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Collin Elder is running away from a “home” for wayward teenagers. Louisa
 Holz is escaping from her father, a carnival daredevil. Heading west 
from Arizona, they meet a third member of the novel’s family—Will Clare,
 elderly and forgetful but full of rich memories.  

“If you can read this one without getting a lump in your throat, turn 
yourself in to the nearest mortuary. Your heart has ceased to function. 
This book is about the innate hunger of the human heart to belong. To be
 part of a family unit whether or not there are blood ties. It’s about 
the refusal of the American adult to be bothered with those young enough
 or old enough to be a nuisance. And it’s about the most touching book 
I’ve read in many a moon.” —Carolyn Vaughter, Houston Chronicle
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  How many chins will you have?


  What color will your hair be?


  LOUISA HOLZ


  Our only hope is to make it to the highway.


  KEVIN McCARTHY


  in The Body Snatchers
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  *******


  First, a pure vision


  First, a pure vision: cut from the night sky like a white coin, a girl rides a trapeze in a spotlight. Her silver circus suit sheds its sequins like falling radiation visible for a second in the extreme light, and gone, sprinkling down through the Arizona dark two hundred feet into the mouths of the crowd. Her image is so bright it puts out the moon. She is connected to the earth, the state fairgrounds, this way: her trapeze hangs from a motorcycle above her; the motorcycle rides on grooved tires along a stout inclined wire that reaches steeply back thirty-five degrees to the wooden platform, fifty feet from where I stand. She sits, still as silver, holding the trapeze, her hands out on the bar, her ankles and knees, symmetries together, her bottom white to the crowd.


  Then, a pure sound: a nine-decibel roar, dragon speech, blasts continually from the motorcycle. It coats the whole picture with the raw edge of mayhem, impending catastrophe, accident. The noise is of a magnitude reminiscent of mishaps in rocketry. It flattens our hair and bends our ears; it holds us here like a press, pushing us to earth while the girl draws us upward.


  The sight and sound are transcendent, compelling; they call us away from the Arizona State Fair into the realm of high art, high risk, high hopes. They have certainly calmed this mob; they rush me in a new way.


  Safely below in the night and the noise on a little platform of his own, stands the third member of this dangerous attraction, Mr. C. B. Borkanida, an international electrician of Japanese ancestry, who manually swivels the huge damaged light-shell along the wire, following the girl as she ascends under the motorcycle, creating the vision. It is this vision which is impressed indelibly in my memory. The spotlight makes a girl in a crumbling carnival costume, who is scared into stasis, appear to be the princess of us all, and it is a compelling effect.


  It compelled me to come out of my barn where I shoveled manure for one hundred and forty prize cattle. It compelled me at twelve, four, eight, and midnight when I’d hear the black rasp of Ring Holz’s black frame motorcycle. Ring Holz would crank, choke, and race that motorcycle with singular animosity while an announcer whispered through static all over the fairgrounds: “Ladies and Gentlemen! In the Horticultural Square, the Arizona State Fair proudly presents Ring Holz and his International Death-Defying Motorcycle Ride!” Then Ring would raise one hand from the handlebars to wave cheerlessly; he had to wring the accelerator with the other to keep the machine from inhaling a belch and dying; and a girl in a stiff, soiled silver bathing suit would appear by his side in the motorcycle thunder. She would nod and take her place on the bar beneath the vibrating homemade junkmobile. The drum-roll was recorded; it didn’t matter. Ring would bear down in earnest and the motorcycle and the attached trapeze would ascend along the broad black wire.


  At least twice a day the cycle would die while Ring was waving at the assemblage in Horticultural Square, and the girl would grimly hold the bar while the bike slid slowly back to the starting platform where Ring would jump around on the starter until gas caught, and, shuddering, they’d reascend.


  At the top, he’d stop and wave at the crowd, and then, because he was expected to, I guess, he would stand on his bald head on the seat of the machine. He still had to twist the accelerator to keep the thing alive, and as he did, a roiling, humid mist of unburnt petroleum fell among the spectators. The girl never moved. She sat, as I’ve said, still as any precious metal, and she compelled me to quit the shoveling to come take a look.


  Days, I’d stand in the flat, sharp shadow of the barn leaning on my shovel, watching that girl turn gray in the exhaust. Nights, which I preferred. I’d stand just out of the yellow square of light that fell from the barn door, watching her in the perfection which night allows.


  The citizens at the fair filed past me into the barn to show their children what cattle were. They all repeated the same wisecracks about the cows and the cowshit. All one hundred and forty cattle in the barn looked exactly alike, except for Hippo, a Charolais bull, who received more attention than the cows, not because he was male, but because of his close resemblance to the kind of monsters which threaten metropolitan centers in old movies. Actually, he just looked like a mutant, dehorned, white rhinoceros. The crowd milled through, while outside in the sky the girl on the bar sucked the deadly motorcycle smoke.


  It was there, leaning on a shovel in the Arizona evening, an atmosphere redolent of exhaust, cowshit, popcorn, and occasionally marijuana, as I watched a man stand on his head on a motorcycle seat waving at the multitudes, that I realized that though there were millions of girls in the same world in which I was a boy, there were really only two kinds. One kind strolls past, their breasts unencumbered and lilting with their stride, within reach, the kind you’d like to roll upon suddenly in a tight urgent embrace meant to alleviate glandular distress. The other kind are the ones you could look at forever as they sit on trapezes in the thundering distance, trailing their ankles in wind indifferently, ignorant of you. And I realized that the second kind of girl, a kind of disembodied figure—a vision—was the most intriguing.


  This is only a digression in that it does not speak of the decisions incipient in my head at the time, the decisions to run away from the Noble Canyon Home, to distinguish myself from Steele and his felonious attitude, to hop a train, to find my father.


