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FOREWORD

Great bars, saloons, and cafes aren’t built with lumber, mortar, concrete. Great bars are built with time, chance, history. Great bars are great because of what can happen inside. Great bars are great because we’re great when we’re in them. And great bars are living organisms, loaned to us mortals for a while, then taken away. You can rebuild a Chili’s; you can rebuild a Hilton hotel bar. But when a great bar is destroyed, it can never be rebuilt. Foolhardy—or is it affectionate?—owners try. But we know, don’t we, that they will fail. When great bars are gone, they’re gone forever.

This year, the Alabama Gulf Coast (and the world) lost two of its best bars. The Florabama straddled the Florida–Alabama state line and shouldered the Gulf into its back yard. Fronted by a package store where you could buy Hot Damn in brown paper bags and tacky T-shirts (a Florabama fish encouraging, “Do it with us on the line”), it opened into a labyrinth of dark rooms and tents where bands crooned and Royal Red Shrimp were steamed at all hours, shrimp so fresh they were brought right up the dock and into the kitchen. Ten bucks bought you a pound, a plastic shot glass of butter, ingots of new potatoes, and some overcooked corn on the cob, all heaped on a plastic cafeteria tray. You ate on long picnic tables studded every few yards with rolls of paper towels like bouquets. The other greasy, butter-dripping Corona drinkers would pause in their shelling to pass a paper towel, and no one looked askance if you tucked it into your Harley T-shirt or low-cut blouse. And no one looked askance at the cockroaches long as cigarette lighters darting along the concrete floor, either. Later, if you wanted to get lucky, you could either join the dancers or cross over to the Florida side of the bar to buy a lottery ticket. If you climbed the stairs to the deck overlooking the beach where the bar’s famous mullet toss and January 1 Polar Bear Dip took place, you could pop a quarter into the telescope to observe the stars, and, not infrequently, a couple getting busy on the white sand.

Judge Roy Bean’s was inland, in Daphne, but just as strange and nearly as large, rooms opening onto other rooms the same weather-beaten wood the color of a hornets’ nest. It was topped by a ramshackle tin roof and centered by a big wood-burning fireplace, which provided what seemed to be the only source of light. In the front, there was a stage so small it’s hard to imagine that Judge’s was one of Jimmy Buffet’s favorite places to jam, and, since its 1946 opening, had hosted Emmylou Harris, Alabama, and the Marshall Tucker Band. Everybody went to Judge’s sooner or later, young or old, patchouli or preppy. You could dance with a long-haired cowboy, the kind with the badge of a Skoal tobacco can permanently faded into the back pocket of his Wranglers, or a woman who believed her big hair only brought her closer to God. The music was so loud you’d feel it through your breastbone, through the floorboards. When you’d damaged your hearing enough, you could mosey out back, the dance-sweat drying in your hair and down your shoulder blades, to the giant fenced yard, an Oz-like tiki bar that had not only a Ping-Pong table and horseshoe court and wooden polo pony but a chess board with life-size pieces (someone would hold your bourbon while you hugged the knight to your body and dragged it the two spaces over, one up). There were the usual strays—this was Alabama, after all—a cat sacked out on the bar, others brushing your ankles, a macaw named Tattoo, and a goat named Billy.

Great bars, both gone. The Florabama by Hurricane Ivan, winds 120 miles an hour, one mile of water inland, forty-nine dead. Smashed to splinters, most likely, though maybe parts of the bar exist intact out in the Gulf, full of fins, where shrimp fan-tail over bar stools, serve themselves. And Judge Roy Bean’s, destroyed by fire, burning inexplicably a foggy morning in February, uninsured of course (this is Alabama), everything lost in the blaze. Everything but Tattoo and Billy.

At least we still have that other great bar born in Alabama, The Alumni Grill. True, this is a bar that can’t be found in guidebooks or on Mapquest—it exists only in the Alabama of the mind. The outgrowth of Sonny Brewer’s Blue Moon Café gathering of Southern writers and its annual anthology, lovingly published by MacAdam/Cage, The Alumni Grill provides a home for those Southern writers who have been invited into the café but just can’t bear to hear “Last call!” at closing time. And it provides a home for those readers who’ve been sitting chatting with these writers on bar stools, who aren’t ready for the party to end either. So come on in, partner, and check out what voices have been gathered here, waiting for you to join them. The music is just starting up, and the bartender has flicked his wrist to slide a cold, cold beer down the counter towards your stool. You’ve got it, yes, you’ve got it now, sit back and settle in—the pleasure is all before you, here in your deserving hands.

—Beth Ann Fennelly




THE POET I KNOW

by Jack Pendarvis

The poet is pregnant.

I keep saying, “You should name the baby after me.” I say, “It’s a good name for a boy or a girl.” I say a lot of other things.

I’m not serious am I?

My buddy Hodge likes to tell me I’m a bit self-absorbed, but I don’t know. I ponder it all the time.

For example, the poet puts her friends’ names in her poems. I keep thinking, when is she going to put me in a poem?

Like how about the time we saw that sunset?

Is that self-absorbed?

Of course, I was drunk and I talked all the way through the sunset.

Like, “Look at that!”

Like, “Wow!”

Like, “I think I saw a fish!”

The poet said, because the sun was a fierce dot above the bay, casting a rope of fire toward us on the water, “An exclamation point.”

I said, “I was just going to say that!”

I said, “I was going to say a Spanish exclamation point!”

I said, “Because it’s upside down!”

The sun plunged all of a sudden and you could feel the temperature drop just as the poet had predicted.

What had happened that day?

Let me start over.

Hodge and I had been out of work for some time. We decided to become writers. We were getting old, and as long as our lives were in shambles what did we have to lose? We thought, “It’s now or never.”

I called the poet’s husband to ask him how to become a writer.

“Well, you could start by going to some of these conferences,” said the poet’s husband.

The poet’s husband and I had been friends since early childhood. He had become a famous novelist. He was my “contact.”

Hodge and I drove down to the Conference of Southern Authors. Our wives stayed behind.

We went to the opening night reading.

First there was a story about a guy who drank too much and harbored bad thoughts about himself. He had one last shot to make good.

Somebody else read about the marvelous and eventful tea party that Mrs. Magnolia P. Dillblossom threw for her rebellious daughter, Topsy.

Then came a tale where everybody had names like “T-Toe” and “Little Jay Joe” and “Moedine” and slept in pickup trucks with dogs and chickens and talked about their “britches” and so on.

Well, Hodge and I kept nudging each other. So this was writing! Writing was going to be a piece of cake!

“What are your influences?” somebody asked the panel.

Everybody said Faulkner.

I wrote in my notebook: “Read Faulkner.”

The next day we got there early. Listless, bent writers decorated the lawn of the converted church where the next reading would be held. It wasn’t noon by a long shot but some of the writers clearly cradled beer in plastic cups. It seemed appealing.

I introduced Hodge to the poet’s husband.

“Where can we get a beer?” I said. “Or is that just for writers?”

“Come on,” said the poet’s husband. “We’ll go to the bar where I lost my coat last night.”

We headed for the car.

“Will we be back in time for the reading?” I said.

“They can’t start without me,” said the poet’s husband. “I need to find my coat anyway. Either I lost it or _________ stole it.” (He named a certain drunken writer.)

We drove around the corner to a little shack that smelled like fish. All the doors were open so things were lit that shouldn’t have been lit. Stools, forlorn, showed their pale stuffing, for example. Tin and concrete everywhere, startled by the sun. There was just room for Hodge, the poet’s husband, and myself at the small bar, at the end of which a sulky stranger stood drinking.

“Did anybody turn in a coat last night?” the poet’s husband asked the woman tending bar.

“Is this it?” she said, holding up a coat.

“No, it was a nice coat.”

“What’s a nice coat? Nobody turned in a nice coat. You wouldn’t happen to be _______, would you?”

To our surprise, she named the same drunken writer to whom the poet’s husband had recently alluded.

“Yes, that’s me, why do you ask?” said the poet’s husband.

The bartender handed him an American Express gold card.

“This isn’t really me,” said the poet’s husband. “I know him, though. I was here last night, remember? I was in here with him.”

The bartender looked doubtful.

“I’m about to see him in fifteen minutes. I tell you what, put a round of drinks on this card. He won’t mind. He’s a sweet man. Buy a drink for that guy, too.” He pointed to the end of the bar.

The sulky stranger brightened.

“Hey,” he said.

The bartender looked doubtful.

“Come on, he’s a sweet man. He’d want to reward us for finding his card. We’re friends of his. Remember, he was making up songs? He was really funny? Another guy was playing guitar?”

“That’s right,” said the bartender.

“Come on, one round of drinks. I’ll sign for him. He’s a sweet man.”

She said okay.

We all ordered drinks and had a great laugh.

The poet’s husband fingered the gold card. “I ought to buy a coat with this,” he said. He handed the card to me. “You hang on to it. I might buy a coat with it.”

I put the card in my shirt pocket.

I must say that an extremely pleasant ten minutes followed, among the most pleasant imaginable. Hodge and I discussed our aspirations with a real writer, a true friend, who seemed to have faith in us. We laughed and drank free beer in an atmosphere of unprecedented trust and generosity, where a bartender was knowingly letting us use another person’s credit card without permission, and we had made a stranger’s day. The stranger wasn’t the least bit sulky anymore! The bartender stirred a cauldron of rich-smelling gumbo. The day had a buzz. We hated to do it, but finally we had to go back to the church.

A couple of flat-eyed, tough-guy writers stood on the piney lawn, near the breezeway that led to the former chapel. They were taking turns drinking from a flask. The writing life was just as I had imagined it! I could easily picture Hodge and myself in a similar position, swapping a flask of rye or such back and forth in a casual manner out in the open for all to see, without a care in the world. I wrote in my notebook: “2. Buy flask.”

I nudged Hodge and showed it to him. He grinned.

“What you got there?” said the poet’s husband.

“Nothing,” I said, and closed the notebook quickly. Suddenly I had become ashamed of my grand aspirations!

The poet’s husband introduced us to the craggy novelist and the drunken writer.

“I’ve seen your picture in the newspaper,” I told the craggy novelist.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Has it started?” asked the poet’s husband.

“Yeah, but if you go in now be sure to take your estrogen supplement.”

The craggy novelist and the drunken writer snickered.

I took it that some women were reading, and that their writing was insufficiently masculine.

“Hey, we found your credit card,” said the poet’s husband.

I took the card from my shirt pocket and handed it to the drunken writer. Somehow he got it into his head that I alone had been responsible for rescuing his credit card, and he hugged me over and over. He was smiling and making snappy jokes, but there was something aggressive about the hugging and his stubble burned my face.

The poet’s husband, the craggy novelist, and the drunken writer used a special entrance. Hodge and I stood in the back of the church for the reading, in what would have been, in more sacred times, the narthex.

“_________ is pretty funny, isn’t he?” I whispered to Hodge.

“I think he’s dangerous. He strikes me as the type of guy that can be funny and then suddenly turn on you.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Stay away from him,” said Hodge.

There were readings by the poet, the poet’s husband, and the craggy novelist. Well, they put Hodge and me in our place! Writing no longer seemed like a breeze. The things that came out of their mouths! The air was heavy with reality, that’s all. They grabbed reality and ran a fire along the bumpy surface—or showed the red meat under the skin, like when you clap your hand over a flashlight. Writing seemed like a hard job, an impossible job for the likes of Hodge and me. Middle-aged men! Starting from scratch!

We returned to the sunlight humbled, and drank more beer in the breezeway. There were three or four coolers of it, just lying around like nothing. Pretty soon it was time for all the writers to go to a party at the home of a patroness of the arts, a certain Mrs. Post. The poet and her husband said that Hodge and I should come along.

“Are you sure?”

“Free food.”

We ended up right on the water, in a mansion jammed full of screaming writers, professors, mavens, hoydens, and such. I thought I saw some tycoons. Movers and shakers. Ne’er-do-wells and pillars of the community. Social butterflies. Maybe even a pariah. We walked around in the backyard with bottles of beer and paper plates full of curries and pastas and rare roast beef with horseradish on the side and chicken salad with apples and walnuts and other catered foods. People were falling-down drunk. You could clearly hear through the din the drunken writer roughly cawing, loud as a bullhorn, cutting through everything like his famous knifelike prose.

The sun began to look as though it might want to set.

The poet asked her husband, “Do you want to walk down to the end of the pier and watch the sunset?”

“Fuck no,” said her husband. “Fuck the sunset.”

“That reminds me of a James Thurber cartoon,” I said. I tried unsuccessfully to explain what I was talking about.

“You’re going to miss a beautiful sunset,” said the poet.

“Seen one you’ve seen them all,” said her husband.

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

“Thank you,” said the poet.

We headed for the pier.

“Sunsets are for pussies,” her husband called.

*

Hodge and I kind of wanted to hit the road after the party, but we went back to the church instead, because the drunken writer was going to read, and he was supposed to be hilarious. His book had a hilarious title.

The program was delayed while different authorities tried to find the drunken writer and force him on stage. Finally he crawled up of his own free will and read a story very slowly with lots of odd pauses. Many times we could not understand what he was saying. Other times he would yell out, for no apparent reason, “Thank you, George W. Bush!” Even with all that going on, the story was funny and we laughed upon several occasions.

Hodge and I sneaked out before the next writer started. The church lawn was black and eerie in the dim electric light. On our way to the parking lot we found the poet alone in the dark, on a bench, eyes shut, head drooping. She wore an air of distress!

“Are you okay?” I said.

She shook her head.

“Is there anything I can do?”

She shook her head.

“Is everything all right?”

She shook her head.

“Can I get you something?”

She shook her head.

“Okay,” I said. “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”

“Thank you, I’m fine,” she said.

Hodge and I got in the car and drove away.

“I hope she’s all right,” I said.

“She’s pretty,” said Hodge.

“Uh-huh.”

“You sure were on that pier a long time,” Hodge said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.

“Oh, nothing.”

“It takes a long time for the sun to go down.”

“Sure it does.”

“Well, it does!”

“I know, I’m agreeing with you.”

“Well, then, what are you getting at?”

“I don’t know. I thought she looked sad.”

“Sad how?”

“Like she and her husband had had a fight.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“About…? No!”

“Okay then.”

“You really think…?”

“All I’m saying is, you were out on that pier for a long time.”

“What? So what? That’s his wife! He’s my oldest friend, one of the best friends I’ve ever had! And what about Happy?” (Happy is my wife.)

“Don’t tell me, tell him.”

“Oh, he wouldn’t think…. He’s the nicest person in the world.”

“Fine, then, it’s settled. Settled to the satisfaction of all! She was sitting all alone in the dark for no reason. Case closed.”

“Maybe she was tired.”

“A man and a woman at the end of the pier. Watching the sun sink slowly into the ocean. Alone. Makes a real pretty picture. Real pretty.”

“Would you shut up?”

“Oh, don’t mind me. Case closed. Nicest person in the world. Oldest friend for many years.”

“Well, you know, he can get really jealous.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, he’s been known to get jealous. Yeah, like one time I walked through the mall with this girl he liked and he got so mad he snapped his pen in two and got ink all over himself.”

“Hmm.”

I was quiet for a long time.

Hodge started laughing.

“What?”

“What do I always tell you?”

“Oh!”

I started laughing too. Right! The self-absorbed thing.

Turns out it’s true!

I want my name in poems. I want people, all people, to name their babies after me. I imagine myself to cut such a dashing figure on the dusky pier, even as a distant silhouette, that I cause great rifts in the solid marriages of my most beloved friends. Me with my eczema!

Hodge sure “had my number.” Yes, the joke was “on me.” This I knew at once, even before finding out the next day that the poet had been, after all, just terribly ill with a surfeit of drink (I hasten to add that this incident did not occur during her pregnancy).

Hodge and I laughed for a while and then we stopped laughing.

“That’s quite an imagination you have,” I said.

“You’re highly suggestible,” said Hodge.

“Yes, between the two of us we’re going to make a good writer.”


ACKERMAN IN EDEN

by Donald Hays

Tomorrow, he knows, they will return with their Thorazine and their rules, but now Ackerman, alone of all his kind, stares into a pool of water and thinks of spearing fish in a twilit eddy of the far Euphrates. For tomorrow, when they come, they will not find him. He will be in the marshlands south and west of Babylon and Babel. The war, he’s sure, will begin tonight. Shock and awe. But he and the dark princess, whom he has lavished with love and poetry, have planned their escape for days. In but hours, the watchman will come to her, accept the bribe, and in exchange give her Ackerman’s confiscated cards of identity and access and a duplicate key to the doomed city’s western gate. Already a car awaits them. They will flee the horror, cross the God-plagued desert until they reach a place of safety, an oasis where, after dining on fish and rice and fruit, they will lie naked together outside a hut of woven reeds, share a pipe of Afghan opium, and make love beneath the flaming skies of Eden.

“You still puddling around here, Doc?” It is the first watch of the night, and so it is Rasheed, the keeper of the early evening. “You ain’t careful, Bub, you gon’ miss supper. We might even have a poetry reading after.” His head jerks down, up, the emphatic affirmative. “You never know. What you think, Wally? See if we can’t stop the war that way?” Sometimes he calls Ackerman Wally, sometimes Doc, and sometimes Dr. Hip. That’s because on Ackerman’s first night here, Rasheed had asked him what he was a doctor of. Poetry, Ackerman had said, I teach it and I write it. What’s it like, your poetry? Rashed had asked. Wallace Stevens, said Ackerman, except hip. And then, for many minutes, he had declaimed poems and bits of poems from his most recent collection, Parallel Loves.

Rasheed walks over to the sink. “What a man’s got to do here is just pull the plug and watch it all go down the drain.” Ackerman stares at him. He is a mystery. Rasheed pulls the plug. “See,” he says.

They watch the water swirl and disappear. Ackerman looks away and sees. He is in a white room. There is a bed, a window, blinds. Slits of dusklight seep through. He looks again at the sink. White and empty. Vanished waters. There is a mirror above the sink. A black man and a white one. Ackerman stares into first the black face and then the white. “‘How can we sing the Lord’s song,’” he asks, “‘in a strange land?’”

“You just got to keep right on at it, Dr. Hip,” Rasheed says. “A man like you, ain’t no other way.” He takes Ackerman by the elbow and turns him away from the sink.

“I write letters home,” says Ackerman earnestly. “I read paragraphs on the sublime.”

They step into a hallway. It is empty now, but it leads toward the western gate and, beyond that, the world.

“But you gon’ eat your supper now, Wally. Right up here. We having fish tonight.”

*

Tonight the television is on. Inside it, bombs burst on Babylon.

“Baghdad,” the dark princess says. “You got to quit calling it Babylon. All that’s gone.”

“Ah,” says Ackerman. “Another world.”

She reaches across the table and touches the back of his hand. “Let it go,” she says. “None of it’s going to be any good if you don’t let this go.”

A third person at the table, an old man, asks, “You want your fish?”

Ackerman stares deep into the princess’s dark eyes. “I am a poet,” he tells her. “I am in love with loss.”

“You a special kind of fool,” she says.

With his fork, the old man spears her fish.

*

Deep in the night he comes to her, the young woman, dark and lost. She is sleeping. He stands above her and watches her breathe. Comely, he thinks, as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon. Her face is dark against the white cloth. Ackerman leans down and kisses her lips, her neck. Her smell, he thinks, is like the smell of Lebanon. He wants to undress and lie beside her—the first man and the first woman. But time is short. A terrible army crosses the desert, racing toward them. Already the fires of war have smudged the night. The air itself hums with threat. So they must go. They must hide together in the marshes at the edge of Eden. When the terror passes, they’ll flee to Ur and join the great caravan to Ophir, where songs still map the world.

He straightens and stares down at her again. She opens her eyes and there’s a moment of wonder. He wants to speak of that wonder. He wants to ask her how she could sleep on such a night. But all he can say is, “The key?”

She shakes her head. “It’s not done yet. Too early. You go on back and bide your time. It’ll be all right.”

But he stands and looks.

“Go on,” she says. “Don’t leave your room. You gon’ mess it all up.”

So he leaves, returns to his room. He does not see the watchman. He lies in his bed, curled like a frightened child. He waits. He listens. Again and again, he tells himself not to mess it all up. What must be done must be done. A sacrifice for freedom.

Twice he rises and paces his room, then returns to his bed and curls into himself again. He listens. Nothing. The institutional hum. He fears that the other world is lost, that there is only dread and madness.

Then the footsteps. Ackerman sits up. He wants to stop the man. Instead, he merely sits there, wide-eyed, staring into the imprisoned night. He begins to rock back and forth. He wants to pray. He has always wanted to pray.

When at last she comes to him, he does not see her. His eyes are closed. He is still rocking. He is reciting, in a whisper, “Esthetique du Mal.”

She touches his forehead. He opens his eyes. “Is it…?” She touches his lips with her index finger. “Night men are easy,” she says.

Ackerman wants to say something, fresh words from the heart. He opens his mouth to speak but finds nothing now save silence and sorrow.

She is dressed in jeans, sweater, sneakers. “All right,” she says. “It’s running time, rhyming man.”

As he had promised he would be, the keeper of the night is now watching war in the sun room. They slip past the door and turn down the other hallway. It is white and empty. They creep down it, passing other rooms. Some of the doors are closed, some half-open. All of the rooms are dark. Inside them, patients sleep. Behind the reinforced glass lining the upper half of the nurses’ station, the light is bright and harsh. The head nurse, head bent with concentration, is writing something in a patient’s chart. A life there, Ackerman thinks, symptoms, diagnosis, prescription. He would like to steal his chart, his file. Steal it and take it with him. Deprive them of all they know. But it would be a fool’s risk. And what does it matter? It is a kind of truth, that chart, but it is only their truth, a formula, cribbed and condensed. There is Eden, too.

The girl pauses, looks back at Ackerman, and makes a downward motion with her right hand. On hands and knees, pressed against the white wall beneath the brightened station glass, they crawl past the nurse. Once they are well beyond her and her light, they stand and, carefully, quickly, walk toward the door at the end of the hall. The princess slips the duplicate key into the lock and turns it. Ackerman follows her into the silent hall, the opening world, beyond.

*

At the edge of Nasiriyah, atop the ziggurat of Ur, Ackerman looks east across the broad Euphrates and the flatlands and marshlands beyond. Cornfields, pastureland, cattle and sheep. Carp-filled ponds, mud-walled gardens, landholders’ houses. He turns his face northward and searches the edges of the shadowed world. Beyond all light, in the darkness that covers the curve of the world, are the thirteen city-states where man invented meaning. Extinction, he thinks, the great, gone kingdoms and caliphates. And yet, except for us, the total past felt nothing when destroyed.

The girl touches his forearm. “You’re talking to yourself again,” she says.

“Borrowed words.”

“Sometimes that’s all there is,” she says.

“And silence. Borrowed words and silence.”

“You’re going all grim again,” she says. “There’s a road leading west. We keep driving, we be all right.”

“We have enemies everywhere,” he tells her. “Arrogant armies, moon-ward fedayeen.”

She pulls at his arm, turns him to face her. “Look at me,” she tells him. “This is Fort Smith, not Nasiriyah or An Najaf. That’s the Arkansas, not the Euphrates. You’re William Ackerman. People say you’re a pretty good poet but you went nuts. I’m Tamika Jones, a runaway nigger girl that’s never known nothing but crackhead projects and hard-dick foster homes.”

Ackerman nods, then turns his face again toward the water. She turns it back to her. “We got your money. We got your car. We refilled the prescriptions you had before you went in the hospital. You got a chance now and I want you to have it. Ain’t nobody ever been as good to me as you. But you keep this up, I’ll leave your ass. So you got to get this in your head. Neither of us has ever seen Babylon. Not much chance we ever will. You keep pouring pixie dust over everything, we’ll end up someplace worse than what we left.”

“You were getting gas,” Ackerman says. “I walked up on the bridge. That’s all.”

“You looked like you were fixing to jump. Up here talking to yourself, moving off into that other world again.”

He turns and looks across the river again. He nods. “It’s just Oklahoma,” he says.

“Get back in the car,” she tells him. And he does.

*

“Amarillo is not Ophir,” she insists. “Tucumcari ain’t Tikrit. Those are gulleys, or maybe arroyos—they ain’t wadis. And that’s just one more mirage, not Habbiniyah Lake. Nobody out here ever heard of Haroun al Rashid or Jafar the Barmecide or Pale Ramon or any of that other crazy shit you always talking about. I don’t want to hear no more about nobody descending nowhere on extended wings.” She nods toward the windshield and points toward the road ahead. “You keep your mind fixed on what’s right here in front of you. You got to give up all this Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego shit.”

They cross the width of Oklahoma, the panhandle of Texas, enter New Mexico. She never allows Ackerman to drive the car. He is trying hard to hold onto the world.

They take a room in Tucumcari. Ackerman pays with cash they have gotten from an ATM in Amarillo. They will eat, sleep, and move on, the princess tells him. Then she looks at him and says it again, “We will eat, sleep, and move on.”

Ackerman stares at her. She touches the back of his hand. “You gon’ take your pills,” she tells him. “And you gon’ sleep.”

He nods slowly. “The night has no bedroom,” he says.

“Yeah, well, we renting it one now.”

In the night, she eats and then sleeps. Ackerman does neither. He sits in the chair beside his bed and watches the war on the bolted-down TV. The sound is off. He does not want to wake the princess. The English have taken Basra. There are marines in An Najaf, where Ali, the Prophet’s son-in-law and cousin, is buried. A rectangular wall surrounds the sanctuary, two stories with a golden dome that holds the tomb. Ali, a gentle man who became Caliph after the murders of Omar and Othman and ruled until he was murdered at the door of the mosque in Kufa. He was succeeded by his enemy, first of the Ommayed Caliphs, who for the next century ruled from Damascus.

The Shi’a and the Sunni. Believers and their wars. Infidels are not allowed entry into the sanctuary of Ali’s tomb, and Ackerman is everywhere an infidel—in Bethlehem and Jerusalem as much as in An Najaf. But beyond the cemetery and the thin stretch of palm-lined fields along the far Euphrates, there is but desert, black and endless. Desert.

As he watches the television, tears come to his eyes. He must let the girl go.

When she wakes he stares into her soft eyes, watches as they become wary. A new day. What must be done must be done. “Tamika Jones,” he says. He closes his eyes. Tamika Jones. He opens his eyes and sees her again. Tamika Jones. “‘Let be be finale of seem,’” he says.

She stares at him. “You didn’t take your pills, did you?”

He shakes his head. “I’ve gone too far.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” she says, shaking her head. “You listen to me. I’m gon’ get up now. I’m gon’ shower. I’m gon’ put my clothes back on. Then we gon’ go out and get us some breakfast. We get back, we gon’ get in your car and drive to Phoenix.”

“Yes,” says Ackerman. “Phoenix.”

Phoenix is what happens when there is no poetry, Ackerman thinks. Then he says it aloud to Tamika Jones. “Well, we fix that,” she says. “You be there tonight.”

Casually and splendidly naked, she rises from the bed and goes into the shower. The body itself, thinks Ackerman, should be wonder enough.

While she showers, he watches the silent TV. Retired colonels and ignorant anchormen. An ad for a purple pill. Phoenix, thinks Ackerman. He has been there. There is nothing real in Phoenix. The rainbow lawns, the blue pools, the desert denied. Can no one hear the sucking sound of greed?

Tamika Jones walks out of the bathroom still drying herself with a white towel. My dark princess, he thinks. But, yes, he must leave her. His desire has become the twin of his despair. Ackerman watches her dress. She doesn’t need the sweater now. Just the jeans, the T-shirt, the shoes. There is much he wants to say to her. She looks at him, her face a question.

“I can’t eat,” he says.

“Well, you wait right here. I’m going down the street, get me some eggs and shit. I’ll be right back.”

She leaves. Ackerman waits. Then he has to force himself to wait some more. Then he has to force himself to rise. There is a small writing desk against the wall opposite the door. Ackerman walks to the desk and takes his wallet out of his back pocket. He takes the bills out of the wallet. Most of them are hundreds. He decides to count them. Twenty, thirty. Then he decides to stop. He sets them on the desk, places an ashtray on top of them. He takes out his ATM card and three of his four credit cards. He places the credit cards next to the money. He puts his wallet in his pocket. He lays the bank card on a sheet of motel stationery, and with a cheap motel pen writes, “The PIN number is 1955.” It is the year Wallace Stevens died. But he does not tell her that.

He stands over the desk, staring down at the cards, the money, the sentence he has written. He looks up at the mirror and sees an old man, unshaven, mad-eyed, and broken. He closes his eyes and sees her, naked again and drying herself with the white towel. He opens his eyes and sees her again. It will only get worse. He turns and leaves.

*

After she is gone, Ackerman spends three days in the darkness of another motel room. He hangs the Do Not Disturb sign on the outside doorknob and leaves it there. He keeps the blinds closed. He never turns on the television, never watches the war. He lies on his back, eyes open, and stares at the ceiling.

For the first day, his mind races, circles, keens. Then it slows, pauses over old griefs. He remembers his hard, thin-lipped father, all bitterness, resentment, and fear, and his mother, the shrewdness and persistence with which she worked to save him from the hardscrabble family farm in the pine barrens outside Nacogdoches, the sadness and pride with which she saw him off at the station the morning he, her scholarship boy, caught the bus for Houston and Rice, the morning she gave him up to a world beyond her knowing. After that, it was Iowa and the writing program and jobs in Michigan, North Carolina, Kansas, and, finally, Arkansas. The professional pilgrimages of the professor-poet.

Until his mother died, Ackerman loved her without qualification. And her love for him was obvious—pure and permanent. After his father’s death, Ackerman had moved his mother into the house with him in Lafayette. She lived six more years, and during that time he married and divorced three women. After the second divorce, he had spent a month in Harbor Vista. When he was released, his mother was waiting for him. The house was fine, the world in order. Somehow, from her wheelchair, she had managed. He wrote a poem about it, about her month and his. One of his few purely narrative poems. It was in Poetry. It was in Best American. It made his mother proud. When she died, two years ago, the book that held that poem was beside her bed in her room in his house. He was proud of that. He had done right by his mother. How many men could honestly say that?

Remembering that is almost enough to cause him to rise and re-enter the world. He does, in fact, rise and shower. But under the shock of water he sees that he is a weak, selfish man who has been loved, truly loved, by no one, by no woman, other than his own mother. He is a joke of a man who thinks he is a poet. No more. He leaves the shower without either turning the water off or drying himself. He returns to his bed, wet and whimpering, and gives himself again to wretchedness and night. Early the next morning, paralyzed by self-pity, he pisses himself.

On the morning of the fourth day, the motel manager knocks on the door and says that he just wants to make sure everything’s all right. Ackerman says nothing. The manager knocks again. Then he opens the door and steps into the room. Ackerman can see only the shadow of a man in a shaft of light. He waits. The shadow turns its head and speaks. “You got thirty minutes. You’re not gone then, I’m calling the police.”

When the man is gone, Ackerman gets out of bed. He looks down at himself. Naked. Where to now? Kerbala, he thinks. The mosque, the tomb of the great Imam Hussein, grandson of the Prophet. But he knows he is still in Tucumcari.

Outside the door, pissed-stained in hard desert heat, Ackerman stands for long moments in the glare of a desperate sun, willing his eyes to see. Everything is cruel and white. He crosses the potholed parking lot and stops at the edge of the ruins of the empty motel pool. There, alone and far from Eden, he prays for Tamika Jones.


WHAT WAR WILL DO

by Suzanne Kingsbury

They chose to ignore the war. To decide it was not happening and to talk nothing of it nor to make heroes of their men nor to doom them to victimhood. Ansley Park, Georgia, was suspended in time, in the gray middle of unmade history and they wished it to remain that way. The “real” wars, one and two, had passed. Armageddon had shot straight at the heart of the world and, by some miracle, missed, and no tragedy so large would arrive again. Their backyards were safe, their children protected by a government fighting the Reds. All was as it should be, fifteen minutes down Peachtree Road to downtown Atlanta, a city alive with promise, in a summer without news, before the Bay of Pigs, the shooting of Kennedy, the Vietnam War; Martin Luther King Jr. was still a boy and there were no VW vans hauling naked teenagers to upstate New York with peace signs painted on their cheeks and acid on their tongues.

The men too old or educated or ill to fight called the forgotten war in Korea a “conflict” and the soldiers who fought it did not speak of the shivering high-altitude nights in the mountainsides or the e-tools for digging where they defecated. They did not speak of the soldiers shot and falling wide-eyed before them nor the buttressing wind of the Bell 47s descending like insects nor the wounds themselves, crimson and puss-ridden, and how they lied to their fellow soldiers before their bodies went slack and weighted in their arms. They promised to write their loved ones back home, in the event of the man’s death, but they could not bring themselves to write. Once back, they never spoke of the way they had missed home, during silent gut-wrenching nights of guard-watch, wanting to taste home, smell it, swallow it.

The women did not talk about the men when they finally arrived back, their souls blocked and barbed, their wide, vapid stares out den windows, returning to a memory none wanted them to share, their rote lovemaking and terrifying swollen cries at midnight when dreams plagued them and they walked in sleep or fought or crouched down, ducking in their boxer shorts, extolling commands no wife understood, or wanted to.

