PAGE  
1

Home on the Rain

By Jonathan Carroll

I can’t say for sure when it started because he never told me. And I’m not a mind reader. I’m not an exceptionally observant person and am the first to admit it. I like life the way it is. I watch the passing parade uncritically, rather than with a pair of high powered binoculars and a scorecard so that I can identify all the players and details. I don’t care how well or poorly the costumes have been sewn, so long as they look good from afar. If that clown on stilts is having an affair with his neighbor so what? If he’s fun to watch now, that’s all that matters. I’m like most of the crowd—ooh’ing and aah’ing at the big floats, clapping at the beauty queens and championship teams as they pass, tear’ing up when the brass band plays the national anthem.

So no, I wasn’t aware of anything special happening either to my husband or our life until I discovered what he was doing.

Look, we’d been married for eleven years. Live that long with someone and you just simply stop paying attention to certain things at a certain point. Isn’t that what happens to most couples, no matter how much you love your partner? Their curly hairs in the sink, the stories they repeat for the hundredth time, the way they sometimes eat with their mouth open. We know all these things and either accept them, ignore them, or force ourselves to tolerate them because they’re all part of the lifetime meal we chose to share with a partner. Not everything in marriage is dessert. 

I found out about it because of the camera. He’s not usually a sloppy guy. You should know that. He doesn’t leave things lying around, especially if they’re fragile or valuable, like that camera. He’s not careless. His books and records are alphabetized; he likes things clean and in place. So did he leave it out like that so I’d find it? Sometimes I think so. 

I’m sorry. I’m getting off track. 

One Saturday when I was alone in the apartment I walked into the living room and on the coffee table was a small black and silver digital camera I’d never seen before. It was a beautiful thing. A GLIB, made in Germany. Who did that belong to? It was a point and shoot camera and simple to figure out how to work. So I turned it on and scrolled through the pictures that had been taken. There were about a dozen in there. All of them were either photos of different kinds of scaffolding, or high views of the city. Pictures that could only have been taken from way above the ground. 

Alan came in an hour later and I asked where this camera came from. Very nonchalantly he took it and said it belonged to one of his clients who’d left it at the office after a meeting. He was going to call the man later to tell him he had it. I said I’d looked at the pictures in there and Alan shrugged. He asked what they were of and what I thought of them. I said most were of scaffolding, which wasn’t terribly exciting. He smiled and asked what had I expected to see. I said oh, I don’t know—maybe a little filth?

That was the end of that. He dropped the camera into his pocket and I didn’t see it again for a long time. Weeks I guess, and by then there were a lot more pictures inside. 

He didn’t act strange. Once in a while he’d leave for work in the morning wearing clothes that didn’t seem right. They were casual clothes, no tie or suit as usual. When I asked about them, he said he didn’t have to be in court that day and was just going to the office to take care of paperwork. 

Look, I know it sounds defensive, but we have our lives. We have our own concerns and schedules. So long as nothing interferes with them, we don’t think much about what our partner is doing during a day. Especially after you’ve been together for years. Maybe when we were first married I’d stop what I was doing in the middle of the morning and wonder what is my husband doing right now. But “husband” was the brand new delicious word in my vocabulary back then and I couldn’t get enough of saying it. Stuff like that gets sanded away over the years. I was just grateful I still really liked seeing him at the end of every day; that we still had things to share and talk about. I don’t know what happy is but I think we were happy. So many of our friends had divorced or lived in the same space but didn’t say two words to each other for days. It was not like that with Alan and me. It really wasn’t. We still sat together most evenings and talked instead of watching television or going our separate ways after dinner. We did things together. We looked forward to weekends and holidays when it would be just the two of us. I’m not trying to sound defensive or make excuses, please know that. I loved him, but maybe more importantly, I truly liked him and still enjoyed being around him.

Everyone has their secrets, but so long as they don’t affect your partner, what’s the harm?

Until he discovered the scaffolding, Alan Harris had no secrets. From time to time he masturbated, picked his nose, or told mild lies. But those things were not secrets as far as he was concerned because he assumed everyone did them. To him a secret was something you hid from the world because it was repellent and uniquely yours, thus something you really did not want people to know. At 42, he didn’t care what people knew about him because he honestly felt he had nothing to hide. He liked his wife and didn’t cheat on her. He liked his life enough so that he didn’t daydream often about another one. He had enough money so that when he saw something he wanted, he bought it. But there wasn’t much that he wanted. He was not a contented man so much as a comfortable one and that was sufficient for him. He was a lawyer. Lawyers are on good terms with compromise.