  Among the many lies I might tell, I do not want to picture the state fair days that summer as being unconfused in a massive way. They are plainly impossible to sort out, interpret. I have enough trouble understanding one thing at a time, let alone the way it leads to another. But the vision of that girl is central; somehow that silver circle and its terminal descent became the catalyst for my flight—it compelled me to write the future more than Steele and Rawlins, more than the dead bear, even more than the letter from my father could have ever compelled me.


  And even after I’d decided to run, it was with the plaguing anxiety that I had broken my only egg rather than put it in one basket.


  2


  *********


  Gordon and Elizabeth Elder


  Let me tell you what I could have done. Let me point out the impossibilities.


  I could have relaxed, taken a deep breath, and played with the cards I was dealt, instead of asking to draw three, tipping over the table, throwing my chair and my few chips out the window. As it were. Excuse me. I could have sanely kept my summer job at the Arizona State Fair, cleaning the cowbarn, until September when I would have returned to my senior year in school at the Noble Canyon Home where I was a resident, where I was incarcerated. It might have been a good idea, since I would have had an entire year free of my friend Steele’s malevolent influence and dire tutelage. Steele was getting out, graduating, in one month and he had applied for another state job which was a sure thing. I could have tried to locate my father by using the phone book, the yellow pages, or a private detective instead of acting beserkly, and in the first person, which for me at the time was the same thing.


  I could have.


  Except: 1. Steele was going to assassinate me. 2. Ring Holz was going to assassinate his daughter. 3. I had a ride.


  Besides, let me ask you a question: Have you ever been so completely, fundamentally misunderstood that you felt completely and fundamentally alone, I mean so radically alone that you felt alone even in your own body? The question is better put: Have you ever committed mildly felonious acts in your own home in order to discourage your father from entertaining a series of unreluctant divorcees, and have him respond—over a two year period—with nothing, then reproof, then silence, then legal action? Have you ever been put in the state facilities for the ungovernable? Don’t answer. At the charged age of twelve?


  I had not planned an extended life as a criminal. I had, I admit, designed a short interval of disruptive activities in our north Phoenix home which were meant as corrective. What a word.


  I want to get this all correct.


  My mother, Elizabeth Gary Elder, was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, in June of 1940. Her father, Grant Gary, was killed in an automobile accident in the Philippines while serving with the Marines there in 1944. At the age of five, at the war’s end, my mother was already a serious person, older than her years. My grandmother never remarried, and instead turned her energies toward raising and educating my mother. This was in Minneapolis. My mother, as a result, became a very careful, literate, and as I said, serious young woman. She was a promise in every one of her teacher’s lives.


  In 1961, my grandmother lost her mind and began soon after to smell strong. She cared for herself with less than her usual enthusiasm, drooled, and took up swearing; but what affected my mother most was my grandmother’s refusal (inability) to recognize her own daughter. Finally the odor and the heartache grew to be too much to bear, and my mother committed my grandmother to Wheatland, a nursing care facility.


  Somewhat distraught, my mother agreed to make a trip to Arizona with two of her girlfriends from school, “for her own good.” They left shortly after her graduation from the University of Minnesota, where she had taken a degree in linguistics and art history, and where her grade-point average was three point nine.


  The rest is about me.


  In the only impulsive act of her young life (she was barely twenty-two), she dated and fell in love with an extremely handsome young lifeguard at their hotel, and upon returning to Minneapolis and a summer job at the museum, she found herself alone with me, pregnant.


  Gordon Elder, son of a baker from Bakersfield, California, was nineteen when he married my mother. He was a lucky, pretty boy who had migrated originally to Arizona as a model for Goldwater’s department stores. He appeared in their live shows and in several of their catalogues. He is on the cover of the Fall 1960 catalogue, wearing chocolate corduroy slacks and an expensive gold plaid shirt, leading a burro into what appears to be the Grand Canyon. It was fortunate for my father that he learned he could trade on his good looks, because (given his decision not to work for a living) it saved him from a life as a professional bowler for which he had previously been preparing. That all models want to act is the axiom which dictated his move into acting as an avocation, and that children need attention may have been the one that alienated us. I’m not sure about that. I have every reason to believe that he was a sincere person and not a dirty rotten bastard. He could not help his gleaned charm and his shiny hair, neither of which I inherited.


  So, nearly seventeen years ago, in March, I was born at Phoenix Baptist Hospital in Phoenix, Arizona, to these two children. I was not a Baptist, and I have not been baptized, exactly. At that time, my father had extended a summer job in a real estate office (which he’d managed to obtain through a connection) into a career he was a natural at, but had little affection for. We lived one year in the tragic Harvard Court on East Van Buren, and then we moved into a modest, but well-placed house on the lowest gradient north of Camelback Mountain. We could see where the rich lived from our yard.


  My mother, of whom I have this record, two distinct memories, and one photograph, was killed in a freak accident in the Phoenix Museum where she worked. A weld snapped on a four-ton stabile and she was crushed. I was four. Since then, they have reconstructed the sculpture and repainted it; I have been to see it only once. You can see it in the terrace, green and gray, entitled Morning Flight.


  From my mother I inherited a doggedness known only at times as determination, and her library of fiction and art books. The latter I relinquished when I was banished from my own house, as you shall soon see.


  After my mother’s death, my father, who had loved her I guess, started what I later came to see and consider as questionable behavior. And I began, in a sense, asking the questions.


  For example, when I was just ten, my father changed his name from Elder to Ardor to further his stage career. I didn’t mind this terribly at the time (even though it left me alone with a name), because I understood that Edgar Allen Poe’s father had been an actor given to that form of behavior. At the time, however, I hadn’t fully understood how Edgar had ended up.