Katherine Fine’s fiancé, Siskell Gentry, had gone and had not come back. She drifted through town without mentioning it. It was said he’d been discharged and had not returned. The information was relayed in clandestine phone calls one to the other, across fences, one woman hanging laundry mentioned it to another. Two girls Katherine’s age, whose boyfriends were at Tulane, talked of it while sunning poolside on cushioned chaise longue chairs at Ansley Golf Club, the cerulean pool water carrying the news, and all who heard told boyfriends and best friends and sisters and mothers and the mothers told the daughters, who said they’d heard it already.

Siskell had not wanted to ask Katherine to marry him before he left. He said it was not fair, and he’d turned his face from her. They stood in October wind in blowing rain, holding hands, she in trench coat with lifted collar and he in only his T-shirt and denims, water dripping from his hair down his face. He told her he loved her and would not keep her trapped in deference to him. He would not look at her.

The ring she wore on her left ring finger had been her mother’s engagement ring. Taking it off her right hand had demanded much effort. When it finally came loose, it lay inert in her upturned palm. Kiss it, she told him. He eyed her for some time before he picked it up and kissed it with his eyes closed as if in prayer. Drawing her left hand to him, he put the ring there. The next morning she had a jeweler shave off a slender slice of it so it fit her better. Before he left, she made love to him with the ring in her mouth, passing it back and forth between them.

She’d kept the baby and lost it in the seventh month. He’d been gone six already. The doctor had told her she had almost no chance of losing it. She lost it anyway.

Grief and its absence remained—the empty, stagnant feeling of useless misery, the bloody dress skirt and its stain. She let the dress hang in the middle of her closet, and she kept the closet open to look at it, her accomplice. She stayed in bed four days, started vague letters to him and crumpled them and started again. Two sentences. Three. She never wrote of the baby. She never wept.

Siskell and Katherine weren’t like the others. Trivialities did not become them and his presence stripped her of pleasantries, made her brutally honest, her marrow exposed. She could afford this frankness with no one else.

When first she met him, she was seventeen and he was nineteen, already done with high school, a carpenter’s apprentice working on her father’s house, a silent boy who watched her come and go. She came to stand by him while he worked and talked to him.

Through a long chargeless summer, her goal was to make him converse back with more than simple, one-word answers. When he did, she found they shared books and secret places along narrow creeks in back of train-tracked woods. He played harmonica, and the places he took her with music were mournful ones where the women swooned and the men caught them and sometimes he made rhythm on his knee with his flat hand and played her cracker-fast songs that made her laugh. He watched her laugh and lifted the harmonica from his mouth to grin and kissed her before she was ready and then she was ready her whole life through and the summer woke up. An electric current ran through it. She dreamed she was naked, running through crowds, heads turning, looking for him to cover her.

Siskell was a black-haired boy, six feet tall, born to a hellion father with India-ink tattoos of navy ships on stormy seas and mermaids with busts big as balloons. He’d gotten the tattoos in the service and later augmented them during prison time for armed robbery. He drank and shot the dogs he gambled on if they fought wrong. Siskell’s father had been seventh of eleven brothers, had married three times and was courting his fourth. His mother lived alone, auburn haired and blue eyed; she’d been a homecoming queen in 1934.

*

Siskell had been sent back to the States from Korea by way of California. He’d jumped ship there and wandered through cobblestone streets, watching boats at bay and listening to the fishermen auctioning the dead silver bodies of emerald-eyed sea creatures. He worked to stand up straight after months in trenches, ducking gunshot, crouching through grassland and woodland, holding insistent memory in his bowels; the recollection of what he’d done in a stark, generic hotel room to an unarmed man was a terrible visceral scene in his mind, the grief and regret a hard, unswallowable lump in his silent throat.

In Golden Gate Park each day, summer jugglers performed for children and storytellers drew circular crowds. Magicians came and spread their tricks on sidewalks. Siskell watched and envied the men their connection with the children. He despaired, believing he lacked talent for relating again to innocence, youth. For long hours, he sat on a bench overlooking the pond. He did not move except to smoke. One dusk he realized he had not eaten for three days.

His first afternoon in San Francisco, he had torn the ribbons from the chest of his uniform, and thrown the uniform in the trash barrel outside the guesthouse. He came back at midnight to find it pressed and hanging from a clothes hanger off the banister leading to his room. The landlady’s name was Grace McEwan, a redhead with fierce green eyes, who smoked and bit her nails. She had been widowed or run off on, the story changed depending on which guest was questioned. He didn’t question anyone. He overheard the other residents talking to the newer guests, their faces open, amiable. His, in the mirror, was unshaven, eyes hooded by lack of sleep. Dead eyes.

Grace McEwan left the uniform hanging from the banister for four days without speaking of it. On the fifth day he came home to find it hanging in his closet. It smelled of laundry soap. When he reached out to touch it, it had the stiff, cardboard feeling of being starched.

Each day he wrote to Katherine. He said he had been doped out on the poetry of her touch and his withdrawal was acute and painful. He needed her. He asked her would she make tenderness inside him once more, kick out the poison he had seen.

He did not send the letters. He addressed and stamped and stacked them and left them on his bureau top.

He was not of Katherine’s social class or breeding, but it had seemed not to matter to Katherine. She was born in the shadow of four older brothers and she wore her hair in a long, golden ponytail and did not let anyone call her Kat or Katy and she had not been a cheerleader nor worn the pins and hats the other girls wore. She was a plain dresser in mostly black and white dresses and he had heard she refused, politely and with shyness, the courting of the attorneys’ sons at Tulane and Duke law schools who knew her father, the county judge, and were her brothers’ friends. Her father’s family had been in the area for generations, held property and prestige, their wings extended to every plantation and city of the South, through the summer homes of Highlands and the Outer Banks. Her mother, a French girl from Alsace, was welcomed courteously by Southerners reverent of European haute culture. She had died of lung cancer the summer Katherine met Siskell.

She resembled her mother, a quiet girl with clear, unsmirched skin, delicate frame, slender as a sparrow, eyes of deep brown, almost onyx, and scarlet swollen sensual lips she licked more often than was considered proper. She read all the time and in her feathery, see-through voice, she called Siskell nicknames he’d never in the world let anyone else call him. Alone with her, he marveled at her smooth flesh, the veins in her abdomen where they reached her groin, the arch of her foot, alabaster as pearl. She called his name and became a living fever when he loved her.

He knew she had been with another man. His mother wrote to him that Katherine came to the post office each day and each day found no letter from Siskell and rumor went that lack of letters drove her to it. The man was Albert Keys. He managed Lake Lumber. He had dark, wooly hair and a ruddy face. He was good-natured, a friend to most, and they said he was honest.

Albert’s wife had died in a Norfolk Southern crash seven years back and Albert had been raising the boy and girl, ten and eleven, ever since. They were combed and well-kept. On holidays, church women brought them food on platters with small vases of Easter lilies, ironed linen napkins, crystal-cut glasses, and the finest silverware from felt-lined wood boxes, engraved and passed down from generation to generation.

Keys lived on Blackland Road in a house with a long front yard and a screened-in back porch. It was three stories high and a shiny black Chrysler sat in the driveway.

Siskell did not want to go home and see Albert Keys’s house. He wanted Katherine to come to him, live in that simple wood-floor room he was renting and drape her silken, slender arms around him, her golden hair on the pillow at night, her breath sweet. He believed maybe then he would sleep. He wrote her this in a long letter; in a later letter he rescinded, saying she needed purity, someone wholer than he was, braver.

His mother wrote that Katherine’s belly had been big. Now it was small. Some said she had it and gave it away, his mother wrote. Others say she lost it. For long hours he lay in bed thinking of her bearing a child, losing his child. One seemed as painful as the next, though the former was a betrayal and this he could not abide and tried to keep the thought imprisoned within him so she would remain cherished, sacred.

On a Tuesday when he’d been out three weeks, he came back to the letters gone.

Grace McEwan was sitting on the table by the living room window, listening to the radio with a glass of clear liquid in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He leaned against the doorjamb.

“What did you do with them?” he asked her.

She turned her fierce eyes on him.

“Did you read them?” he asked.

She took a sip of her drink. When she was done swallowing, her lips drew back like an irritated mare. She said, “I sent them.” One front tooth lapped over the other. She wore a green bee-waist dress, buttoned one too low. He could see the pale soft flesh of her pink breasts.

She rose and turned, leaning the smoking cigarette in its pewter ashtray and placing her glass on a wood cork coaster next to it. She came to him. He smelled rose flower musk and hair spray. The radio announcer spoke, and he heard none of it.

Reaching out, she took his hands. Hers were small and cool in his. She drew him towards her and she danced, swaying, her feet making baby steps. He barely moved. She laid her head on his chest and put his arms around her. He rested his cheek against her head and when he closed his eyes, he felt them stinging with tired. She kneaded his back, led him to the couch, spoke to him in a smoky, coaxing voice. She made him malleable. She was big-boned, strong.

She took him sitting up, her skirt about him like a pleated flower and then they were lying down, she on the bottom and he an endless, urgent vessel, emptying. He made hoarse cries and clenched his teeth. At the end, he wept.

Later he slept. He woke with his cheek to her worn velvet couch. He’d pulled his pants up before he slept, but had been too tired to fasten his belt. He did so now.

She was sitting across from him in a broad-backed oak rocker, her bare feet propped on the coffee table and her dress falling between her knees. She was smoking. He felt bashed in the head, hungover, though he had not had liquor since his return. While he slept, she had put on bright red lipstick. He saw she was pretty and, when not fierce, her eyes had the lost look of limbo, hostage.

She leaned over, ashed her cigarette, and rested her chin on her hand, staring at him. “I got a piece of advice for you, soldier.”

He turned his eyes to her and blinked.

“Don’t go back to that girl ruined.”

He watched her.

“It’ll break her so bad, she won’t be right again. Fix yourself first.”

The letters arrived in Ansley Park on a Saturday. Betty Singleton had already been on the phone about it to her sister, Gladys, and what she told her was the return address said San Francisco and it had been written in a woman’s hand.

The letters waited on a tabletop in the parlor where the butler left them.

When Katherine first came down the stairs in her robe and slippers, she saw them. She knew the handwriting of her own address. She passed her hand across it. Only one other letter had arrived to say he found Korea fine and was not yet fighting but still at base camp and how he missed her and still smelled her and knew her sideways and backwards and had memorized the meaning of anything she ever said and the veins on the back of her hands. She’d read the letter and touched it until the ink was faded and the paper soft. None had arrived since. Now she fanned and counted twenty-one. She lifted her eyes to the parlor. She half wanted someone to come into the room and acknowledge them so she knew they were real. The grandfather clock chimed ten times behind her.

She sat reading the letters on her bed. She smelled each one, saw where his hand had slipped, the hard or soft pressing of each pen mark. Each word seemed to be spoken by him to her in her own bed, the two of them lying side by side. She thought how he cleared his throat often because he spoke little and how his hands were rough and callused, smelling of pine and cedar. Once she found a small splinter on her thigh after she had been with him.

After forty-five minutes, she read the last letter that said all the others had been only half-truths. The thing he thought of equal to the rest, the thing he saw as much as her skin and face and hair and eyes and lips, he had not yet written. He had killed a man. Not the men in the fields, hidden in holes and support trenches in the ground, hiding under grain and sows, in floorboards and garden soil, but a man in the city one morning when Siskell had been out all night and was still drunk. An unarmed man in a small cement room above a restaurant where he’d eaten the night before. Siskell had taken to carrying a knife in his civilian boot when they gave him a few days leave. Returning to the hotel, a man greeted him at the entrance of his room and Siskell, thinking him enemy or criminal, one sent there to bring him harm, stabbed him in the dark. The tiny room had no windows and he said he had not stopped, that he did not know how many minutes passed nor how many times the knife went in. He wrote that a Lucifer had crawled into his right arm and gripped the hold. The man lay motionless, not breathing.

When Siskell stumbled out, he saw he had been in error. His own room was down the hall in a direction that confused him. The owner must have made every key the same to save money. Siskell washed his bloody arms in a hallway basin and did not return to the hotel again.

Now he went to bed each night with hands whose motives he could not understand. Parts of him were secret warriors, liable to come out at a moment’s notice and create lawless anarchy, with his limbs at the helm. Each day, though his hands appeared lifeless, he felt the knife go in. And in again.

He said he offended her, assuming the privilege of her love. For this, he could not return. Maybe it is easier to be where killing is considered good, he said. Perhaps war is home.

She went cold as she read the words. Her mouth was dry. She read the last letter ten times over and once again. She saw the handwriting was still his and the words formed the way he talked aloud. She understood this was a rite of passage, darkness comes and one tastes it and if the taste is bitter, he will not fall again.

She looked up to see Caleb, her kindest and oldest brother, watching her. She leaned against the bed board with the last page in her hand.

He stared down at the letters and then raised his eyes to her. “He okay?”

She shrugged and looked back down at the paper. “I guess I have to go out there,” she said. “I have to let him remember he is good.”

Caleb came in and sat in the ladder-back chair at the table in front of the window. “I can go with you,” he said.

She shook her head. “I’ll go alone.”

He did not write again. He thought of the things he wrote in the letters with a deep parasitic shame that made his blood run thick and slow within him. He took to eating his meals with the landlady. She told him she came from the middle of Nevada, married to a husband she’d known her childhood through, but her husband was committed to an asylum two years after they were married, and she said she could not go home. “Back home, they think I’m still married, and he lives here with me and runs this place,” she told Siskell.

He nodded.

Grace stared out the window. Smoke traveled there. Siskell saw the lines of her face in the morning light. She was thirty-six. Her eyes narrowed. They traveled to a wasteland of memories he could not share.

When she looked back, she smiled shortly, tipped her ash, and shrugged. “Loneliness is an affliction,” she said. “It rapes you.”

He lay on his bed not thinking, staring into the light-filled room until the light fell and faded and then he slept, but only on the edge of sleep, always dreaming, always fitful. He woke to full dark. He slung his feet to the floor and put on his boots, walked out the front door and roamed the barren, sleeping city until daylight came.

Often Grace was watching him out the window when he returned. She gave him fresh black coffee and they sat across from one another in the tiny kitchen, not speaking.

After that one afternoon, they did not touch again.

Albert Keys left the children with the babysitter and drove Katherine to the train depot in the Chrysler.

She watched out the window, the town alive with a hot July Saturday, mothers with children, men standing in front of the drugstore talking up other men, brothers, neighbors.

She wore a pale blue dress cinched at the waist by a sash and she held her handbag in front of her, the diamond still on her left ring finger. She had not told her father she was leaving. Caleb would do the telling, and receive the brunt of the man’s red rage.

Albert parked the car in front of the platform where people stood waiting. He went around the car to retrieve her valise from the trunk. When he opened the door for her, she sat staring out the front window. “I know you want to wait for me,” she said.

He set the valise on the pavement and kneeled on one leg to hear her better. She looked at him. She touched his hair and watched him. “Don’t,” she said. “I can’t help what I’m doing.” She felt wooden and breakable. He took her hand and raised it to his lips, kissing it dryly. He said nothing. In his plain brown eyes she saw pity and an absence of accusation. For one brief moment, it made her hate him.

She used his strength for leverage and stood, straightening her dress and reaching for her gingham travel bag on the car floor.

They stood side by side on the platform waiting for the train. She knew some but not all of the other passengers and they nodded greeting and asked her no questions. Albert held the leather valise in one hand, the other hand resting on the small of her back until the train came. Before she boarded the steps, he kissed her cheek.

Settling herself in a window seat, she thought of Albert Keys no more. Losing Siskell had been like losing a limb. She had been left a kind of amputee, and she intended now to fix it.

In Nashville, she changed trains. Tennessee blurred by. Oklahoma. She slept, and at Wichita switched again and rode on, not reading, not looking at or speaking to the other passengers. The rectangle window reflected her profile, witnessing running landscape.

Eight days after Grace had sent the letters, Siskell stood in front of the medicine cabinet mirror and cut his hair with sheering scissors. He worked away at the bristly, coarse hair of his beard. The sink filled with hair. He ran water in the sink, and he studied himself, half hairless, bare skin showing through in patches. He lathered.

Cleanly shaven, he stood in his underwear before the uniform. Taking it from the hanger, he put it on.

The office was in the center of the city near the government buildings. A grainy day of indefatigable weariness—wind blew litter in the streets end over end, and men wore their trench coats and held their hats, and women battled with umbrellas and held the hands of their children, ducking their heads against the wet, slanting onslaught.

The man behind the desk was dry. He was an E5 sergeant, and he wore a starched cap. He had a skin condition that rendered him a paisley print of tan and albino white.

He smiled when Siskell entered, and he rose and came around the side of the desk and offered him a chair. “Wet out there, ain’t it?” His drawl was Kentucky or West Virginia, Siskell couldn’t tell.

The sergeant rubbed his hands together as if he himself were cold. “Mary take your coat for you?” he asked.

“Yes, sergeant, she did.”

“Mary’s a great girl.” The sergeant went back around the desk and picked up a pipe. He put it between his teeth. Then began the conversations about company and battalion, first sergeants and positions and names they knew in common. Finally the sergeant said, “What can I do for you, private?”

“I’d like to re-enlist, sergeant.”

The man raised his eyebrows. “Say you would,” he said enthusiastically. “You got some papers with you?”

Siskell unbuttoned two buttons from the middle of his torso and withdrew a plastic sack. He pulled the papers out and passed them over the desk to the sergeant. The man leafed through them, still puffing the pipe, which smelled to Siskell like cologne burning, a rich man singed. “Well, okay,” the man said. “All right. You’re just out a month.” He looked up at Siskell and smiled broadly, the skin on his lips piecemealed pale pink and dark tan. The man sat and pulled out a drawer. He arranged the papers on his desk, banging them down first and flapping his palms over all sides. “You been out East to see your folks and all yet?”

“No, sergeant, I never made it back there.”

The man’s eyebrows raised, but he shunned the gesture with a quick running of tongue about his lips and said, “Okay, well, a man knows what a man wants.”

He began to scribble, but the pen’s ink was out. He brushed the top with a flick of his tongue and commenced again.

Grace was watching out the window when the girl came on a Tuesday at dusk. She knew who it was straightaway. The girl was thin as a bird and she had the glistening, flaxen hair and dark eyes the boy had spoken of in his letters. She carried a cloth traveling bag in one hand, a shined leather valise in the other, and she walked erect and purposeful to the rooming house door and knocked, leaning back to look up at the second floor windows.

Her telegram had arrived three days prior and Grace had placed it in the straw basket in the front hall where guests received mail, should any come.

The girl stood patiently and did not knock again. Grace drew herself from the rocker and walked across the room. She wore a green dress and bare feet and a white knit shawl around her shoulders. She stood face to face with the girl. “Yes,” she said. “May I help you?”

“I’m looking for Siskell Evans,” the girl said.

Grace opened the door wider and made an arch with her hand that the girl should enter. On closing the door, she was faced with the girl’s back. It was much like the back of a widow, before she is told of the death of her husband. The landlady started up the stairs. “Come,” she said.

At the first room on the right, the landlady opened the door to a pile of light. There were three keys on the bureau top. It smelled of wood, smoke, and soap.

“He was staying here,” Grace said.

Alarm took some time to reach the girl’s face, and when it did, it knitted her brows and brought her lips trembling. “Where is he staying now?” the girl asked. Her eyes blackened and she stared at the landlady. Two bright pink patches appeared on her cheeks.

“He’s gone back,” Grace told her.

The girl’s eyes took a turn about the room and returned to the woman. “Gone back? Where?” she asked.

The woman watched her. “War,” she said. “He’s been gone four days.”

The girl stared at Grace. She studied her face, not her eyes but her chin and neck, her hair.

Grace bit her pinkie nail and stared back. “Men are born of war,” she said. “And they go back there in real life or dreams, one.”

The girl studied her. She placed her bags on the ground, took a step toward the woman and touched her shoulder. This so startled Grace that she jumped back, took the girl’s palm and held it aloft, as though the hand had been in the midst of robbing. “He stayed here twenty-nine days,” she said. “And every single one of them, he lived and breathed you. But people always think what broke them is what’ll fix them. He’s gone back.”

The girl took her palm from the woman and rubbed it with the fingers of her other hand. She seemed to drift into the room as if crossing a threshold into an afterworld. She stood two feet from the doorjamb and stared at the bed.

Grace spoke in almost a whisper. “No one else has used this room,” she said. She picked up the bags and placed them just inside the doorway.

“Sheets still unwashed where he lay,” Grace told her. “Right around the corner is the basin, bathtub, I’ve cleaned none of it.”

She watched the girl’s back; no sound came.

“You come get me when you need me. He didn’t tell me much, but I’ll share what I know.”

The girl did not turn. Grace closed the door behind her.

It was cold in the room and Katherine saw the window across from the bed was wide open and screenless, as if someone had flown from the sill, jumped from it. The space rang with the silence of him, his smell, the feeling of him. She brushed her shoe sole along the floor where he had walked, ran her palm along the bureau top where he had touched the worn pine. There was an ashtray on the bedside table with one smoked Pall Mall still in it.

She went into the bathroom and stood at the mirror before the basin, touched each steel fixture. A few short hairs lay there; she moved them with her fingertips. Turning the bath water on, she sat on the closed lid of the toilet seat, watching it. When she turned it off, the spigot still dripped and she returned to the other room. She pulled the top sheet and the bedspread down and she stripped off her clothes, letting the dress and stockings and silk bra and underpants fall at her feet. She stepped out of her shoes and climbed into the bed, naked, her hair a fan across his pillow, each part of her body touching where he lay when he had not slept, deep into velvet San Francisco nights like this one. Smelling the ash from his one dead cigarette, she stared out the open windows at a myriad of stars, each one as distant as the next, and she stayed there the night through, not weeping.


TUSCALOOSA KNIGHTS

by Brad Vice

And that’s how it began. Three distant notes, high blasts on a bugle, then a drop of a minor third on a long, wailing note. It sounded like an English foxhunt. We heard them coming a long time before we saw them.

“It’s the Ku Kluxers,” said Pinion, fanning himself with a ragged edition of the Atlanta Constitution. “They’re having a parade tonight. Going to burn a cross out at River Road.” He leaned back in his wicker plantation chair, holding his highball glass next to his ear at an angle, as if the whiskey were whispering to him.

It was September, and it seemed to me that I had spent the better part of the long hot summer here, drunk on Pinion’s porch, waiting for my husband, John, to come back from Switzerland. John was the newest physician at Bryce, Tuscaloosa’s antebellum insane asylum, and Pinion had helped John tap into a hidden stash of state money to finish writing his book on suicide. It was five years since the stock market crash when scores of respectable bankers and businessmen had jumped from Wall Street windows to their death, and there was a renewed interest in the treatment of self-destructive impulses. When John received his under-the-table funds, he decided he needed to visit a famous sanitarium in Zurich to do the last chapters properly. Of course, I wanted to go, having studied German at school, but he said the stipend was too small. I was pretty upset that my husband planned to abandon me here in this dinky town with nothing to do while he pranced across Europe.

So John asked Pinion to entertain me in his absence. John and Pinion were golfing partners at the Riverside Country Club, where the small-town Brahmin gathered to socialize. I used to go too and swim in the pool, but after a while the gossip about who was running around on who got to be too much for me. So now I spent most of my days bored, reading magazines, smoking cigarettes in bed, and occasionally scribbling notes for a tawdry novel I was writing to amuse myself, something that would out-Scarlett Gone with the Wind. Somehow I felt lonelier with all those vapid, chattering women at the club than when I was really alone. Scribbling away in my bedroom, I looked forward to sunset when I knew I could visit Pinion on his porch and have a taste of something strong. Most weekends he was kind enough to break up the monotony and escort me to one of the University of Alabama football games, only there wasn’t a home game tonight, so I guessed the Klan was providing the town’s Saturday night entertainment.

“Can anybody go?” I asked, leaning over the rail, trying to spot them. “Even a Yankee carpetbagger like me?” I took a long sip of my sugared bourbon and then pressed the cool glass to my throat. The evening sun had dipped under the horizon, and the clouds were verging from a deep mercurochrome pink to black. The old gaslights, now filled with filament bulbs, came alive and lit up the street.

“Sure, Marla. Question is, why would anybody want to? Trust me, it’s no Rose Bowl.” A drop of sweat trickled out of Pinion’s thick black hair and down his cheek. He set down his glass beside the serving tray the housekeeper, Odetta, had brought out to us. Then Pinion wiped his face with the back of his hand and dried his fingers on the leg of his tailored trousers.

I hadn’t liked Pinion much when John first introduced us. Pinion Knox was loud and blunt to the point of being vulgar. As the state legislator representing North Alabama, Pinion was in charge of institutional funding for Bryce and the university, and considering his manners I always secretly thought John only befriended him in order to advance his career. When I started my book, I even came to think of Pinion as the villain, a dark-haired, blue-eyed lawyer with a thirst for booze and women. But eventually I grew to like Pinion’s loud laugh and I figured that his bluntness was really a sign of affection, maybe because his job obliged him to tell so many polite lies. Most days since John left I’d try to work on a chapter for a few hours after lunch. I’d write another seven or eight pages that would end with the fictional Pinion cheating at cards or deflowering a virgin. When I was done, I’d take a walk down Queen City Avenue and find the real Pinion drinking on his front porch.

“I’m surprised you’re not out there marching with them. What, did your washer woman forget to starch your sheets for you?” I turned and shook my empty highball glass, letting the ice chips jingle. Pinion reached for the crystal decanter standing between the twelve-inch block of ice and the bone china sugar bowl. “I thought you told me your grandfather was a big muckety-muck, a grand titan or poobah or something. I thought you said he was with General Forrest in Tennessee when he started the whole thing up.”

Pinion filled my glass. “I did. My granddaddy was boss of the real Klan in North Alabama when there was a reason for it. This club you got here now hasn’t got any more to do with the real Klan than the Boy Scouts.”

“I guess we’d better watch out,” I said, pinching his knee. “Didn’t I hear that last year they beat up some poor college boy for being alone with a girl in the backseat of a car?” As the guardians of white purity, the Klan not only hanged uppity Negroes, they terrorized anybody they deemed licentious—drunks, wife beaters, excited college boys fumbling under the petticoats of coeds. I’d even heard a story about a pair of careless adulterers who had been dragged out of bed naked and horsewhipped.

Pinion raised his fists in mock combat. “I’d kill a few of them sum’bitches before they even touched me with one of their ropes, by God. The sight of all that white trash under the sheets gets me hot enough to shit fire.”

Seeing Pinion get all worked up tickled me. I covered my mouth with my hand. That was one of the things that was attractive about Pinion, he didn’t sugar anything for me except my drinks. Pinion came from a long line of handsome politicians, all of them with a reputation for getting into scrapes. Like his congressman father, Pinion was a legendary brawler. Club gossip had it that when he was twenty, he suffered a year-long suspension from the university for being the first student in two decades to break the rule against dueling. It was said that he put a rival SGA member in the hospital when he shot him in the knee with an antique pistol. Others said that when he was in Montgomery, Pinion frequently challenged other state senators to “step outside” if they voted against him, as if the rotunda were just another roadhouse tavern where men gathered to drink and smoke.

“Look at those bastards.” Pinion stood up and pointed out over the holly hedge. Underneath the towering elms, three horsemen robed in white rode down the middle of Queen City Avenue. As they passed under a magnolia tree, lamplight glistened off its waxy leaves, surrounding the riders in a misty halo. One of the horsemen raised his hood and blasted the same four mighty notes on the bugle. Behind the troika stretched a long watery line of white figures marching side by side like an army of ghosts, their shapeless garments shimmering in the night.

Pinion stood up and took my hand. “Come along to the street,” he said. “I want to show you something.” Pinion had never touched me in a familiar way before, and I felt my face grow flush as he led me down the steps of the porch and onto the cobblestone walk. “Look.” Pinion pointed at the Klansmen. “You see their shoes? Invisible empire, my ass. I know everyone of them sum’bitches. Every one.”

Moving at the hem of the white robes were pant legs and shoes, dozens and dozens of shoes. One pair of button-ups with terrycloth tops, another heavy-laced pair splashed with mud, brown work boots, canvas sneakers, congress gaiters—even a green pair with knobby toes swung past. Pinion chortled. Only the thick holly hedge separated us from the street and the long line of marching shoes.

“What’s so funny?”

“Only Bobby Pate would have bad taste enough to wear green shoes.”

I laughed because he was laughing. “Who’s Bobby Pate?”

“Just some fool that clerks down at the county courthouse. And there goes his boss”—Pinion raised his voice—“the honorable Judge Harris.”

A hooded figure with shiny black loafers turned to stare at Pinion and me still holding hands. It made my spine tingle, but fear only fueled the giggles.

“That one over there will be teaching Sunday school in the morning.”

That did it. I doubled over. I laughed so hard my bladder hurt. It was like laughing in class. You knew you weren’t supposed to, and once you got started there was no hope of stopping.

A few more of the hooded figures turned our way, glaring at us through the hollow eyeholes of their masks. At the very edge of the long narrow row of shoes, there was a worn pair of saddle oxfords. Above them the sheets were twisted and out of whack. The left shoe stepped forward gingerly; the uncertain right shoe dragged behind in a dead limp. All of a sudden Pinion quit laughing. “I don’t think I know that one. I wonder— ”

“Wonder what?” I was still laughing, knees together, both hands on my sides. My bare toes curled in the lush zoysia.

Pinion shook his head and turned back up the walk toward the porch. “Nothing. Come on, let’s go finish our drinks. And then if you still have a mind, we’ll have a look at their damn cross.”

In Pinion’s bathroom, I tried to fix myself up a little in the mirror over the sink. I pulled a brush out of my purse and frowned as I raked it through my freshly bobbed hair. I’d had it cut last week because of the heat. On a lark, I asked the lady at the beauty parlor to dye it ink black, the way I used to keep it in my old Vassar days. The lady at the parlor didn’t want to do it. You have such a purty color brown as it is, she said. I told her it was my birthday and that I was twenty-seven and needed a change. Finally I coaxed her into doing what I wanted but left angry because when I looked in the mirror I didn’t find my old schoolgirl self, just an old-fashioned flapper.

For a while I told myself I was irritated at the beautician and the way she had made me work so hard to get what I was paying for. In New Haven or Poughkeepsie, if you had money to pay, people did what you asked—no hassles, quick, efficient. In Tuscaloosa everything was an ordeal. You couldn’t go into the drugstore for a pack of cigarettes without getting into a twenty-minute conversation about the football team or the weather or, worse, a lecture—once, right before John left for his trip, an elderly lady minding the register simply refused to sell me a pack of Viceroys because she said it wasn’t righteous for women to smoke. I was so angry, I went home and threw myself on the bed and had a conniption fit in front of John. He was sorting through his closet and he didn’t even look at me as I screamed and cried, he just kept picking through his long thin suits, trying to decide which one would make the best impression on his colleagues in Zurich.

“You’re being a baby about all this, Marla,” John had said, pinching lint off the sleeve of a pinstripe jacket. “Be grateful I have work here. The people are not so bad. Besides, we could still be living with your father.” My father had been one of John’s professors at Yale. Even when we were courting, it had occurred to me that John’s interest in me wasn’t purely romantic, but in those days John had been gay and full of fun. We went to parties and danced around champagne fountains and shared bootleg gin with good-natured strangers.

I stared at my own strange reflection in the bathroom mirror. When I’d given my hair thirty strokes, I put the brush back in my purse and gave myself a hard look. What do you think you’re doing, Marla? I asked. Just what in the hell do you think you are doing?

When I returned to the porch, I found Pinion in his wicker chair reading the week-old newspaper he’d been using as a fan. “Look at this,” he said. On the front page there was an x-ray, a black-and-white photograph of a fibula with a hairline fracture. The previous Saturday, our team, the Crimson Tide, had played Tennessee. During the game, word spread through the stadium that one of the Tide’s injured players, a tight end from Arkansas, had asked to be cut out of his cast so he could take the field. The tight end scored two touchdowns and we bested Tennessee twenty-five to nothing.

No one really believed the story about the kid having a broken leg at the time, but then on Sunday the Constitution did an entire article on him. The headline read: “Paul ‘Bear’ Bryant—First Place in Courage.” Bryant was the “other end” opposite Don Hutson, Bama’s star receiver. Hutson and the quarterback, Dixie Howell, “the human howitzer from Hartsford,” made a powerful combination, and since I’d moved to Tuscaloosa, the duo had become the princes of the South. But right now, for a brief moment, all of Tuscaloosa’s attention was focused on the superhuman Bryant. Pinion had spent the last five days unfolding the newspaper like a map and telling anyone who would listen, “If this Bryant kid heals, we’re SEC champs for sure.”

Pinion reached into the pocket of his trousers and produced a coin. “I’ll bet you this silver dollar that our lame Klansman there is this Bryant fellow. It’s just the kind of stunt those muckrakers would pull, pandering to the fans. They’re trying to run me out of office, you know.”

I looked at the headline again: “Paul ‘Bear’ Bryant—First Place in Courage.” “No way,” I said. “I don’t think he’d do it.”

“You’d be surprised what a poor college student will do if you wave a little money or tail in his face.” Pinion spoke as if he had had plenty of experience in such matters.

I reached over Pinion’s lap and pilfered a cigarette from his pack of Picayunes lying next to the serving tray. “Well, only way to settle the bet is to go to the rally.”

“I aim to.” Pinion fished out his lighter. I bent down to the flame in his cupped hands. “All we have to do is wait for Puddin to get back with the car.”

Puddin was Pinion’s driver and had been his father’s driver before him.

“Where is Puddin, anyway? You don’t think he’s in any kind of trouble, do you?”

