird, dirty kind of laugh Mick had never heard before.

They climbed back into the car. The doors dammed. "Everyonein?'



"Yes" Bensad."In," Lisasad.

Mick started the engine, speeded up, pulled into traffic. The engine seemed for amoment to sall.
"Did you fed that?' Ben asked in the back seat.

Lisaturned white and put her hands over her face.

"What's the matter?' Mick asked, reaching over to touch her shoulder.

She kept her hands over her face and looked at him. Tears dribbled down her face, and the look in her
face said shed done something terrible that she wished she hadntt.

"Get hold of yoursdlf," Ben said.

The car shivered. Or wasit awind, rocking them? But the greenery in the ditches a ong the freeway
appeared calm. There it was again, abucking sound.

"Honey," Mick said, now frightened. "What'swrong?'

Tearsdribbled over Lisas hands as she stared at Mick. Her blue eyeswerefilled with pain and sorrow
and quilt.

"Kegp driving," Ben said.
Mick lost histemper. " Shut up and let metak to my fiancee!"

In the next second, while Lisa sobbed and the two men argued, a strong force suddenly wrenched the
car. It wasadl over in amoment. The windows went gray, then black. Lisa screamed. Ben swore. The
car began to spin, and Mick cried out the last word he would ever say to her: "Lisal" ashe held his|eft
arm over hisface and reached out to embrace her protectively with hisright arm.

* * *

They were someplace cold, dark, and rainy.

Mick struggled with himself, trying to be conscious. He remembered the events of the last few seconds --
the wrenching, the sound of tires making desperate and tortured skid marks on the freeway -- then the
sense of transport through the air, through black night, with an eterna wind blowing through onés very
soul, awind nothing could hide from. Then blackness.

n—_—
Lisascreamed again.

Mick felt paralyzed. He was bardly conscious. Could not move.

Ben was shouting obscenities and then his hoarse voice rose into ahigh, tortured scream.

Lisascreamed again, over and over, the desperate wail of someone lost and facing a horrendous fate. It
was not a scream, more of atormented wailing,

Rain drops, big ones, pong-ponged on the roof of the car. Mick remembered the dreary, rainy industrial
parks back east where they'd lived, New Jersey, just dag dripping with rust in junkyards along rivers
seething with hair and freezing rain. The kind of place one's shoulders soon hurt from so much shivering.



Lisawent on screaming like an animd in death panic.

That was when Mick first saw the shadowy figures. Men and women in overals, their dirty hair plastered
down from the rain. Some wore baseball caps, others hard hats, afew goggles. They had Benand Lisa
on their kneesin the road. They had ropes on Ben and Lisa, around their waists, their wrists, their necks,
their ankles. Lisas pretty white blouse with the yellow and red flowers was dready soaked and muddy.
Ben'splaid shirt had turned darker. Ben had stopped yelling now. He was on dl fours, head hanging
exhaugtedly. Hed aready given up the fight. The mob of men and women threw more ropes around him.
They pushed and kicked him over onto hisside. Lisawas il fighting. She was il screaming. On her
hands and knees, dternately begging for mercy and then yelling curses.

Mick wanted to scream for them but could not.

Ben's car seemed to have stopped at an intersection, but it was hard to tell where the muddy plains left
off and paved road began. The streets here looked dick and shiny. Tdl buildings, towers, laceworks of
iron and lights, loomed al around. Theair had afaintly metdlic tinge, and it wasn't redlly cold, dthough
therain never let up and every minute or two the city seemed to grab its breath and exhale abig sob or
moan of gusting wind. Above on the freeway shoulder stood what looked like ahuge crane, must have
weighed a hundred tons, solid Krupp dog-mean with rivets. From its pulley whedl hung achain, and at
the end of the chain was achrome bal about twenty feet in diameter. Severa operatorsin dickersand
wet helmets climbed on the crane doing whatever it took to make the gadget work. One of the men was
looking directly down at Ben's car from about fifty feet up, talking into atelephone. Police carssilently
cruised in: strange looking ones, with lightsin al the right places but the shapes were wrong, wedges and
cubes and spheres put together like a child's Bildo set. Even the colors were off: no shields, no words,
just apearly glow somewhere on the somber end of the spectrum, maybe fiery like topaz. Or what awax
job, if that wasit!