  The trouble commenced, as I’ve hinted, when, inflamed by the nine hundred novels I chose to read instead of going to school, I attempted to keep dad on my version of the straight and narrow.


  Why?


  I’ll take questions later.


  He was selling bungalows all morning and rehearsing and playing in various theaters in the afternoons and evenings. His associates at the time, girls, actresses, would many times arrive at our door before him to be met by my “Glad to meet you.” And then the “My mother should be home at any minute.” It was a routine, and it achieved routine success, especially with the younger and more vulnerable women.


  I remember one of these young women. She was obviously working hard at perfecting a Sandra Dee sense of self, and her eyes spooned widely on the fragile edge of diet pills.


  When I indicated that my mother would be home soon, the girl said, “I thought your mother was …”


  “At the market?” I held the ruse, straight out of “The Open Window.”


  “Dead.”


  “Dead!” I laughed, as her pupils spread. Then Mrs. Magan walked into the yard, looking for her son. It was not planned. I had no idea this coincidence might unmoor my visitor. She left, but not before it was abundantly clear that she had nearly had a stroke and should go somewhere very fast and change her knickers. That’s my father’s word, knickers. He’s affected in a small way, sometimes; being in the theater does that to people.


  Anyway, that trick worked only on the vulnerable. For the others, I did the rest: salad dressing in the bed, lipstick messages everywhere (you should have seen me buying that lipstick!), short sheets, and finally the fires. They were small fires really, arsonettes, engineered to keep occupants of our house alert late at night and out of bed.


  My father talked to me about these activities. He closed his talks, which were primarily pleas, with what I considered a rhetorical question: What am I going to do with you? I was eleven and hopeful and even as he reasoned with me, I was cooking up new remedies for his lifestyle. I did not think he would do anything with me, except take me down to the theater from time to time to see him in Barefoot in the Park, which he looked already too old for, or some other entertainment from the stage.


  I didn’t mind it there. I did some of my best acting in the theater. Sitting by his most recent acquisition in the dark, I would lean to her sympathetically and offer extended descriptions of my father’s contagious diseases, memorized from the thickest book in our house: Alper’s Medical Encyclopedia. Twice I inked lesions onto my own arms to flash in her face in the near dark. It was theater, wasn’t it?


  No. My father considered it mayhem. I was eleven and blind to his growing despair. I was lost in my reading and word games all day long, playing anagrams, writing ads and bumper sticker slogans, reciting sections of the dictionary aloud as if it were German (then French), playing a game I called “synonyms” while looking in the mirror. When my father found out about school (I had called the school, and speaking in an accent, told them poor Collin Elder had Black Lung disease complicated by amnesia), it was too much. He was ready to have a life of his own.


  So, the answer to what am I going to do with you became: divorce. I was driven in a Chevy stationwagon, with which I have since become too familiar, to the Home. The Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls. Even when I arrived four years ago there were more boys than girls, but they refused or forgot to change the name. Wayward: another lovely word.


  You’ve driven by the place. It lies west of the highway like a compound, a mission-style kennel, the fences looking new all the time. The desert flat and the mountains spaced oddly, perfectly, looking like a hundred breasts come to peek at the wayward and incarcerated teenagers of America, etcetera. The final jungle of the desert rages aridly right outside the fences, summer-fall-winter-spring, changing only subtly the way smoke disappears, green as sand in March, as bone in August. And always the black mountain, a crumbling pseudo-volcanic wayward irregularity spilling its black self from cliffs to boulders into black alluvial fans, in fact, into the very sand that sifted through the chain-link fences, black. There is no real canyon to speak of, yet this is the Noble Canyon. Things are misnamed in this world; expect it. As you drive by the place, you will see the signs along the Noble Canyon Highway, and this is the truth: DO NOT PICK UP HITCHHIKERS IN THIS AREA.


  The Noble Canyon was a broken home where we were to be kept and corrected. I would have much preferred their calling it “Reform School” even though that would have been a bigger lie. We were, in a sense, formed there, and no one was reformed. Apprentice rapists honed their style, children practiced the delivery of insult and injury, people developed a television way of responding to one another which I called sarcastic modern. It was the home where Steele and Rawlins and I enacted a shoddy and broken version of growing up, reveling only in mistreating our teachers, not thinking about tomorrow, next week, or a time when we might be men in a world, men expected to hold other homes up and together. Simply: we’d been rejected, and our actions, stemming as they did from this vast shared humiliation that bordered hatred, were almost understandable. Almost.


  My father sent me a postcard when I was fourteen, indicating that he was sorry, that he had a new car, and that he was moving to California. The postal system, being what it is, delivered his second letter to me two years later, and it caused me to leave Noble Canyon, or so I’ll say.


  So ends a general version of the socio-medical-geographical theatrical-geological-postal record. Or begins it. I’m uncertain because it plays through my forehead like a continuous videotape. I spent four years at Noble Canyon thinking about the future all day and the past all night. I am certain that my father had not meant or intended me to spend that much time at that place and I was poised for flight. And then pushed. As I said: at the right moment, I was the recipient of a ride.


  3


  *********


  The Arizona State Fair


  There are only two sorts of summer help hired at the Arizona State Fair: the governor’s children and a few residents from Noble Canyon. When we had arrived in June, some blond kid in a Lacoste tennis shirt had sidled over to Steele and me and asked, through the whitest teeth I have ever seen, “What are you in for?”


  Steele had his lie ready and whispered, “Homosexual rape.”


  The blond boy backed a step and looked at me.