“No. He’s picking up groceries for Odetta. I sent him out over an hour ago. He can’t be much longer. Maybe he’ll come back with some mint for the bourbon.”

Pinion prepared another glass for me. He swirled bourbon into the ice chips as I smoked. Picayunes are for people looking for a real smoke. Every drag felt like shards of glass settling into my lungs. By the time I had stubbed out the butt I was into a nice hazy buzz. Pinion handed me my glass and then I decided I’d better have a seat on the porch swing a few feet from the wicker chairs.

I felt rather loopy by the time Puddin pulled up to the house in Pinion’s black convertible. Puddin was breathing hard and shaking when he pulled up into the drive, and it took some doing to coax him out of the car.

“Did you see them, boss?” Puddin took his cap off and blotted sweat off his bald head with a blue bandana.

“Yeah, Pud. We saw them.”

As Puddin told it, he had just finished loading up the car with groceries when the nightriders passed. Puddin was the last customer before the clerk at Abernathy’s locked up. The door had just shut behind him when he heard the bugle sound. Puddin had quickly raised the top on the car and hid under the steering wheel, praying that nobody would spy him through the windshield. He was so frightened that he stayed there, cramped and numb, long after the parade had passed.

“Poor fellow,” I said, patting Puddin on the back. “That’s terrible.”

“I am too old for this aggravation,” said Puddin, putting his cap back on. He stooped to rub his knees. Pinion took the two full sacks of food from the backseat and put them in Puddin’s arms. “Go take the goodies into the kitchen for Odetta, Pud. Have her fix you a cup of coffee. You might ought to spend the night with us. I don’t know if you want to go home in all this.”

Puddin nodded and headed for the kitchen door at the side of the house. He turned around when Pinion began to put the top down. “Now where are y’all going?”

“Miss Marla here wants to see them burn that cross, Pud. You want to come too?” Pinion winked at me and my bourbon giggles picked up again.

“No, thank you, sir,” replied Puddin, biting down hard on the word sir. “Why do you want to take Miss Marla into such a spectacle as that? You know something sorry is bound to happen.”

“Don’t worry about me, Puddin, I’m a big girl,” I said, waving goodbye to him.

Puddin shook his head. “Ain’t nobody big enough to be out with those crazy fools.” He turned his back on us and disappeared around the side of the house.

Pinion just smiled. When he was finished with the hood, he opened the passenger’s side door for me. After he got behind the wheel, he reached across me to open the glove box. His shoulder brushed against my chest and I closed my eyes as he fiddled with the latch, trying not to blush again. When I opened them, Pinion was holding an ugly black revolver. He opened the chamber and quickly snapped it shut. Then he gave me a lewd grin. “Loaded,” he said. “Just in case we smell some trouble on the road.”

Within a few minutes, Pinion had turned off Queen City and we were speeding down University Boulevard. The stars appeared to be far away, maybe because on the horizon there was a dim orange light growing in the northern sky. We rode past the edge of the university’s campus and turned left at Bryce toward the river.

As we passed the beautiful old asylum with its Doric columns and cupola, I noticed a dozen or so inmates standing on the expansive lawn. Was something wrong? I looked up at John’s office window, which was, of course, dark. I imagined him up there smoking a cigar, writing in one of his green medical ledgers with the gold fountain pen I’d given him for Christmas. Below, most of the inmates were milling around barefoot in their night clothes; a few of them stood stone still, looking up at the night sky as if expecting a lunar eclipse or a fireworks display. Two stringy-haired women clasped their hands around the tall iron gates that surrounded the yard. None of them waved at Pinion’s car as they might have in the daytime. They didn’t seem to notice our passing at all. It was unnerving, and for the millionth time I wondered why John had exiled us to this tiny country town inhabited solely by football fans and failed suicides. Before I knew it, my fingers had found their way again into Pinion’s free hand.

He looked at me in a sort of pleasant mocking way and said, “Hey, reach down on the floorboard and hand me the flask.” The flask was wrapped in the crumpled folds of the Constitution. The paper had also printed Bryant’s yearbook picture. Standing in his uniform, tall and handsome, he could easily pass for a matinee cowboy. We passed the flask back and forth, taking little sips as Pinion navigated the heavily wooded road.

Then out of nowhere, Pinion said, “You know the Yankees burned down the university during the civil war, even the library?”

I shook my head. “No. I didn’t know that.”

“Yep, got all four of our books.” He winked, and I grinned back. “A Polish mercenary named Croxton torched it. He thought Bryce was the president’s mansion and ordered his men to burn it down too. Luckily the soldiers discovered that it was an asylum before they carried out the order. Can you imagine what that would have been like, a hundred or so madmen on fire and screaming?”

I took a slug from the flask and handed it to him. “I think by the time you catch fire, you’re mad. At that point, it doesn’t matter where you’ve been living.”

Pinion nodded. “True enough.”

We continued down the road until we came to a large man-made clearing that gave a view of the Black Warrior River. On the shore, scores of cars were parked bumper to grill in a semicircle. Women and children sat on the hoods of these cars, some of them eating sandwiches. Men stood atop the running boards drinking soda pop. A few frat boys had brought dates. The boys had unfolded colored blankets down on the grassy sand and now held hands with their sweethearts through the handles of their picnic baskets.

A ring of a hundred or so spectators, all men, crowded around the Klansmen, who were standing in formation. Down by the banks, there was a huge weeping willow, its body arched across the water. A mound of red Alabama clay had been packed in front of the tree and a tall lumber cross, more than twenty feet high, filled the night with orange flame. It shined over the murmuring crowd. The Klansmen nearest the cross must have suffered terribly from the heat; occasionally they held up their hands to shield their faces.

It was similar to the grand bonfires the university built on the quadrangle for its homecoming pep rallies. I remembered the way Dixie Howell had addressed the crowd the previous fall and how the fans had cheered at just the sight of him, waving their crimson and white shakers in the air. I glanced down at the newspaper again and the handsome young Bryant looked back up at me.

Pinion let the car idle in the back of the makeshift parking lot for awhile. When he finally killed the engine, he said, “Stay sharp, I want to be able to leave quick if we need to.” I started to ask why, but then he took his gun out of the glove box and put it in the front pocket of his trousers. That alarmed me, but I kept my mouth shut. Pinion walked toward the crowd and I followed. A few yards from the weeping willow, there was a platform with a microphone. At the foot of the platform, four Klansmen held a banner that read “Klavern 117 Tuscaloosa Knights of the KKK.” The crowd began to applaud.

“They’re getting ready for the speaker,” said Pinion. “Here we go.”

Sure enough, the lame Klansman limped up to the platform and stood before the microphone. I cursed. Pinion gave me a quick smirk.

But then came the booming voice, rich and powerful, spilling in waves over the crowd. I have to admit, for a moment I was spellbound: the hooded army, the ghostly speaker, the murmuring crowd, the burning cross silhouetting the soft green branches of the bent willow, and the black sheen of the river reflecting firelight.

“Why?” shouted the speaker, “Why do you suffer? Because of the Papist dictatorship in Rome. Because the Pope has his minions right here in these United States, and is, at this very minute, planning to overthrow our democratic government. Do you want to wake up one morning and find a dago priest in the White House? Do you know what he plans to do right here in Alabama? He’s got it all worked out. He is going to hand Alabama over to a nigger cardinal!”

When he said that something inside me broke, and then all I could think of was poor Puddin cramped and afraid under the steering wheel of Pinion’s car. Suddenly I noticed that some of them had baseball bats and ax handles.

“Are the people of Alabama—in whom flows the purest Anglo-Saxon blood—going to stand for this humiliation? How will we face the challenge of the beast in Rome?”

Now I was beginning to suspect that I had actually won the bet, despite the orator’s limp. The voice sounded older, like that of a middle-aged man, and surely that wasn’t the vocabulary of a twenty-year-old footballer.

“By banding together in noble communion. We will fight to the last drop, together, for freedom from oppression. We must band together to fight the devilish plot of foreign potentates—”

I felt sick now. All that liquor and sugar had not settled well. “I don’t believe this,” I said, holding my stomach.

“What, about the Pope? Of course not. This is all just muckraking nonsense.” Pinion scowled up at the speaker.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it. Come on and get me away from these hayseeds.”

“What did you expect, a Mardi Gras?” Pinion turned on me as if I had insulted him. “You’re the one who wanted to come here and get educated. Wait a second.” Pinion cupped his hand behind his ear. “He’s gone to preaching on evolution. I bet this guy is hell on Darwin.” Just as Pinion mentioned Darwin, the orator removed his mask and spread his arms as if trying to embrace the crowd. It wasn’t Bryant, but a stout man with a shock of dark hair. Pinion forgot about me and glowered at the platform. “God almighty damn.”

“You know him?”

“The bastard.”

“What makes you say that?”

“No, I mean a real bastard. One of my uncles’s little indiscretions. The country’s thick with them. Dunwoody’s the worst. He goes around claiming we’re kin.” Pinion squinted into the distance. “I thought I’d run him off years ago, but that’s him. Wood’s a real bad penny, I’m telling you. He’s here to screw with me just like he did in school.”

“In school?” I could see Pinion drifting away into a private world of vengeance. The expression on his face made him look as I imagined him in my novel, ruthless and cruel, and for a moment all that vicious country club gossip seemed justified. Pinion put his hand in the pocket that held the gun. “That’s him, isn’t it? That’s the boy you shot in school. You shot one of your own cousins and that’s why he’s a cripple.”

Pinion grabbed my arm. “Who in the hell told you that?”

“I don’t know. People talk.” I jerked my arm free and thought about slapping him.

“He’s no cousin of mine.” Pinion lit up a Picayune and blew smoke at me. Suddenly, I was more sad than angry, more afraid than sad. For the first time all night, I felt the old loneliness creeping in.

“Stamp it out!” roared Dunwoody. “Stamp out the worship of graven images just as we have stamped out the immorality and licentiousness in parked automobiles along our country roads and shameless nude sunbathing in this lovely spot right here.”

“What kind of fool would want to do away with nude sunbathing?” Pinion asked, trying to start up with the mockery again.

“I want to go home now,” I said.

“So go.”

Slowly I stepped forward and put my arm around his waist, just to see what it would feel like. “Please, honey, take me home.”

Pinion look at me from the corner of his eyes, annoyed.

“Please,” I said again. That was all I could think to say.

“You know, Marla. You think you’re pretty goddamn smart, but—”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Your right. I’m sorry. Please, take me home.”

*

On the way home, wheeling down River Road, Pinion hit a man in a white gown. Like a startled deer, the gaunt little fellow flung himself out of the woods and tried to cross the road in a mad dash.

“Look out!” I grabbed Pinion’s arm, but it was too late. The man’s body flipped up on the hood, and the next thing I knew, my head had bounced off the dashboard. Everything went black for a second, and when I opened my eyes I had a lap full of glass. The man on the hood of the car was bareheaded, and his glassy green eyes glared at me. His gown began to flood with jagged streaks of blood.

“Oh, my God, he’s dead!” I shouted.

“Shit.” Pinion opened the door and stepped out.

As he did this, the man came to and sat upright, jerking forward like a marionette.

“Are you all right?” Pinion moved to touch him. The man screamed as if Pinion were the one who had just come back from the dead. He jumped to his feet and screamed again and then ran toward Pinion as if to attack. Startled, Pinion balled up his fists but slipped before he could swing and fell onto the road. By the time I made it around the car, the screaming man had run past Pinion and fled into the woods, heading toward the river.

“Jesus, are you okay?” I helped him up.

“Yeah. How did he run away like that? How could he stand to move?”

“Shock,” I said. “He could have broken every bone in his body and wouldn’t know it if he were in shock.” I didn’t feel sick anymore. I was high on fear.

Pinion put his arm around my shoulders. “You’re shaking,” he said. “And you have a cut on your head.” He reached for his handkerchief and pressed it against my head. I let my body relax as he held me.

“Is it bleeding?”

“Not much. Here, keep pressure on it.” He took my right hand and gently moved it up to the cloth. Then Pinion walked around to the injured side of the car. “Goddamn it.” Not only was the windshield shattered, so was one of headlights. Worst of all, the right front tire was blown. “I hate to say this, but it looks like we’re going to have to hoof it back to town. You think you can?”

I nodded, removed the handkerchief. The blood on the cloth reminded me of the blood soaking through the little man’s robe. “Who do you think we hit?”

“I didn’t know him to look at him. And he was barefoot. What kind of sorry-ass Klansman can’t scare up a pair of shoes? Probably nothing but ringworm under that sheet.”

It took me a second to put it all together. “No shoes. Pinion, that man wasn’t in the Klan. That was a patient at Bryce. He must have slipped over the gate and gotten loose.”

“You’re kidding.”

“My God. What’s going to happen when he hits the river?” I wondered out loud.

“Anybody’s guess. If he keeps going that way, he’s going to run into Dunwoody’s group. They could get rough on him. Those boys are pretty keyed up. On a night like this, they’re just looking for a reason to bust heads.”

I imagined the little man, bloodied and bruised by pipes and baseball bats, the uncomprehending look of terror on his face as the Klansmen strung him into one of the tall oaks that lined the river. I closed my eyes and thought of the safest place I could imagine, my father’s study, with his volumes of Thucydides and Herodotus lined side by side on the shelves.

“Marla,” Pinion put his arm around me and led me back to the car. He cleaned the glass off the seat and then sat me down, “Wait here, maybe I can fix the tire in the dark. We shouldn’t walk home in all this.”

“Would you sit with me a second?” I asked, drying my eyes. “I’m scared.”

He looked hesitant but then walked around to the driver’s side. I buried my face in his shoulder as soon as he sat down and cried hard. We stayed like that for a long time, Pinion’s arms around me, patting my back and shushing me like a kid. But soon his other hand wandered down to my thigh. Pinion lifted my chin up in order to kiss me quiet. I started to open my mouth to kiss back but closed it again. Hadn’t I planned this? Wasn’t this what I wanted? But not here. “Wait,” I said. “Not like this.” But Pinion didn’t wait, and what could I do—go limp, fight, scream? Do people ever get what they really want, anyway? The hand on my thigh rose up to my breast. I started to ask him, are you crazy, are you out of your goddamn mind? But he kept my mouth filled with his sour-sweet tongue, rank with booze.

My hands started moving too, from his knee to his belt. With my fingers, I found the revolver in his pants. He stopped kissing me long enough to draw the gun and place it under the seat. As he did so, the unclaimed silver dollar I’d won fell out of his pocket and rolled under the clutch. I thought about the handsome young Bryant, all his talent and courage and how I didn’t seem to have much of either. Pinion’s hand was under my dress now and I knew what he was about to do to me wouldn’t take long, not as long as it would take to fix the tire in the dark afterward. I knew that tomorrow I would regret this whole night. I knew that I would be more alone when I woke in the morning than in all the time since John had left. Maybe after I nursed the hangover, I would work on my novel. Maybe the Polish mercenary would return from the dead to finish his arson and burn down the whole damned town.

As Pinion climbed on top of me, a stray shard of glass cut into my hip, but I didn’t care. There was a cold fire in my belly, and it made me wonder what it would be like to burn all over, to be doused with lamp oil and set aflame and burn mad-crazy forever. Soon my thoughts were eroded by the powerful sounds of crickets, tree frogs, and whippoorwills. It was just something I couldn’t get used to, how the forest around Tuscaloosa at night was so alive. I listened to the enigmatic music of the woods and watched the tiny stars glimmer through the open top of the convertible. The eerie orange light continued to pulse behind us in the distance. Pinion was on top of me now, pinning me to the seat, but I felt light, numb, and etherized. I couldn’t help sense that someone was spying on us from above, as if the stars I watched were watching back. Maybe the landscape itself had eyes, the stagnant marshes to the south, the mountains leering over us from the north, brooding over the town, bending all of us to strange purposes.

No sooner had I thought this than I saw another flash of white, a figure spying on us from the edge of the road. Had the man we hit returned? Surely not. I yelled for Pinion to stop, but he paid me no mind. I beat my fists into his back as he groaned.

“Someone’s here,” I screamed. I was sure that this time it was a Klansman with a horsewhip come to punish us. “They’re here. They’re here.” I said. I slapped Pinion in the face, hysterical. He grabbed my wrists and pinned them above my head.

All about the car I heard footsteps. Not the orderly march of the parade, but a sound like wild animal hooves. Pinion moaned, grunted, and rolled off of me. Just then another figure in white ran past, a woman. She had wild hair, her breasts bounding up and down inside the white linen of her night clothes. Two men followed, both of them screaming with glee like boys released early from school.

“Hell.” Pinion had one knee on the floorboard, desperately trying to pull up his pants and buckle his belt.

I pulled my dress down over my waist and rose up on the seat. By then I could see them, maybe forty inmates running wildly, surrounding us from all sides, their eyes glowing in the lone headlight. Running together, their bodies appeared to be fused into a single white monster, a pale hydra of madness. Some of the inmates moaned in otherworldly agony; some squealed and chattered like jungle birds. Pinion’s hand lurched under the seat, looking for his gun but by the time he found it they had all passed, the tails of their nightshirts disappearing into the dark. They were running toward the river, toward the orange light on the horizon, toward the burning cross, leaving us alone in the terrible silence.


WRITING THE REAL WORLD

An essay by David Wright

I am a writing teacher. I am black. After finishing graduate school, I took a job at a small, private liberal arts college in the Midwest—as an affirmative action hire, brought in, I believed, to enhance multiculturalism on campus—and what struck me most when I arrived was the “ghetto flava” of the place. Students wore baggy jeans hung low off their hips and big, loose shirts. Many had tattoos and earrings dangling from some body part, and the boys pimped rather than walked. When they drove by, I heard a pounding bass line before I saw the car, and it took me some time to get used to the expectation that the driver would be white, one of my students. Meanwhile, I was equally shocked by the lack of real diversity on campus—not merely racial, but also economic, geographic, and otherwise.

The consequence of this lacking expressed itself in the students’ writing. In one essay my first semester, during a unit on language and the social construction of race, a young man described without afterthought how he and his family locked their car doors by reflex as they drove into black neighborhoods. No one in the class was critical of, or even surprised by, this but me. In fact, most had resisted the assignment altogether. They argued instead for a colorblind neutrality, insisting that the playing field has been leveled and that making racial distinctions merely provokes problems where none exist.

The lesson was quickly borne home for me that this college was a sort of finishing school for the sheltered and the privileged and that, despite their jazzy MTV exteriors, few of them were willing to challenge the status quo. For obvious reasons. They were the status quo. Though no more comfortable with it, I was better prepared to address this attitude my second semester, and I approached my feature course, a creative nonfiction workshop I called Life Writing, as a chance to challenge my students on their uninterrogated notions about race and class.

Peter Elbow’s ideas about “writing as discovery” greatly influenced the department in which I had taught as a graduate student and struck a chord in me. His words echoed ones written by James Baldwin, words I once held sacred. “Most people,” Baldwin wrote, “had not lived—nor could it, for that matter, be said that they had died—through any of their terrible events. They had simply been stunned by the hammer. They passed their lives thereafter in a kind of limbo of denied and unexamined pain.” Writing their memoirs—their “life stories”—would serve as a kind of Baldwinian exercise of “looking in a truthful mirror” and would, I felt, be particularly valuable to my very privileged charges.

The class was composed of twenty students, pretty evenly divided between male and female. I also had two African-Americans which, at this college, was a good number for any single course. One of my seniors was the star of the football team, a two-year All-American and the All-American boy. He was not the “wigger” type but the opposite—a frat boy: blond hair, clean cut, an economics major. He was a little slower than most getting into the groove of the class, so when he showed up at my office hours just before Spring Break to talk about his in-progress memoir, I was both surprised and pleased. I had half expected he would be the one student (there’s one in every workshop) who just threw something together at the last minute, the night before the work is due. Here he had brought me ten typewritten pages to read and tell him if it was what I was looking for.

I explained to Blake (I will refer to him as Blake) that I wasn’t looking for anything in particular, that writing is about discovery and that writing memoir may be even more so than most other forms. I also told him I wasn’t prepared to read with any depth something of that length while he sat and waited, but that I was glad he was getting into it and that I’d take it home and read it. We could meet the next day. Reading it that night, I was again surprised: Blake had put a lot of thought into his memoir. Although up to that point I wouldn’t have guessed it, my class had apparently been interesting him.

His memoir was called “The Real World” (emphasis his). In it, he constructed a frame (an argument between him and his girlfriend), which he used as a springboard to launch himself into an exploration of certain memories of his childhood. In the frame, his girlfriend has just returned to their apartment, frustrated by her volunteer job working with at-risk youth. “I don’t know why you continue,” Blake berates her, “after a kid tells you to ‘fuck off.’ Good kids don’t tell their teachers to fuck off or that they are going to kill them.” He goes on to say that he had lived through some hard things, too, and look where he was now.

Admittedly, I was uncomfortable with the by-your-bootstraps, Rush Limbaugh–philic agenda of his opening. Still, I was curious to read on. Narratively, the frame was working. The essay then flashed back through early childhood on a military base in Europe with his mother, stepfather, and brother—halcyon memories: playing with friends at a rock quarry; games of tackle-the-man-with-the-football. The shift came when Blake was twelve and his stepfather was transferred back and stationed at a coastal base in an urban area here in the States. His mother and stepfather soon divorced, and while his brother moved in with grandparents in a suburban community in the Midwest, Blake chose to stay with his mother.

The Europe section of his memoir took up nearly eight of the ten pages; the frame had been almost a page and a half long. In the remaining, Blake had crammed his hard life experiences in the States: He and his mother moving in with an abusive boyfriend and, after one attack, moving out and being homeless for a time; being friendless at school and in the neighborhood. As a fairly seasoned reader of student writing, I recognized this second section as the place that needed fleshing out. I imagined he might also do more with his frame; in this draft, he returned to it at the end, but only to say to his girlfriend, “See?”

“See what?” I asked him the next day. What was she to understand? He hadn’t told her; or, rather, he hadn’t shown her. And to show her was to show us, his readers. I explained to Blake that he seemed to be wanting to construct a kind of before-and-after piece, kind of like those Head-and-Shoulders commercials do to try to persuade us to believe their assertions about the product. As such, I said, you have to fill in the other half in order for the construction to work. He seemed disappointed, but didn’t look disheartened, and, again to my surprise, he seemed anxious to jump back in and write another draft.

A few weeks later, and still a few weeks before he was up in workshop, Blake asked if I would take another look. This slacker had become my most assiduous student. Upon rereading, I immediately liked the way he had reworked his frame (although its politics still irked me). He’d also fleshed out parts in the first half that before had been sketchy. The second section remained largely the same, however. For instance, he kept unchanged a vague and awkward description of his mother that I’d indicated to him should probably be explored. (He called her “weak-willed” and focused attention on her breasts “flopping in the air” as her boyfriend struck her.) Some new information had been added. There was a friend, “Bug,” with whom he hung out when he couldn’t go home. He also wrote of distinguishing himself at football, but remaining largely friendless—the rare white in a community and school which, although he never specifically articulated it, was predominately black and Latino. There was perhaps a page and a half where before there had been only a half. Little of what was there, though, was self-reflective, nor did it seem purposefully constructed, like the frame and the first section had been. It felt haphazard, disgorging.

Blake and I sat down the next day and talked again. In many ways, I felt like I was repeating myself from our previous conversation. The second part of your story is not happening on the page, I told him. You know what happened, your day-to-day life at the time, but your audience doesn’t. It sounds like it was a difficult time, I said, and you might feel uncomfortable facing it, but, if this rhetorical construction is going to work, then you have to realize that your audience is bigger than just you. By writing this for this class, the members of the class become privy to the world you’re divulging to them (us). And we don’t know your story. We also don’t want to have to guess at details. Just write the second half, I advised him. Give your audience the key to reading your life.

This time, Blake was a little more visibly perturbed by my persisting criticism. Not angry. Nor discouraged. But the stuff under the surface of his face was visibly agitated, churning. I asked him about the missing stuff—about his absent brother; about his relationship with his mother, the line that read so awkwardly to me. He gave cursory answers, his face pensive.

Although I had been looking for an opening, I did not find the opportunity to mention the charged racial and class issues that were implicit, but as yet undeveloped in his piece: his mother’s abusive boyfriend, who was described as a “devil all covered in soot”; the “projects” where Blake was beaten up; how he did and did not fit into this world. For instance, I could see that Bug was black, although he was never explicitly identified as such. From what little there actually was of him on the page, Bug—by his manner; by his relationship to the world—reminded me of boys I’d grown up with. It was because of this racial subtext that Blake’s memoir was truly original and carried tremendous power—more than he imagined. I began to envision that this could be worked into a publishable piece.

But it was as though Blake didn’t “see” Bug as black. No one in the text was explicitly racially ascribed, from the troubled youth of the frame to the mother’s soot-colored boyfriend. While, had it been deliberate, this might have been an interesting statement against the artificial construction of race in America, in Blake’s case, it felt rather like an omission, like a willful blindness.

I told Blake I would look at another draft if he wanted. Inwardly, I was thinking that maybe the feedback from the larger workshop was what he now needed in order to better “get it”—to spark those memories within him and also to better understand their significance in relation to the story he was trying to tell. From what I had read up to that point, they sounded like hard ones, maybe ones he was uncomfortable sharing with the class. After all, he was the All-American boy. James Baldwin echoed in the back of my mind, as he always does, exhorting us to look into that truthful mirror. Such “looking,” I believed, is what I had seen agitating Blake’s face.

Blake didn’t take me up on my offer to reread his essay a third time. On the day it was due, he handed in his draft. I made copies and distributed them. As I’d already read earlier versions, I put off rereading until the night before workshop, when I took Blake’s memoir and a green pencil to bed with me.

The frame had changed again, and radically so. Blake now began by describing the recent football awards banquet, where he was named Player of the Year. This was a smart narrative choice; it showed an awareness of how he is perceived, allowing the reader to see him as the All-American boy, while also setting up the coming contrast to his stark life growing up with his mother. He followed this by transitioning smoothly into the original opening—the discussion/argument with his girlfriend. (He’d toned down the neo-Reagan vitriol.) The Europe section remained largely unchanged, and that was fine; that part had been working.

In the second part, I noticed that, early on, he had done more with his friendship with Bug. Blake did a nice job describing scenes of him and Bug hanging out as his own family life was disintegrating. Bug came to replace his absent brother, who had gone to live with the grandparents in the Midwest. There was a nice, touching scene in which Blake showed the two, Bug and himself, walking along the beach and, later, when the nightly rains rolled in, but before it was safe to venture home, crawling onto a bed of flattened cardboard boxes in a Dumpster behind an oceanside motel. “The smell wasn’t the greatest, but it was a place for us to take shelter from the harsh storm that chased us off the beach and chilled us to the bone.” Blake was obviously luxuriating in the recounting of that moment and aware of its impact on the reader.

He went on to describe staying at Bug’s place in the projects, being the only white face there. (Yes!) He described incidents from his school life, too, where he still encountered a lot of trouble and got into some fights—most of which he lost, usually by capitulation, to save himself from serious harm. This seemed a particularly vulnerable moment for the football team’s most valuable player.

Then Blake described how Bug, who was two years his junior, joined a gang. For protection, Bug explained to him. At first, Blake disapproved, but then, a few weeks later, Bug told Blake that he should join, too. “I saw how much it meant to Bug and what it did for him, so I thought it was good enough for me. I made the choice to join the gang.” (Wow, I was thinking: a white kid—one of these privileged and sheltered white kids—in a black gang. I was imagining the other students reading this.)

His initiation involved “jacking” a car. The older boys in the gang, who were fifteen and sixteen, gave Blake a bat, with instructions to smash the window when the car rolled up, throw the driver out, and speed off. A black sports car pulled up, and Blake did as he’d been told—but the crashing of the glass and the frightened man behind the wheel caused Blake to panic, so he forced the man inward instead of pulling him out, and got into the driver’s seat. Bug and two other boys ran up and jumped in, too. They screamed off down the road.

An older boy named G-Dog told Blake to drive to “their territory.” They parked near an abandoned railroad car. There, the older boys dragged the man at gunpoint into the boxcar and debated what to do next.

“Just cap his ass,” Mustard, the other older one, advised, but G-Dog, who was the leader, didn’t want to. They went back and forth, until finally G-Dog agreed. He held the gun out to Blake. “It’s your initiation.”

Blake took the gun and approached the man, who was now on his knees, crying in this empty boxcar. And Blake was petrified, fighting to keep his whole arm from trembling.

The man pleaded for his life and offered many empty promises. I shook with terror as a bead of sweat fell from my forehead and landed on my extended arm….

He sighted down the barrel of the gun for a long time, afraid of what he might do, afraid of the power he felt at the weight in his hand, and afraid of the voices he heard behind him, encouraging him, telling him how tough he was and how great he would be for doing this.

Bug knew that I didn’t want to and that I couldn’t. He spoke up and insisted that he wanted to do it. He made it seem like he was challenging me and that he should get to because he was a member before me and never got to shoot anyone. Well, his argument worked. I handed him the gun and turned my head. All I can remember was a loud bang….

I could not believe what I’d just read. That night, I phoned my wife, who taught at a college two states away. She too was speechless.

Early the next morning, I called on a friend, a professor of English Education who was also committed to “writing as discovery.” I was concerned about Blake’s revelation and how his peers would respond to it, but my friend helped me see other, bigger concerns. “There’s no statute of limitations on capital offenses,” he told me, “and I don’t think teachers and students’ conversations are privileged like with a lawyer and client.” There was a pause. “I mean, this kid killed someone. What will you do?”

What would I do?

I did not know. Instinctively, I knew what I would not do: Turn him in to the police. I had brought him to this point, I had solicited this self-exploration from him—had required it—as a way to read and write life stories. In so doing, I had coaxed—coerced?—this confession.

But what about the victim? What about the unnamed man crying on his knees in the boxcar? “I never got the chance to thank Bug,” Blake wrote, “for what he did for me on my initiation night.” What was Blake’s, our, my responsibility to the man who was killed?

And Bug. Blake was able to escape by fleeing to the Midwest and joining his grandparents, his mother soon following, but Bug died a gangbanger’s death before the end of the summer. Not even twelve years old. The others, G-Dog and Mustard and the rest—like Bug—live and die, and live and die, and live and die. I felt that we, my class, the rest of us, are to be held accountable to them, too.

If justice is retribution, was that man’s death vindicated by Bug’s, G-Dog’s, Mustard’s horrible lives and their premature ends? And does Blake’s access to a suburban escape represent rehabilitation? He had remade himself into the All-American boy. I did not know how to hold Blake individually accountable for the good fortune of having been born white and middle-class.

James Baldwin, in his novel Another Country, wrote:

…[P]erhaps such secrets, the secrets of everyone, were only expressed when the person laboriously dragged them into the light of the world, imposed them on the world, and made them part of the world’s experience. Without this effort, the secret place was merely a dungeon in which the person perished; without this effort, indeed, the entire world would be an uninhabitable darkness.

After reading this as a young man, the passage stuck with me. It resonated throughout my training in the Elbow school of writing pedagogy. Suddenly, it was my only point of reference, the rosary I could rub before blindly stepping forward.

For I had started this process in Blake. I had opened this door. So, despite my fears—that uniformed police would appear during class and lead a handcuffed Blake away; that the class would find some way to figuratively stone Blake, to cleanse themselves of the filth of a world whose reality they willfully ignored by banishing the one who had tricked them and “passed” from that world into their own; that, in asking my students to be fully alive and accountable for that life, I had somehow failed them, had somehow failed him, Blake—I could not stop the process now as it spun out of my control, as if Blake’s story, this “secret,” would then somehow cease to exist.

I called Blake to my office before class. We had to talk about where we now were, I told him—about these risks. But mostly I wanted to talk to him about accountability. While he may not have pulled the trigger, he was accountable. For that, after all, is the point of such writing exercises: to come to terms with one’s life. Confession alone is not enough. The word is not priest, and absolution can only be had in the vast darkness of one’s self, by confronting and accepting responsibility for that darkness. I told Blake these things. He sat in the chair opposite my desk, looking at me blankly.

I told the class the same things, prefacing workshop with Baldwin’s quote about our secrets. And workshop went well—uncomfortably so. Blake was not led off in cuffs. There was no recriminatory stoning. In fact, the other students’ responses were careful, soothing, as if to let Blake know that their feedback was meant to offer unction, not to signify excommunication. One young woman, as workshop wound to a close but before class was officially over, asked Blake if it was true. He smiled and deftly avoided giving a direct answer.

Though conflicted, I also felt relieved. I couldn’t help thinking we’d fooled them. They’d thought Blake was “white,” just as they’d allowed themselves to not see me as “black.” All term long, after their initial surprise at the sight of me the first day, they merely understood me to be “different”—from the professors they typically had, as well as from what they thought African-Americans to be. But the truth of the matter was that, in fact, they did not see me at all. Nor Blake. When they looked in the mirror, did they see themselves?

Here are these MTV children, decrying our passé obsession with race and all the while listening to black music and dressing and speaking and talking “black.” Blake had lived the “blackness” these droopy-drawered, rap-listening kids fantasized—both in terror of and hungry for—and it had pushed him to become “whiter than white,” the All-American boy. Blake, despite his trouble articulating it, was coming to realize something that gainsaid all the neo-libertarian verbiage his generation wants to believe. Race exists in America. Our notions of race are complicated by class and a political rhetoric that obfuscates rather than clarifies, but still, today more than ever, race exists. We, as a society, have created it and are bound to it. Aspirations to colorblindness are merely misguided fantasizing by the privileged who understand viscerally, if not deliberately, that in a world that does not “see” race but in which power still resides with those who historically have held it, they maintain their privilege.