One morning he was looking out the window of his office while talking on the telephone. He noticed that construction was starting on the dilapidated building across the street. A large crew of workers was just beginning to sort, assemble and erect metal scaffolding that would soon rise from the street and eventually cover the façade of the building like an exoskeleton. And when that was erected, restoration on the building itself would begin in earnest. 

Two red flatbed trucks with attached cranes unloaded huge tightly wrapped piles of scaffolding segments. Once unbound, they were then handed up piece by piece to the workers on the different levels. It pleased Harris to watch the process as it always did when he saw this happening. It meant people were employed, buildings were being renovated (“healed” was the word that often came to his mind when he witnessed this), and the result was another small breath of new life was being breathed into the city he liked so much. 

“What are you looking at?”

His secretary had come into the office long after he had hung up the phone but remained at the window, watching them work across the street.

“I love to watch when they put up scaffolding. Did you ever see them do it, the process?”

She joined him at the window where they remained companionably silent a while, watching the action down below. Metal pieces changed hands. Tools were used; instructions shouted which they couldn’t hear way up here through the thick double-paned glass. Eventually the secretary half-smiled, shrugged and left. Harris felt a small pinch of anger at her indifference or insensitivity, whatever it was. How could she not be interested in this? How could she not appreciate what a cool thing it was? Men at work on something that would help lift the face of the neighborhood. Skilled at their jobs, they knew exactly what to do, what tools to carry in their wide leather belts, what section to call down for. He wondered what the names for the separate pieces were. Did they know them by number—give me a number eight? Or were there specific names—strut, crossbar, clamp?

That evening he worked till eight. He was tired and hungry and fed up with the paperwork on a case that was going nowhere but filled up too much of his time. That was one of the problems with the law—there were such a variety of twists and turns in it that you could walk through its mazes for years and still never find the exit. That was good for his law firm because they billed by the hour. But for the individual no end in sight wasn’t much of an incentive to come to work in the morning. While tiredly pulled on his overcoat he again thought of the scaffolding and the men who put it up. They knew exactly when a job would be finished. Put it up, take it down, and then move on to the next place. Their daily life was full of beginning, middle and end. A cynic would say yeah sure, but it’s grunt work and any dummy could do it. Still, on nights like these Harris envied them, whether they were dummies or not. Working outside all day, they finished at five and after washing their hands they climbed back down into the city they were helping to heal. They went with their pals to a bar where they had a few drinks and chatted, knowing they had done a good day’s work and that they would be finished with it next week. 

It was cold outside and he hiked up his collar. On purpose he had left his briefcase back in the office because he knew that if he brought it home, he would work there too and a man needs some rest. Standing on the sidewalk in front of his building, he tried to decide whether to get something to eat before going home or pick something up on the way and eat it in the kitchen. He smiled when he thought of sitting at the kitchen table and opening a white Styrofoam container full of tasty still warm take- out food. He pictured his wife bringing him a bottle of cold Mexican beer from the refrigerator and then sitting down opposite him, happy that he was home and hers again. While these things filled his mind he unconsciously stared at the construction site. Without any more thought, he looked both ways and when the coast was clear, walked across the street so that he could take a closer look at the work in progress. 

Standing underneath and looking up, he couldn’t see much because it was so dark and what scaffolding had been erected cut the gloom up there with metal and wood cross-hatching. Harris crossed to the nearest platform and put his hand on one of the poles. As he did, a large truck rumbled past on the street nearby and he could feel it vibrate through the metal. When the truck had passed he kept his hand where it was because it felt right there. For a few moments he felt more grounded than he had all day. Closing his eyes, he tightened his grip on the pole. Two people walked past, talking. He could hear them close by but didn’t open his eyes. 

Later at home, he considered telling his wife about the experience but didn’t. Not because he wanted to keep it a secret. Not because he didn’t want her to know. He knew she would be delighted to hear the story because it was so unlike him to do something as odd and spontaneous as that. Stand still on a sidewalk with his eyes closed holding onto a metal bar for no reason other than he felt like it? That was not her husband. She would have loved hearing the story for that very reason. But he just didn’t mention it. 