  “I’m ungovernable,” I said, selecting my shovel and heading for the barns, Steele behind me, laughing all the way. The governor’s son was assigned a typing job in the air-conditioned Administration Building.


  That summer, while Steele cleaned his aisle and I shoveled mine, I’d watch him measuring his strokes or bullshitting with one of the owners about what a fine cow it really was, and frankly, it depressed me violently. He was one year ahead of me, on the same track.


  During lunch, Steele would talk about how little work he was able to get away with and what an asshole every other person on earth was, including Captain Fowler, the fair director, and about how slick a thing it was to be graduating. He had a future on the state road crew in the fall after the fair shut down. He stated his credo simply: “Get a little apartment, deal a little dope, and screw around.”


  After lunch, Steele liked to climb into the huge loft of our barn and smoke “chunga” as he called it, which no one could detect because of the manure. I sat on a bale of hay and smoked with him the first few days, but it made the afternoon into a horror movie with all the soggy shoveling and huge slow cows. Stoned, and gesturing with the joint, Steele would ask me what I planned to do after the fair, and then he would laugh, knowing I had another year to graduate and be legally free.


  There were times at the fair that fall when I tried not to think, to simply work and enjoy it: the clean barn, the clean smell. I like the heat of Phoenix in September and sweating through my shirt two or three times every day. Both Steele and I worked twelve-hour shifts, noon to midnight, and there was a sense being there, while the light changed so terrifically though the temperature remained even, that we had something to do with it all.


  And it was much better than being stuck out at the Home doing work like some of the girls had to, in the kitchen or the yard. I liked getting back when everyone else was asleep, showering hard for half an hour, and then playing cards and dominoes and smoking cigarettes with Steele and Rawlins.


  Steele only taught me two things in the time we worked at the fair. One, if Captain Fowler came by in his golf cart and you were sitting down, tie your shoe without looking at him then get up and start shoveling. Though the Home got us the jobs, and we were supposed to be somewhere on the state payroll, guys like Captain Fowler looked for any reason to fire the delinquents. Secondly, he showed me three places to take any girls I might pick up.


  Steele had a girl in the loft at least once a week. At six, when the other maintenance shifts changed, I’d see some girl on the ladder, the pockets showing beneath her extremely cutoff Levis, and then two minutes by my watch, up would go Steele. He’d worked the fair three years in a row and his motto was, “Any job has its fringe benefits, but it’s you gotta pick ’em up.”


  I took my pleasures otherwise, because I didn’t want Steele to be my teacher, and besides, I was afraid of him the way I am afraid of myself. Like I said, we were on one path, and it would take some effort to get off it. I could withstand the depressing series of acute alcoholic insults to the brain my life had become, but I could not weather myself becoming him.


  Throughout the grounds there were spread the other usuals: the vegetables near Horticultural Square, the copper and geodes in the Mineralogy Building, the ducks and deer in the Game and Fish Building, the exotic animals in an open area behind the Horticultural Square, camels, donkeys, bears, and a shopworn lion.


  The local high schools had illustrated each square with monstrous papier-mâché sculptures which signaled the various motifs. Outside the Mineralogy Building, for example, stood an eight-foot gold nugget, sprinkled liberally with a million tiny cake sparkles. Being frank, I’ll admit it resembled the largest turd on earth. The best paper monument was in Horticultural Square: a rambling, multicolored cornucopia, spilling its pulpy plenty out like an overturned melon truck. Despite a natural aversion to sculpture of any kind, I enjoyed these tributes to art for its own sake, but there were crafts as well: the knitting, the baking, and the painting. Someone had done a series of paintings in relief using nails. Someone else had knit a bedspread out of pop tops from cans. Someone else had prepared an entire week’s menu using worms. Honest. There was a range.


  At ten, Steele and I would take a break together and stroll up and down the gravel lands of the carnival, listening to the come-ons of the con men who wanted you to throw something: a dart, a baseball, a hoop. As you walked by their booths they’d implore, challenge, and then insult you as you passed. After the first week, and they knew us, they ignored us, which is the only kind of affection I ever saw exchanged at the fair. I couldn’t blame them. Many were old enough to be our fathers, and they had to admit this was what they did for a living. Steele would kid with the whores here and there, but that was harder, too, after they saw us night after night. He was trying to get a bargain, like everyone else.


  We’d pause and watch girls on the rides. It gave Steele a charge to see girls scream, he told me, as we watched three high school girls in one car of the Octopus one night. Everything smelled of popcorn and hydraulic oil, and the ride operator plied the levers with a vengeance, his eye on the trio also. When they stopped, Steele introduced himself as the director of the fair and offered them all ice cream. They looked us over and fled into the gravel dust of the carnival night. The ride operator laughed, and Steele spat: “Eat it, you rapist!”


  He chased us for a while, but we’d both been chased worse, and we separated and met again at the Game and Fish Building snack bar. By the time I arrived, Steele was leaning on the counter flirting with Connie, a girl of about twenty, our favorite girl since she slipped us free tacos and Coke. He pointed instructions as she inserted the various ingredients.


  “Collin, Collin,” she said when she saw me. “Steele says you’ve caused another row on the midway.” She winked.


  “Oh, Collin, you mustn’t toy with girls, didn’t your father ever tell you that? A girl’s heart is different; be careful!”


  “My father never told me anything except ‘get more ice’—You can put onions on mine.”


  She handed Steele a fat taco and commenced stuffing mine with the works. She wore one of those pink jumpers with a white blouse rolled to the elbows. Her name tag read: “Coca-Cola: Constance.”


  “You look like a nurse,” Steele said, chewing. “When are you coming over to our house and make us better?”


  “Come on, Collin, follow it up: Now you ask what time I get off work.” Behind her, through the Game and Fish Building window I could see antlers shift in the yellow light.