As a result, this generation that refuses to openly acknowledge differences and the discrimination based upon them is no closer to equality than were its grandparents who “called a spade a spade.” Despite the gains of the past few decades, today’s society is as entangled in dangerously schizophrenic self-delusion as were its forebears. In mindlessly mimicking the appearance and behavior of some imagined persona—a persona whose identity they have created based upon his supposed race—these MTV children have “showed their asses,” so to speak.

Theirs is the same rebellion as every generation of disaffected mainstream youth, from the Slummers of the Jazz Age to the Beats to this even sadder version today. In each case, white youth aspire to assert their own unique identity by becoming the black Other that their parents reject. The “wigger” inclinations of this group, dressing and speaking and behaving in ways they perceive to be black, make them merely caricatures of the “blacks” that mainstream America created and strives to perpetuate. The “white nigger” that these kids emulate is nothing more than the “nigger” whom white America created in its collective mind as a way to define its own whiteness.

It is not new. And it is in no way rebellious. This behavior has little to do with blacks or blackness—what we Americans of African descent do or don’t do; how we speak; what we wear. It’s about whites and whiteness—whom they imagine themselves to be and, after they’ve tired of it, whom they can then allow themselves to become.

My class refused to recognize this. It became all too clear to me when, later in the semester, after one of my two black students offered a similar memoir—with no murder, but describing the obstacles he’d overcome growing up in the inner city and his flirtation with gangs—the workshop was torpid. I saw one woman scribble in the margins of her copy, “I’m so tired of these Boys in the Hood stories. It’s not original.” His story hadn’t even confirmed their fears. He’d merely bored them by reciting something they had so much believed beforehand that they could not imagine his experience might have been anything else.

But, of all people in my class, Blake got it. In concluding his final draft, he returned to his frame, to the argument with his girlfriend. In it, he acknowledged that “maybe she was right” about her at-risk youths—that they were good kids, but that sometimes circumstances can conspire to make a doppelganger of any one of us. Blake had not begun his essay believing this nor even anticipating that he would. Still, this victory seemed hollow, misdirected.

My wife wants us to eventually find jobs nearer an urban area. She too is black, and feels a responsibility to work in the community, with young black folks. More likely than not, it will mean making a horizontal move professionally, or one in the wrong direction. It will probably mean a cut in pay and a heavier course load. More likely than not, the range and breadth of courses we can offer will be severely limited. Where before I was indifferent, now her wish is mine too. Is there any other choice? After all, who would be fool enough to want to integrate into a burning MTV house party?


THOSE STEEL ARMS

by Matt Brock

I saw what was about to happen that day at the rail yard, but I didn’t warn him, I couldn’t: My mouth was full of pimento cheese and whole wheat. Plus, he was wearing headphones, probably couldn’t have heard me anyhow, and it happened so damn fast. One second he was kicking up gravel dust as he jived toward the tracks, head up, eyes closed like some blues singer lost in his happy sadness. The next—wham!—he was hanging between a pair of empty coal gondolas, spiked through his gut by the steel that joined them.

It was springtime, I remember, the kind of day when birds grip electrical wires and the air smells like clothes straight from the dryer. The kind of day my wife, Cindy, might have had the windows open at home, a breeze stirring her hair as she strolled barefoot through the kitchen, our baby suckling from a firm breast she had pulled over the neck of her nightgown. Except the windows of the house we rented were painted shut and my wife was cleaning rooms at the Hyatt and she was without kids or the ability to have them, which is to say there was some cancer in her ovaries and she had had them removed.

I was sitting on a stack of crossties under the only tree in the rail yard, some thirty yards from the rows of tracks where Ron Wiegel and Hutch Wilson were building a line of cars for storage in the warehouse. Ron drove the switch engine, and Hutch served as his spotter, there to guide Ron in and make sure nobody walked between the cars. But he was taking a drag from his cigarette and looking out at the river, watching the university female rowing team sweat in the blue-green water beneath the bluffs on the other side. As soon as Hutch turned to see the man stuck there, he ran up to Ron waving his arms. He didn’t say anything, motioned for Ron to cut the engine and follow him around the side of the gondola. When Ron saw what he had done, he got on his walkie-talkie and stuttered out an emergency call.

The man was in his late twenties, the youngest member of the crew. He had short, black hair, a square chin, and a wrestler’s build. He was a new guy I’d never said much to. All I remember about his name is Gary F. He must not have seen Ron pushing those cars up the tracks as fast as the engine would go, trying to get finished early so he could get off. He must have been headed past the tracks to the riverbank where I’d seen him take lunch before, a boiled egg and a thermos of soup. And he must have felt the steel’s touch during that tiny moment before it drove on through skin and everything else because he jumped a little, leaving his boots suspended two inches above the tracks.

The male coupler entered the right side of his stomach and turned his body so that he faced the rear of the gondola Ron had rammed into him. The female entered the right side of his back, and they connected in the middle, somewhere near his liver. He didn’t scream or cry or fight mad to get loose like you would think. And he didn’t bleed except for a small amount on the couplers, darkening the steel. He just hung there with his eyeballs bulging, his teeth clamped down as if he was trying to lift the front end of a bus. If not for the swelling and shrinking of his chest, he could’ve been mistaken for dead.

It didn’t take long for the clanging and banging of the yard to cease, leaving an unusual quietness that almost hurt my ears. All I could hear was the river flowing over riprap by the tracks and faint music coming from the Walkman hanging on Gary F’s belt.

The other members of my switching crew soon left the shade of the warehouse, where I used to take lunch with them when I felt like hearing their wife jokes and stories, and gathered around the cars. Eight men wearing blue uniforms and hardhats, their gloves tucked in back pockets. Men I’d worked with for years, but didn’t know much about.

Our foreman was the oldest. He wore a bandana under his hardhat and had a long, gray ponytail, had a problem with his voice cracking toward the end of sentences. It was a high squeal that sounded like an excited girl, and his words ran together. He quickly walked past Hutch and Ron, whose faces had grown pale, and put an arm on Gary F’s shoulder. “Can you say something, son? Can youmove?”

Gary F didn’t speak or move.

“I bet it got his spine,” said Archie Pedigo. He was middle-aged with an orange beard. The guys nicknamed him “C-clamp” because he never did anything.

“He’s like a goddamn scarecrow that blinks,” said LeVan, a big guy who drove a motorcycle to work, the only member of our crew who’d been to prison.

“It’s terrible, plain terrible,” said Ron.

“I’m sorry,” Hutch said. “But how the hell didn’t he see it coming?”

“Quit talking about him like he can’t hear you,” said the foreman. “This could be anyoneofus.”

He reached out and turned off the Walkman, then gently pulled the earphones away and let them fall around Gary F’s neck. “Hang in there, son. Help’s on the way.”

“Yeah, hang in there, man,” said some of the guys, giving one another looks of pain.

The yardmaster, a fat dude who wore jeans held up by suspenders, puttered down the hill in a golf cart. He stepped out holding a first aid kit and looked at Gary F. He slung the kit to the tracks and said, “This won’t help him.” He glared at the foreman. “In all my years. Damn if I don’t have to watch every move your crew makes from now on. See what your horse assing’ll cause.”

“We weren’t playing around,” said Ron. He leaned over and grabbed his knees.

“He walked right between them,” said Hutch. “Who the hell?”

“Tell it to the detectives,” the yardmaster said. Then he turned to Gary F, whose face was now covered with sweat that dropped to the dust. “What were you thinking?”

“I don’t think he cansay,” said the foreman.

“It got his spine,” said Pedigo.

Ron disappeared around the corner of the warehouse.

“We should get him off there,” said LeVan. “It’s about to make me crazy like I want to fight.”

“Then walk away,” said the foreman, but LeVan just dropped his hardhat on the gravel and sat on it.

I couldn’t do anything either but sit there and look at Gary F. I remembered seeing him a few weeks earlier in the parking lot one morning before our shift started. He rode up in a Volkswagen missing its front bumper. His wife drove and a boy with black hair sat in the backseat. Gary F got out and leaned into the back window. He puffed up his cheeks big with air, and the boy patted out the air and laughed. Gary F rubbed the boy’s head and then leaned in and kissed the woman. He walked up to me smiling and said, “Ready to get to it?”

“No,” I said.

“Me neither.” He watched the woman drive away. “But I don’t reckon we got much choice.”

*

It didn’t take long for the ambulance to arrive. It eased down the hill to a stop alongside the tracks. The paramedics paused for a second and looked at Gary F, then approached calmly while the yardmaster explained what had happened. One of the paramedics, a man with a ponytail who looked to be in his late thirties, about my age at the time, asked the yardmaster to give them some room then went to work cutting off Gary F’s uniform, sending strands of blue and white cotton floating to the gravel. Gary F’s chest was coated with thick curls, so pale every vein showed beneath the hair. The skin around the wound was such a dark shade of red it neared black.

The other paramedic, an older man with part of a tattoo reaching out of his shirt sleeve, said, “Can you tell me your name?”

When Gary F didn’t answer, the paramedic made a fist and rubbed his chest with his knuckles. When Gary F didn’t respond, the paramedic lifted his arm and let it slap against his thigh. Then he whispered something to the younger paramedic, slid an oxygen mask over Gary F.’s head and began to pump away on the bag.

The younger paramedic checked Gary F’s blood pressure, then unstrapped the cuff and threw it across his shoulder. The paramedics spoke softly to each other again, and the younger went to the back of the ambulance and returned with a silver blanket and an IV bag. He sank a needle into Gary F’s arm and hung the bag from a loose bolt on the gondola. He draped the blanket over Gary F’s shoulders.

He walked over to the yardmaster and led him away from the crowd. They stopped a few feet from me. “You should contact his next of kin and have them come down and see him before we radio LifeStar and pull those cars apart,” he told the yardmaster. “It’ll be a miracle if he lives more than a few minutes.”

The yardmaster wiped a hand across his forehead and looked at the guys gathered around the gondolas. Many had stayed, but some had walked down to the river and stood along its bank, staring out at the shifting flow. He spotted me on the crossties for the first time. “Get off your ass, Atkins, and go call his wife. Can’t you see we’ve got an emergency here?”

I didn’t see it as an emergency exactly, or a surprise, for that matter: We worked around tons of moving steel every day. I saw it as something else altogether, something much worse, a pressure behind my eyes I couldn’t quite explain.

I climbed the hill and made my way to the main office, a block building in the parking lot beside an antenna tower. Hanging on a wall was a list of crew members’ names and phone numbers. I found Gary F’s.

I picked up the phone and dialed. A man answered. I asked for my wife. “Is it an emergency?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said.

When Cindy made it to the phone, I said, “It’s me.”

“What’s wrong?” she said, out of breath. “They told me it was an emergency. I thought something happened to you.”

“I’m fine.”

“Then why are you calling me? We’re in the middle of stocking a suite for the Chinese tourists, and I’m having hot flashes and some pain. It’s all I can do not to fall out. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Maybe it’s come back.”

“It’ll be okay.”

“You’ve been saying that for two years.”

“Well, things can’t keep tumbling this direction forever. There’s got to be some relief up ahead.”

“We need help. Just plain goddamn help,” she said. “Oprah Winfrey’s a bitch. You know how many letters I’ve sent her?” She took a deep breath. “Shit, the manager is coming. Look, I’ll probably be late tonight, so why don’t you go to the store on the way home. We’re out of toilet paper and milk and get me some sleeping pills and write some bills. Lord, if we have any money left.”

After I hung up with her, I dialed Gary F’s number. A young woman answered, and I could hear a washing machine in the background. I pictured her dropping darks into the washer, the phone pinched between her chin and shoulder. “Is this Gary’s wife?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Who’s this?”

“I work with him. There’s been an accident.”

I heard the lid on the washing machine shut and her yell, “Drop it. Now.” The noise of the washing machine faded and she whispered, “Is he okay?”

“They say you should get down here.”

“Who’s they? What happened?”

“You should just get down here. Bye.”

I wasn’t too happy with the way I handled the call, but I don’t know what more I could’ve said. I had never been trained for such a thing and didn’t think it was right that I’d been the one chosen to do it.

*

I waited outside the office, watching the traffic on University Avenue and the college boys carrying backpacks up the steps of one of the fraternity houses across from the rail yard. They were laughing and slapping shoulders, unaware of me watching or what was happening down by the river.

The summer before, all the fraternities on the street threw a back to school party. The Friday morning after, some of the guys found two boys huddled behind the office building in nothing but their underwear. One was handcuffed to the antenna tower, the other handcuffed around his waist so that his ear rested against the first boy’s neck. Their ankles were tied together with a pair of pantyhose. The guys got a good laugh out of it before finally cutting them free.

I wasn’t there to see it because Cindy and I happened to be on vacation. I didn’t want any pity and had only told the foreman about Cindy because I had to miss some work to take her to the hospital for her surgery and then afterwards to stay at home and bring her water and pills and the TV Guide while she recovered. But he’d told the other guys and they decided to pitch in and buy us a trip to Myrtle Beach. After months of seeing Cindy weak and depressed with that same blank stare, having nightmares where she woke saying, “There’s a man in the closet!” so much different than I’d ever seen her, a vacation to the beach where we honeymooned ten years earlier seemed to be what we both needed.

I bought Cindy a bikini imprinted with cherries, but she wouldn’t put it on. It wasn’t because of the scar (the bathing suit bottoms hid that) or because she felt fat (she was skinnier than ever) but because she said she didn’t feel like a woman. “I got these,” she said, grabbing her breasts. “But I’m nothing. Just some doll that shits and bleeds.”

She wore one of my T-shirts that hung loose over her body and wouldn’t go down to the beach except at night after getting wasted on leftover pain pills and Corona all day. I finally quit trying to persuade her to do anything and joined in on the pills and beer and just lay around the hotel all day with the blinds shut, watching television in silence with her.

On our last night there, I came out of the bathroom to find her on the balcony yelling at a group of college-age kids gathered on the beach volleyball court outside our room. There were three boys and three girls all wearing bathing suits and drinking beer from a cooler. The girls had one of the boys buried in the sand and his friends stood nearby. Cindy was angry, leaning against the wrought iron rail, the ocean wind blowing fierce against the T-shirt, asking them where her daughter was, where her daughter was.

I didn’t know what she was talking about—she’d never had a daughter, or a son for that matter—and neither did the kids.

The buried boy said, “Shut the fuck up, lady. A shark ate your daughter.”

Before I could stop her, Cindy had climbed over the rail and was down in the sand, hunched over the boy. She didn’t say anything, just held one trembling finger an inch from his nose and stared down at him. The boy’s friends edged up behind her as if they were ready to tackle her. The girls stood nearby with their hands over their mouths. I’d never seen her so mad. I thought she might claw his face.

I hurried down to the sand and pulled Cindy from the buried boy. She jerked away and took off down the dark beach. I looked at the boys and girls and said, “You have to forgive her. She’s been through some rough times.”

“She’s a fucking loon,” said the boy in the sand and his friends laughed. One of them leaned down and poured a sip of beer in his mouth.

“Come on now, guys,” I said. “Take it easy on her. She’s been cut all to hell.”

“Been cut in the head,” said one of the girls.

If I’d stayed there much longer, I think I would’ve killed them all or tried. I found my wife a half mile down the beach curled up crying behind a wooden umbrella box. “Can you make me feel the way I used to feel?” she said. “Can you try?”

I crawled down in the sand and gave it my all, but I must not have done good enough because she cried through the whole thing, and after that night, she never asked the question again.

*

Gary F’s wife showed up driving the Volkswagen. The little boy sat on the passenger side, straining to look over the dash. She got out and helped the boy unbuckle. She was how I remembered her: young with fair mother skin, a good mother figure. The boy’s hair had grown some.

He stepped out clutching a green water gun. “Choo-choos,” he said, looking around the yard.

“Leave that in the car,” his mother said. She reached for the gun, but her eyes went to me and she grabbed his hand and dragged him across the parking lot. “I’m Gary’s wife,” she said. “Someone called me. I drove all the way here thinking the worst, but then I realized it could be anything. I realized it was probably something minor. Is he okay? Please tell me he’s okay. Are you the man who called?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t know who that was, but I’ll show you where he is.”

She started to follow me and then stopped. “Is he okay?” she said. “I have to know.”

“I’m not any kind of expert on these things,” I said.

“But for Christ’s sake, you know if somebody’s okay or not.”

“I really don’t,” I said.

She stared up at me, a bit frustrated but more scared than anything. She lifted her free hand, and for some reason, I reached out to grab it, thinking she was reaching for my hand, but then I realized that she was just swatting a gnat. I quickly put my hand to my cheek and wiped it, then led her toward the tracks, embarrassed.

Looking back, I should’ve told her to wait by the office while I went and got the paramedic. I should have told her to leave the boy in the car. When we topped the hill, the boy broke free of her grip and ran down toward the ambulance. When Gary F’s wife saw her husband caught between the gondolas, her knees buckled and she let out a shriek that made everyone turn to look at her. I grabbed her arm to keep her from falling. The younger paramedic hurried to us. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why’s he hanging there and not at the hospital? Why is everybody standing around and not doing anything?”

“We’re doing all we can, ma’am,” the paramedic said. “We wanted to give you a chance to talk to him.”

“Help him!” she yelled.

“We’re trying, but you need to speak to him while you can.”

When he said that, the anger left her face and her body relaxed as the realization set in. Then she saw the boy down at the tracks, pointing his water gun at the guys and making like he was going to shoot them. “He shouldn’t be here,” the woman said, starting down the hill. “Jacob, get up here.”

Hutch stepped away from the boy with a hand out, ready to block the stream of water. The foreman said, “Easy little fellow,”

LeVan didn’t pay the boy any attention, just sat there on his hardhat, squinting at Gary F as if the sight were blinding. The other guys watched as the boy made his way laughing through the crowd to find himself standing before his father.

By now Gary F was shivering. The older paramedic had removed the oxygen bag and wrapped his cut shirt around the couplers to hide the wound. If you didn’t know what happened or notice his boots suspended above the tracks, if you only glanced at him, you might think he was just standing there at the tracks about to give a speech to crowd, which is what the boy must have thought for a moment. “Daddy,” he said. He lifted the water gun and aimed it at his face. “You better run.”

Then a frightened look washed over his face and he dropped the gun. He slowly began to back up with both hands out and was about to turn when his mother caught up to him. He grabbed one of her thighs and shuffled behind it.

“Daddy looks hurt,” the boy said.

“He’s going to get better,” his mother said. “These men are going to help him.”

The younger paramedic led the boy to the back of the ambulance and gave him a plastic dinosaur to play with. All the guys walked off and gathered around the stack of crossties to give Gary F and his wife some time alone.

Nobody said anything. Gary F’s wife tried to straddle the couplers so she could face her husband, but she was too short. She reached for him, then shied away as if she was afraid to touch him. Finally, she said something I couldn’t make out, leaned her head against his chest and cried. And although Gary F showed no visible emotion, I’m sure he wanted to say something, the one thing, the sweetest thing he could think of to say to her. But he just hung on those steel arms, staring at the car in front of him, because that was all he could do.

I could already see myself afterward, once the woman and her boy were on their way to the hospital and the helicopter had landed to take Gary F away, his blood pouring onto the gravel as the paramedics loaded him, all the guys shielding their faces from the blowing dust. I could see myself driving the dark streets that night, slowing to look into lit windows, trying to glimpse the lives inside, caught between work and home, and then waiting for Cindy to come through the door and drop her keys on the table, her white blouse stained with coffee, her hands trembling as she crawled into bed and I followed, sliding in behind her and burying my face in her stale hair, putting my arm against hers as she reached across the cold mattress.


WAITING WIVES

by Bev Marshall

Everyone knew he was dead; everyone except Donna, his wife and the mother of his four children. Donna hung on when most of us would have given up hope. Her conversations were peppered with phrases like, “when Glen gets home” and, “maybe we’ll be assigned there next.” But we all knew there was no next for Glen.

Like all of us with living husbands, she changed the sheets on her bed, swept her floors, cooked pot roasts for dinner. She went right on with her life as though nothing had happened, as though Glen hadn’t been missing for six years. She shopped for school supplies, checked the oil in her car, and kept her wardrobe up-to-date with stylish miniskirts and fringed vests. She looked good in them, too.

All of us wives with living husbands envied her the wavy, raven hair that shone beneath the lights at the officers’ club when she danced the watusi with our husbands. She wore that hair cascading down her back, held high on her crown with a headband. Some, Gail Henshaw for one, said she wore a fall, but it was real. It was hers. And all those kids were hers. Ages ten, nine, seven, and six. All boys. Gina Long, one of the teachers at Baker Elementary, said the kids were smart as whips, never late with their homework, and brought hot lunches packed in little tin pails on which Donna had painted their names in bright colors. Some days I hated her. Some nights, washing the scent of love making from my body, I cried for her.

Joan’s husband was alive. We all knew he was because Joan received letters from him every now and then. They were propaganda letters, of course, in which he wrote dictated praise about his North Vietnamese captors. “I am being treated well. The U.S. aggressors are killing the Vietnamese children, destroying the family happiness with their bombs and shells.” Joan read the letters to Donna, who was her best friend. She babysat for Donna sometimes, because Joan and Eric had no children. They’d only been married three months when he boarded the plane bound for Vietnam.

Joan was physically the opposite of Donna. She was tall and thin with short, blond hair and pomegranate breasts. She wasn’t as beautiful as Donna, who was petite and dark and showed generous cleavage, but both of them had gorgeous green eyes. I imagined that when they looked into each other’s eyes, they saw themselves, and maybe that’s why they were such good friends. That and the fact that both of them bore the label Waiting Wife.

Joan lived four units down on my street, and Donna’s backyard bordered mine. I wasn’t their friend, even though Donna and I had both grown up in Mississippi and had suffered similar childhoods. Joan was from upstate New York and talked so fast I had to ask her to repeat whole sentences when she got really animated telling some story during the shuffling of tiles when we played Mah-Jongg on Thursdays. Still, I liked her, envied her freedom. She drove down to Chicago or over to Milwaukee whenever she felt like it, while the rest of us wives in the 85th Bomb Wing were stuck at home slathering cream on babies with eczema, and cooking stringy meat bought at the commissary for ravenous men who left yellow stains on the toilet lid after a night of drinking.

Besides Joan and Donna, on K.I. Sawyer AFB there were four other Waiting Wives with MIA and POW husbands. There was ample housing, and it was free for any woman who was unlucky enough to receive a uniformed visitor informing her that her husband wouldn’t be coming home when his tour of duty in Vietnam was up.

I was lucky. Although Butch had spent three of the four years we had been married in Southeast Asia, he had come home to me after each tour of duty. And when he was in Saigon, Utapao, Vung Tau, Udorn, Da Nang, Cam Rahn Bay, wherever his orders sent him, he wrote to me on blue-lined paper stuffed in white, blue, and gray envelopes that bore the word free on the top-right corner. All of the wives joked about how our husbands would write, “I can’t tell you where I am or what I’m doing as the mission is classified. Top Secret.” And then we’d turn on the evening news and Walter Cronkite would tell us all about it.

The war was waged in my living room more realistically than in Butch’s letters about a lobster dinner or a tennis game or occasionally about impotent gunfire that missed his plane by a mile. There on our TV screens were Green Berets on patrol, men wriggling in high grass with bullets whizzing over their heads, Vietnamese in rice fields wearing non la’s, the conical hats that shielded them from the merciless sun. My living room was alive with the sound of M-16’s (which our husbands called “widow makers”), the roar of B-52’s, the screams of the wounded being tossed into helicopters.

We drew our chairs close to the television screen, anxiously watching for the faces of the pilots of the choppers—the F-4’s, C-130’s, AC-47’s, F-100’s, all of the winged creatures the Viet Cong were determined to shoot out of the sky. We feared seeing boys we knew, or thought we might know, or a young man who was the son or husband or brother of someone we did know. But even if the youthful eyes of the pilot were alien to us, we knew him, knew his wife, knew his mother. The shape of body bags, the sound of the zipper, the weight of the corpse haunted all of our dreams, and we all watched Walter Cronkite and David Brinkley and anyone who could tell us what the hell was going on in the faraway jungle where Joan’s and Donna’s dreams had been killed.

At K.I. Sawyer AFB, the men ebbed and flowed like ocean waves. Crews were sent TDY to Thailand or Guam or places we never found out about until after the war was over. TDY—temporary duty, they said—but a Thai assignment lasted three to four months; The Rock, the nickname for Guam, meant six months away. The crews on the B-52 (or “BUF,” as we called it), went to Guam. The acronym BUF stood for “Big Ugly Fucker,” which naturally led to a lot of speculation about the qualifications needed to be on a BUF crew; the crews who flew the KC-135, a refueling tanker, were known as “gas passers.” Ribbing was a way of life, though, and most of the wives took the jibes that came their way good-naturedly.

The crews remaining on the base left on one- or two-week sorties and returned to sit on seven-day alerts. They missed birthdays and anniversaries and Christmas mornings, Thanksgiving turkeys, Easter hams, and Fourth of July picnics. They missed playing tooth fairy and their son’s first home run. They wrote letters, made ham radio calls, and begged for packages of things they missed. For six years Donna had sent no packages. For three years, ever since Eric had been captured, Joan had sent practical things like soap and shaving cream and shoelaces and underwear to the Hanoi Hilton, but Eric never wrote that he had received them.

I should have sent more. When Butch came home from his first tour of duty in Vietnam, he told me he’d received fewer packages than anyone in his squadron. Why hadn’t I baked more, knitted, shopped for delicacies he longed for? I didn’t because, like so many of my friends, I was too busy trying to build a life without him. Sounds terrible, but there it is. You go on. You work and eat and sleep and play and pray and you go on to the next day, praying and working and writing a letter filled with lies about how you’re doing just fine. Nearly every Air Force wife I knew was a great liar, and the few who weren’t were shunned by us all. Weakness wasn’t tolerated at Sawyer. We couldn’t afford it. If the line of female defense weakened, we knew we’d all scatter and run with our tails tucked back to mama and a good night’s sleep.

I didn’t meet Donna and Joan until the summer of 1969. When Butch and I arrived at Sawyer just before Easter that year, a blizzard arrived with us. The cold wind that swept off Lake Superior froze my fingers, numbed my mind, and turned the knot of fear inside my gut to ice. It was spring, wasn’t it? The calendar said so, my Southern relatives wrote it was so, the summer clothes that draped mannequins’ bodies in the store heralded the season. But in Upper Michigan it may as well have been the dead of winter. I bought gloves and a woolen scarf and tall suede boots that looked fine with miniskirts and colored leggings. I learned to wield a shovel, drag a sled, identify approaching vehicles by the neon orange or green balls moving above snow-banked corners. When the snow turned to slush, I ate the Hershey bars I’d kept in the trunk of the car.

And then in July summer finally arrived! Two whole weeks of sunny days warm enough to sit on our stoops and swap recipes, remedies for cold sores, tricks to get children into bed at nine even though the sun was still visible in the sky. It was the warm weather that brought Joan and Donna to my patch of grass, where I sat in a webbed lawn chair writing a letter to my mother.

I already knew their stories. Isolated as we were at Sawyer, there was no snippet of gossip or news that didn’t get reported (and distorted). And so I recognized them. The two Waiting Wives who were connected in a way none of the rest of us would ever be. They stopped to admire my snapdragons, which had miraculously pushed through the cold soil and bloomed in abundance. In shades of purple, red, pink, and yellow, they stood in front of the brick wall of my kitchen as testaments to the hardiness of nature and my faith in the prayers I had sent to the Lord for their survival.

After we three introduced ourselves and exchanged basic facts about our backgrounds, Donna pointed to my garden. “How beautiful! I hope my boys don’t see these flowers. Every blooming plant they find, they rip out of the ground and bring home to me. You’d better keep an eye out for them.” She cocked her head and, lifting both hands, she flipped her hair back over her shoulder.

Her metal MIA bracelet winked in the sunlight, and I looked down at my own, which bore the name Alvin Potts, a POW I would never meet. I imagined that the weight of the bracelet, the feel of it sliding up and down her arm, would be a constant reminder of her loss, and I searched her face for lines of sadness, defeat, misery that I could only imagine. What if Butch were an MIA or a POW? How would I look? How would my grief manifest? Where was the sadness in Donna’s broad smile, where was the dullness in her lively eyes?

I shifted my gaze to Joan, who stood with her hands on her hips. “Impossible to catch those boys,” she said. “They’re as fast as an F-4. All of them except Boo, the baby.” She was wearing blue jean shorts with an overall bib and a lacy T-shirt beneath. I envied her the long legs, the Jesus sandals, the confidence that was apparent as she rocked from side to side as she spoke. I had expected to feel embarrassed when I finally met these two, for tragedy to me meant pity and no one wants to be the recipient of sympathy. And yet somehow I felt that it was I who was to be pitied. “I’ve heard your boys are darling,” I said to Donna. We had no children and I longed for a baby snuggled on my shoulder, but Butch was away so often, it seemed it would take a miracle for us to conceive.

Donna smiled. “Darling devils,” she said. “I swear they’ll be the death of me one of these days.”

At the word death, I looked down at my pink stationery. Of course, she didn’t know her husband, her sons’ daddy, was dead. Still it seemed appalling for her to use the D word we all tried to avoid.

“Do you play Mah-Jongg?” Joan asked.

I had learned the game two years before when Butch was in pilot school in Laredo, Texas, which often held the record for high temperatures. We joked about the irony that we now lived near the town that frequently held the low-temp record. “I’d love to play anytime,” I said.

“We play on Thursdays,” she called, as she took Donna’s hand and they strolled on down Hustler Street toward Invader.

Sitting at the table in the officers’ club dining room, shuffling ivory tiles, I came to know bits and pieces of Joan’s life. And it was Joan who suggested I join her as a Red Cross volunteer at the hospital. Because I worked at the front desk, checking people in for their appointments, and Joan was a chaperone in the exam rooms, I rarely saw her during my shifts, which lasted only a few weeks. I was susceptible to every germ that a patient carried into the hospital, and after I missed my period, I learned that my resistance was low because somehow I had finally gotten pregnant.

Four months later, I was back at the hospital, having a miscarriage. When Joan stopped by my room to offer condolences, I noticed the good-looking Master Sergeant who stood in the doorway of the ward waiting for her. Shortly afterwards, the gossip grapevine at Sawyer entangled Joan. She was supposedly having an affair with the sergeant.

I refused to speculate on whether or not this was true, just as I paid no attention to the rumors that two families on Invader Street had swapped husbands and wives. There were key parties, blue movies shown in basements, cheating husbands, cheating wives, cheating children in school. The rumors of a suicide were true and some of the other ugly stories that were bandied about over the Mah-Jongg table were true, too.

But it was the era of hippies, communes, James Taylor, Carly Simon, and Eric Burdon and the Animals, whose song lyrics we all knew by heart. The old rules we’d grown up with no longer applied. Living under the shadow of Vietnam, none of us were leading the lives we’d expected when we said our vows. When Butch had gotten off a plane wearing his uniform at an airport in California, a long-haired boy had spit on him. How were we supposed to behave? Were our husbands heroes or despicable killers of women and babies?

As it turned out, the rumor about Joan was true. She was in love, and it was just bad timing that Nixon finally secured the release of the POW’s. She didn’t fly to San Antonio to meet Eric, who would be in the hospital there for several weeks. Why didn’t she go? How could she not? I imagined that Joan didn’t want to give false hope to Eric; she couldn’t pretend she loved him when she loved someone else. After all, she and Eric had only been married a short time before he’d left for Vietnam, and after four years, he wouldn’t be the same man who had kissed her good-bye in the Chicago airport.

Donna had never met Eric, but it was she who took Joan’s place and boarded the plane headed for Texas. Everyone on the base wondered why Donna would entangle herself in Joan’s predicament. And while I never knew the answer to that question, I believed that she went because Donna loved Joan, because that’s what best friends do for one another. I imagined that during the three weeks she visited Eric in the hospital, Donna explained how things were, so that by the time Joan picked them up at the nearby Marquette airport, Eric held no illusions about his wife. But I could be wrong. Maybe Donna told him Joan was sick or temporarily out of the country and that’s why she couldn’t come, or maybe Donna, who had for so long believed her own lies about Glen’s survival, made up some other story that was plausible to Eric.

Whatever she told him, Eric looked very happy when the three of them showed up for brunch at the officers’ club on the Sunday after his return. Butch and I had just sat down with our friends, Tammy and Vince Moss, when they walked into the dining room. I remember how beautiful both Donna and Joan looked that morning. Beneath the chandelier their faces literally glowed, and their smiles seemed nearly magical. Joan introduced Eric to everyone. Tall, blond, thin, but with no visible damage I could detect, he sat between them, wolfing down an omelet as both women smiled at each other over his bent head. It was Donna who buttered his toast.

Shortly after the war ended, Butch was reassigned to reconnaissance at Offutt AFB, in Bellevue, Nebraska. Tammy and Vince were moving to Enid, Oklahoma, and since we were just off the interstate, they stopped by. And that’s when I found out what happened to Joan, Donna, and Eric. As it turned out, we had all been right in assuming Glen was dead. I don’t know what proof the Air Force gave Donna that Glen was never coming home, but his status was changed from MIA to KIA. Our friends told us that Joan had divorced Eric, married her sergeant, and moved to Oregon or some other northwestern state. Donna was living in Alaska, married to Eric now, and pregnant. They hoped it would be a girl.