The next day at work was a rotten one. When he left the office even later than the night before, Harris walked straight over to the construction site and repeated the gesture. Only this time it was a conscious move and not a whim. Closing his eyes and taking hold of the same metal support pole, he silently asked for some of the energy of the men who had worked here today. He asked that it enter his body and revive his heart or wipe him clean of the sludge or… something. 

No dice. No lightning bolts or electric currents raced up his arm and into his soul. The pole remained a cold pole in his hand until he sheepishly let go of it and smiled at his own silliness. As he was about to leave, he heard someone directly above him singing the song “Home on the Range.” When he looked up, he saw a pair of big black boots descending near him. A big black man was wearing them. He wore a puffy down jacket and a yellow hard hat. He had a nice deep voice. Dropping from the scaffolding above Harris, the man stopped singing as soon as his feet touched ground. 

“Hey there, how you doing?”

Alan smiled and dipped his head in a shy hello. “Fine. I’m just fine.”

“I’ll tell you, it’s getting damned cold up there. Fall’s definitely coming.” The man rubbed his hands together and grinned.

Alan pointed directly up. “Is it really colder up there than it is on the ground?”

The worker considered the question before answering. “It can be. Especially when the wind is blowing. You wanna go up and see?”

“Now?”

“Sure. It’s beautiful up there now. You see all the lights of the city. It looks like a chest full of golden diamonds. Come on, I’ll have you up and down in half an hour.”

It turned out to be the most wonderful thing he had done in ages. The worker’s name was Lyle Talbot and he was simply a great guy. Alan couldn’t figure out why Lyle invited him to climb the scaffolding. But eventually as they worked their way up, talking all the way, it became perfectly clear that this man just liked showing off the view from way up high. It was that uncomplicated and generous. Let me show you something special. 

Alan had no fear of heights but as they climbed and climbed, some of the pieces of the structure were wobblier or more unstable than others. Several times his stomach clenched suddenly in fear at a missed step, a loose plank, or one that felt like it was about to give way. Lyle didn’t hesitate or look down once. When he wasn’t talking to Alan he sang “Home on the Range” quietly under his breath. 

“Stop here.” They were about halfway up. Lyle reached into one of the large pockets on his coat and brought out a thin silver thermos. “Let’s have a little sip of hot coffee. It’ll warm up our bones. You cold?”

Alan was too enthralled to be cold. From that vantage point the city was overpoweringly beautiful. It flickered, shimmered and twinkled all at once. The noise from down on the street was a constant heartening hum of motion and electric life. The wind blew at them in cold sudden, invigorating gusts. Lyle was exactly right when he said before that all the lights looked gold. Of course many were different colors—blue, red, white. But the predominant color was gold. Gold against the black of night. And none of them stayed still—the lights constantly blinked and fluttered, they flicked on and off or moved. Alan only wished he had a camera. He would have filled it with pictures of everything. 

There was only the one cup that doubled as the top of the thermos, so the men passed it back and forth between them, sharing the strong hot drink. 

When it was gone, Lyle slowly screwed the top back onto the thermos and asked Alan if he was ready to go back down. It was really cold now and the wind had picked up in the last few minutes. Craning his head straight back, Alan looked toward the levels above them. Part of him wanted to keep climbing but he knew it was time to go home.

“Yes I’m ready. And Lyle, thank you so much for inviting me up here. It’s been a magical experience. Really. Looking at the city from here is so different from looking out the window of an office building. It’s like the difference between riding on a motorcycle or in a car. Up here with nature right in your face, the wind and the cold, you feel like you’re flying above everything, but like a bird on your own wings. The wind is lifting and dropping you… It’s great. It’s wonderful.”

Lyle nodded. He reached into a different pocket and rummaging around in there, brought out a thick metal bolt about two inches long. “Here-- keep this as a souvenir of tonight.”

Alan took it and closed his fingers carefully around the bolt. “I’ll treasure it.”

The next day at lunchtime he bought the GLIB camera. Walking into a camera shop near his office, Alan said to a salesman that he wanted a very good simple digital camera small enough to fit in a pocket. Without hesitating the salesman took a GLIB out of the display case and placed it on the counter. It was the size of a deck of cards and had only two buttons on the top. He said it was so simple to operate that anyone could be taking pictures within fifteen minutes of taking it out of the box. But because the camera used a precision Zeiss lens, the results were outstanding.