  “What time do you get off work?” I said.


  “Why do you want to know?”


  “Christ, I don’t know, Connie, you said to ask. Give me a Coke. Let’s talk about the weather.”


  “Some partner you’ve got, Raymond.” She placed her warm hand along my chin. “A woman killer.” I pulled my head away and Steele laughed.


  “I know,” he said. “But I’m teaching him.”


  I held up the remnant of my taco. “As long as I get the food, that’s woman killing enough for me,” I said. “Besides, Connie, a woman’s place is in the snack bar.”


  We waltzed away as she made to throw a sugar container. “I love you, boys. Come again.”


  “Bye, Connie,” Steele said, and he belched, “and keep up the good work! Barn number 2, remember.”


  “Go on!”


  Then Steele and I would go back to work until midnight when Ring Holz would come on again, and we’d stand outside the barn with our shovels and watch him start the machine. The girl would board the bar below and up they’d roar, slowly, in a ferocity of light.


  “Jesus, he should tune that thing.”


  “I think he likes it the way it is; sounds more dangerous,” I said.


  At the top, Ring would jump up, standing on the seat and then quickly slip into a headstand, wringing the handle for noise, while the girl held still for everything. The spotlight was often misaimed and would clip only the front wheel of the cycle or only him, or sometimes—eerily—only her. It was on her tonight, and she sat alone in the sky in a silver suit, the universe black with noise.


  “How’d you like some of that?” Steele inquired. “How would you like some of that right there, right up there on the trapeze?” He aimed his shovel like a rifle. I looked at him, wondering if someday I, too, would measure all phenomena by its potential for sexual intercourse.


  “Not with all that noise,” I said.


  4


  ***********


  Raymond Steele, Mike Rawlins


  At twelve-thirty we walked out back through the fair, the darkened and settling midway, to a shack by the racetrack where the night-shift clean-up crew would be flopped out drinking coffee. Three men sat in Ramirez’—the foreman’s—truck drinking something out of paper cups. Steele and I and Motor Rawlins climbed in the Home van which was the old Chevrolet station wagon. We sat in silence for the hour it took Hall to drive us out to the Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls.


  We had tried to talk to Mr. Hall the first few drives back to the Home, but he was useless. He still hated us from last year when we’d tried to electrocute him in woodshop-technical drawing, the course he taught at the Home, and the conversations would die of ill will and inertia, and Rawlins would always mutter, “Well, another day another dollar.”


  I always felt dry and wasted on the ride, leached of any moisture, my mind an old piece of bread. I would watch the luminous green freeway signs rise in the windshield: Camelback, Indian School, Bethany Home; and then later: Thunderbird, Greenway, Bell. I remember those rides as silence, the only silence in our last fall together. Rawlins and Steele were the same age; they were up against it and knew it. This fair thing was the last job the juvenile division lined up for them, and they were both out at the end of September when the fair closed. On their own. Steele faced it with false bravado, and Rawlins didn’t really care. And as odd as they were, and as the times were, those guys were my only friends.


  Motor Rawlins, whose real name was Mike, worked heavy maintenance at the fair, erecting bleachers for ceremonies. He could have lifted tractors while tires were changed. He was capable of doing things singlehanded.


  Whereas my father had lodged me in the Home, Rawlins’s mother did the trick. He had been in the facilities the longest. What got him was that he was adopted. His mother had sued the adoption agency for bad goods. She filed the suit during the late part of a recent decade when this type of litigation was first recourse, not last resort, and she had won damages as well as part of the social security payments it took to keep Mike in the center. He had been in the lower facilities, and now he was in the upper facilities. Next year, he and Steele would graduate from the facilities.


  I found Rawlins silly only at times. He was not significantly short of marbles or loose on screws. I knew he could eat dominoes. I knew he was a bear to wake up in the mornings. In kindergarten he had eaten things: the hands off paper-plate clocks, crayons, edible things really. But his mother did not like that, and she hated that his genes were not her own (she was into genes), and she really hated her husband for not giving her a child. Rawlins said he had no memory of arguments or fights with his mother. She simply picked him up from school one day, and without a word, deposited him at the Home. He was six, and people of that age take what is given.


  It was strange: his papers read the same as mine: “ungovernable” and “incorrigible.” I didn’t feel “incorrigible”; I felt “corrigible,” if anything. Actually, I felt “lost most of the time,” but that wasn’t one of the choices. Luckily for us, Rawlins took all of the events in his life calmly, as if he were moving down a sad, endless cafeteria line, the food not bad, not good, but platefuls anyhow. He was not a rancorous delinquent.


  I wasn’t either. Raymond Steele was a rancorous delinquent. His memory was like a stone tablet of wins, losses, and ties; he was not forgetting a thing, and he was for getting even. In the time I knew him, he had recounted each violent interview he’d ever had with his father the way a sportscaster would. His father had beaten him up casually and regularly since Steele had been six years old. Steele had just waited, his rancor building, his memory a series of bitter debts, until he grew big enough to collect. When he was fourteen, he waited for his father for the last time. Steele had stood behind the door in the family den, waiting an hour and a half, which was not long after the eight and a half years it had taken him to grow to a wiry five foot eleven. When his father entered the room, he was carrying a beer. Steele stepped halfway out, and, with his left hand gripping the edge of the door for leverage, he stroked his father in the face with his right fist as hard as he could. It must have been quite a punch. Anyway, Steele’s father went straight through a stack of T.V. trays, his head leaving a greasy bruise on the wall. Steele himself salvaged what he could of the old man’s beer, sipped the foam, and turned on the television. He said the punch, while great, had not totally evened the score, but sitting there he couldn’t bring himself to get up and kick the comatose, even if it was his father.