For the next fifteen years I remained a Waiting Wife during both short and long TDY’s until Butch retired from the Air Force just after the beginning of the Gulf War. We were living at RAF Mildenhall in England, and one of my last duties was to teach Waiting Wives how to detect a car bomb before strapping in their babies for a trip to the commissary. We’d just gotten news that one of our pilots had been shot down over the Persian Gulf. His widow was pregnant and had boarded the plane bound for home with their two-year-old girl.

There was a party planned for that weekend, and none of us were in the party mood, but for various reasons, nearly everyone in Butch’s squadron showed up anyway. That night, as I stood watching the sadness that passed over the countenances of the young wives discussing the tragic news, one of them, Barb Aton, a slip of a girl dressed in overalls and a striped top with a blonde rat tail hanging down her back, walked away from the group. Leaning over the stereo set, she popped in a Bruce Springsteen tape and turned the volume up as high as it would go. As Bruce’s voice rang out through the small British house, one by one, the wives pulled their husbands close, and raising their arms victoriously they danced, singing the words over and over, “I was born in the USA.”

As Butch and I joined the dancing, I thought about Donna and Joan and all of the women I had known on K.I. Sawyer AFB. Our war was over, another one had begun, and while the men would fight in a desert instead of a jungle, would fly newer and faster planes, the meaning of the label Waiting Wife was still the same.

*

I had intended to end this essay with the above paragraph, but before I printed the page, I received an email from my friend Tammy. She thought I would want to know that an old friend from K.I. Sawyer had stopped by her home, and as they reminisced, she’d found out that Donna’s fifth child was a girl, just as she and Eric had hoped. Donna’s daughter had joined the Guard in Louisiana and was on her way to Iraq. Donna would be a Waiting Mother now.

I have a daughter, too, but she’ll never be sent to Iraq. She’s a teacher and lives just through the woods, walking distance to my house. She has a son named Chess. He’s not old enough to go to war, but someday he will be, and I pray that when he’s grown into his manhood, he’ll fall in love with a wonderful woman who will never become a Waiting Wife.


FISHTRAPS

by Joe Formichella

Welcome to the Waffle House, the Phils call, as they do to anyone who enters the establishment.

At every other Waffle House in the entire country, some 1,400 other franchises, the staff is required to greet customers, calling out Hello as they’re flipping sausage patties or filling coffee cups, wiping down tables, whatever. There have been dismissals over the failure to do so, it’s taken so seriously. That seriousness bleeds a little bit of the sincerity out of the practice, so that at some Waffle Houses, the greeting feels more like, What are you doing here? Not the Waffle House in Penelope, Alabama. There you’re greeted, Welcome to the Waffle House!≠ – genuinely, and not by the staff.

Not too many folks react to their customized greeting anymore. They did at first. They stopped, if only briefly, to look over and nod, say Thanks before continuing on with their routine, whatever it was.

You’re welcome, the Phils always, always answered. That’s part of the theory.

Not enough people say You’re welcome anymore, they decided some time ago. They would know. They were constant recipients of gifts large and small, As are all of us, really, they would argue, and so were constantly expressing their gratitude.

But not many people acknowledge that gratitude anymore.

Not enough people welcome it.

So they are certain to acknowledge any appreciation directed their way. The Phils aren’t appreciated much, though they try as best they can, try to make whatever difference they can in the lives they encounter.

Welcome to the Waffle House, they always say, and have started to add, Welcome home!

Now that gives folks pause. A Waffle House, any Waffle House, is probably the last place someone would want to call home. And they clearly didn’t look like owners of the establishment. They didn’t look like owners of anything, except the bundled articles stuffed into the plastic grocery bags stashed under the seats of their booth. So at regular intervals some customer, having heard the greeting a few times during their brief visit, will ask one of the workers behind the counter, over the cash register, Say, this really their home?

The only answer anyone gives anymore is, The Phils? They’re here every time I’m here.

Thanks for coming by, the Phils usually call to that person on their way out, as if they really had made some kind of house call, which the Phils would argue they had.

But that’s another story.

Yes, yes.…

Thanks for coming by, they say, so their visitor feels appreciated, and then they wait in vain for an acknowledgment.

The Phils are four older gentlemen who sit in the booth in the northwest corner of the Penelope, Alabama, Waffle House, always. They are very rarely absent from that booth, which they call home. No one knows where they go or what they do when they’re not in the booth, except around Halloween. They pretty clearly don’t have jobs or families. They keep themselves mostly clean, even if their clothes are ragged and ill-fitting. They don’t cause any trouble, don’t bother anyone really, except to welcome them, which is a nice thing, to be welcomed at a fast-food establishment.

They don’t take credit for the practice though.

Wish we could, one of the Phils always says.

But it wasn’t us.

Nope, that was all Big Bob’s.

Big Bob from Boise.

That’s the story they like to tell the most. The Big Bob from Boise story: a retired life-time employee for Hewlett-Packard, who just couldn’t help but be successful in life. He’d been one of the earliest employees for the Boise Consumer Management office when HP started branching out from their origins in California in the early ‘60s. He’d been with them for almost twenty years when the company started to hit the jackpot in the personal computer and printer business, and Big Bob just hung on for another fifteen years.

And they almost always prefaced the story by telling their listener, You would have really liked Big Bob.

Bob wasn’t an engineer or programmer. Originally, he was a mimeograph technician. A reproducer, at best, he always said.

You boys remember mimeographs? I used to fix the dang drums. Then one day, bam, company goes public, I’m a stock-holder with dividends I don’t know what to do with and a sweet-as-apple-pie parachute. Can you beat that?

He always made it sound like it could have happened to anyone, that any one of them could have been just as unqualified for success and yet benefited as much as he had. He made it sound like success could still find them, at any time, could still just fall into their laps as it had his thirty-some years ago. They liked him for that.

They first met Big Bob when he pulled his RV into the parking lot of the Waffle House early one Sunday morning and got stuck trying to turn around. It wasn’t just any Sunday, though. It was the Sunday after Thanksgiving, maybe the second or third busiest travel day of the entire year. It was a jubilee kind of day.

A jubilee kind of day? Bob had challenged them the first time he heard the story told. What the hell is that?

It’s an anniversary, Bob, for goodness sakes. And stop swearing, Constance, his wife, had said, so that they might continue. She already knew the story, of course. But there was a particular part she was anticipating.

Hell, Connie, I know that. I remember the big bash HP had for their fiftieth.

And then he hinted that he had something special planned for their fiftieth wedding anniversary, which was coming up in a few years.

She would not be mollified so easily: Stop swearing.

I’m sorry. But what’s a jubilee kind of day? And what’s a Jubilee Parkway? A fifty-year-old road?

U.S. 98, south of I-10, in Penelope, Alabama, is also called the Jubilee Parkway. The Waffle House is about half a mile south of I-10 and sits up on a hill east of the roadway and actually has a pretty nice view of Mobile Bay to the west. The road wasn’t named to commemorate any kind of anniversary.

Penelope hadn’t been incorporated for fifty years yet, in fact. It was a young town, due to celebrate its jubilee anniversary about the same time as Bob and Constance. Just a former village along the eastern shore of the bay, Penelope grew into a city as a collection of fast-food restaurants and gas stations and cheap hotels clustered along the Jubilee Parkway to capture the business traveling both east and west along the newly built interstate, which also provided easier access south toward Fairhope, Alabama, and the Gulf of Mexico beaches.

The city planners, who didn’t give too much consideration to the aesthetics of such a cluster, nor the nightmarish traffic it created, were already busy planning the city’s fiftieth anniversary, just as Bob. Their plans included getting as much milage as they could out of the dual meaning the milestone would hold for their Jubilee City. “Jubilee’s Jubilee,” they were billing it, already wearing lapel pins with 50th on them, and devising contests based on the number. The local newspaper, in a display of forethought never otherwise exhibited in the city, started its daily 2,500 reasons to live in Penelope almost seven years before the event! And schools were going to sponsor student essays on what they loved about Penelope, in 2,500 words or less.

In two places in the entire world, jubilee had a different meaning: Mobile Bay and Tokyo Bay. In only those places, a jubilee is a marine phenomenon where fish and seafood will beach themselves if the conditions are just right. Exactly what combination of conditions is required is something of a mystery, even for locals, even after a lifetime of studying the event. That is why it has become a social event as much as an ecological one. There are certain seasoned veterans who have a pretty good track record of predicting jubilees. Part science, part instinct, not unlike picking horses, pretty good is being right 50, 60 percent of the time. What spawns the beaching is pretty clear: The fish are seeking oxygen. Exactly what causes the migration of oxygen toward the shoreline is a curious mix of salinity, tide, wind speed and direction, as well as other not so measurable factors, they say. Adding to the mystery, of course, is the fact that jubilees usually only happen at night, and most of them will only last for an hour or so.

All those who are as inept at reading race forms as they are at tasting the bay water or wetting a thumb to gauge wind direction hope to get on a telephone list of the proven handicappers. And on those evenings when the possibility of a jubilee whispers through town, they sleep very lightly and partially dressed, so that if the call does come, they are ready to spring out of bed, gather their gear, and head for the beach, so that they might gather up all the flounder and shrimp and crabs that they can carry away with them. Of course, in Tokyo Bay, everyone along Mobile Bay’s eastern shore would be quick to add, you can’t eat the fish, because of the heavy metal pollutants, for one. Not in Penelope. In Penelope you can take your catch home and have a crabmeat omelet that morning, a shrimp po-boy for lunch, and stuffed flounder that evening.

Now that’s eating, Big Bob always said at the end of his version of the explanation. Bob loved to eat, and he loved the American idealism of man trying to outwit nature that the phenomenon encapsulated. It was a story he loved telling back home in Boise.

By his second or third year of passing through Penelope, he’d managed to get himself on one of the call lists, providing even his Boise number, just so he could know there was a jubilee happening, so he could run through his neighborhood more than a thousand miles away, in his flannel nightshirt, hollering, Jubilee! Jubilee!

He’d also managed to get himself one of the coveted 50th lapel pins, both designed to elicit the necessary questions so he’d have yet another chance to tell the whole story.

It was a jubilee Sunday morning that first time Bob and Constance pulled their Super-Coach up the inclined driveway of the Waffle House along U.S. 98, not because there had been a jubilee that morning (although in point of fact there had been one only three weeks prior). It was a jubilee Sunday morning because of all the travelers that were hitting the road for long drives home or to the airport, after the four-or five-day weekend most of them had spent around Thanksgiving. It was a getaway morning, and on getaway days, no one likes to cook for themselves. There’s usually no time allotted for preparing and eating a meal at any kind of leisure, much less cleaning up afterwards. So if you were going to eat in a hurry anyway, why not fast food? Any of the franchises along Penelope’s Jubilee Parkway were designed for quick and painless meals, at any time of the day. On getaway days especially, motorists flocked to the McDonald’s or the Hardees or the IHOP or the Waffle House like fish chasing oxygen up onto the beaches of Mobile and Tokyo Bays.

Of course in Tokyo, or so the refrain goes, you can’t eat the fish, which is why the safest bet in town, for the jubilee diviners, the precious people on their phone lists, and all the other residents who have never shared in the bounty, is that jubilee is the Penelope Register’s number one reason for living in the Jubilee City.

Big Bob and Constance weren’t looking for fish or waffles that morning, though. They were looking for historic Marlow, Alabama. Bob pulled the Super-Coach all the way into the parking area north of the building and then proceeded to try and turn the thing around with a three-point turn like it was a nimble family station wagon. It wasn’t, of course, and Bob got himself stuck between the porch of the Waffle House and the bluff that sloped down into the McDonald’s drive-through lane below. He put the Super-Coach into park and climbed out with his AAA Triptik unfolding before him like family photos from a wallet. He stood there peering into the darkness south, then west, then back at the interstate, rejecting the Triptik and relying on his senses in hopes of finding his way before entering the Waffle House to ask for directions, to Constance’s astonishment. She’d been suggesting he stop for directions, or stop for some rest so that they might continue their trip in the daylight, for hours.

It’s supposed to be right near here, Bob kept saying, driving back and forth across the bay before stopping in Penelope.

The Phils were the only ones inside the Waffle House, besides the cook, even on the Sunday morning after Thanksgiving. It was only two in the morning. The getaway travelers weren’t expected for at least another couple of hours. At two in the morning on any day of the year, even Mother’s Day (the number one busiest day for the Waffle House, but only the 2,000th reason to live in Penelope: the city workers install folksy-looking placards depicting storks carrying babies wrapped in swaddling cloth proclaiming Happy Mother’s Day at the head of the medians at most intersections along Jubilee Parkway), the only other people likely to be found in the Waffle House were the policeman or EMTs or volunteer firemen. The four gentlemen seated at the booth in the farthest northeast corner of the restaurant≠ – with the best view of the driveway, Jubilee Parkway, and the bay, the booth nearest the pay phone on the other side of the window, which they used as their contact number in the case of a jubilee or some other opportunity≠ – were there almost any morning. They were known collectively by the police and the EMTs and the fire department and the management of the Waffle House as the Phils. They were stationed at their booth when Bob finally relented to Constance’s suggestions and pulled up into the parking lot and got himself stuck, in a display of agitation he would attribute to the number of hours he’d been driving and the number of times Constance had asked him, Why do you have to be so stubborn?

He blames me! Constance says at this part of the story, every time.

Oh, Connie, Bob answers, wagging his head like the old family Labrador that’s been caught leaking on the carpet.

Can anyone tell me how to get to historic Marlowe? he asked when he got inside.

Everyone inside had been watching Bob inch the Super-Coach forward and backward in his attempts to turn the thing around, resulting in his being thoroughly stuck.

You can’t leave that thing there, Chester the cook told him.

I won’t, I won’t, Bob promised, if you could just help me…

Look pretty stuck, Phil said.

Real stuck, another Phil added.

I got a big crowd coming in today, Chester said, nervously pacing behind the counter.

Bob turned to look out the window at the Super-Coach, blocking not only 75 percent of the parking lot but one of the entrance doors. He seemed to fully assess the situation for the first time, and kind of collapsed onto a stool at the counter.

You can’t leave that thing there, Chester told him again.

If you had backed all the way out here, Phil motioned, to the sliver of asphalt along the front of the building, You might have been able to get turned around.

As is, another Phil told him, standing and moving to the spot where the Super-Coach sat a few feet from the window, You’re stuck.

About that time everyone migrated first toward the blocked entryway to comment on how that would discourage business this morning, and then out the unobstructed door so they might collectively think of a solution.

First they had Bob get back behind the wheel and see if they couldn’t gain a little more maneuverability with the help of all four Phils serving as spotters at the front and rear, left and right axes of the Super Coach. It had been so long since any of the Phils had driven though, that they probably only got Bob more stuck than he was, if that’s possible.

You can’t leave that thing there, Chester said a third time.

Then they decided to call for professional help.

Tony’ll know how to get you out, Phil promised Constance, who had broken down and sat crying in the passenger seat of the Super-Coach.

Tony’s Towing, though, was having something of a jubilee morning himself, as he would have told them, had they been able to reach him. Think about it, he would have said. All those people getting in their cars for their trip home, after driving cross-country and pretty much living in them for four or five days, hell, some of them got to break down. If only 10 percent of ‘em do, he would explain, being a pretty fair handicapper himself, having been to his share of jubilees, I’m going to have one busy winch. All Phil could do was leave a message on Tony’s answering service, try the beeper number, and hope for the best.

But it got worse before Tony returned any of their calls. When the daytime staff of the Waffle House showed up about four, all six of them, 50 percent more than would be there on any other Sunday morning, except Mother’s Day, they were forced to take most of the unblocked parking spaces instead of parking back behind the building next to the Dumpster, at management’s insistence. When the first carload of getaway diners showed up not too much later, pretty pleased with themselves for having gotten up and loaded and on the way so timely, they took one look at the situation at the top of the driveway to the Waffle House, turned around and went next door for some Egg McMuffins instead.

It was probably not entirely sensitive of Phil to drag Bob over to their booth to watch how deftly they were able to turn around utilizing the buffer at the front of the building that they’d mentioned earlier in the morning.

But Bob wasn’t offended. Well, hell, he said. What was I thinking.

Stop swearing, Bob.

I’m sorry, he turned around and confessed to the Waffle House staff for about the 2,500th time. I’m such a big dummy.

Bob could be exceedingly self-deprecating, something that never failed to endear him to Constance, not even after almost fifty years together. His now-leisurely lifestyle in only his early 60s was built on mechanical skills learned in a high school shop class, a class Bob had had to take because he couldn’t begin to master the science or the mathematics that had accounted for Mr. Hewlett and Mr. Packard’s astounding success. Mimeograph drums, he would say, which for him, meant the same thing as a lottery ticket, a thousand to one shot, a jubilee.

Other drivers, not as savvy as that first one perhaps, or more likely victims of the same sort of stubborn agitation that had started the whole trouble in the first place, what with all the hassles of trying to get vacationers up and out early in the morning, trying to load the car with all the dirty laundry that took up so much more space, not to mention all the leftover food that had been packaged up and foisted upon them, insisted on trying to make the situation at the Waffle House work. The Phils had the best view of each successive arrival, where the driver seemed to be saying to their significant others in the passenger seat, You wanted waffles, we’re going to the Waffle House! They parked on the buffer zone, even though Phil sat there shaking his head knowing what a complete logjam that would create. Then they parked along the driveway itself, all the way down to the shoulder of the Jubilee Parkway. That was when the Penelope police finally showed up, lights flashing, siren tooting, to not much avail.

One officer stationed himself at the bottom of the driveway waving people away from the scene. Drivers slowly cruised on by, rubbernecking, trying their best to figure out what the commotion was. Most of them, seeing only the traffic jam along the driveway of the Waffle House, assumed that there must be some kind of unbelievable promotion going on, and were either curious enough or so driven by the possibility of free food, that they parked wherever they could find open space within a quarter mile radius of the Waffle House and walked back to the restaurant to find out what they were missing. It’s the same kind of thing that happened after most substantial jubilees. Word would pass through town that there had been a bonanza jubilee the night before and people would flock to the beach, looking for any evidence–the dead eels that would also beach themselves–just so they could testify that yes they’d been to a jubilee.

The second officer walked up the driveway and past the gathering crowd. It didn’t take him long to figure out the problem, asking Bob, once he’d identified the owner of the Super-Coach, Got stuck, huh?

Yes sir, Bob confessed, wagging his head. There was absolutely no limit to how apologetic he could be. It didn’t matter how many times people asked if he was stuck or told him he couldn’t park there, Bob confessed his failure, admitted his stupidity, and offered his apologies again and again and again. The Phils, among others, found Bob as endearing as Constance did by the end of the ordeal.

Anybody called Tony? the policeman asked next.

Tried to, Phil answered, but we haven’t been able to reach him.

Dispatch, dispatch, this is number four, come in please, he said into his radio.

Go ahead four.

Get a hold of Tony and tell him we’ve got a situation down here at the Waffle House and he needs to bring his big rig with a sled just as soon as he can get here, over.

Copy.

Up until that point it had been a pretty festive, even if chaotic, affair. Most of the diners that had arrived on foot elected to stay and eat, since they’d already made the trip, so the management was not unhappy. They had run out of tables though and turnover would be very, very slow, what with tired walkers or the earliest arrivals hopelessly blocked. Bob was trying to help, buying coffee and taking it out to the patrons lining up outside and now clogging the one functional entrance. It was at that point that the police made the unpopular announcement that the establishment would have to close, the driveway be cleared, so that Tony could work his magic and restore something like order.

It would be well into the afternoon before that happened, though. Tony was as shrewd as Hewlett and Packard were brilliant. He knew that by the time anyone ever called him into a situation, it wasn’t likely to change before he got there. It’s like telephoning catfish, he might say, which is something not entirely unlike a jubilee, but it is completely illegal. Tony has learned how to operate in that gray area between honest and dishonest and managed to both maintain his favorable relationship with the Penelope police and still not abandon all of the other calls he’d had that morning. He just took the calls that were on his way to the Waffle House, so that he could honestly say, each time dispatch checked on his progress, I’m on my way.

It took quite a while to clear the parking lot anyway. It was like unraveling a very complicated puzzle. If any one car couldn’t be removed, none of them could. And if the occupants of the minivan down at the bottom of the driveway happened to include a hyperactive toddler, whose eating efficiency would rate near zero, there wasn’t much the Penelope police could do about it.

Now what are we waiting for, Dave? Agnes the assistant manager asked the policeman, watching her jubilee morning tick inexorably away.

Dave, sitting comfortably at the counter, enjoying his free coffee and toast, thanks to Bob, just waved back toward the minivan’s booth. Jimmy’s under the table again, Agnes. And he hasn’t finished his milk yet. What do you want me to do, arrest him for piddling?

Do something! she pleaded.

Let me try, Bob volunteered. Jimmy, do you like straws? Bob would end up on all fours, under the table with the child, imitating a walrus. And he would have to sit opposite Jimmy with the straws up his nose, snorting and growling so Jimmy would sit and finish his meal.

Those remaining inside gave Bob a round of applause for the performance as the minivan family were leaving, but he waved them off, as if to say Any one of you would have done the same thing.

There were other complications, between the dead batteries in cars with their doors left ajar by eager diners and those that didn’t have the necessary traction at their off-road parking location. Bob did everything he could to help. He lent a hand pushing and offered up his own set of jumper cables. And he bought everyone’s food. From the people waiting patiently outside to those stranded inside, Bob greeted them all, Welcome to the Waffle House, he’d say. Breakfast is on me today! That added to Dave’s difficulty clearing the place, but no one complained too much, not even Agnes. It was the first time most anyone could remember seeing the Phils actually eat in the Waffle House.

Bob stayed long after Tony had dragged the Super-Coach back around and pointing toward the Jubilee Parkway, and then got a bite to eat himself. He stayed until he was sure he’d made all the reparations he could to Agnes and the rest of the establishment. It was the middle of the afternoon, and all the getaway travelers were either already on the road, or they would be looking for something other than waffles to eat, so no one urged Bob or his Super-Coach on their way. He even offered to clean some dishes, but Agnes told him, no, he’d done enough, really.

He didn’t ask anyone how to get to historic Marlow. He didn’t want to be any more of a burden, he told Constance, infuriating her all over again, once back in the Super-Coach, trying to drive and decode the Triptik all at the same time.

Burden? she seethed.

But they found it. Right where it’s supposed to be, Bob assured her. And they liked the spot so much they made regular pilgrimages back to the area, always stopping by to see their friends at the Waffle House on their way in.

And despite everything they experienced on their first trip to the Jubilee City, Bob still managed to get himself stuck trying to turn around the Super-Coach in the Waffle House’s restricted parking area from time to time. Most years it would be a different overnight cook that would come from around the counter to tell Bob, You can’t leave that thing there. Had it been the same cook year after year, Bob would have been forbidden from the establishment much earlier. People were more forgiving in the middle of the night, or maybe it was just the calming, organized handling of the crises the Phils displayed that forestalled Bob’s banishment. They knew exactly what to do, of course.

Call dispatch, they would inform Walter or Brian or Maria or whoever the cook happened to be at the moment. Have them locate Tony and be sure that he brings his sled.

After a while everyone involved, the Phils, Tony, Penelope PD, referred to the drill as Big Bob’s return. All they had to say in those pre-dawn phone calls was, Big Bob’s back, and everyone would know exactly what to do, a lot like a jubilee. Before it was all over, it came to resemble a jubilee more and more, with a growing list of the curious and the luminous wishing to be notified when Bob made his annual southern migration. Even on years when he didn’t get stuck, the Phils would still make the phone call to dispatch and inform them, Big Bob’s back. But we don’t need the sled this time.

It had to end some time, of course. That happened on an early Friday evening when someone other than Bob got himself stuck trying to turn around in the Waffle House’s parking lot. Big Bob was involved, though. Bob’s other retirement hobby, besides traveling around the country with Constance in their Super-Coach, was short-wave radio. He found he could keep up with Penelope PD, dispatch, and countless other acquaintances they’d accumulated on their travels, late at night, while Constance slept back in their house in Boise. Bob had an office he’d created out of some space beneath one of the gables of the high slanted roof where he would sit and gaze out at the stars and test the airways, This is 9-HPB-64, anybody on tonight? Over.

He’d chanced to strike up a relationship with a trucker that drove the southeastern routes, Atlanta to Miami to Jacksonville to Houston to Memphis, and soon. Crawdaddy, he called himself. Crawdaddy drove as many hours a day as he could get away with, seven days a week. He slept in his truck. He took care of his hygiene and ate all his meals at truck stops.

What about family? Bob asked him.

Who needs family? Crawdaddy shot back.

Everyone needs someone, Bob tried.

All I need’s a ticket, Crawdaddy told him, meaning an invoice for a load of something that had to be trucked somewhere else.

Most of their conversations went that way. Crawdaddy was as recalcitrant as they come, and Bob never pushed, which is probably the only reason Crawdaddy answered Bob’s calls.

Bob caught him at a vulnerable moment once, though. Crawdaddy never told him exactly what was bothering him that evening but Bob knew something wasn’t right. CD, as he called him, wasn’t his usual cocksure, self-reliant braggart. He was complaining, almost whining, about the food he ate, his health, the boredom of endless hours on the road, how every other driver on the road hated truckers, because of their size, or their bulk, their splash, everything. Makes a guy lonely, you know?

Bob had always told him to stop by if he’d ever found himself in Boise. But CD had always answered, Not much chance a that, so Bob didn’t repeat the offer that night, when CD really seemed to need something, or someone. Bob figured it had to be a birthday or anniversary or some other reminder of the life he’d left behind that was affecting his mood, so Bob simply offered, CD, if you ever need anyone and you’re anywhere near Mobile Bay, stop on the eastern shore, at Penelope. Go south on 98 to the Waffle House. Tell them you’re a friend of Big Bob from Boise and ask for Phil. They’ll take care of you.

So he did. He drove up the hill and tried to get an angle back amongst the employee’s cars so he could turn the rig around and leave it idling, and in his distraught frame of mind, got himself stuck. CD tried for the better part of an hour to disentangle himself, knowing he’d gotten out of spaces a lot tighter than the Waffle House, but his confidence was shot that particular evening for reasons he never divulged, and all he managed to accomplish was wedging himself against the entrance, actually damaging the door before it was all over.

Is there a Phil here? CD asked when he finally gave up and came inside.

Right here, they all said, raising their hands.

Agnes was working her customary evening shift. She started to say, You can’t leave that thing there, but CD looked so stricken that she guided him to a seat, poured him a cup of coffee and asked if he’d like to see a menu. Then she went ahead and made the call to dispatch.

Out of habit, she signaled a Big Bob drill, even before CD had mentioned their connection. Getting a Big Bob call at dusk on a summer’s Friday evening caught everyone off guard and ill prepared. The dispatcher on duty didn’t know to alert Tony about the sled, so he didn’t go back to the yard and switch to the industrial rig. He, like everyone else listening in assumed it was a social call, and took his time responding. Dave, and all the other off-duty municipal workers who’d grown fond of Bob and Constance, leisurely made their way to the Waffle House, unaccustomed to a Friday evening appearance. When they all got there and saw that it was a real live situation, well they didn’t know what to do except ask if anyone’d called Tony.

He’s on his way, they all took turns answering.

By the time Tony arrived it was a real mess, between the municipal vehicles clogging the driveway and CD’s jack-knifed rig blocking the few diners who’d been inside when he showed up.

CD was beside himself, embarrassed for getting stuck, something truckers take great pride in avoiding, as well as depressed.

The Phils kept his spirits up as best they could. This happens all the time, honest. Tony did the best he could with what he had but only blew out the transmission on his winch trying to drag the tractor around. They ended up having to call in a rig from the trucking company in Mobile to pull CD free, embarrassing everyone. Occupants of the Jubilee City prided themselves on not needing anything in Mobile, now that the new multiplex movie theater had opened. (It’s an old dispute between the communities that has to do with taxes and school systems, “bedroom communities,” the usual slurs. The issue appeared early on the Penelope Register’s list of reasons to live in Penelope, at number 2,140: Not needing anything from Mobile.)

One of the municipal workers who showed up that evening was Cecil Hornsby, the city’s building inspector. He took a close look at the entrance to the Waffle House once CD’s truck was turned around and informed Agnes that she’d have to close down for business until it was fixed.

This thing could pop right off its hinges and crush somebody, he told her.

So the Waffle House was closed for the weekend. And when it reopened late Monday afternoon, there was a new sign planted at the top of the drive that read, NO TRUCKS: FISHTRAPS. Agnes had had enough.

The Phils were there for the reopening. They were the first to ask, What’s a fishtrap, Agnes?

You know, she answered, spreading her arms out and trying to pirouette in the restricted space between the hot griddle and the soda fountain. Fishtraps.

They didn’t recognize it as ballet terminology.

Most everyone figured it had to have something to do with jubilee but no one could quite make the connection, and all Agnes ever offered by way of explanation was the same brief recital in her Waffle House uniform and white safety shoes. Well, someone needs to notify Bob, was the best response they could come up with.

Other than that, business went on pretty much as usual. The Phils occupied their customary space at the booth in the front corner and welcomed everyone else to the Waffle House. Welcome to the Waffle House, they’d call in Bob’s absence. Bob eventually got word of the restriction and took to towing a used Labaron convertible he’d purchased so he could still visit the Waffle House on their sojourns southward. Everyone seemed to heed the sign even without understanding what it meant, literally, so there was never another jack-knifed rig blocking the parking lot of the Waffle House in Penelope, Alabama.

The parking lot was almost always near capacity, though. All of the municipal workers and local dignitaries who had taken to gathering there whenever there was a Big Bob still congregated at the restaurant at regular intervals. It became the unofficial off-duty headquarters for Penelope’s law and order. And then it showed up on the Register’s list at number 1,036 (the building’s address; the editors were so pleased with themselves): Our Waffle House. That sent business through the roof. It’s probably the only Waffle House in the country that you have to call for reservations on busy, jubilee kind of days, like Mother’s Day, or the Sunday after Thanksgiving.

Surprisingly, not everyone knew it was the unofficial off-duty headquarters for Penelope’s law and order.

Chawser didn’t, for one.

He found out in a hurry, though.

Found out in a big hurry, Phil said.

What’s a big hurry? another Phil asked.

They questioned most everything now, since Agnes’s sign went up.

He stopped by the Waffle House at about eleven at night, on a Tuesday night. Nobody got a very good look at him, or recognized his car, a green four-door Stanza, even though he had local tags.

He never actually came into the restaurant.

We knew who he was, though nobody asked us.

Nobody ever asks, you know?

He just sat in his Stanza for a minute or so, and then started it up and backed out again, as if he’d been sitting there counting his money and didn’t even have enough for a cup of coffee.

It was a successful three-point turn, everyone noticed, but he stopped at the top of the driveway anyway. The regulars, Penelope’s off-duty law and order, who unofficially headquartered there, and the Phils, who called the Waffle House home, had long ago become accustomed to watching people back up and turn around in their parking lot very closely. That may be the only reason anyone was paying attention to Chawser, but his every action was being watched.

Backs up like a New Yorker, Phil said.

Like a man, Chris, Dave’s partner said.

Women don’t back up.

Ever?

Not if they can help it.

Backs up like a New Yorker, the Phils said again, wrestling the conversation back.

Another of the Phils’ theories concerned the correlation between car handling and place of origin. They’d noticed that New Yorkers (or at least drivers with New York plates on the front of their vehicles) liked to back into parking spaces, where everyone else pulled in and then backed out as they were leaving. And then one time a driver without any plates on the front of their car executed the maneuver. Phil wouldn’t abandon the theory, though.

Excuse me, he said to the patron, once they were seated. Do you mind if I ask where you’re from?

Where I’m from? the man asked back, flipping his menu card over and back as if there was some kind of connection. Ah, New Orleans, he said without any trace of a Cajun accent.

Originally? Phil pressed him.

Originally? No. Originally I’m from New York. Upstate, he added, reflexively.

Thank you, Phil said, beaming. I’d recommend the steak and eggs, he added, in an effort to make the connection.

QED.

For two theories at once!

Then Chawser did the unthinkable. He got out of his idling car and pulled up Agnes’s sign, stashed it into the backseat, got in and drove off.

The occupants of the Waffle House could not believe what they were seeing.

Hah! Rudy the cook called out.

Dave and an EMT friend happened to be outside chatting and witnessed the whole thing. Put that down! they yelled, and then sounded the alert. Theft at the WH they called into their car radios. Suspect headed south on 98 in green Stanza.

The place emptied. Everyone who owned any kind of vehicle was out the door and in the chase. The Phils had never seen such a posse.

Kind of an anti—Big Bob, Rudy said. A reverse jubilee. He’s never been entirely overjoyed to be working at the unofficial off-duty headquarters of Penelope’s law and order. The way he saw it, the Waffle House was his domain, from four in the afternoon until midnight Monday through Friday, but the LO’s, as he called them, had a most annoying habit of trying to assert their authority. They complained about the jukebox, for one. Said they couldn’t hear their radios while music was playing, and management conceded the point, actually replacing the jukebox with a police scanner. That’s when Scarpete showed up. He’d been driving north on 98, headed for the interstate, headed away from the eastern shore, trying to avoid reasons to stop, when the flood of vehicles exiting the Waffle House without yielding to traffic on the four-lane had almost side-swiped him.

He pulled up the driveway and slid to a stop dissecting a couple of parking spaces in the open lot, stomped inside and demanded, What the hell was that all about?