The police cars did to a stop and the cops got out. But what cops! They wore bulbous white helmets.
They had smoky visors so one could not seetheir eyes. They al seemed to have uniformly wiry, talish
bodies covered in some uniform that looked like black tights and a short cloak. Each carried afuturistic
looking gun with built in flashlight. The men and women in overallswent back up to their jobs at the
freeway shoulder.

Severa kicked and clubbed Ben while they handcuffed him."Hey, that's my brother!" Mick mouthed, but
no sound came out.

Lisakept screaming, her beautiful voice now growing hoarse asit rose up in panic and subsided in
fatigue, up interror, down infatigue, up in horrified deeth fear, down again beaten and tired. Severa
more cops forced her face-down in the mud while others handcuffed her. She became silent. Shedid not
look back at Mick at al asthey led her to ablack van. Ben was adready on the van, looking dumped and
defeated.

There was arap on the window. Two or three visors floated outside.
Mick, suddenly able to move, rolled the window down. "Hey! That's my brother and my fiancee!"
A wand touched his shoulder. An eectrica current tingled him and then he was lill.

"Identify yoursdf." Tiny red lights danced behind those visors. There were ahaf dozen of them,
multiprocessing together. One could see thoughts whirling in one visor, fly to another, and keep whirling
there while other thoughts took the place of thefirgt.

"Y ou should not be here," one said. It sounded asif he weretaking in atin can.



Mick had a dozen questions: where am |, who are you, what's happening, how do | leave? Hislife
flashed before him. Hispaintings. Lisa. Oh Lisal Em. Monica. His paintings. Just when it was al about to
turn out well. Hefdt apinch on his neck, caught sight of arubbery black glove with the corner of hiseye,
and lost consciousness as asted grip touched his carotid area.

Beforethey lifted him from Ben's car (atow truck was aready pulling up to take it away) he caught alast
glimpse of the black van carrying Lisaand Ben away toward the horizon. There, in the rain, Mick thought
he made out grimy brick buildingswith oddly lit windows.

* * %

Mick's strange companions kept him under tight supervision but did not hurt him. Half dazed, hewas
conscious of being driven through anumber of drizzly checkpoints. He was removed from the car and
made to walk through cool rain. They took him to aplace that reminded him of across between a
hospital and afunera parlor, or wasit ahigh schoal at night and a prison?

Inside were nurses. But they weren't nurses as Mick knew nurses, but more robotic |ooking shapes.
They had agrip just asfirm asthe copsreleasing Mick. The nurses, like the cops, were of indeterminate
gender, shorter, squatter, dressed in white garments that resembled lab coats or jumpsuits but with
articulated elbows and other joints. They smelled artificid, Mick sensed. They had smaller glass helmets
-- wedge -shaped, pointy in front -- and elaborate paper cup nurses uniform hats on top. They smelled
dien, but clean, and they seemed kind in afirm, detached manner.

"Thisway, Mr. Thompson. Y ou'll soon bein proper care." Thetin can voice was amost feminine. Or
was it amae buddy voice?

They walked adistance down acorridor with shiny floors. Looked like ahospitd at night, with many
doors on either sides, but the patients shuffling around, if patients they were, al wore street clothes and
carried large folders under their arms.

"Thisway, Mr. Thompson. Thisisyour first stop. It's the memory adjustment corridor. Y ou can look if
you wish, but it's not arequirement. Y our memory will be automatically adjusted. Just walk straight on
through to the other side.”

So hewalked. There wereroomsto hisleft and right. He looked.
Therewas Ben, beating aman half to desth in abar. So the detective Jones had spoken the truth.

Therewas Lisa, dancing topless. How hed hated it when she flirted with her customers at the airport. So
thiswas the deal. Ben had forced her to make the rent money by dancing topless or held tell Mick about

her past.