  When his mother came home at eleven, Johnny Carson was on, and Mr. Steele was still out.


  “And here I am,” Steele would say, smiling, his nose a crooked—though handsome—reference to his relationship with his father. “And I feel better. It’s just too bad June stayed with the bastard.” He said the word “bastard” as an ordinary fact, his rancor only showing in the thin line his teeth made in the truculent smile.
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  Electrocution as a way of life


  The night desert was luminous as is its way in the fall; the ground gathers light and heat all day and gives it off all the darkness long. When Hall pulled the van into the double-fenced gate of the Home at 1:10 A.M., it was still eighty-four degrees. Hall let us off without a word in front of our wing, and he drove off to the row of small modern ranch houses built for the faculty.


  “Refugee!” Steele said after the car. The students at Noble Canyon called the faculty “refugees.” It was a pretty accurate word in my distant opinion. They were the teachers from throughout the state who, for a variety of reasons, had worked their twisted ways to the bottom of the totem pole, but not yet off. They were too pathetic to fire.


  Hall had taught industrial arts in Kingman, Arizona, for four years before coming to Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls. At Kingman there had been seven serious accidents in the woodshop, and Hall himself was thrown by a lathe. He caught his apron in a lathe and was launched out of most of his clothes, through the windows, and he landed on the roadway where he was hit by a motorcyclist who thought the naked Hall was the first part of the second coming. It was too much for the Board of Education and down he went, down, down; and now he taught technical drawing, shop, and American history at the Home. Oh, yes, we had the newspaper accounts of the accident in our room. Hall had arrived when Steele was in the eighth grade, and Steele had framed the article and had it featured along with other bad news on his wall. Hall complained every year, but the rules didn’t allow anything except pornography to be removed from “students’” rooms. Theirs, then, was a significant and mutual hatred.


  Hall resented that we had electrocuted him. He resented a lot of things because he had a high dish-it-out to take-it ratio. His favorite thing was to send the eighth graders in his class into the high school shop class to retrieve the “hole-mover” or the “left-handed coping saw.” Ha Ha Ha. The kids would come back empty handed and red-eyed, trembling in astonishment that adults would create jokes with kids as characters. And the kids, always the younger kids, would stand back by the huge desk-size vise in the metal shop, thinking they were hidden, crying tears onto the varnished concrete floor.


  In architectural-tech drawing we were drawing schematics of the famous Arc de Triomphe, one of the larger victory symbols in the world, and Hall would yell at us: “It is not a circle, you dolts; it is an arc!”—as if that made the distinction clear, and then he’d send someone over to the high school class to retrieve the “seven pencil compass.”


  The other joke Hall became skilled at was wiring his own metal vise to a large battery he’d hidden in a drawer, and when someone had a question, Hall would beckon them up to the desk. The student had to lean on the vise in order to get his word in, and as the student jumped back suddenly, shaking his hand and trying to close his eyes, Hall would start with the laughter. He had a low even rattle of a laugh that sounded overtly carnivorous.


  So it was quite simple for Steele to rewire the vise to the 220-volt wall plug while I asked Hall, out back, what he meant by an arc. I asked the question so stupidly that Hall was again inspired to one of his moving berations of the class. I could see his mouth already forming the word “dolts,” when he let his white wrist descend to the metal vise. The electric bite of the connection lifted Hall’s eyes open to a new world in a resonating flicker, and his mouth opened in a bionic drool: Haahhhh! The class was finally paying attention to the teacher, as he unplugged his arm using the other, and began the post-electrocution hippety-hop, making a face right out of the annals of gastric hyperacidity. When the b-b’s in the puzzle of his eyes settled and his mouth flattened to a line that only rippled every ten seconds or so like an electrocardiogram, we all buried our faces in the Arc with a new sense of the victory symbolism potential in all architecture.


  His animosity toward Steele and me was, of course, recharged, but there was little he could do but keep on giving everyone the hard ride he thought education was meant to be.


  I don’t think Hall was a bad man; he had just spent a life around people and machines that didn’t, for various reasons, cooperate with his visions.


  The other teachers were not as explicitly malevolent as Hall, but none were really whole. My Latin teacher, Mr. Salmon, had in fact been fired even from Noble Canyon, but he was so disoriented that he kept coming back. I think he taught a year and a half without pay. He’d insult us in Latin, making fun of everyone’s names and the hidden Latin meanings, until someone found out that Salmon meant “to leap.” I will just say that a phrase like that in the hands of abused juvenile delinquents can spawn ten thousand jokes. I called him “our leaping visionary” and let it go at that.


  These were our teachers. We were kids and thought: ho hum, school. We never once paused and thought: ye gods! We’re being taught to be lopsided! But in retrospect, the policy at the Noble Canyon Home of “in loco parentis,” a legal and Latin term which Salmon applied to his every idiosyncracy, made a lot of sense: the local and crazy parents. But they were, as I’ve said, our formative years, and we weren’t trying to be judgmental.


  6
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  The Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls


  Every night after work at the fair and after showering, Rawlins, Steele, and I would reconvene in the rec room, where the late late show would be on, say, Our Vines Have Tender Grapes, with Edward G. Robinson rescuing his daughter in the final scene, and we would share our mail. That night, Steele got the confirmation of his job with the street department, so he was all set.


  Rawlins opened a small packet, and began an intense study of a booklet he’d received: I Spy Traffic Signals. He was a member of the I-Spy Rangers, a club for elementary school kids designed to engender alertness in American citizens. Each page displayed a different traffic sign with a check box beside it. When Rawlins had checked the whole book, he would send it back for a badge. He’d already done I Spy Dogs and I Spy Airplanes, though he’d cheated generously on airplanes.