Welcome to the Waffle House! the Phils called to him in the otherwise deserted restaurant.

What are you frowning at? Rudy asked.

What the hell was that? Scarpete asked again, in a foul mood, and not wanting to let go of it.

Stampede. You staying? Rudy said, holding up a menu.

And then the Phils called, Welcome home! which prompted a double-take.

Scarpete relaxed, nodded his head, and moved toward a stool. But Rudy told him, Can’t sit there. Or there.

Scarpete continued down the length of the counter, looking up to Rudy to see if the empty seat was actually vacant. Rudy had turned back to his griddle and only glanced over his shoulder and shook his head as Scarpete moved from stool to stool. When he reached the end of the counter he asked the Phils, Do I need a reservation?

On a Tuesday night? they answered. Are you kidding? Here pull up a seat.

Coffee? Rudy asked.

Then the Phils proceeded to tell him about the sign and the Big Bob from Boise story.

You would have liked Big Bob, they said.

Oh? Scarpete answered, unsure about staying to hear the whole story. He’d been on his way out of town, away from Alabama for good, and didn’t want to be side-tracked again.

Tell him, Rudy, the Phils tried. Tell him he would have liked Big Bob.

Kudzu don’t tell no stories, Rudy answered. You gonna eat something?

Try the steak, Phil said.

Un-uh, Rudy said before Scarpete could respond. No more steak.

No more steak?

No more steak, Rudy repeated.

That’s another story, another Phil told Scarpete.

What brings you here? another asked.

What is it about this town that you have to have a reason to be here?

I was just being polite, Phil said.

It’s another of their theories. Everyone’s got a story, they’ll tell you.

Except Kudzu.

Kudzu?

Everyone except Kudzu.

Someone needs to listen.

Make them feel special.

Something else they picked up from Big Bob.

Something he learned at HP.

Don’t you wish you could have worked there?

And met Bob earlier?

You would have really liked Big Bob, they say to Scarpete again.

Coffee, he says at last, relaxing in his chair, for the moment.

It was a jubilee kind of day, Phil began.


HAWK & CLAY

by Juliana Gray

The fathers taught their sons to set the snares
in high, lonesome places: martin poles,
the tops of winter trees, easy to climb,
on fence posts overlooking empty fields.
When meat was hard to come by, they set their traps
and waited for hawks to land. The butchered flesh
was strong and dark with blood, and sometimes the men
discovered mice or little snakes inside.

The mothers taught their daughters to dig for clay
in creek beds, to cut it out in solid chunks
and carry it home wrapped in dampened cloth.

They cut away the red dirt, seeking bands
of white or palest pink, and they could not stop
from tasting it where they sat on the riverbanks.

The pregnant women sliced it like soft cheese,
and chewed it slowly, running it over their teeth
and tongues, staring at the sweet gum trees.

If they had ever tasted pâté served
with peeled wedges of cold, grainy pear,
the women might have said, “It’s like that.”


KING COTTON

by Juliana Gray

Forget snow. Of course it looks like snow,
the fields of winter white that raise their bolls
above the Mississippi mud. Forget
the whitened cloth of hoods and robes, spun
from fibers plucked by aching black hands.

Just leave the past alone for once. Instead,
say it’s like the ragged lines of coke
my students cut on CD cases and snort
through dollar bills. Say the seeds of bones
have taken root and flowered. Tornadoes hit
a gin in Quitman County late last year;
the spinning tractor trailers smashed the works,
and the season’s crop festooned the trees for miles.
Sodden, lank and dirty, shagging limbs
the winds had stripped of leaves, it looked like nothing
more than wasted money. Let it grow,
then blossom pale, swell and ripen white,
be harvested all day and into night
by spotlit pickers. It’s only cotton now.


PEACHES

by Juliana Gray

In 1967, my father brought
my mother to his home in Chilton County.
She asked, flirtatiously, “I thought they were
supposed to grow a lot of peaches here.
Where are they? All I see is pine and clay.”
He drove her through the county roads for hours,
past every orchard, until she cried “enough.”
Then he showed the plant where he had worked
his teenage summers, picking and sorting fruit
so hot that some collapsed to overripe
nectar in his hands.

He told me this
some thirty-five years later as we toured
a packing plant in Georgia. On catwalks, we strolled
above the migrant workers, who boldly stared
at us without pausing from their work.
We spooned peach ice cream in our frozen mouths.
As he talked, my father’s voice was edged
with envy for machinery, the sprays
and belts and sorting trays he hadn’t had
the chance to use when he had done this job.
I had forgotten peaches until a friend
shared an August basketful with me.
We tore them open with our teeth, sucked
the juice between our fingers, pulled the meat
from clinging blood-red stones and ate it raw.
It tasted good. That’s all. We ate the fruit,
and wiped our mouths, and did not think of more.


BIRDS OF PARADISE

by Bret Anthony Johnston

In the summer of 1974, my friend Jesse Ortega’s father was hooked up with a married woman named Fancy. I was sixteen that year, living with my mother in Southport, Texas, a little fishing town north of Corpus Christi on the Gulf Coast. Down there the heat is wet and exhausting, and the land feels as wide-open as the ocean. Some people in Southport ranch cattle or own farms, and a lucky few repair helicopters at the Army depot, but most men in that area haul shrimp for a living or work in the pits outside of town mining caliche to lay foundations and cover roads. Those are hard, solitary jobs. And when I met Fancy, there was, I think, a feeling of loneliness in all of us—my own father had disappeared by then, Jesse’s mother was long buried in Colorado—and viewed in this light, with men and women afraid of untethered lives, none of what happened that afternoon seems shocking or beyond forgiveness.

Jesse’s father was named Luis Ortega and he had operated a bucket crane in the pits, but when I knew him, he had been laid off and was uninterested in returning to work. He stood six feet tall and wore western shirts with a turquoise necklace. To make money, Luis brought animals in from Mexico: snakes, monkeys, and birds—toucans and parrots and macaws. He drove a rusted-out Ford Ranger with a camper, so on those weekends when he returned from Celestun or Reynosa, he stashed what he called his “exotics” in burlap sacks and crossed the border without trouble. The animals stayed in the house until he sold them, and when I visited, the birds squawked and got wings stuck through the bars of their little cages. The monkeys threw their shit at you.

Jesse was a year older than me and had been with girls older than him. Some nights after football games, he lifted Luis’s keys and we took girls swimming in the pool behind the Catalina Motel. If we couldn’t do that, we drove to the bay and gigged flounder and netted blue crabs. Luis would be drunk and watching Mexican wrestling by then or passed out or trying to recoup his losses at the dog track in Corpus, so if he entered our minds it was only to think that we need not worry about him.

The day I want to describe was a Saturday in August. Jesse called early that morning—so early I suspected he’d not slept the night before—and he invited me to the beach, which I thought sounded fine. He had some girls lined up was my guess, or he wanted to catch snakes in the hummocky dunes and sell them at the pet store where Luis sometimes got rid of his birds. I told Jesse where I would be working—that summer I cleared overgrown lots for an investor—and expected him to meet me soon after I arrived, but I waited an hour before Luis’s Ranger sped toward the property in front of its dust cloud. Jesse’s hair was long and he wore black jeans with what my mother called his Mexican wedding shirt. She considered Jesse trouble, but I enjoyed his company because life moved faster with him and it made me feel older, more in the thick of things.

“Who kept you up?” I asked. Jesse was rubbing his eyes. The air-conditioner blew cold.

“Birds,” he said. “We’ve got a house full. No one wants them right now.” Jesse eased the Ranger onto the road, then began steering with his forearm at the top of the wheel. Miles passed with only the noise of driving, the wind slicing around the truck and the dashboard rattling. The clock showed 9:15 and the sky was still washed in pinks and lavenders, like the soft colors inside shells.

“Luis is serious about a woman,” Jesse said eventually. A row of lantana bushes streamed by, and two pump jacks, motionless and miles apart, rolled over the horizon. “She sleeps over while her husband works shifts at the refinery. She calls herself Fancy, but I doubt it’s her real name.”

“It could be,” I said. “I went to grade school with a girl named Season.”

Jesse glanced in the rearview mirror, then adjusted it. We passed a fireworks stand, just a plywood box painted red, white, and blue with faded ribbons hanging from the roof. We were traveling west, heading toward Southport.

“Luis came in my room last night.” Jesse shifted in his seat. “I thought the big bastard would break my bed.”

He wanted me to say something—I felt that—but I fixed my eyes outside and waited. Some grackles were scavenging in a sorghum field. Finally he said, “I pretended to sleep. Then he started talking. Not even whispering, just jabbering in his regular voice.”

“What did he say?”

“He feels like he’s woken up in another man’s life. And he said love has no conscience. It was crazy talk. I thought maybe he was dying.”

We drove under a Fourth of July banner that was still stretched over Main Street, and entered Southport. I didn’t know what to say to Jesse. I saw the building where my mother and I rented an apartment above The Yellow Rose, the bar where she waitressed, and her curtains were still drawn. I assumed she’d stayed up late again, talking with her sister in San Francisco. “Maybe we’ll move out there,” she’d said into the phone two nights before, “and make a new start under the Redwoods. I’ll find a job and put Curtis in private school.” When my father left two years before, we’d moved from the hill country and settled in Southport to make a new start by the ocean. I’d always doubted we would stay there long, so it didn’t bother me to hear my mother talking.

Jesse turned off Main Street and onto Farm Road 53, which runs south. He said, “I told Luis he was full of shit.”

“Was he drunk?” I tried to picture Luis sitting in the dark, philosophizing. I’d not known him to talk much unless he was drinking, but he was not my father and I did not live with him.

“I didn’t think that, but it’s possible. He asked me to tell him a secret.” Jesse glanced at me. “So I said I was leaving today, running away. I told him you were going, too, and we were stealing his truck.”

“You said I was going?”

Jesse shrugged, looked out his window. The Catalina Motel came into view ahead of us, the Vacancy sign glowing faintly against the morning sky. We were nearing the string of resale shops where shrimpers hocked their belongings between good hauls.

“Luis didn’t believe me,” Jesse said. “He wants us to grab some things from Fancy’s house, before her husband’s shift ends this afternoon. It’s her big getaway.” Jesse didn’t look at me. We were driving away from the beach and toward the port and ship channel. The smell of exhaust seeped into the cab, and caliche pelted the floorboard under my feet. “If a red Chevy’s in the driveway, it belongs to her old man and we’ll turn around and let Mr. Hardass handle it.”

I didn’t respond because Jesse’s mind was already made up. The road turned to asphalt and we continued south, with little ahead of us except puddles of heat that opened then evaporated on the blacktop. There were cotton and corn fields, and the sun looked heavy, syrupy—it warmed my face and arm through the window, and my eyes started getting drowsy as we drove.

We passed a few cars, but mostly the road was quiet. Jesse gunned the engine and swerved at some seagulls on the shoulder, then he laughed when I grabbed the dashboard. Eventually a little house emerged on the horizon and it seemed nice from the distance, but when we were upon it, the windows were boarded over and I saw that no one had lived there in a long time.

*

The neighborhoods along the ship channel are poor and neglected, mostly small tract houses rented by servicemen or Vietnamese shrimpers or families who cannot afford anything better. The air-conditioner had quit on us, and I smelled the rotten-egg odor of the oil refineries across the bay, where Fancy’s husband worked. We drove slowly and looked for a street called Lucille. Jesse’s mood was sour, though I also believed the idea of breaking into Fancy’s thrilled him. I was not excited about it. What I hoped was that we would see the red Chevy at Fancy’s house and step away from whatever was poised to happen. But when we found it, her narrow seashell driveway was empty and Jesse steered in.

The front door was unlocked and when Jesse opened it, cold air rolled out of the house the way it rolls out of motel rooms—I could hear a window unit humming. The living room was clean, furnished with a couch and chair and television; it smelled lemony. A brass-framed mirror and a painting of some mallards hung on the walls, but there was nothing else, and the sparseness made it seem like a space where people slept but did not live. I felt giant in that little room, as though my slightest movement would shake the house. Jesse slipped into the hall saying, “Hello. Hello.” I thought to wait in the truck, but didn’t want to go outside alone.

Jesse began rummaging through the rooms, opening and closing drawers and closets, while I sat at Fancy’s kitchen table. A stack of bills addressed to Phillip Bundick lay across from me, as well as a scrapbook someone had been filling. The pictures were from the beach, mostly of a dark-haired woman wading with a little girl wearing blow-up arm floats. The woman looked too young to be the girl’s mother, maybe only a few years older than me or Jesse. She was pretty, with a heart-shaped face, and in one photo, her nipples, small and dark, showed beneath her white bathing suit. In another shot, a man held a dead rabbit over a campfire, and below the picture were the words “Bunny cooks a bunny,” written in a woman’s looping, optimistic script.

“I can’t find her jewelry,” Jesse said. He opened the refrigerator behind me, throwing a triangle of light over the table and pictures. “But I packed a bag of her clothes. And he’s set with guns and knives. We could pawn them in Corpus.”

“We’re too young. They wouldn’t let us.”

Jesse closed the refrigerator and the light over the pictures vanished. He pressed a beer can to his forehead, rolled it across his brow then back again. He said, “You know all the impossibilities.”

“Maybe she hides the jewelry from her husband,” I said.

“Maybe he hid it from us.”

Jesse opened the beer and the snap of the tab cracked through the house. The small bag he’d stuffed with Fancy’s clothes lay inside the hall and after a swallow of beer, he unzipped it and removed a pink negligee. He pinched it by the lacy straps, as if it disgusted him. “How’s this?”

“It smells like strawberries,” I said. Seeing the teddy made me feel like a child, and I wanted to leave. “We should get going.”

“It suits her,” he said. Jesse wiped his face on the satin, then crammed it back in the duffel. “She’s fruity.”

He leaned close to the table, peering at the picture showing the woman’s nipples. I smelled the beer and his sweat.

“That’s her,” he said. Then after another pull from the can, he added, “More or less.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but didn’t care to ask, and Jesse disappeared into the back of the house again. I thought he was getting a little drunk, that maybe he’d been drinking earlier that morning, and that we would not go to the beach. I studied the picture again. I wondered what Fancy had been thinking right then, if she knew Luis yet or if this was a happier time in the life with her husband. She wasn’t smiling in the photo, which made me believe she hadn’t wanted the picture snapped at all.

Ten minutes passed before Jesse stepped from the hall with Fancy’s jewelry box, a little black hutch with an Oriental dragon slithering across its lid. Something made me believe he’d found it earlier, though I couldn’t say what that was. “Let’s go see Luis,” he said. “We’ll bring this back early and collect a reward.”

“Okay,” I said, maybe too quickly, and stood up. “What about the beach?”

“We’ll go later. I want you to see her. She cooks naked.”

I shut the scrapbook and thought I wouldn’t mind seeing Fancy’s body, but I supposed she never cooked that way and Jesse was only saying words.

“She brought some shark meat over yesterday. They’re grilling it tonight. You’re invited.” Jesse placed the jewelry box on the counter and surveyed the kitchen, as if he’d lost something. He leaned against the wall. A car passed outside, then when its noise died away, I heard the din of the refrigerator and crickets trilling in the yard. I thought we would have left by then.

“I could run away today,” Jesse said. He made a fist, then fanned his fingers. “I’ve thought about it.”

“Everyone has.”

“The world is different than we think,” he said. His eyes caught something behind me—maybe his reflection in the brass mirror—and he asked, “How old do I look?”

“Seventeen,” I said. “You’re seventeen.”

“If you didn’t know me, how old would I be?” He puffed out his chest, straightened his posture.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m not good at this.”

“I could pass for twenty or twenty-one and enlist right now.” Jesse’s chin and cheeks were smooth, so he looked like a boy, not even a young man of his age, and I thought the recruiters would laugh if he tried fooling them. “When I get a pilot’s license,” he said, “I’ll fly my jet under bridges.”

“I’ve heard of that,” I lied.

“Luis is 4-F,” he said. “It means he’s more harm than good.” Saying that seemed to satisfy him, and I sensed we were about to head out when he added, “I hate the fucking beach. I never want to go again.”

A quality I’d not heard before, a rawness, weighted Jesse’s voice. “Okay,” I said. “That’s fine.”

“If I ran away, I’d go somewhere without water.” Jesse raised his eyes to me, then gazed into the front room with its few pieces of furniture. “Somewhere where the earth is solid.” And I realized Jesse wasn’t drunk at all, but that he hated Fancy for staying in his house and hated his father for being his father and that maybe he hated me because he knew I saw that. I was glad not to be Jesse then, and it relieved me when he pressed himself from the wall and started outside.

We drove with our windows down and the landscape inched by without change, dry, yellow fields running alongside the two-lane road. To the east, smoke from a scorched crop lingered against the rock-white horizon. We were heading north. Neither of us spoke much during the drive, though eventually I said, “I’d go somewhere with snow.”

*

Phillip Bundick’s red Chevy sat in Jesse’s driveway, the driver’s door yawning open. When I saw it, I swallowed, heard the muscles roll and contract in my throat. Jesse muttered something in Spanish that I couldn’t understand. He braked—I remember how softly he pressed the pedal—but let the truck roll forward and parked on the road a short distance behind the Chevy. His eyes stayed on the house. A window fan propped open the front door, but from our view it was impossible to see inside.

“We should call someone,” I said.

Jesse rubbed the back of his neck, something he did when he got nervous, and cut the ignition. He stashed Fancy’s jewelry box under his seat, something I wouldn’t have thought to do, and pushed the duffel behind my heels. “Go call someone,” Jesse said. “Maybe your mother or the cavalry or the president.” Then he was hopping the ditch and crossing his yard. He stepped onto his porch without hesitating and went inside the house and out of my vision.

The engine pinged and clicked as it cooled. A boy and girl who lived next door to Jesse rode past on bicycles, locks of sweaty hair clinging to their foreheads. They had grown since I last saw them. The girl stood and started peddling hard, then the boy raced after her and they were gone. I tried to recall when I’d last ridden a bicycle, but couldn’t, could hardly remember learning to ride one. I thought of my mother, wondered if she’d woken yet. If she was awake, I hoped she was visiting with one of her friends or watching her soap operas and not worrying about me. Then I climbed from the truck, eased my door closed, and started for the house.

“Who the Jesus are you?” Phillip Bundick said when I appeared in the door. He was holding Luis against the wall with a black snub-nosed pistol pressed into his throat. For a moment the only part of my body was my heart, pumping so hard I felt it inside my head. Jesse stood just inside the threshold facing his father and Phillip Bundick, while Fancy sat on the couch, her knees bent to tuck her feet beside her. Her hair was blonde now, unbrushed, and her hands covered her eyes. She wore a red silk kimono with a yellow dragon embroidered on the lapel. Fancy looked recently woken; she and Luis both did; he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Phillip Bundick stomped his boot and the house rattled—the framed needlepoints on the wall, the table in front of Fancy and the empty bottles on it, the windows. A bird screeched in another room.

Phillip Bundick pushed the gun deeper into the fat under Luis’s jaw, which made him flatten his palms against the paneling. “Well,” he said and cut his eyes at me again.

“He’s my friend,” Jesse said. “He’s meeting me here to go crabbing.”

“Have you been in my house, too?” Phillip Bundick leaned his weight into Luis and stomped again, twice.

I opened my mouth to speak, without any idea how to answer, but Fancy said, “What difference does that make now, Bunny?” She raised her head from her hands, wiped her eyes, and momentarily the only sounds were her sniffling and the fan in the front door.

“Because I’m not accustomed to men gallivanting through my house unless I’ve invited them,” he said. He twisted his neck then focused on Luis’s chest, pale and hairless like another stomach. Luis tiptoed to try and gain some leverage, but soon he relaxed. Then, without turning his head, Phillip Bundick found me with his eyes. “Do you know your friend’s father makes a habit of putting his pecker in places it doesn’t belong?”

“Oh Christ, Bunny,” Fancy said. Jesse glanced at her as if she’d spoken out of turn. My hands felt heavy at my sides, as awkward as boxing gloves, and I wanted to cross them behind my back, but stayed still.

“Well,” Phillip Bundick said in a defeated tone, “You should know that about him. And my wife is recently one of those places.”

“They’re just babies,” Fancy said. At another time, I thought she would have made a scene storming from the room, but Phillip Bundick twisted his fist and turned his knuckles against Luis’s throat and Fancy did not move. He didn’t look violent. His arm shook from the pressure it took to hold Luis that way, and I thought he probably enjoyed his wife calling him Bunny, that maybe she was the only person in the world who called him that. Phillip and Fancy Bundick, it occurred to me, were much older than I’d imagined, and the pictures on their table were from years before; I did not know who the little girl might be. Phillip Bundick seemed about to say something then, maybe to Luis or Fancy or to himself, but he just clenched his jaw and squinted his eyes. His face flushed. Then he rammed Luis between the legs with his knee. It was a short, solid blow, and Luis buckled.

“Why don’t we stop this now?” Jesse said. He took a step forward and sounded more angry than afraid, which surprised me, because it seemed everyone was afraid then, even Phillip Bundick.

“What a beautiful idea,” Fancy said. “Doesn’t that sound just beautiful, Bunny?”

“I wish to God this would’ve never gotten started on me,” he said in a loud, wild voice. Phillip Bundick heaved his shoulder and body against Luis to keep him standing. “I wish I hadn’t learned about this.”

Luis was clutching his stomach and gasping as though there wasn’t enough air in the room. Phillip Bundick seemed about to kick him again, but said, “I feel like I’ve already died.”

Luis groaned. Sweat had beaded on his face and forehead, and when he squirmed against the wall, Jesse raised his hands and laced his fingers behind his neck. “Okay. Okay. That’s good now. Why don’t we let him rest a while? He could use some water.”

Phillip Bundick turned to Jesse then, studying him in a slow and measured way. I could hear him breathing through his nose with his mouth shut, but he was regaining his composure. “Your old man takes a good punch. He’ll come out of this fine. That’s what he’s thinking right now. Isn’t it?” His eyes moved from Jesse to Luis. He leaned within an inch of Luis’s face. “You’re thinking this will all end soon and you’ll just find another lady to work your magic on. This is just a regular day for you, right?”

“This isn’t regular for anyone, Bunny,” Fancy said. “Not even us. Let’s get in the car and drive home. Okay? We can talk tonight. I’ll grill your shark for you.” It sounded as though she might continue, maybe add that things between them would work out or that she loved him and didn’t love Luis, but Fancy just closed her mouth. She shook her head and scanned the room without letting her eyes rest on any one thing.

And what Phillip Bundick did then was take a step back, then another and another, and simply walk away. He glanced at Fancy and Luis as if he were lost, but then turned and shouldered past Jesse and me. I expected something to happen, for Luis or even Jesse to tackle Phillip Bundick or hit him from behind. Maybe he wanted to be hurt, so he left himself open, but we watched him step down the porch without harm. Before he climbed into the Chevy, Phillip Bundick looked at the sky—it was a hard blue then—then he lowered his eyes to the house. I felt he would make some statement, and was waiting to hear his voice when he lifted his arm and fired the pistol three times into the air. And after that, he was gone.

*

Loneliness can lead people the same way that love can, and sometimes to the same places, so that inside the cheerless situation where you never wanted to find yourself, it can seem impossible to distinguish one from the other. Maybe Luis felt that in Jesse’s room the night before, and maybe Phillip Bundick felt it as his Chevy topped the hill that afternoon and he disappeared from our sight. Such feelings have surfaced in my life since then, but at sixteen being in love and being alone existed as opposites in my mind. Though that, of course, is dead wrong.

The officer who came to Jesse’s house that afternoon was short and young, and despite the muscles bulging under his uniform, he seemed jittery talking with Luis in the driveway. Jesse and I had carted the birds and their cages to the storage shed behind the house because Luis suspected the neighbors would call the police about the gunshots. He had splashed water on his face and hair, and now wore a tank top and boots. Fancy had changed into a yellow sundress, and as she spoke with the officer, Luis tucked in his shirt.

“Son,” Luis called. “Son, let’s talk with the police now.” Jesse jogged across the yard. The afternoon heat was coming on then, but a breeze was blowing and I found some shade on the porch. Fancy eventually shook the officer’s hand and came to sit on the bench beside me. She had brushed her hair and put on makeup, and a thin, gold chain with a little cross pendant hung around her neck.

“What is today?” she asked.

“Saturday,” I said. The officer jotted down something Jesse had told him. Luis shot a glance at us on the porch.

“Then I hate Saturdays,” Fancy said. We were on a swing made for two people. I wondered if I stank from riding in the hot truck. “Southport,” she said, as though contemplating the name. “Where you’re either drunk or fishing.”

“We’re moving,” I said. The words sounded strange in my voice. “My aunt lives in California. We’ll stay with her and I’ll go to a private school.”

“I acted in a movie once.” Fancy started peeling flakes of paint from her armrest, watching her hands. Stubble peppered her calves, though that didn’t bother me. “Actually, I was an extra in a crowd scene, but we filmed for three days. At the time I had red hair, like an orange, but on the last day of shooting I overslept, so they had to redo the whole scene without me because the director couldn’t match my hair color. Something like that. He said I’d cost him twenty-eight thousand dollars, so I guess that’s what I’m worth. At least I’m not cheap.”

I recalled Fancy’s pictures and realized she had been wading in the Pacific Ocean, not the Gulf. She seemed mysterious then, like someone who knew things I would never know. I said, “I saw your photo album on the table.”

“Did you?” She smiled at me and seemed flattered. “Pictures worth a thousand words I’ll never say, right?”

I shrugged, and though it surprised me as much anyone, I said, “I’d like to be a photographer. I’d like to take pictures of people doing interesting things.” I’d hoped Fancy would respond, encourage me or say something else to make me feel good, but a voice crackled through the cruiser’s radio and we stayed quiet while the officer reached for his CB.

“They’ve caught poor Bunny,” she said.

“I didn’t hear that.”

“Neither did I, but that’s what happened. I’m his wife, I know.” Fancy dropped a sliver of paint and ran her thumb over her short fingernails.

“Is that your real name? Fancy?”

She squinted at me, not angrily but as if she was assessing a fault in my character. I only held her eyes for a second, though it felt like a long time before she turned away. Jesse and Luis stood beside each other, with their backs against the cruiser, while the officer sat inside talking on the radio. A wind blew and I heard branches scratching against the side of the house. I wished I’d kept quiet about Fancy’s name. She said, “He intended to be a priest, Luis did. You wouldn’t know that now, I guess.”

Luis and Jesse chuckled about something, and seeing them that way made me think of Luis sitting on Jesse’s bed the night before. I wondered if Jesse knew about Luis wanting to be a priest.

“He wants to start a legitimate bird business. Birds of Paradise he would call it. And those needlepoints on the walls, the sand dollars and clowns and that woman walking in the garden, he knits those when he can’t sleep. He’s proud of them.”

“They’re nice,” I said, though I’d never really examined them or considered Luis being proud of anything.

“The officer is a friend of mine’s son. He doesn’t know me, though. His mother is older and has cancer. He’ll see a lot worse than this in his life.”

And because it seemed right, I said, “We all will.”

“Or have,” Fancy said. Then after a moment, “Do you want to hear the saddest thing I’ve ever seen?”

“Yes,” I said. I liked Fancy’s voice.

“I took a cruise in the Caribbean, off the coast of St. Lucia, and I watched all these rich people throw change to the natives. Maybe a hundred of them floated out on little boats and old surfboards. It’s a tradition there.”

Fancy stood and smoothed her dress against the backs of her thighs. “After the money ran out, they started yelling for fruit. ‘Fruit! Give us fruit!’” She quieted her voice, but raised her eyes and waved her arms as if she were far below, in the ocean. “And sure enough they started throwing fruit to them. Bananas, oranges, lemons, but away from the boat to watch them fetch it. Some kids climbed to the higher decks and tried to bean them with apples. They hit one man, an old bald man with skinny, skinny arms, and he went under.” She touched her hair, rolled strands between her thumb and fingers. “I just stayed in my cabin after that, crying.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I raised my eyes toward the cruiser, trying to think of something horrible to confide in Fancy. I remembered only what Jesse had said about my just knowing impossibilities, but right then it sounded less than horrible.

“I dated a doctor before Bunny. We weren’t in love.” Fancy glanced at me, smiled, then pursed her lips. She exhaled. “Being alone isn’t my strong suit.”

Then Jesse was strolling across the yard. Fancy straightened herself on the bench, and when he came close enough to hear, she asked, “What’s the verdict?”

“He doesn’t need to speak with Curtis,” he said. “But you’re going to prison. Forever.” He smirked at Fancy and she touched her cheek, then started fingering her cross, gazing away from him. Jesse raised his eyes to me, urging me to laugh or smile, but I only shook my head. He seemed a stranger to me then, and I wanted him to leave us alone. And maybe Jesse recognized that because he was stepping backward across the yard when he said, “That’s the verdict. That’s how all of this ends. Maybe Curtis will visit you on your birthday.”

He turned and walked toward the Ranger with his father watching. After a moment Luis stole a look at Fancy, but averted his eyes when she noticed. Whatever had existed between them, I knew, was finished, and I saw that Luis wished things were different.

I doubted Phillip Bundick had intended to shoot him, but only to scare him and make him feel sorry for things. I did not know how he learned we’d been in his house or that Fancy was with Luis. Possibly someone told him—possibly Fancy herself communicated it, though without words or voice—or maybe he just had a feeling that turned out to be true. I thought the possibility of Fancy’s leaving had eaten at him for some time and he had simply lost his sanity trying to stop the inevitable, which will drive anyone crazy. Already, I felt detached from them, as if I’d left Southport and was living in California near the redwood forest, where they would not make a difference in my life’s unfolding. Maybe no one would.

“And yes.” Fancy paused as Jesse tried cranking the ignition. “It is my real name. I also have two sisters, Mary and Arden, but who knows where they are.”

I said, “It’s a pretty name.”

Fancy smiled a weak smile at me, then took my hand and ducked under my arm so that I held her like a little girl. Jesse continued to turn the engine, but it wouldn’t catch and soon Luis and the officer raised the hood and checked for the trouble. It was only the middle of the day, though it seemed late. Clouds had blown in and canopied that hard blue sky and I thought it might rain. I imagined Jesse enlisting in the army soon, and maybe flying his plane under bridges. Anything seemed possible to me then, and it gave me the floating feeling you get when you’re in a dark room and although everything is black, you suddenly realize your eyes are open.

Fancy pressed her face to my shoulder, then relaxed, and I wondered what was on her mind. Maybe she was thinking of acting in a movie, or about her sisters or splashing in the Pacific Ocean, or about when she would next see Phillip Bundick. Or maybe she thought this: We are not responsible for other people, cannot be responsible for them. It was not a crazy thought, or unique or sad, just one that can occur in life, whether you’re young or old, alone or in love. Her breathing slowed. It occurred to me she might be falling asleep, and I didn’t want to wake her. At that moment I felt content, and I only wanted to let Fancy’s body rest against mine, for her to feel the breeze on her skin, in her blonde hair, and for both of us to stay still and, however briefly, close our eyes in the shade.


THE REASON WAS US

by Brock Clarke

It was the spring of parties—of housewarming parties and birthday parties and Derby Day parties and Memorial Day parties and desperate, last-minute Sunday parties where the host warns the children of his guests to stay off his newly laid grass seed and where thirty-five-year-old women smoke the cigarettes they were supposed to have quit and no longer really enjoy except for the secrecy involved in smoking them in the shady, far-flung corner of the yard and where grown men drink too much beer again and make big, elaborate efforts to take up the long-forgotten games of their youth—and it was also the spring when Martin Prunty moved next door and began breaking into our house.

This was in Shady Oaks, South Carolina. It was a Saturday in late March when Martin moved to the neighborhood. My wife, Lily, was out back with a wheelbarrow and a gardening book, trying to figure out which plant needed how much light. Our sons were in the front yard, menacing palmetto bugs with sharpened sticks. Me, I was drinking gin and watching Martin and his movers from our front bay window. Martin’s house, like our house, like all the houses in Shady Oaks, was a brand-new colonial with blinding white siding and replacement windows with the stickers still on them and an attached garage so oversized it could have been its own house. I scrutinized Martin as one will a new neighbor: with a mixture of distaste and fear and elevated expectation. It was true, for instance, that Martin looked nice enough: His face was red and hale; his hair was black and short on the top, distinguished and flecked gray on the sides; his clothes—pleated khaki shorts, green and red polo shirt, slightly broken-in running shoes—were properly understated in middle America; he had a gut, but it did not hang like a sack over his belt, nor did he seem inclined to rub it; he talked with the movers as they hauled his furniture into the house, but he didn’t seem to order them around or get under their feet or on their nerves.

Other than the movers Martin was by himself, but I noticed the movers carting in a crib and a child’s bed, and this made me happy, because as mentioned we had two kids and naturally hoped their new neighbor would have children, too. All of this caused me to regard Martin with some good will and high hope. On the other hand, it was also true that the moving truck was not part of a fleet from some well-known national company, and was not really a truck, either, more of a dirty-white, elongated van. There was no lettering on the van indicating its origin or ownership, nothing at all except for the fading kelly green words “We Move U.” Martin’s house was at the very arc of the cul de sac, a position that seemed to suggest something about the prominence of its inhabitants, but the van’s legend gave me not a sense of royalty but rather of mental retardation. The furniture didn’t seem unusually shabby or second hand, but there wasn’t much of it, certainly not enough to fill the new house. When the movers were finished and the van pulled away, Martin got in his car. The car looked decent enough, but when Martin tried to start it the engine coughed and stuttered but would not turn over. Martin beat his head on the steering wheel a few times, then got out of his car and charged into his new house.