Alan sat on a park bench and read the instructions. With some time left before he had to be back in the office, he took the first pictures of the scaffolding that he had climbed the night before.  

Later he shot some pictures of the building site from his office, then some more from down on the street after work. He photographed the scaffolding first thing in the morning, the afternoon, and at night when it was barely visible except for some glints and glimmers off the metal here and there. 

The nice thing about a digital camera was it allowed him to see the results immediately. He didn’t like any of them. He took a picture, looked at it and erased it. Again and again and again. He did not have even one saved on his camera. This went on for days. He was not a photographer, not an artist and he knew it. But art wasn’t the point. Just once he wanted to take a picture of the scaffolding that somehow caught a small part of what he had experienced up there that night with Lyle. When he had taken that picture he would be content. 

He had no idea why he was doing this. He was not an obsessive man. Orderly and pragmatic, yes, but even the word obsession he used only once or twice a year and never in reference to himself. In the middle of all these goings-on he even asked his wife if she thought he had ever been obsessive about anything. Unhesitatingly she said no. Perhaps he had grown a hobby. There was nothing wrong with a hobby. Perhaps he just liked taking pictures of scaffolding and men at work on it. 

One evening after dinner at their favorite restaurant the couple were strolling in a section of town that had lots of art galleries. In one of them was a photo exhibit of an artist who took only black and white pictures of unsharpened pencils lying alone on square white plates. There were a great many of them but none were particularly interesting. How many ways were there to arrange a pencil on a plate? But Alan pulled his wife into the gallery nevertheless and spent a long time looking. Amused at this, she went along until finally enough was enough. Sidling up to him she whispered, “I’ll buy you any two pencils you want if we can leave now.” 

He felt better after that. Seeing those photographs felt like a kind of vindication for what he was doing. There were people who took pictures of pencils, others of scaffolding.  

 By this time, the crew that originally erected the scaffolding across the street was gone and work on the façade of the building itself had begun. It was hard to clearly see what the workers were doing now. He saw some were filling gaps with mortar while others scraped the surface with hand tools but not much else. Alan wanted to know more and to see things up close. One Friday afternoon he left work a little early and went across the street. A few minutes later he told his first lie about this matter.

A worker wearing a hardhat and carrying an orange chainsaw walked by and saw him taking photographs. “Are you the guy from the insurance company?” 

Without hesitating a moment Alan said yes. 

“Well then I guess you want to come up and take some pictures. Come on.”

Those were the photographs Alan’s wife saw the next day when she discovered the camera in their living room. They were not good pictures but the first ones he had been able to take from any height so he had not erased any of them yet. 

It took some time for him to realize that there was too much hustle and bustle on a construction site during the day. Initially he got to see what he wanted—men working on the renovation. In fact he was so pleased with the other world up high on the scaffolding that he started going to other construction sites around the city. Pretending he was from ‘the insurance company’ and emanating an authoritative air, he was allowed almost free access to all levels. He climbed, he descended, he talked to the workers, and he took pictures. It was an invigorating contrast to the staid, airless work in a law office where most days were spent pursuing the ineffable or trivial, the clever loophole or the rare 

Kill-shot precedent buried deep in the law library.  

 Construction work was noisy, straightforward, tactile, and visibly productive. Alan loved to dress in casual clothes and walk out into the morning knowing that in an hour he would be high over this city, seeing it from a perspective few people were ever lucky enough to experience. 

But one day he realized after having done it six or seven times that what he really wanted now was to somehow recapture that magical night on the building with Lyle Talbot. That experience was akin to the first time he’d ever ridden a bicycle correctly. The miraculous moment when the boy discovered his own center of gravity and pulled away from his father’s guiding hand towards freedom. Seeing the city at night from on high with Lyle, drinking his coffee from a warm metal cup, and feeling fully aware and alive in those minutes was one of the memorable moments in recent years. He wanted very much to repeat the experience. 

Alan had not seen Lyle again after that night although he had passed the building many times since the night they met. He carried the thick bolt in his pocket that Lyle had given him and toyed with it constantly. He was a pragmatist and did not believe in magic, luck or religion. But the bolt was the closest thing to a talisman he had ever known. He would have been very disturbed if he were to lose it. 