  We also received another missive from Braniff, a kid my age, who had “walked” the year before. He’d split after being in the Home only a year, and from time to time we’d get these cards and letters, signed photographs of movie stars, junk, that Braniff intended to be testimonials to how great life was on the “outside.” This time there was no letter, just a page of Xerox paper with an indecipherable figure on it. Rawlins held it for a while, staring, and turning it around and upside down in the light.


  “Jesus, I don’t know,” he finally said, handing it over to Steele and myself. I couldn’t make it out either. It looked like I don’t know what; it was only a few lines. Steele took it.


  “What’d you get?” Rawlins asked me. “Money from your father!” He laughed. They’d heard me talk and offered me grief about my father all the time.


  “Nothing. A note.” The T.V. was now doing the art deco static that would last until dawn when Captain Kangaroo would begin being gratuitously benevolent on channel twelve.


  “Let’s have it.”


  “No way.” It was an important letter.


  Rawlins lunged at me for the letter, which was the way we exchanged things regularly, and I avoided his huge hands, tipping my chair over in the process. Every chair in the rec room had been on its back ninety times. Rawlins chased me for a minute, as was his custom, and then receded again to the couch.


  I sat down in another chair. “It’s from my father.” He looked up from his traffic signs.


  “No shit.”


  “Nope. He wants me to come to California to finish school.”


  “Come on!”


  “He does!” I waved the letter. “And I’m going. Tomorrow.”


  Rawlins grabbed again and nabbed it this time, and I hurled myself at him, ripping the envelope in half. When I elbowed him to the side of the head, he sat up disgustedly and slapped me in the face. It was a deliberate stroke and it bloodied my nose.


  “Rawlins, you beast,” Steele intervened. “Give him back his letter. Come look at this.” Rawlins handed me the other half and I stuffed it all into my bloody shirt pocket.


  Steele held up the Xerox sheet. “The bastard Braniff sat on the Xerox machine. He mooned us. Check it out.” After a second Rawlins began laughing and hitting the couch so that all the little insects jumped ship and ran into the other furniture. He was really laughing. Steele did not laugh. He made a tight face and shook his head.


  “So you want to walk away and join Braniff in the world, eh?” Steele threw Braniff’s sheet on the floor, where Rawlins picked it up and resumed his laughing and pounding of furniture. “Looks like a whole lot of fun out there.”


  Steele saw my eyes.


  “Don’t do it,” he said.


  I’d been bleeding and I did not care to respond to the delinquents in any way.


  “Don’t do it, Collin. You can’t do it. You were twelve fucking years old. It’s over. It’s not that way anymore!” Steele came toward me but I backed to the hall.


  “Okay!” he said. “Why? You’re crazy. Why would you walk with a year to go?”


  “He’s my father, Steele.” And I went to wash my face, closing the debate on the affirmative, I thought.


  7
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  The nightlife


  At 2:30 or 3:00 A.M., Steele would retrieve whatever booze he had squirreled away in his room, usually the cheap Scotch, and we’d have four or five drinks and make Rawlins tell us about his day. Steele would bait him, but it was only good for a while since Rawlins only caught about half of it. Once or twice since we’d been working at the fair, Rawlins would explode at Steele because of some blatant insult, like the nicknaming incident, and they’d have the chase for a while, which was mainly Steele tipping over chairs.


  That was the purpose of the recreation room: chase scenes. Oh, also we’d sit and be cynical, as I’ve noted. Steele would smoke nine cigarettes, and exercise his rancor, saying, “Hey, Motor, have you ever considered having your testicles removed so that you can pursue a career in a boys’ choir?” Or he’d interpret the news for us, closing with the statement that with the world like that, we were better off in “prison.” Or the room was the scene of his atrocious rituals with the new kids. At Christmas, he’d direct our decorations of the tree, allowing us to use only the ornaments he’d made from water-soaked tampax dipped in sparkles. The undue pleasure he received from telling inquirers what the clever ornaments actually were, served as evidence to his deep abiding rudeness.


  About four times a week, Steele’s girlfriend, Silli (Lillian was her real name), would sneak over from the girls’ dorm after the guard, Jerome, had fallen asleep. She was anorexic, which means starving to death, and pigeon-toed, but pretty in a wasted, blond kind of way. The first time Rawlins met her he asked what she had in her pockets. “My hip bones,” she said. Her malady stemmed, so said the staff psychologist, from “incestuous innuendo” her father had created in her “broken home.”


  One of the first nights, Silli had told us the story of how her father had made them sleep three in a bed until she was twelve. Then her mother said it had to stop. When it did not stop, her mother went to Wickenburg to her parents’ guest house. Silli had lived with the goat then for a year and a half, when the agency moved in with school and neighbor reports along with a fat sheaf of eighty letters her mother had written. Her father disappeared, which is their tendency I guess. I kind of liked Silli; she had a face that was at once harsh and angular, yet her eyes were soft. It did bother me though that she acted too much like a person with nothing left to lose.


  She’d bring a girlfriend for Rawlins. Silli would walk in, rocking her head in her pigeon way, and say, “Hey fellas! Hi, Steeley.” Her girlfriend, a different one each time, would scan the room warily. She’d eye Rawlins and then me, and this is when I would stand up and slip toward the door.


  As I left the room, Steele would say snidely: “Good night, Collie, sleep tight, and don’t mess the sheets.” They’d laugh.


  I wanted a girl. Badly. I used to stare out my window at the lights in the girls’ dorm across the yard imagining the nightgowns in the lamplight, bodies smoothly different from my own, and the yellow scent of perfume in the rooms. But it was better at that distance: the lights dimmed by the standard Home curtains, the girls safe from me, and me from them, in my cell.