“Are you watching the neighbors move in?” Lily asked, coming up behind me.

“I am,” I said, turning to face her. Lily’s gardening book—Soil for the Soul—had hard sold her on the restorative powers of plunging your hands into the loamy earth, except the author must have had black dirt in mind, not our red clay, because the fingers of Lily’s yellow gardening gloves were blood colored. She looked like she’d just come from surgery.

“What do they look like?”

“Who?”

“Our neighbors.”

“He looks nice,” I said.

“He,” Lily said, “Nice.” She wiggled her red fingers at me as she walked away.

It should be said now that Lily and I had our share of problems, and like our neighbors, we had moved south to Shady Oaks to forget those problems. The Chisholms, for instance, who lived three doors down, had lived in Manchester, New Hampshire, until their five-year-old daughter died of liver cancer, and then they moved because they couldn’t stand the thought of redecorating her room, of driving past the park swingset she loved, walking by the neighbors whose names she mispronounced, pruning the trees she might have climbed. Lyle Heath, who lived next to the Chisholms, had run a dairy farm in Little Falls, New York, a farm with a perfect view of the Mohawk Valley, a farm that had been in his family for four generations and that, with the banks closing in, he had at last sold off to developers and quickly moved with his family to Shady Oaks so that he wouldn’t have to see his barn torn down, his fences yanked up, the developer’s prefab three bedrooms hauled in on flatbed trucks.

And then there was Lily and me. I had cheated on her, I’m sorry to say, then begged her forgiveness, which she did not give, not exactly, not ever, really, just one day, a month after my confession—a month of crying jags and marathon silences and furious, whispered truths—I came home from work and she said, “I bet South Carolina is nice. I’ll bet it’s easier to be married to a peckerwood there.” So we moved to South Carolina. I got a job in admissions at Clemson University, and Lily and I spoke to each other very gently, very carefully, and we treated the past like the disposable object we wanted it to be, and Lily sunk her hands into the good red clay and I drank gin slowly, tiny sips at a time, and looked out our front bay window as if keeping watch for the inevitable advancing hordes. And when we weren’t doing all of this, we went to our neighbors’ parties.

*

That’s when I saw Martin next: at Steve Yardley’s April Fool’s Party. All of our neighbors’ parties were themed. On Bastille Day at the Falvos’ we were forced to wear berets, and Alexis Falvo drew thin mustaches with a black makeup pencil on all the men. On Derby Day at the Arnolds’, the house was so full of people dressed like jockeys that it looked like a convention of lawn ornaments. But this was April Fool’s Day, and I could already feel the smoldering hot foots, smell the fake dog turds, hear the rude, happy tooting of the whoopee cushions.

Martin was there when we arrived, surrounded by our neighbors, who were talking effusively about the weather, the congeniality of the natives, the fact that we could and did leave our doors unlocked at night; they assured him that he would love Shady Oaks as they did. All of this was happening outside, on the paving stone patio. Martin’s look was somewhere between longing and panic, and in it I must have seen something of myself, because I went straight for the drinks table, but Lily joined the throng around Martin. I could hear her talking about the flowering trees: “That’s a hibiscus,” she told Martin. “That’s a crepe myrtle. That’s a magnolia.” Because Shady Oaks was a brand-new subdivision, these flowering trees were still young and runtish. Plus, the Yardleys sprayed the plants with something that made the leaves and flowers permanently glisten; they looked more like artificial plants than real trees, and Martin looked at them dubiously, as though they were part of the April Fool’s. But Lily persisted. “It’s April!” she said. “In Buffalo” (we were from Buffalo) “there’d still be half a foot of snow on the ground by now. That dirty kind of snow.”

“Dirty snow,” Martin repeated, the words guttural and from somewhere deep in his throat.

“That’s a pink dogwood,” Lily said. “Oh, you’ll love it here.”

“Sure I will,” Martin said.

There were signs right away that he wouldn’t, in fact, love it. Martin drank six beers during Kristen Yardley’s twenty-minute harangue about the high quality of the local schools. He would not talk about his wife and daughters except to say that they were back in Acton, Massachusetts, and that he didn’t know when they would be joining him. He said he was a quality-control engineer for a tire and rubber plant down the road in Clemson, and when someone asked him what exactly a quality-control engineer does, he laughed bitterly and said, “I change the world.” And when Nina Stradling put a tack on Martin’s chair—she was putting tacks on everyone’s chairs—and Martin sat on it, he jumped up and screamed out, “Motherfucker!”

“April Fool’s,” Nina said weakly.

“Ha!” Martin said. “Ha! Ha!” He grabbed a beer out of the cooler, and left the party without saying goodbye.

After Martin was gone, we attempted to keep the faith, and Kristen Yardley told an elaborate false story about the time she was propositioned by one of the lesser Rolling Stones, but our credulity had abandoned us and no one had much energy for April Fool’s any more, so we all went home.

That night, after we’d put Eric and Peter to bed, and right before Lily and I went to sleep ourselves, I asked Lily what she thought of our new neighbor and she said, “He makes me sad.”

“He wasn’t so awful,” I said.

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Lily said. I rolled over on my side, but Lily didn’t turn off the light, and I could feel her staring at me—if her eyes were laser beams, then the back of my skull would have been so much scorched bone and runaway brain matter. But I didn’t roll over to face her, and finally she turned off the light and we went to sleep.

A few hours later, a noise from downstairs woke me. I lay there in bed, waiting for a second noise to confirm the first one. I listened and listened and I heard nothing else.

It was three o’clock, that awful time between night and morning when you’re either doing something you shouldn’t or you’re thinking about it, and I thought about the first time I’d cheated on Lily. It was with a co-worker and friend, Amy Vincent, who was the same woman I’d then cheat with a dozen more times. We were standing outside the Northside Tavern in Buffalo, where we’d been drinking for an hour or two after work, talking that bright, reckless, brilliant talk of working people happy not to be at work any longer, and while I had never noticed Amy’s neck before—she might as well not have had one—at that moment it was angled just so, sleek and lovely in the unlovely streetlight, and I remembered being surprised to discover that in one second you could be one sort of man, and in the next you could be another.

Then I heard another noise, a cough or a groan, coming from somewhere and suddenly Buffalo and Amy Vincent and her neck disappeared and I was back in Clemson, the noise coming from downstairs, and so I decided to get out of bed and check the front door. That’s when I saw Martin.

He was standing in the front entryway. The door was open behind him, and you could hear the bugs making their noises out there in the one plot of high grass and bamboo the developers hadn’t sold off yet. Martin had on a bathrobe, even though it was hot out and he still had his clothes on underneath the robe. His eyes were glassy, his face was a gray sheet, and it was impossible to tell whether he was asleep or awake. “Martin?” I said to him, softly. “Are you awake? Do you know where you are?”

“It hurts,” he said. “Oh, it still fucking hurts,” and then he turned around and walked out the door, closing it behind him.

*

For the most part I avoided Martin over the next week. This wasn’t difficult. He went to work, and I went to work, and besides this was around the time when a university’s first choice for next year’s freshman class repels the university’s advances, and so I was busy calling the runners up and telling them that they weren’t losers, not at all, and that the Clemson University family loved them very, very much.

Then there were the boys, who were having a hard time memorizing the pantheon of Civil War generals and battles as part of the school’s local history curriculum, and so Lily and I spent hours tutoring them on the difference between Stuart and Lee and insisting that Sherman’s March to the Sea was not an AIDS walk. And then there was Lily. She watched me; I knew this. I had done a horrible thing. I deserved to be watched. She watched me while I was doing dishes or playing catch with Peter or teaching Eric to tie his shoes; she watched me talk on the phone, after hours, to panicked parents of a prospective student about how much financial aid their child was or was not eligible for.

Maybe Lily was looking for the me she once loved, to banish the me she didn’t; or maybe she was waiting for the me that had hurt her so to rear up again, so she could see that lousy me once and for all, commit me to memory, then leave me behind. I didn’t want to give Lily anything to see; and I sure didn’t want to talk about Martin, about him breaking into our house and me thinking about Amy Vincent, after months and months of not thinking about her.

But at dusk, when Lily was watering her garden (it was, Soil for the Soul said, the time of day when plants and humans were most open to replenishment) and the boys were playing their last, spastic round of whatever game they were playing before they went to bed, then I sat in my window and drank my gin and watched Martin’s house. His family still hadn’t arrived. Sometimes he wasn’t around at all; sometimes you could hear him hammering or sawing in the backyard, sometimes he was sitting on his front porch, drinking his own drink. I wasn’t haunted by him, not exactly, but I was looking for answers in him, the way Lily was looking for answers in me. Had he been awake or asleep that night he had broken into our house? Had he chosen our house for a reason, or could it have been anyone’s house? And what hurt him so badly? But his face, his drinking, his hammering and sawing gave away no secrets.

I next saw Martin less than a week later, at the Ryersons’ Battle of Gettysburg party, because it was the anniversary of the great battle and because the Ryersons were Civil War nuts. In our invitations—scrolls of paper meant to resemble, I suppose, the one on which Lee had signed over the Lost Cause to Grant—we had been told to either wear blue or gray. Bill Ryerson occasionally fired a cap gun through a wet towel in impersonation of some far-off rifle report, and the stereo played martial music, and on the television there was an endless Civil War documentary with historians droning on about the bones of our dead boys. Every now and then Beth Ryerson, who was wearing an antique gray dress with a ripped bodice (if the party theme was based in history, there was always a woman with a ripped bodice), walked around saying jokey, sexy things to men about the condition of our weapons and whether we’d like her to unjam them.

In every other way, though, it was the same as every party I’d been to in Shady Oaks. We all drank, but reasonably, and the conversation stayed far away from the political or scatological or the seriously taboo. Whenever the adult world of consequence and regret reared up and, for instance, someone started talking about a rock star’s recent suicide around the Liddons, whose nineteen-year-old estranged gay son had hanged himself back in Allentown, we had the party’s theme to retreat to—our safe haven, where we did not have to think about the ways in which we’d hurt and been hurt, where we laughed about the sorryness of our costumes or praised the ingenuity of our hosts or debated, in the case of the Ryersons’ party, whether or not smoked gouda was actually ever served and consumed on a Civil War battlefield.

So it was the same party as always, except of course that Martin was there. He—like most of us—was dressed in Yankee blue: a light blue polo shirt and light blue pleated shorts and blue socks, even, and he looked very much like an oversized Catholic school boy in uniform. People regarded him warily. We’d all the seen the same movies, after all, the movies in which the menacing stranger comes to town and tears the community’s fabric, and so on. After Martin’s performance at the Yardleys’ April Fool’s party, one couldn’t be blamed for imagining that Martin would get drunk again and tell the jokes he shouldn’t or dance on the drinks table or ogle the women in their ripped bodices or jump naked into the above-ground pool and generally rend us from the safety of our costumes and themes and be the overall bad wind that blew our doors shut and made us lock them behind us. Which is precisely why we moved to Shady Oaks: So that we wouldn’t have to lock our doors, so that we could forget that there might be a reason to lock them and that the reason was us.

Martin didn’t do any of this. He didn’t drink more than one commemorative plastic Battle of Gettysburg tumbler of Kentucky Gentleman bourbon, and he laughed politely when people joked about Johnny Reb this and Minie Ball that, and was perfectly agreeable to his hosts—he didn’t make any drunk-driving jokes, for instance, which was good because Bill had once gotten tanked and then plowed into the side of a school bus back in Cherry Hill, and a couple of the kids were in ICU for weeks because of it and he’d lost most of his family’s deodorant-soap fortune in the lawsuits that followed. No, Martin didn’t say anything out of the ordinary and the party ended without incident of any kind. I even went up to talk to him right as the party was winding down. I could feel Lily’s stare on my back as I extended my hand, introduced myself, apologized for not knocking a hello on his door and for being such a negligent neighbor.

“Don’t fret,” Martin said. “We have plenty of time to get to know each other.”

“You should come over sometime, maybe some evening,” I said. I waited to see a flicker of recognition, of guilt, of knowingness. But there was nothing. “For a drink or something,” I said.

“I’d like that,” he said. That was that. We shook hands and I went back home with Lily. Even Lily had to agree that Martin seemed perfectly fine, perfectly nice, and we fell asleep that night with our arms around each other, as in the days of old, me breathing through my nose as I’m prone to do, Lily smelling good, of the dirt she tilled and the soap she washed it off with.

It was three o’clock again when a noise woke me. I sat up in bed. Lily was still asleep; clearly she hadn’t heard anything. It was a different noise this time—a banging of something hard on something hard—and it was clearly coming from inside the house. It was Martin, of course, and of course I knew this, or suspected this, but I wasn’t thinking of him: I was thinking of Amy Vincent. I was thinking of the hushed conversation we had the next day at work after we’d done what we’d done—first under that sickly yellow Buffalo streetlight, then in my car, then at her apartment. We both said how sorry we were, how very wrong it had been. “Poor Lily,” Amy said, because they knew each other, had had several friendly conversations at Christmas parties and staff picnics.

“I know,” I said.

“I know you love her,” she said. “I know you love your kids.”

“It’s true,” I said, because it was, and the fact that I hadn’t acted like I loved them seemed worse to me at that moment than not loving them at all, not loving them ever.

“I’m not a bad person,” she said, and I nodded, because she wasn’t.

“So that’s it,” she said. It was a statement, not a question, and I agreed with her—we even shook hands on it—which was why neither of us could understand how we ended up in the same bar the next night, talking the same sharp, flirting I-dare-you patter; couldn’t understand why we were then holding each other under the same sickly yellow streetlight; couldn’t understand how, back at her apartment, we’d let ourselves do what we’d sworn not to do; couldn’t understand the fear we felt as we lay in her bed, whether the fear had brought us together in the first place, or whether we’d made it ourselves. And now, more than a year later, I couldn’t understand why I was thinking of all this as I was—with shame, sure, but also a little bit wistfully.

You can only think this kind of stuff for so long, and then you have to go confront the noise that made you think it in the first place. I got up, went downstairs. Martin wasn’t in the entryway, so I walked down the hallway, into the kitchen. Martin was sitting at the table. The clunking noise had stopped, but there was a big red circle on his forehead, and so it was pretty clear that what I’d been hearing was skull banging on pine.

“Martin, do you know you’re in my home, at my table?” I asked him. When he didn’t answer me, I said, “Tell me what hurts, Martin. Does it still hurt?” He was still wearing his union blue, again with a bathrobe over it; he had that same blank, gray look from the last time he’d broken into our house. It still wasn’t clear whether he recognized me, whether he’d even heard or understood my questions.

“What is my problem?” he said. “What is wrong with me?” And once again, he got up and walked out the door.

*

Over the next month time became liquid and awful. One moment I was eating dinner with my family, awash in their good company and the slow dawning of Lily’s forgiveness and the bounty of vegetables from her garden; the next, it was three in the morning and I could hear Martin banging around downstairs and I was remembering Amy, remembering what it felt like to touch someone new for the first time—which was about sex—and then to touch them a second or third or fourth time—which was about something else, something private and more complicated and terrible and closer to love.

One moment we were all four at the Palmetto Primary School play, grinning through the local fifth-grade Annie screeching about her hard-knock life; the next, it was three in the morning again and Martin was moaning on the couch downstairs about his hurting heart and I was thinking about the time I’d crept into Peter and Eric’s room after I’d come back from Amy’s too late at night, how I said to them, very softly so as not to wake them, “Save me. Please save me.”

One moment it was Lily’s birthday, her thirty-fourth, and I made her a cake, the frosting sugary enough to make your teeth scream and beg, and she kissed me on the cheek for the effort, right on the cheek, which you wouldn’t think would be something more and better than a kiss on the mouth but was; and the next moment, it was three in the morning and Martin was on the enclosed patio, crying softly and asking, “Are you there? Oh please, where in the hell are you?” Then, once he left, I got on the phone and called Amy Vincent. It was three o’clock in the morning back in Buffalo, too, and she wasn’t happy to hear from me, but the lateness of the hour didn’t have much to do with her unhappiness.

“I knew you’d call,” she said.

“You were right,” I whispered.

“Speak up,” she said.

“I said, ‘You were right.’”

“I wish I wasn’t,” she said. Amy was talking about the past, of course, and about how in it she told me she loved me, she did, and I told her I loved her, too, but that I’d that very morning confessed to Lily and promised her never, ever again and so things were likely to be impossible for a good long while and (and this is just one of the things I’m ashamed of) wouldn’t Amy be happier applying for a transfer out of admissions, maybe into human resources or fundraising or some such friendly far-flung division at the U of Buffalo? Goodbye, was what she said then, and she was saying it now, too.

“Don’t you ever think of me?” I asked.

“I’m not even thinking of you right now,” she said, and then hung up.

The next morning Lily found me sitting at the kitchen table on which, weeks earlier, Martin had used his head as a mallet. Her birthday cake was in front of me, half eaten and wrapped in cellophane and, a day removed from its purpose and in the full morning light, looking not like something meant to be eaten but to be thrown away, and quick. Lily did just that, then walked back to the table and regarded me. I’m sure I looked how I felt—hollow and guilty and unclean—and she said, “I think I know you,” and went out to her garden, which needed her.

*

There had been parties during these days and weeks, of course, and Martin had been breaking into our house only after one of the parties, and at these parties I discovered that he’d been breaking in to my neighbors’ houses, too. Who knows what in the parties prompted Martin to do what he did, because at the parties themselves Martin was as dependable and good-natured a guest as there is on this watery globe.

At the Liddons’ May Day party, for instance, he dressed, like the rest of us, in a utilitarian denim getup that might have looked good on Chairman Mao. At the Greenes’ Cinco de Mayo shindig, he pretended to understand Ricky Greene’s gibberish fake Spanish, and took great pains to Ole! the Greenes’ mutt, Lola—who was made up as a bull, with cardboard toilet paper innards for horns—whenever she ambled by. And at the Pattersons’ Earth Day hoo-ha, he didn’t complain when he drew the short straw and was made to dress all in yellow and stand stock still as we—the party’s Earths with our attendant greenhouse gases and ozone-depleting industrial fumes—swirled around him, Martin saying to us, “Is it hot enough for you?” and “How’s your water table?” and “Is it hot enough for you yet?” as we orbited by.

So Martin hadn’t done anything strange at the parties. Nonetheless, I knew he’d been breaking into my neighbors’ houses in the middle of the night, too. I knew this not because they told me, but because their eyes were as dark and scooped out as mine, because those eyes followed Martin around at the parties, looking for clues as to what he knew and didn’t know. What pains you so, Martin? we wanted to know. Who have you hurt, who has hurt you? Is it your family? Where are they? What have you done? What are you trying to tell us? How did we get so broken, Martin? And where can we find someone to fix us?

That Martin was haunting my neighbors, too, also became apparent in the parties’ themes, which became something not to cling to but to distort, to stomp on and leave behind. For instance, at the Liddons’ May Day party, Ted Liddon—whose son had been a male stripper before committing suicide—began taking off his clothes as we sang “The Internationale,” getting all the way down to his yellowed jockey shorts before Cheryl, his wife, turned off the music and ushered him, weeping, into their bedroom. At the Cinco de Mayo party, Sasha Greene—who had a rage management problem, and who’d assaulted her elderly mother back in a Stamford nursing home—drank all the sangria, threw the dog’s fake bull horns at her husband and then kicked the dog itself over and over, sending it howling out into the backyard.

And speaking of backyards, on Earth Day we smelled smoke, and so the whole party followed the smell outside and found Dave Patterson burning the normal party refuse—the paper plates and plastic utensils and the bottles and cans and even someone’s kid’s dirty diapers—in his backyard. Dave had been abused by a Catholic priest when he was a boy, and as the flames leapt and the acrid smoke poured heavenward, Dave was mumbling something that might have been a prayer, might have been an anti-prayer.

As if conjured by Dave’s mumbling, Lily suddenly appeared across the fire from me. She looked like love, this was my exact thought. Because if love is not desire (which is what we’re always told) or the best part of us (which is what we want to believe) then love must be the memory of love and right then I remembered all the other times I’d seen Lily’s face golden and flickering across bonfires and campfires and accidental grease fires on the stove and I loved her very much, and it seemed possible—likely even—that this was the last fire that I’d ever see her through. I nearly shouted out something stupid and desperate right then, something that would have come out of my mouth sounding like, “Us! Us! We!” But I didn’t and she didn’t notice me standing there, or didn’t want to; instead, Lily stared deep into the fire, stared silently, seriously, fatalistically, as if she were staring not at the ashes of the party but at the ashes of us.

*

The last party worth telling about was at the Bellinghams’ and it had no theme. No theme! No costumes, no detailed invitations and instructions! There was no food, either. The Bellinghams only had cheap plastic handles of liquor and boxes of wine and case upon case of barely drinkable beer and bowls of Cost Cutter cigarettes scattered everywhere. There was music playing somewhere, music that spoke directly to the hips and knees and the other parts that make up our lower halves. Lily saw a group of women standing across the lawn, smoking cigarettes, and even though she hadn’t to my knowledge smoked a cigarette in a decade, she headed toward them, saying, “Goodbye, you,” to me over her shoulder.

I drank one plastic tumbler of gin after another, wandered around in a daze. It was a real party, all right, the first one ever at Shady Oaks. Every few minutes someone tipped over backward in a chair. Lydia Olin was puking in the compost barrel, her husband, Thom, was pissing in the sandbox. Neighbors were dancing with neighbors, slowly, the way neighbors shouldn’t; men without dance partners were singing unironically into half-empty beer bottles along with the song, a song no one had heard in years but was either everyone’s favorite or least favorite. Victoria Lyons was crying out near the tool shed; she said she’d be all right in a second, but no one seemed to believe her.

There was no pot, but there was a bong, and Miller Le Ray, the owner of the bong, insisted that you could get high on the resin, which wasn’t, he insisted, more than two years old. Jack Bellingham had found an old croquet set in his garage, and he was arguing loudly with Tee Morrison about the Rules of the Game. Lawrence Milettti was swinging one of the mallets wildly, spraying the balls into thickets of feet and shins. Martin himself was holding a whole bottle of bourbon and staring balefully at the wickets and the posts, which were leaning at illegal and unplayable angles. I was standing next to Martin, searching for Lily, who I was sure was in that group of women smoking cigarettes under the last oak in Shady Oaks. I couldn’t find her, but I did see Alexis Falvo.

I’d known Alexis since we moved to Shady Oaks a year earlier. We’d attended the same parties; she was the one who, at her and her husband Benji’s Bastille Day party, had drawn a thin mustache on my face with a makeup pencil. I knew that she and Ritchie had had some marital problems back in Bristol, Rhode Island, something to do with not wanting kids or not being able to have them. She was kind and self-deprecating, I think I recognized that; I might have heard her laugh once, and her laugh might have been musical, might have been horsey. I was pretty sure she had once been a dancer, but then again she was thin and maybe she just looked like a dancer. Other than that, and like Amy Vincent, I’d never really noticed her.

But I saw Alexis now, and she saw me, too; our eyes didn’t move from each other. There was a promise implicit in all this looking; if Martin came to our houses one more time, which he would, then we would no longer try to ward off the unruly world, then we would do exactly what all the relevant sacred vows said we should not do. If that happened, then her Benji and my Lily and my sons would leave us. Our lives would be over, I was sure of this. Then why would we do such a thing? Why would we hurt the ones we loved? I don’t know: There are no reasons good enough to be called reasons to explain what we were prepared to do. The only thing I can say is there are so many ways you can ruin your life, but this one was going to be ours.

And then—and as I hear it now, this was a voice not of a particular neighbor, but rather all neighbors, the uberneighbor, the great porch-sitting busybody and diligent lawn waterer who cares not about our inner craggy canyons but about smoothing our surfaces—someone yelled out, “Martin, I think your family’s here.” Martin walked through the house and out the door and we all followed him. There were his wife and daughters, standing at the end of the cul de sac in front of their new house. Martin broke into a run down the street; he hugged them all, one by one, then all together.

His wife started crying these great heaving sobs. Martin made shushing sounds. “Everything is going to be fine,” I heard him say this. Then the family turned to enter their house—first the daughters, then Martin, and finally, his wife, who I know now to be Eliza. Before shutting the door, Eliza shot a quick look at the depraved, scary bunch we no doubt appeared to be, then closed the door and locked it behind her.

She locked the door! I could hear it, I’m sure all of us could hear the click and slide of the bolt into its hole. It was like hearing the hard truth for the first time. We could not stop ourselves from being ourselves. But we could offer up a small concession to our bad selves. We could lock our doors at night. That could be most easily done. And that is what we did. Lily and I found each other and the party dispersed and we locked our door that night and got some sleep.

That was it. We lock our doors every night, now. Martin doesn’t come visit us anymore. The boys are doing well in school. Eden wouldn’t have been a patch on Lily’s garden. Enrollment numbers are good at the university. Alexis and Benji Falvos’ trips to the fertility clinic have paid off; they’re having twins. Martin and his family hosted a lovely Canadian Independence Day party just last week. Things are back to normal. Everyone here is happy.


THE HERO OF QUEENS BOULEVARD

by Michelle Richmond

I’ve been having these egg-head thoughts about nonlinear time and a parallel universe. I’ve been having these thoughts for twenty years, and lately they’ve been coming between me and my wife. My wife believes in one world, one time, one perfect moment. My wife believes in making the decision, because, she says, looking up from the PBS documentary Life of Baby, “right now is all we’ve got.” I’m standing on the fire escape of our one-bedroom sublet at 85th and Columbus, working the grill, conversing with her through the open window. She’s rubbing her belly in a wistful manner. There’s this baby on the TV screen, newly delivered, a tiny glistening bundle, and my wife is looking at this baby like it was just about the most beautiful thing on the planet.

My wife defends murderers for a living, and she means it when she says that stuff about right now. One minute you’re buying beaded purses from a vendor on 34th Street, and the next, poof, you’re dead on the stairwell, skirt hiked above your knees, neck twisted in an unnatural way, a black cord around your throat, some guy’s wet dream. Sometimes at night she brings her work home, spreads photographs of the victims across the kitchen table and studies them, trying to figure out why, given the evidence, her guy can’t be connected beyond a shadow of a doubt to this particular body. Sometimes, out of grotesque curiosity, a fascination with the horror that is my wife’s bread and butter, I glance at the photos, which more often than not make my stomach turn, and I wonder what kind of bastard could do that. Then I’ll look at my wife looking at the photographs, lost in thought, her long, brown hair trailing the table, her quick fingers tracing the shape of a corpse, and I’ll think, this is my wife, who believes there are no absolutes.

“Just look,” she says now, pointing at the newborn, which has somehow been transformed and is swaddled up like the baby Jesus, all clean and pink, resting in its mother’s arms. While the camera was covering the lower regions, somebody thought to put orange lipstick on the mother, who now lies there, staring alternately at the baby and the camera, making kissy faces. Then the camera pans to the husband, who is also making kissy faces, and my wife looks at me as if I’d just strangled a kitten or been caught with a hooker. “Some men want to be fathers,” she says.

My first instinct is to be mad, but then I see that she’s crying, and to top it off she’s trying to hide it. The only thing worse than my wife crying is my wife trying to pretend she isn’t crying, or maybe, come to think of it, Mrs. Shevardnadze, our upstairs neighbor, leaning out her window and shouting, “I’m going to call the fire department on you!” which is exactly what she’s doing right now.

Then my wife stops pretending she isn’t crying, she just lets it all go, so I shut the lid on the grill and climb through the window and sit on the couch beside her and put my arms around her and say, “Baby, I’m just not ready.”

“What’s there to be ready for?” she says. “You and that dialectic philosophy.”

She says “dialectic” like it’s a dirty word, half whisper, half curse. She’s good at bandying the term about, but she doesn’t buy it—the connection between dialectic philosophy and my fear of procreation. She likes to say I flunked out of the Study of Either/Or, and I like to remind her that I didn’t flunk out, I dropped out—and there’s a big difference. One year away from a Ph.D. at what is often referred to as a venerable institution, and something happened. I didn’t lose interest, exactly. I didn’t lose faith. I just couldn’t bring myself to open another scholarly journal. When I sat down at my computer to work on my dissertation, more often than not I ended up playing solitaire or opening the “outdated correspondence” file on my hard drive, reading old letters I wrote years ago to girlfriends whose faces I couldn’t exactly remember.

“I can’t do this,” I said ten years ago, looking at pages and pages of small text scattered across my desk, the floor, the kitchen table. The truth was I had outdone myself. The more complex my argument became, the less I understood. I began to feel I was losing my grasp of the subject. All the threads were coming apart.

“So don’t,” she said.

Case closed. We got married in the Hamptons, where her parents had a place, and I became a high school teacher. My wife became, over time, a high-powered defense attorney. She gets people off the hook for crimes they may or may not have committed.

“But what if he’s guilty?” I sometimes ask, standing over her at the kitchen table while she reads through stacks of legal documents.

“What’s guilty?” she says. “Aren’t we all guilty? Is anyone really guilty? Guilty’s a matter of perspective, just varying shades of gray.”

Which is where we diverge whole-heartedly. I believe in black and white. Guilty or innocent. You love someone or hate her. I’m not ashamed to confess that I swallowed all that stuff hook, line, and sinker back in college—how the universe is made up of polar opposites battling against each other, how this constant conflict between good and evil, light and dark, fuels the whole world. My belief in that system never wavered, and this is at the root of my problem with babies.

A man can be either a good father or a bad one. I had a good one. My wife had a bad one. And if I were forced to choose dialectically my own fatherly potential—whether I’d be good or bad—I can’t say how I’d vote. I’ve tried to explain that to my wife—how, until I can know with one hundred percent certainty that I would make a good father, I can’t bring myself to be one. This, to me, seems fair.

“That’s ridiculous,” she says. “You’re building a trap. You can’t know until you try. But you won’t try until you know. Just admit it. You hate kids.”

“Not true,” I say. “If I didn’t like kids, would I be a teacher?”

She goes into the bedroom and slams the door. I can smell the steaks burning on the fire escape. Mrs. Shevardnadze is stomping around upstairs. Some kids are rapping on the street below. The M-11 rattles by. It’s May, so the alley below our window smells like dog piss.

*

I teach at a prep school for boys out on the island. For years I’ve been lobbying the Curriculum Development Committee for a class in dialectic philosophy, but each year they refuse, labeling such modes of thinking outdated and irrelevant. So I teach American History, European Wars, and Intro to Philosophy, coach water polo, and every now and then the headmaster railroads me into moderating the chess team, even though I can’t remember the last time I won a game of chess.

I feel ill at ease with the other teachers, who all have advanced degrees in education—and who seem to believe that teaching is a calling, rather than an accidental occupation. My own aborted Ph.D. in philosophy feels somehow inadequate. Sometimes in the teachers’ lounge the other faculty talk about pedagogical theory or about the spiritual rewards of teaching, and I just dig into my burrito and look down at a stack of papers, pretending to prepare for class.

But one day a year, things are different. One day a year I get to teach dialectic philosophy, and that’s when I really come into my own. This year, my big day happens to fall in the same week as the baby argument.

So it’s the morning after the big fight, 6:30, and I’m driving to work. I want to get there early. Usually I make the trip in a zombie state, but today, I’m totally awake. I’m feeling good, really confident, thinking about how I’m going to explain dialectic philosophy to my students, how I’m going to shake them out of their indifference. Usually this drive just kills me, because Queens Boulevard goes on forever. You might as well be driving across Europe or Asia, the boulevard’s so diverse. One minute you feel like you’re in China, the next you’re in the Middle East, at some point you hit the good old U.S. of A. The girls walking to school in their miniskirts and platform shoes look like they know a great deal more at sixteen than you’ll ever know in a lifetime. Today I’m cruising through every light, one green signal after another, and I’m not even surprised, because this is the day I hit my stride, my one day a year, and you better believe the universe is working in my favor.

As I’m coming up to 42nd the green clicks over to yellow, and half a second later it’s red, and I’m sitting here, slightly perturbed at this unexpected intrusion on my perfect morning, but still feeling good, because it’s just one light and it’ll be over with before the optimistic guy on the radio finishes predicting sunshine. It’s 6:45 in the morning but the taxis are already out in full force, the newspaper stands are open, all along the boulevard people are stepping out of shops and apartment buildings with paper and briefcase in one hand, coffee in the other. It’s noisy as hell, like it always is on Queens Boulevard, but today I don’t so much mind the noise because it’s just background music for the lecture I’m playing in my head. There are four lanes on this boulevard, all going one direction, my direction, and I’m in the fourth lane from the morgue, which is what I call this massive rectangular building that spans the length of an entire block. The building has not a single window. The subway cars run on top of it. Where Queens Boulevard intersects 42nd, a bridge arches over the street, and below the bridge is a tunnel.

So I’m sitting at the light, and I’m watching the E train go by on my left, passing over the morgue, across the bridge, and onward. It’s moving slowly, and I can see the sad, sleepy faces of the people going to work. And that’s when I hear the screeching.

You know the arc of a screech, how it begins at a high pitch, becomes even louder and higher, then somehow winds down as the moving vehicle slows, then comes to a halt. So I’ve got my ears tuned in and I’m listening for the wind-down, but it doesn’t come; the screeching just suddenly stops, and I know something’s wrong. Just then I see something coming out of the tunnel—not just anything, but a Jeep, and it is literally flying, four feet off the road and wheels to the sky, and it’s not headed in just any direction, it’s headed straight for me.