Weeks later his wife saw the camera on his desk a second time and once again looked at the photographs inside. What caught and chilled her were two pictures of their living room that Alan had taken by mistake. The camera was obviously his, not some client’s as he had earlier said. What was going on with him? Why had he lied to her? Did these pictures mean something? For two days she thought about it, trying to decide what to do. Just ask him about it? Say straight out that she thought it was very strange that he had lied and now she wanted to know if he was concealing things she should know? The idea frightened her. What could be so bad that this kind, straightforward man felt the need to lie to his best friend and partner?

He disappeared before she had a chance to confront him. 

Alan Harris did not sleep well; he never had. Four or five hours a night and then his eyes would open for good to the day even if it was still dark outside. Fully awake, he would pad around the apartment in his pajamas, sometimes reading a book, watching television or making breakfast. She was used to it. If she felt him stir in the bed, she would pull a pillow over her head and go back to sleep. 

He had come home from work glum and tired. They ate a quiet dinner together and then he went to bed at ten. She mentioned that if he went to sleep now he’d wake up very early but he shook his head and did it anyway. 

At three he awoke and at once a plan jumped into his mind. Knowing he would not be able to get back to sleep, he’d put on his clothes and walk over to the Lyle site, as he called it now. Once there he would climb the scaffolding and stand where they had stood together that night. Why not? That’s what he wanted to do and that’s what he would do.

While dressing he glanced out the window and saw that the streets were glistening black. Did that mean the view from high up would be obscured by this bad weather? He hoped not but the thought did not deter him. Putting on his rain jacket and cap, he slipped out the front door, closing it behind him with a quiet metallic click. 

The streets were wet and empty. Occasionally a cab hissed by. He passed a couple weaving down the sidewalk arm in arm, totally oblivious to anything but each other. It was not cold for that time of year but he buttoned up his jacket anyway because it would be colder up where he was going. 

On reaching the site he looked left and right to make sure no one was watching. Then as if to reassure himself, he touched the metal bolt in his pocket and smiled, silently greeting the absent Lyle and explaining what he was about to do.

Everything on the scaffolding was slippery this time. More than once he made a slip or slide that set his heart pounding in his chest and adrenalin racing around his body. It was a rare feeling for him and he didn’t know if he liked or hated it. 

Now and again he would stop to turn around and look at the view behind him. In the rain the city below appeared liquid, as if it had just been formed of meltable things like licorice or blown glass. It looked fragile, like all of it would easily break if tapped with a hammer. 

When he reached the level where he had stopped with Lyle, Alan Harris squatted down on his haunches like a baseball catcher and put both hands up under his armpits for warmth. It was a favorite comfortable position that he took when he knew he was going to be somewhere for a while. 

A few minutes passed and then a voice nearby said “Hey look, let’s get back to work, huh? Hand me that mallet.”

Taken completely by surprise, Alan looked to the right with very wide startled eyes. Standing at the other end of his level was a man wearing paint-covered overalls, a loaded leather tool belt and a yellow hard hat. It was not Lyle Talbot.   

“Excuse me?”

“Hup hup— there’s work to do, man. We ain’t getting paid to sit around. Hand me that mallet there.”

Alan looked down in the dark and shadows at his feet and sure enough, nearby was a mallet with a wooden handle and a thick rubber head. Even in the dark he could see that the tool had been well used. Hesitantly he stood, picked it up and walked down to the end where the other was standing. 

“I don’t-”

The man shook his head and turned to face the building. Sliding a short steel chisel out of his tool belt he pointed it at the facade. “You see this layer here? It’s gotta all be knocked off before we can re-face it. This whole section has to be chiseled down to the base. You understand? Do it like this.”

For the next few minutes he demonstrated what he wanted Alan to do with the mallet and chisel. The lawyer watched and remained silent. What could he say? What was this guy doing up here working in the middle of the night anyway? Alan had so many questions but he was the trespasser here, but had obviously been mistaken for one of the night work crew. He would just wait until the guy was done talking and when he’d left, Alan would sneak down to the street again and take off. 

“Here, now you try it.” The man stuck out both hands holding the tools. 

Taking them tentatively, the lawyer put the chisel against the building face and gave it a good whack with the mallet. 

“Harder! That stuff has been up for years. You’re not gonna get any of it off by petting it.”

Alan hit the chisel another shot, much harder this time. A small chunk of façade broke off. 

“Harder, man. It’s not a woman—it’s a wall. Hit it.”