There was Ben, threstening aman with agun, and the man cried while handing money over. So the
detective -- what had his name been?

Then -- Mick swallowed hard -- there was Ben -- oh no! There was Ben, on top of Lisa, having sex
with her. In Mick's bed. While Mick was a the bank pitching his paintings. Why, Lisa? Why, Ben?

"Just keep waking, Mr. Thompson. Keep on walking."

Therewas Ben, talking with an insurance man. And Lisa, puffing on acigarette, nonchaant, legs cross,
one hand dangling over a pretty knee while the other hand brought the cigarette to her red lips.

And then there was the freeway, the trip to Phoenix, the conversation in the meadow, and then there was



what had not happened yet. They were going to throw Mick off abuilding in Phoenix for the insurance
money.

It hadn't been Mick'stime yet. But it had been Ben's. And Lisas. The crewswith the wrecking ballson
the other sde were very efficient, reaching into the here and now to snatch up anyone whose number was
up. They were abit too efficient.

* % %

Mick awoke -- or was it, became conscious again? -- Sitting in a pleasant room that smelled of fresh
coffee. A thickly carpeted office in ahigh rise tower, it seemed to Mick. Picture windows overlooked an
endless nightmare vigta of lights and industrial shapesin the night. Clouds colored dirty gray rolled over,
and every few seconds there was a flash of lightning, atremor of thunder.

An dtractive blonde in abusiness suit poured from astainless stedl coffee pot. "How are you doing,
Mick?'

Hehad to lick hislips, which seemed stuck together. "Okay, | think. Am | ill dive?!
"Yes, you lucky iff. No pun intended.” She smiled. "Decaf?"

Mick nodded.

"Do you remember how you got here?’

He nodded. "I think so." Hetried to think, and he couldn't quite remember. " Should | be panicking? |
can't remember.”

"No, Mick. That'sthe way it's supposed to be."

"Thisishdl, isntit? 1 wasn't supposed to go here, which isardlief. Y ou got fire here someplace, don't
you?"

She made awry face. "Were alittle more sophisticated.” Her gaze roved across the tortured city scape.
"Y ou don't want to know."

"Seems an efficient operation, except that I'm here.”

"Yes. Wedo the grab, get ajump on the processing." She sat down in achair opposite. She folded her
wrists over pretty kneesthat poked out from under mauve wool. Her fingernails were long and wrought
in elaborate designs of gold and enamel. She saw him staring, and covered her knees, as any woman
would, then redlized what he waslooking a. She held up ahand and laughed. "Oh, the nalls. Yes, it gets
boring here, not much to do. We're the Returns Section, and we don't get too many customers.”

"Returns, huh?1 get to go back?!
She nodded.
"I don't want to know anything about the rest of my life, please!™

She nodded again. "We are very careful. We do an E-Z Wipe. Quick and painless. Y ou'll never
remember any of this, not even in adeep dream.”

He took another look at the cityscape. "Wow, look at that.” Big billboards faded and reemerged in the
ocean waves of fog. He could make out some of the words. JUDGMENT. MURDER. HEAVEN.



TOURS FREE. GO BY MINIBUS. THREE-DAY PACKAGE. ETERNAL OPTIONS. It dl looked
very industria, very commercia. "How do you get ajob here?' | asked.

Shewas quiet. She rubbed her hands together and |ooked at them and began to cry.
"Say, you do get to go home, don't you?"

Shetook out a hankie. "Booooh, sort of. Eventudly.”

Mick frowned. "What do you mean?"

Shewalled: "I'min purgatory herefor athousand years!"

"Why?What did you do?'

"l said damn alot, and fuck, and stole pencils from the office. Had impure thoughts.”
"Oh boy, I'm probably in red trouble."

A bell began to ding repeatedly. Thelights flashed gently.

"It'syour timeto go, Mick." Sherose. Quite an attractive woman. "Actualy, the Returns Section is Light
Duty, soit'snot too bad. | get weekends off to watch t.v.”