But what is more alarming, perhaps, than the aborted screech and the upside-down, flying Jeep and the horrified faces of the people on the street is the speed at which all this is happening. The Jeep isn’t flying so much as it is hovering. The whole thing is happening in slow motion. The flying Jeep, the passing E train, the pedestrians on every side of me, are moving at a fraction of their regular speed, and here’s the rub: I happen to be switched into fifth gear. While the rest of the world goes freeze-frame, my brain is clicking along faster than it ever has before. As the Jeep gets closer I’m planning my next move, which is to get out of my own car, which I do, and the Jeep’s still coming, and it’s only about six feet from me now—the Jeep drops out of the air, skids another few feet on its roof, and stops inches from my car. And I’m thinking about how I’ve never been prepared in my life, not once, and as I’m moving toward the Jeep, I’m seriously doubting that this is what I should be doing, thinking maybe I should let someone else do it instead, because, let’s face it, I don’t know the first thing about car crashes—like how to open a jammed door, or how to tell if the thing’s about to blow.

So I’m jogging over to the car, sort of a fake jog because what I’d really like is for someone else to take over. But no one else is moving. In addition to the screech there was, at the moment the Jeep landed, a sickening crunch, and now everyone is looking alternately at me and at the Jeep, waiting for something to happen.

I experience what I can only describe as a moment of clarity. For the first time in my life I have in front of me a purpose with which I cannot argue, a clear course of action.

Suddenly there is a strange coolness on my nose, and the coolness is the glass of the back window of the Jeep against which my nose is pressed, and someone is looking at me. It is a girl of about five, maybe six. This girl is hanging upside down, suspended in the Jeep’s interior, her small, bright body held fast in a car seat. Quite clearly she is surprised, and she is waiting for something. No, she isn’t just waiting for something—she’s waiting specifically for me, and because my mind is working at about ten times its normal speed while the rest of the world inches forward like an ice floe, I know she is waiting to be rescued.

I open the door, which opens more easily than one would expect, and I say, “Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Very carefully I unbuckle the car seat with one hand while supporting the child with the other—I can do this because she is very light. I am struck, in fact, by how light a five-year-old girl can be, she is not much heavier than the blue-gray cat I reluctantly share with my wife. I take her out of the car and stand her upright, and she says, “Where is my lunch box? I lost my Peoples of the World lunch box.” I look inside for the lunch box. A woman in the front seat turns and says to me, “Good morning.”

“Hello, ma’am.” I immediately regret calling her “ma’am,” since she’s no older than I am.

The lunch box is lying on the ceiling of the Jeep, within easy grasp. I pick it up and hand it to the girl. This lunch box has drawings of people of different colors and sizes and facial shapes; secretly I applaud the artist who is spreading such good vibes to the children of this great and ridiculous city through the overlooked medium of lunch box art. Standing there with her brown curly hair arranged quite properly and her lunch box clutched in her tiny fingers and her face a bit cross, this child looks like any five- or six-year-old girl on her way to school with her Peoples of the World lunch box, and not one bit like a child who has just flown upside down in a Jeep through a tunnel and been rescued by a stranger in a stupid red baseball cap that he wears every time he teaches dialectic philosophy.

Then it occurs to me that a) my work is not done and b) having saved the child, the logical next step is to save the mother and c) the rest of the world still seems stunned into inaction. I walk quickly, but not too quickly—I do not want to inspire panic in the child—to the other side of the car, where the woman is hanging upside down in front of the steering wheel. Her hair is very short. I open the door. “How is my daughter,” the woman says. She says it as a simple command, unquestionably authoritative, although her voice is a bit shaky.

“Your daughter is standing over there. She’s all right.”

She blinks once. “Okay,” she says. Her eyes are extraordinarily green, so green that they cannot possibly be natural. For a moment I am in love with her, but the feeling quickly passes.

“Could you please place your hands on the ceiling,” I say, “like you’re doing a handstand. I don’t want you to fall on your head.” She does so, and I unbuckle her seat belt, being careful not to brush up against any places that she might not, for reasons of modesty, want me to brush up against. Then I help her crawl out of the car, and she goes around to her daughter and tucks her daughter’s shirt into her bright overalls, and the two of them sit down on the sidewalk.

Suddenly, the second hand moves forward, the minute hand clicks into place, and real time is restored. “Mrs. Fernandez,” a boy is saying. The boy is about fourteen and he is wearing an orange vest and holding one of those signs that says Slow Children Playing. “Mrs. Fernandez, it’s me, Jose, the crossing guard. Are you okay?”

Mrs. Fernandez looks up at Jose. “Oh,” she says. “It’s you. Hon, have you seen my dog?”

Just then a woman in a svelte black suit and smart heels walks up. She is one of those New York City women who could be anywhere between twenty-five and forty-seven years old and who would be wearing a svelte black suit at any hour on any day, one of those women who I am not the least bit surprised to see clutching a rather large black lab to her chest at 6:49 on a Monday morning. This woman’s hair is long and perfect. It shines alluringly in what passes for sunlight on this rather dismal morning. This woman’s hair is, in fact, the exact same color as the dog’s coat—and it strikes me that this is a skill that only this very particular type of New York City woman has—the ability to pick up a dog that has just been tossed violently from a moving vehicle and make it look like a well-planned accessory. She walks up to Mrs. Fernandez and says, “Is this your dog, Miss? Is this black lab the dog you are looking for?”

“Oh yes, thank you,” says Mrs. Fernandez.

The whole street has sprung into action now. There are suddenly a great number of pedestrians crowded around Mrs. Fernandez and her well-adjusted daughter, and they are all very concerned, and at least a dozen of them are dialing 911 on their cell phones. I walk back to my car, which is blocking an entire lane, and of course the lane is backed up and the light is green and a lot of people are honking at me. The whole thing has taken no more than three rotations of the light.

I pull away. I go to school. I give a brilliant lecture. And then, standing there in my red baseball cap, right in the middle of my brilliant lecture, I begin to doubt dialectic philosophy. I begin to sense this gray area, in which things do not have to happen one way or the other: You do not either love someone or hate her, you do not necessarily play either the hero or the fool, you are not either a great or a terrible father.

A new possibility occurs to me, the possibility that, in each case, the truth lies somewhere in between. Is it possible that the accident had nothing at all to do with a parallel universe? Is it possible that, at the moment the Jeep came hovering out of the tunnel, I did not click over into some hitherto hidden world in which I behaved in a manner exactly opposite to how I would expect myself to behave? Could it be that my heroic actions on Queens Boulevard are a true representation of the man I am, and that, until now, I simply have not been tested? I have always considered myself to be a man lacking courage and conviction, but perhaps I never before encountered the appropriate situations. Is it possible that, all these years, I have insisted upon a parallel universe as a sort of crutch, a rationale for all my own weaknesses? “Yes,” I say. “Here, today, I am like this, but in that other universe, the mirror opposite of this one, I am courageous, decisive, brilliant, witty, entertaining, compassionate, extraordinarily good-looking, and, above all, virile.”

I look out at my students and sense their excitement waning, expressions of intense boredom settling across their faces. Before, I was the quintessential evangelist, converting new followers simply by the strength and fury of my conviction. My students were swept up in my passion, transfixed, awe-struck. Today is different. The bell rings. I am standing with chalk in hand, arm raised high, extolling a philosophy which suddenly seems flawed, when my students breathe an audible and collective sigh of relief, scramble out of their seats, and rush for the door.

I leave school immediately after the final bell. Driving home along Queens Boulevard, I scan the scene for the next debacle—hovering Jeeps, stranded motorists, dogs lost in traffic—my next golden opportunity. But the drive is uneventful. Back home, my wife is sitting at the kitchen table, the latest scene of murder spread out before her—a young victim with haunting eyes, a silver pendant dangling primly from her bruised neck. “The Pendant Murders,” my wife says matter-of-factly, canvassing the photo with her magnifying glass. I step too close to the table and see a little more of the picture than I want to. The girl is blonde and thin, and her turtleneck has been cut open at the top, her throat slashed. A silver pendant dangles from her neck. The pendant is a tiny half-moon with a jewel at its center.

Beside the photos is the evening edition of the Daily News. My wife prefers the Times, makes fun of the fact that I subscribe to the sensational Daily News, but I have always been comforted by its simplicity, its ability to see everything in terms of black and white. The Daily News lacks the muddle and grind of complexity, uncertainty, weighing of the facts. Hillary is a queen one day, a pariah the next, but never in between. I also like the visual presentation. Every day there is a huge headline, 70 or 80 point type, over an eye-catching photo. Today, the photo reveals the blurry shape of a man in jeans and a baseball cap. His back is to the camera, and he is leaning into a Jeep, which is upside down on a busy road. Beside him on the street, looking into the camera, is a small girl in crumpled overalls. In the front seat of the Jeep there is an upside-down woman, who seems to be saying something to the man. In the photo it looks as if, having saved the child, the man is having a conversation with the mother, probably telling her not to panic, not to move her head, probably asking her appropriate questions, such as “Can you feel your toes? Are you dizzy? Is your vision blurred?” What I know, of course, is that the man in the baseball cap is not saying anything medically sound to the woman; he is simply retrieving the child’s Peoples of the World lunch box. The headline reads, “Who Is the Hero of Queens Blvd?”

I say to my wife, “Did you see the paper?”

“Yep. The usual stuff. Man saves mother and child from certain disaster.”

“You’re a cynic.”

“Actually, I admire him.” She puts down her magnifying glass and glances at the paper. “Cute girl,” she says. Then she looks at me accusingly, the way she did when she saw the father holding the infant on Life of Baby, the way she does whenever a friend of hers gets pregnant.

“I’ll be in the bedroom,” I say.

“It’s only 4:00.”

“Like I said, I’ll be in the bedroom.”

A few minutes later, she’s there, and her red summer dress is draped across the rocking chair, and she is opening the drawer of the bedside table, reaching for the condom, and I close the drawer and say, “Never mind that,” and her mouth is open in a slight and endearing way, and her neck is pale and convincing, and I am Parallel Lover, a new and much-sought-after superhero—intense and nurturing, generous and rabid, strong and gentle, impeccable.

The sheets are askew. The room is hot. Down below, the phonograph man rattles by, the thick delicious sound of the blues drifting up from his cart. Mrs. Shevardnaze is screaming at her cat. The pigeons on the eaves are cooing. My wife’s breathing, finally, has slowed. Her eyes are closed, her hand draped lightly over my thigh. She looks more at peace than I’ve ever seen her.

Soon, she is asleep and smiling slightly, unaware that I am watching. In her dreams, perhaps the dead girls are receding. For a few hours, at least, she will forget the Pendant Murders; for a few hours the world will seem like a bright, inviting place. I too am willing to believe this, willing to believe that, at this very moment, there is a tiny flame alight in the dark recesses of her womb. There, in that place so far from reach, it has already begun: a slow and certain growth, some tiny glistening thing.


THE LAST TIME I SAW HIM

by Daniel Wallace

The last time I saw him he was in town for something, a business thing, and he had a little time before a meeting and said maybe we could meet in the hotel bar, have a drink, talk. Time was a problem with him. It was a commodity, like money, something he didn’t have a lot of, and I appreciated him spending some of it on me.

He was waiting when I got there. I recognized his back from the door: long, a little bit hunched at the top, the kind of stooping hunch tall people get always leaning over for things.

We hugged. He said, “You’re late.”

He pulled out his pocket watch and tapped on it.

“Sorry,” I said.

“No problem. Look at you. Wow. Are you taller? I think you’re taller. Used to be knee-high to a grasshopper. In fact, I saw a grasshopper the other day. He said, ‘How’s shorty?’”

We laughed. But this got him to thinking back to the days when we were a family, and then back, even farther, to how the family started.

“We were kind of drunk,” he said, “your mother and me. And fighting, as usual. I can’t remember what about. It doesn’t matter. The fight itself was always more important than what it was about anyway. Sometimes they would start with the most harmless question. Maybe it was about the dishes. I remember something about the dishes. ‘Why didn’t you do the dishes?’ she might ask me, and I’d look at her and say, ‘I didn’t know I was supposed to do the dishes,’ and she would say, ‘It’s not a matter of what you’re supposed to do. The sink is full of dishes. They’re overflowing in here, Tommy,’ she’d say. She exaggerated a lot. She’d say, ‘They’re scraping the ceiling.’ But she knew I could ignore a sink full of dishes; that was within my power. To just not see them, and go on with my life as though the kitchen were clean. I’d always thought this was a virtue, this ability I had to overlook things I didn’t want to see, but here she was implying it was a bad thing.

“So I’d say, ‘You could have done them as easily as I could,’ and she’d say, ‘But I’ve been gone all day,’ and I’d say, ‘But I’ve been watching television all day,’ or something. That’s what I did on Sunday. Watched television. I used to love to watch the football on television. Not so much anymore. I don’t like what’s become of the whole sport culture thing. Money, money, money. No heart. But this is the way we would fight. Always egging each other on, little by little. It’s an art,” he said, and laughed, had some of his drink. “So I’d say that about television, knowing it would piss her off, and she’d say ‘I’d like to blow that fucking television to pieces,’ or something to that effect, and I’d do the next thing in my repertoire: Ignore her. That really made her mad. Just turn my back, go on about my business, as though I were taking the high road, when I was really taking the lowest of the low.

“‘I can’t do this by myself,’ she’d say, suddenly right there behind me, crying a little.

“‘I know,’ I’d say. ‘I’m not asking you to.’

“‘Feels like it,’ she’d say. ‘Like you just don’t give a shit.’

“‘Me?’ I’d say. ‘How can you say that?’ I’d say, and I’d go down the list of how I was a good husband, working hard, being true, making money, loving her, and one day I don’t do the fucking dishes and all of a sudden I don’t give a shit? My voice rising all the while to be heard over hers, because she is crying and screaming now, her face turning all red and wet, until finally we’re both yelling so loud you know the entire apartment building, from the first floor to the fifth, can hear us. You could see people on the sidewalk stop and look up at our window, pausing on their walks, to listen. I hope you don’t fight like that with your wife, Charlie.

“So something along these lines was happening that Sunday. We were out of control. And eventually your mother just fell apart, crying, shivering, scared, lonely, all these terrible things. Thinking of her life with me, this terrible man, though that’s not how I thought of myself then. But I remember, that day I started crying myself, because, you know, I loved her, and I held her as close to me as I could. She didn’t hold me back: Her arms were folded up against her chest as though she were a little bird, shaking. I kissed her tears. Every tear of hers I matched with a kiss of my own. I told her that’s what I was doing, I said, ‘For every tear you get a kiss, so just keep crying, because this is something I can do.’ She smiled, laughed a little, but kept crying, and I kept kissing, saying, ‘Uh-oh! Here’s another one! Better kiss that one. And here’s a shy little tear trying to escape down the left side of your face into your hair, but there’s no escape from my kisses!’ And I kissed that one, too. Finally, a tear made it all the way down her face, and fell into her lips, and I kissed that, kissed the edge of her lips, and she kissed me back. Then, you know, we just kept kissing. It was this continuous range of expression, from anger to love, then from love to lust I guess, or, you know, making love, which made so much sense to us. It was all just one thing, this range of emotion. But stop me if I’m telling you more than you need to know.”

“No. Go on,” I said.

“Okay. Well, she encircled the belt loops of my pants with her fingers, and pulled me into her. She was strong, Charlie. A strong woman. There was this pulse in our bodies, locked together like that, kissing. We walked backwards—our eyes were closed—tripping through the living room in our tiny apartment, until the kitchen counter stopped us. It was summer. Hot. It was even hotter in the kitchen. We kept kissing. I pulled off her shirt, she pulled off mine. Somehow—I’m sure you know how it happens, Charlie—we got all our clothes off, or all the clothes off we needed, and I lifted her at the hips until she was sitting on the counter. We had to push aside a few things—forks, knives, dishes, the sink was a mess—but that’s where it happened, right there in the kitchen. I’m sure of it. Nine months later, right on time, you were born.”

He laughed, thinking about it.

“So,” I said. I was laughing a little too. “What you’re saying is that I was an accident?”

“Yes. But a good accident,” he said, and we both laughed again. And then neither of us said anything for a while.

He looked at his watch.

“Jesus, look at the time. I got to go, Charlie,” he said.

“It was good—I mean, I’m glad you were able—”

“I love you,” he said. “Commit that to memory.”

“It’s there,” I said, and he held me for a moment by the shoulders and smiled at me, and then he winked and turned and walked away, and I never saw him again.

*

The last time I saw him was on a Christmas afternoon. My mother and I had opened our presents that morning, and cleaned up, and then she’d gone over to her boyfriend’s house. She was fifty-five and had a boyfriend, and they went out on dates and talked on the phone and fought sometimes, just like people who weren’t fifty-five did.

He called, and when he found out Mom wasn’t there he said he was coming over. There was nothing I could say about that. Even though it was her house now, once upon a time it used to be his, he had bought it with his own money, and even though he hadn’t been in it for more than a year and Mom had said that the last thing she ever wanted to see in this life was him sitting there (pointing to the chair he always used to sit in) smoking a cigarette and laughing like the jackass that he is, she wasn’t here now. I couldn’t tell him otherwise, so he came over and sat in the chair he always used to sit in and smoked a cigarette and laughed.

“She’s really fucked this place up,” he said, looking around. “Oh, Merry Christmas,” and he handed me an envelope with money in it. He did most of his shopping at the bank.

“What’s different?” I asked.

He looked at me.

“A lot,” he said, and then in a deep voice: “Someone’s been sitting in my chair.” He smiled. “Goldilocks?”

“Could be,” I said.

“Or that bald guy she’s been seeing,” he said. “More likely.”

“How do you know he’s bald?” I asked.

“Everybody knows he’s bald,” he said. “All you have to do is look at him.”

He put out his cigarette and shook his head and I couldn’t get over how weird it was to see him sitting in the chair where he used to sit but where he hadn’t sat in so long, and where he was never supposed to sit again. If Mom found out she’d get upset. It would be like her run of days was over, like those signs that say WE HAVE GONE 289 DAYS WITHOUT AN ACCIDENT, and then there’s an accident, and you have to start all over again with 1, then 2, then 3. I had to decide whether to tell her he’d come over or not. I decided to see if she’d figure it out on her own. Then I’d admit it. There would be no reason to lie, but if she didn’t figure it out I wouldn’t volunteer the information. I’ve found this to be a practical philosophy that works in many situations.

“I got your mom a present,” he said.

My heart sank. “Oh?”

“This,” he said. He had a stick in one of the pockets of his windbreaker. He showed it to me. I’d seen him bend over and pick it up on his way down the driveway, and I’d wondered why. He laughed and when I didn’t I could tell he was disappointed. “It’s a joke,” he said. “You know, when you’re not good Santa brings you sticks and shit, instead of presents? It’s—.”

But he gave it up.

“Not a good idea,” he said. “You need a sense of humor to appreciate it and your mother doesn’t have one. It’s why we got a divorce.”

“That plus all the affairs,” I said.

“Yeah, but what led to the affairs?” he said. I didn’t have the answer. “Lack of laughter.”

He lit another cigarette and stared at the tree, and he was thinking of the old life, you could tell, of the Christmas mornings here when I’d wake them up so early they’d practically have to tie me down while they had their coffee—just a cup, at least, before we do anything, please! All that happy family shit. He probably woke up late this morning and watched the news and opened what presents he had and called some friends. It was fine for him: His new house had been decorated to look like Christmas too.

“Thanks for the CD, by the way,” he said.

“Count Basie?”

“No one better,” he said. And then he started humming some jazzy song, and his shoulders moved back and forth, and he closed his eyes and smiled. He had one more cigarette, and, after glancing at his old pocket watch, stood up and stretched. “Still ticking,” he said. “Me and the watch both.” We hugged a long hug, then he grabbed me by my shirt collar and pulled me into his face.

“Who loves you?” he asked me.

“You?”

“That’s right. And don’t you forget it,” he said, and he left his old house and threw the stick into the yard and drove away, and I never saw him, ever again.

*

The last time I saw him was a long time ago. He was in the bathroom, hoping for something good to happen. He liked the bathroom. This is where he went when he came home, and where he stayed, most of the time, until he left again, on business, in sales. He was never in one place long enough to have a real office, but at home the bathroom was his office, and he had an open-door policy for us all. In fact, the door was never closed. Anyone—me, Mother, the maid—could, and did, walk past the bathroom and see him there, sitting on the toilet, light blue boxer shorts collapsed around his ankles, hiding the tops of his feet, hairless and white. His back was hunched forward, and his elbows were resting on his knees. In his hands were six or seven squares of yellow toilet tissue, which he folded, unfolded, and folded again, carefully, at the perforations, until it was time to use them.

Most of the time he sat like this, staring at the tissue, an anxious expression on his face, his penis, like an old elephant’s trunk, just hanging there. To one side was the bathroom sink, and on the tile beside the sink was a cup of hot tea, steaming, his pocket watch, and a cigarette, a Benson & Hedges, which scarred the tile as it burned. The toilet was his ashtray. If the cigarette was extinguished during a quiet time, it was a great pleasure to hear the red hot ember—the rock—splash and sizzle in the dark and squalid water.

But it was not always quiet in the bathroom. Sometimes the room was filled with the most horrific straining groans, which echoed off the walls, and carried through the house. It was at these times that one remembered why my father was where he was; or, rather, one recognized the initial impulse that led him to the toilet, possibly many hours before.

On the floor near his feet was a yellow legal pad and a gold Cross pen. My father made notes to himself, drew pictures, added and subtracted three- and four-digit numbers, or he made lists of things to do, but these things, unless they could be accomplished from his seat on the toilet, remained undone. Odd jobs, household chores, errands and family outings all placed a distant second. This, his time spent here, was the important thing.

Still, even under these strange circumstances, it was quite possible to gain an audience with him. If you had some specific need, or a desire to speak with him, he would accommodate you. He would listen to whatever you had to say, and respond. Sometimes the smell in the bathroom was almost unbearable, and at these times conversations were understandably kept to a minimum. But if he hadn’t made any “headway,” as he put it, one might spend as much as ten or fifteen minutes in there chatting with him. He called out sometimes, for the newspaper, cigarettes, another cup of tea. The deep acoustical echo of my father’s voice, calling—a lovely rumbling thunder. It was also possible simply to pass the bathroom and take a look in, see how he was doing. Sometimes he wouldn’t notice, so involved was he with his tissue folding, and thinking. But other times he’d smile and wave and ask, “What’s up?” “Not much,” you’d say, “How about you?” “Not much, yet. Not much at all.”

And so went his day. He read the newspaper, front to back. He read the funnies. When he got a telephone call the cord was stretched to the very end of its length, but even then he had to lean a bit to his left to speak into the receiver, his right buttock raised slightly above the seat. Through the morning, afternoon, and into the evening sometimes, my father talked on the phone, read the paper, took notes, doodled, smoked, drank, and folded his soft yellow squares of toilet tissue while thinking about something—possibly me; I mean, why not me?—until, finally through for the day, everything inside sufficiently on the outside now, he depressed the small metal handle there, and the rumbling roil of the churning water full of all the crap he could fill it with began. You could hear it in the pipes.

“Done!” he’d proclaim, standing, taking a breath in deeply. Then he’d wash his hands beneath a stream of steaming hot water, glancing up at his reflection in the mirror, pleased. He was pleased, because the job he had come here to do had been done. In the mirror’s reflection he saw me, waiting in the bedroom. He smiled.

“And what can I do for you?” he said.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Nothing?”

“Just coming to say goodnight.”

“Oh. Well. Goodnight,” he said, and after drying his hands on a towel he came and gave me the kind of hug that squeezed the air right out of me, and I went to sleep, and he left on his trip, and after that I never saw him again in my entire life.

*

The last time I saw him he said he had just read a book, that someone he was seeing, a woman, someone he was serious about, had told him about this book and he had read it and maybe it made a little sense. So he asked me to meet him on the field behind my old high school. “Outside?” I said. I couldn’t remember if we’d ever been outside together. I’m sure we had, I just couldn’t remember it. “Outside,” he said.

He beat me there. I saw him and waved and he waved back. When I walked up to him he said, “Look at me. I’m out standing in the field.”

“Yes you are,” I said.

He threw me a baseball glove. It wasn’t my old baseball glove from when I was a kid or anything like that, because I don’t think I ever had one. It was brand new. He had just bought it. He had one too.

“The book,” he said. “The book says it’s never too late to have a happy childhood.” He rolled his eyes. “So I thought both of us, we could do that. Have one. Together. Throw a ball back and forth. Like we never did.”

I thought he must really like this woman, whoever she was. “Sure,” I said.

He tossed me the ball and I caught it in the glove and I threw it back to him and he caught it and threw it back to me.

“Time out,” he said, and he took his glove off and lit a cigarette. He put his glove back on. “Okay,” he said.

He smoked, we threw the ball back and forth for a while, and then he said, “Hey. I’m sorry.”

“For what?” I said.

“For whatever,” he said.

He threw me a grounder.

“This is in the book too?” I said.

He nodded, grimacing. “Says I should ask for your forgiveness.”

We threw the ball back and forth, gradually becoming farther and farther apart.

“So ask,” I said.

His next toss was a little high. I backed up and jumped but I still couldn’t catch it. It rolled away.

“Forgive me?” he said.

“Sure,” I said. “Of course.”

He dropped the cigarette into the dirt and stamped on it. He looked at his pocket watch. He shook his head.

“This woman,” he said. “This woman I’m seeing. You might meet her. I might introduce you to her. It’s getting pretty serious. The thing is, if I do, you have to tell her.”

“What?”

“That I asked,” he said. “It’s bullshit, probably. But I asked.”

“I’ll tell her,” I said, and he winked at me, and he gave me a hug.

But we never met, me and this woman, and I never even saw my father again. Ever. Not even once.

*

The last time I saw him he was very old. In fact, he was supposed to have been dead for three weeks by then, according to his doctors. But he had always loved proving them wrong, because that day he was very much alive, laughing and throwing his arms into the air in a kind of mock exasperation with the world he was getting ready to leave behind, explaining to me how he had told some doctor yesterday to fuck off—“I just said, ‘Fuck off,’ and that was that”—and how pretty his private nurse was, she was very, very pretty, and how all nurses should be so pretty, when people are dying they should have nice things to look at, shouldn’t they? Pretty nurses should be a law.

He was even walking around, or trying to. He was nearly ninety and he couldn’t bend his knees so much, so he had to push his legs in front of him, one at a time, as though he were on skis. He called himself The Old Machine: All his joints were rusting up, nothing bent anymore, not even his neck, not even his wrists or his elbows. He was all the same thing now, one solid object, and when he finally died he said we wouldn’t even have to bother changing his clothes, we’d just lift him like a piece of petrified wood, shut him in a box, and bury him. And we’d all say so long to my father.

“I see you,” he said, stopping beside the table in the foyer.

“See me?” I asked. “See me what?”

“Looking around at everything.”

“So?”

“So,” he said. “Be patient. It will all be yours soon enough.” But he shook he head, disgusted. “If it’s not the government, it’s the banks, and if it’s not the banks, it’s my own offspring. Hard to take sometimes. It really is.”

“You’re not serious,” I said. “Tell me you’re not serious.”

“I’m not? Oh. I’m sorry, I thought I was. Listen, son, I want you to have this,” he said, and he pointed to a vase he’d bought in China thirty or forty years ago. I picked the vase up and looked at it as if I’d never seen it before, when in fact it had been sitting in this exact place for the last twenty years, on the long wooden table beside the stairs. It was beautiful, colored orange, blue, and red, with dragons on it, and beautiful women too, and a horse.

“It’s yours,” he said. “Happy?”

“I’m happy with or without the vase,” I said.

“Well aren’t we holy?”

He glared at me.

“Come on, Dad. Knock it off. What’s up? Why are you doing this?”

“Because,” he said. He had already run out of patience with me, his idiot son. “You want it, don’t you?”

“Dad—”

“Fine,” he said. “Fine. For once I thought we could tell the truth together—in light of my condition.” He coughed once, twice, swallowed something. “Fine. Maybe I should put it this way: I’m getting rid of everything. Obviously, I can’t take it with me. That’s what they say, anyway. I have a will, of course—nothing to worry about on that score. But some things,” he said, smiling now, or his version of a smile, “some things I want to give away in person.”

He coughed, shaking terribly, covering his mouth with his hand. This went on for some time. The coughing became harsher, and as his face turned a purplish red and the veins on his forehead swelled blue, I prepared myself for his death, here and now. But then he stopped coughing, took a couple of breaths, and without a word resumed his shuffle.

I followed, the vase tucked into the crook of my arm.

“What are you doing?” he asked me.

He stopped walking, and swiveled in my direction for a better look.

“What?”

“With the vase,” he said. “What are you doing with the vase?”

“I’m taking it. You gave it to me.”

“I know I gave it to you. I know that. But take it—after,” he said. “Please. You can have it after.”

“After,” I said. “Okay. Fine,” and replaced the vase on the table, relieved, actually, not to have to carry the thing around.

“I’ve always liked this wallpaper,” he said then, apropos of nothing, and I gave him a little pat on the shoulder. Every weird or incongruous thing he said I attributed to the circuits in his brain malfunctioning, but maybe that wasn’t fair: People, even those with long lives ahead of them, often speak their random thoughts. Still, dying is an excuse for almost anything: Sometimes, without apology, he farted. What, after all, is one supposed to think about that?

I followed him down the hallway. We ended up in his den, where he had a couple of overstuffed red chairs to sit in. The walk had exhausted him, apparently: His shrunken little body collapsed into the big cushions and was almost swallowed up.

“Your mother’s doing well?” he asked, his eyebrows raised like little flags above his glasses.

“Well enough,” I said. “You haven’t spoken to her?”

“No, no, we’ve spoken,” he said, as though the topic no longer interested him. “We speak on occasion. But who knows? Maybe things are bad for her and she figures she can pretend they’re not ’til…after. For my sake. To protect my feelings.”

“She’s actually fine.”

“Because I’m so sensitive,” he said.

“She’s fine.”

“Good, good,” he said. “I think I’ll leave her something, too. Like all my kitchen stuff. A great cook, your mom. She’ll like that, won’t she, son?”

I said she would, though I thought she’d give most of it to the Salvation Army. Who wants somebody’s old forks and knives, their egg-encrusted spatulas?

Now he was watching me, and I met his gaze, because if I looked away, even briefly, he assumed I was cataloguing my future take.

“You don’t have to pretend with me,” he said. “Honest. I know why you’re here. Why you make these little final visits.”

“You do?”

“It’s because you want something from me, isn’t it?”

“Dad—”

“Isn’t that right?”

“No,” I said. “That’s wrong.”

“Really?” he said, his anger blanketed by his illness. “Really? Because you’ve always wanted something from me. Isn’t that true?”

“I think that’s true,” I said. “But—”

“No,” he said. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess.”

And then over the next few minutes he became nearly frantic, pointing to objects around the room he was sure I craved. The obsidian paperweight? I yearned for that, didn’t I? Well it was mine. His turquoise-handled letter opener? Very old, very rare—mine! His library, his Cross pen set—even, he said, a certain small French watercolor—all mine! And he hoped I was satisfied.

And I think I was, finally. I’d had enough of him. Leaving wasn’t easy, though, not knowing, as I couldn’t know, whether there would be any coming back. But he had become almost deranged, I thought, sick with the fear of death, and I couldn’t watch him be this way anymore. So I stood and told him I would call him later that evening. He almost stood, too, he tried to, but his body decided against it.

“I’m not finished,” he said, glaring at me, shaking.

“Well, I am,” I said, and sighed. “For the day anyway.”

“Just one more thing, then,” he said, catching his breath. “Please? For me?”

“Fine,” I said.

“What you’ve really wanted.” He said it as though he were a showman, eager and mysterious. But I was weary.

“Okay. What is it, Dad?”

He was silent for a moment, looking at me, building the suspense.

“My watch,” he said.

“Your watch?”

“It’s yours,” he said, smiling, his eyes almost closed now, as if in sleep. “I want you to have it.”

“The pocket watch?” I said, sitting again, facing my father in his chair. “Your pocket watch? The—that watch?”

“The very one.”

“But, Dad—you know—you know I love that watch. I’ve always loved that watch.”

“I know you do,” he said softly. “I know that. That’s why I’m giving it to you, son.”

“Well, thanks then,” I said.

“You’re welcome.”

Another moment passed.

“Do you think…”

“What?” Eyes wide, smiling slightly, pleased with himself.

“Do you think I could see—”

“The watch?” he said.

“Yes.”

“No,” he said. “I’m afraid not. Not until after.”

“I know, I don’t mean to keep it, just—”

“I don’t even want you to touch it,” he said in a harsh whisper, a bit of white spittle collecting at the corner of his lips. “Not until I’m dead.”

I leaned back in my chair and looked at him. He looked at me, too, filled with knowing.

Because that watch was something. How I’d loved to hold it when I was a kid, and feel its smooth golden back, the glass lightly scratched by pocket change. I remember being hypnotized, staring at the movement of the elegantly tapered hands moving around the bold, black Roman numerals, stately and serious. I especially liked how it had the phrase 8 DAYS printed on its bone-white face just below the XII, this to indicate how long it would run after a good winding. It was a hundred years old or more, just a little older than my father was himself, and still it kept perfect time. I heard it ticking even then, snug in his vest pocket, and I wondered how long it had been since he wound it last, how many days were left.
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