Smiling at the image, he hit the chisel with all of his might and this time a sizeable piece came off.

“Good, good—that’s the way to do it. I’ll be back later.” Wiping his hands on his overalls, the worker walked to the edge and swinging to the outside on one of the poles there, began to climb down the scaffolding. He jingled like a carriage horse as he moved because he carried so many different kinds of metal on his belt.

Alan thought it best to wait a while before descending. With nothing else to do, he started back to work with the mallet and chisel on the building.

It did not happen until he had been working for another quarter hour. It was satisfying invigorating work and although he wondered about the noise he was making, he figured that being this high up absorbed most of the sound. He was unused to hand work but it felt very good. While hammering away, he thought I must find a hobby where I work like this on a regular basis. Maybe take a course in furniture making or even sculpting. The tools he held were so formidable and bluntly honest. What a gratifying change it was to work with his hands and a mostly empty mind.

As his thoughts wandered around in that direction, he hit the chisel a ringing blow that sent a piece flying off the face but then it did not fall. This white bit, about the size of an envelope, simply hung in the air between him and the building. It did not fall. Alan’s hands holding the tools slowly dropped to his sides as he stared at it, but the piece of building did not fall.   

“Take it. Break a little bit off and eat it.” The voice came from behind. Turning, he was almost face to face with a hefty middle-aged woman in black glasses and work clothes. He had not heard her come up. He pointed to the floating piece and she nodded. Reaching out, he took it from the air and did as he was told. Breaking off a small piece he hesitantly put it in his mouth, on the tip of his tongue.

His wife never saw him again. After the fear and worry, anger and utter confusion, her heart and mind were almost ruined by his disappearance. 

In the end she was saved by a good man-- A professor of Hebrew at the local university who lived in their building and courted her in a shy but determined way. Their relationship began by her pouring out her heart to him and his wisely saying nothing. Jews are used to mystery; often it is their third parent. They know there really is nothing one can say about it and the only response when mystery flattens others is to nod and show compassion. So many Jewish lives and frequently the way they die makes no sense at all, as history has shown. Fully aware of this, in the midst of her suffering the professor handed her a piece of paper that began her healing. On it he had written, “The world is not yours to finish, but neither are you free to take no part in it.” She read it and did not even get a chance to ask who had said this before a wave of grief swept over her and left her sobbing. But for the first time since her husband had gone, she was crying to cleanse rather than to hold and although it took a long time, that moment marked the beginning of her recovery.

After having eaten the piece of the building, Alan Harris was transformed. Others were not so lucky. In the months that followed he saw many come to work on the scaffolding but who were soon sent back to their lives with no explanation of why they had failed.

When he asked about this, he was told that people were given two days to work. If they did not discover their piece of a building to eat in that time, they were sent away, all memories of the last forty- eight hours erased from their minds. When they got back home they told their families that they had no recollection of where they had been. Thank God they had found their way home again. They were welcomed and kissed and feted. They returned to their lives only grateful and happy that they had survived. These rejects still enjoyed looking at buildings that were being repaired but it never went deeper than that. They remained fans, like someone with time to kill who stops a while to look at a busy construction site.  

From that point on, Alan never got tired and never was hungry again. He and the rest of the crew labored day and night until the regular restoration on the building was completed, and then their bosses moved them to another building across town that had just had scaffolding erected on its face in preparation for renovation.

Their crew always blended in with the normal ones that had been hired to restore the different facades. When you see a person on a construction site wearing the same kind of clothes as you, carrying the same tools, wearing the same kind and color of hardhat, doing the same kind of work, you don’t ask what are you doing here? You assume they belong. 

But what was it exactly that Alan Harris and the others in his group were doing? In the beginning he constantly asked that question of his fellow workers but they all had different answers. They argued about it constantly. One of them said that they were looking for something specific in the various pitted, crumbling facades they helped repair. It was like archaeology. Their supervisors knew what it was and once it had been found everyone would know. So far though it had eluded them and that was why they kept being moved from building to building.

Another man, a tall Turk with a weak jaw and ferocious brown eyes who used to run a thriving kebab stand, swore that they were rebuilding the City of God as St. Augustine had originally envisioned it. In a voice that both accused and taunted, he demanded to know if Alan had read THE CITY OF GOD. The lawyer sheepishly admitted that he had not.