He gripped the arm rests of hischair. "What do | do?"
"Nothing, just St tight." She went to aconsole and pushed a button.

"Y ou won't remember any of this. Still, we obvioudy can't send you back where you came from. Luckily,
we haveinfinitely many aternate worldsto play with. We try to match your outcometo asuitable onein
the continuum, since we fed we sort of oweya. Bye!"

* % %

Mick felt amomentary sense of disorientation.

Hefdt srange, fragmented, puzzled. Empty. Y et pieces seemed to be rapidly and congtantly fdling into
place. It was not something he could have explained to anyone, but somehow he knew that would never

be necessary.

Hewaked adong Bolton. There was nothing ahead. Then the intersection with Cartwright shimmered into
existence. The night was dry and odorless one moment, perhaps alittle warm. Then it became cooler, a
littlewindy, and smelling pleasantly of night-blooming jasmine. The sky above was black and empty.
Then aswath of stars gppeared in it. No moon to dim the stars with its glow, and that was okay. Houses,
trees, hedges, aman watering, al winked into existence as thisworld rebooted, reloaded, reinitidized
itself. Hewalked aong feding good about everything.

He cameto No. 14 Cartwright at Bolton & Cartwright. The house was dark and till. He fumbled in his
pockets, but they were empty. No, akey appeared. He looked up again, and severa lights were on. He
heard music -- Gymnopaedies, he recognized, by Erik Satie. The dow, measured piano notes punctuated
his footsteps as he went up the stairs, one by one, each stair materiadizing in the dark just before he

stepped on it.

He got to the top of the landing and it seemed he was in middle of nowhere. He could open and close his
eyes, it did not matter -- utter blackness surrounded him on al sides. A void, avacuum emptier than



gpace, for he saw no gtars. Only the flickering false misfiresin hisbrain, trying to process blackness as
light. He grew dizzy and nearly fell backwards down the stairs. He closed his eyes, swayed, reached out
-- and grasped the solid whorled wood of the banister.

He opened his eyes and everything suddenly seemed norma. Almost. There was oneladt little bit of a
thing that had to right itsdlf, and he wasn't sure what it was, but it wasimportant. Until it fixed itsdlf, he felt
afaintly soul-sck feding of not-rightness.

He stood still on the second floor landing. There was the carpet, aworn persian, little more than faded
peach and blue and a dozen hues of brown. There was the wood floor, its fine members shiny in places,
rough in others, gouged from old age. There was the table by the wall, and the big lace doily hanging
down its Sdes, and the yellowish-glowing lamp with abrass base and akind of senaglowing bal for a
shade. The parlor smelled of flowers and lemons and oranges.

"Comein," cdled the familiar seady pleasant voice.

He pushed the door open. It swung dowly open, and there sat Em in the wheelchair. No, it wasthe
beautiful face of Monica. She smiled lovingly a him with that easygoing, loving, Swest, affectionate |ook.
Thewhite teeth. She was beautiful.

But inthewhed chair.
He gagged, feding the not-rightness. He clutched at histhroat, gasping for air.
"What's the matter, sweetheart? Did you walk too fast?’

She stood up, and that little thing righted itsdlf, that one last detail that made their worlds seamlessly
match.

"L ook, darling, | found thiswhedchair in the closet. | can't figure out for the life of mewhereit came
from." She turned, looking puzzled at the whedlchair but pleased at hisreturn. She wore hiswhite shirt --
too big for her -- and through it he could see the crigp little tartan-style bikini. The smdl breadts, the
peach stomach with innie navel, the petite, perfect 16 year old body, the ribbon candy hair and the
gorgeous face (he'd want to paint her again!).

"OhEm," hesaid, "I had along, long walk, and I'm so glad to be back."

Thelast fragment of his memories closed under the waves as Em/Monica, no, just Em, ran to embrace
him. He hugged her small, tight body to himsalf and wondered why she had been talking about a
wheechair. There was no wheelchair and then he forgot that thought. Mick and Em shared alaugh and a
kiss, as Mick with one foot pushed shut the door of their house at No. 14 Cartwright at Bolton.