“Well find a copy and read it! You’ll see exactly what I am talking about. We are here because we have been chosen to do God’s work on earth.”

But everyone on Alan’s crew had their own idea about why they were here and what this work meant. They unanimously agreed on only one thing and that was how lucky they were to be there. Nothing any of them had ever done in their lives had brought them so much pleasure and fulfillment.

Periodically co-workers disappeared and were never seen again but no one made a big deal of it. Inevitably someone would ask, “Where’s Lola? I haven’t seen her for a while.” Those nearby would pause a moment to look left and right and then shrug. Lola (or Ron, Chris or Dorothy) was somewhere but where wasn’t their concern. Within days, a new member would replace the missing worker.

One late afternoon in the middle of cold winter sleet, Alan was cleaning a gargoyle on an ornate apartment building downtown. He used a well- worn wire brush and a bottle of bleach. Now and then he had to stop, walk to the edge of the scaffolding and turning away from the building, look out at the city for a while because the fumes from the bleach were overpowering. 

He was thinking about the first night when he’d met Lyle Talbot. As he scrubbed decades of embedded dirt and pollution off the ugly sandstone face, without knowing it he began to hum “Home on the Range,” which was the song Lyle had sung. When he became aware of this, the sleet was mixing with hard rain. Quietly and with a smile, Alan sang “Home, home on the rain-” Then his voice petered out into silence because that’s exactly where he was—at home on the rain in the winter in the evening in the middle of the greatest mystery he had ever known but didn’t need to solve because it lifted and cared for him and had made his life so much better.

In a small receding part of his heart Alan Harris acknowledged that his abrupt disappearance was now likely to be the greatest mystery in his wife’s life. She deserved an explanation but would never get one. Anyway, what could he have said-- after I ate part of a building it kidnapped me forever?

“What would you tell her if you had the chance?”

Alan was very high up on the scaffolding. No one else was around. The others were working on the other side of the gigantic building. When he heard the voice behind him he knew it could have come from only one place. Turning to look, he saw that the gargoyle was watching him. It blinked its stone eyes. 

“Come here.” The gargoyle was a grotesque mix of monkey, Fuseli dwarf, and something even the artist couldn’t have described. Its face was threatening and funny at the same time. It was an “Either I’ll kill you or I’ll make you laugh” face. 

Without hesitation Alan walked back to where he had been working. The gargoyle’s face was just above eye level. “I don’t know what I’d tell her. I hope she’s all right. That’s the only reason why I’d ever go down again. Just to see if she’s all right.”

“You can go down. You’re finished here.” Those words, even coming from a stone gargoyle, were like a vicious punch.

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve got what we want from you. And we’re grateful, so we’re giving you a choice: You can go back to your life and try to work things out, or you can move along. Move up to the next level.”

“And what’s that?”

The gargoyle shook its head. “You wouldn’t understand even if I told you. It’s impossible to describe.”

“Can’t you give me some kind of hint or an indication?”

“No. But you’ll have to choose right now.”

Alan thought about his good wife and his dry life and the view of the world from behind a tenth floor double paned safety window. He loved the mystery of what had happened to him and that more than anything made him decide. 

The gargoyle had long monkey’s arms crossed so tightly over its broad chest that they were almost invisible. Those arms snapped out now and with fearsome strength, shoved Alan off of the scaffolding.

He did not have time to be afraid. As he was pushed, his mind was still on the enigma his life had become and how much he loved it. When he realized what had just happened to him, this expanded into a kind of all encompassing WHAT? And finally as he fell backwards through the rain he thought only “Okay.”

When he landed some seconds later with a frenzied flutter of wings and a nonstop burbling and cooing, he was a gray/black pigeon with empty golden eyes and a brain the size of a sunflower seed. He strutted back and forth, trembling his wings back into comfort. Down at the other end of the windowsill he saw what looked like something to eat so he walked over to investigate.

On the other side of the window a woman sat alone at her kitchen table drinking lukewarm tea. She had a date tonight and was thinking about what to wear. She saw the bird on the windowsill and wondered what it was like living outside on a rainy December night like this. For one second, no more than two, the woman and the pigeon looked directly at each other. The bird’s gold eye was as blank and mysterious as death. The woman’s was as full and mysterious as life. The bird bobbed its head then, tapping its beak along the sill for food like a blind man tapping his way home.