  Sometime later in the night, I’d hear Silli throwing up in our john. She always threw up, because she was the product of a broken home.


  I didn’t feel like the product of anything, except perhaps the dictionary or The Prisoner of Zenda. Broken home. My home hadn’t been broken. It had been slightly burned and abused, but I had done that. And as I lay there in my bunk at night, listening to the petty thefts, assassinations, and heavy petting taking place around me, I regretted it all. I would do anything to make my father see I hadn’t meant it. Become a fireman, a truant officer.


  In short: I missed him. There was one overwhelming theme in my pre-sleep mainline thinking: I was supposed to be somewhere else. I was displaced, misplaced, lost. We delinquents bantered and had fun, and hated it all, but we were supposed to be home. I could hear the anemic and broken Silli retching down the hall, and I just knew I should be with my father.


  And now he had written a letter saying so.


  I would leave tomorrow after work. Instead of joining the cheery Hall in the van I would mosey over to California and reclaim my own room in my father’s new home, and be the son I had been all along.


  I turned in my bed when I heard Silli in the John the second time. Steele should have known not to give her Scotch, a girl who didn’t eat one meal a month.


  8


  **********


  Final morning


  Daylight is the comedian that pokes little jokes in our midnight decisions. But as I awoke the next day, my room flat with the pre-noon Arizona daylight, which can be called broad daylight, I thought I might stick to my decision to break and stream to California.


  In the summer, Rumkirk, the head of our dorm, let us sleep forever if it meant we missed meals, or what they called meals, because it meant saving a few bucks. It was just as well. After being up late as we always were, 10:30 or 11:00 A.M. was not too early.


  Munching a pilfered box of Captain Crunch, I went down to Steele’s room to get him up so that we could gather the log-sawing Rawlins and catch the van to work.


  His room smelled like vomit again, which was pretty bad, but the worst part of it was that it was a smell I was beginning to associate with Silli. I shook Steele’s head up and down hard against the mattress. I’d learned the only way to arouse him. His eyes were coming loose.


  “Easy! Easy!” His mouth cracked; his face was paste. “Ohhh. Ohh, man! Easy!” His features sealed again, and he went under. I bounced his head.


  “Steele, come on. It’s time.”


  “Yeah. Easy. Christ, take it easy. Do you want me to get the bends?” His hands came up and started working the face. “Ohhh. That you, Collin?”


  I went and threw the water on Rawlins then, and he chased me down to the John, where I hid behind the door long enough for him to catch a glimpse of himself in the mirror and his ablutions were begun.


  This was the beginning of my final day at the Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls. It had an adrenal quality which ticked the right way in my expectant arms and heart.


  I remembered the first. Seventh grade and not speaking a word for months, only nodding and shrugging, hoping silence would require my father to return and ask me a question, any question. All the casual mayhem in the upper grades. The high schoolers were giant criminals. As I grew they no longer were giants, except for Rawlins, but most were, by no choice, criminals. Meeting Steele in the early morning basketball games of ninth grade. He was so clearly a survivor, if an acidic one. Taking the I.Q. tests with all the sociologists. Mrs. Simmons and her flashing sympathy who taught me that talk, in fact, is cheap. She had a row of serious-looking books behind her head, books bound in serious centuries, books whose covers were gray and brown. The only red book was called Introduction to Corrections and she referred to it a lot, spreading the book on her desk between us as if it were an amulet bent on our mutual salvation. She never called me bad, though that was what I felt myself to be; she, in fact, never said anything quite as direct as that. She said there “was a gap between my knowledge through experience and my knowledge through reading.” She said I had a handicap in “engendering ideals.”


  I sat in the schizophrenic features of her room, the “Smile!” poster, the bright plastic desk do-dads and all the serious books, and I thought: ‘She’s an adult and must know.’


  She told me I had repressed anxiety and massive daydreaming. I could have told her that; perhaps I had. She let me thumb through the Introduction to Corrections. It was pretty good, with the pictures of the electric chair.


  She must have had the same talk with Steele because he used some of the same words in the jokes late at night. Once when Steele was making his confession, relating all that Mrs. Simmons had told him he was, Rawlins made the mistake of telling all, too. He had part of it written down on a slip of paper he carried in his wallet.


  He read the paper to us: “Expressive aphasia linked to motor-skill difficulty and fixed associations.” Steele studied the slip for a minute and then came up looking like Sherlock Holmes, waving his cigarette in three loops and saying, “In other words, Motor, you are, shall we say: dumb!” Then Rawlins chased Steele for a while in the kind of violent act needed to seal his new nickname. In three weeks, even I could use the name—force of habit—without any charge, and Rawlins answered to it as if he’d forgotten the source. Steele even embellished it with Psychomotor once in a while, and it seemed even funny to Rawlins, that big guy.


  Everything Mrs. Simmons said was a promise. She had a whole vocabulary of promises. Everything was going to get better. I got older. From the limits of the fence across the dusty tennis courts, where I stood evenings in the spring of tenth grade, looking west at Cactus Mountain, I could see the little flickering of a raggy flag on top of the mountain. Every night I placed my fingers in the same chain links so that by June, when they’d get us summer jobs, the wire would be darkened by my grip. To the east, the highway lay a mile away; all the cars the same color and model, passing each other. At night, the lights of Phoenix stained the southern sky.


  Noble Canyon; I’d had a million daydreams there, looking out through fences, and I’d received two letters from my father, and now: adios. I’d stood by the fence long enough; it was time for me to move into the picture. I could feel no sympathy for that younger boy who had walked through cinders after dinner, or any of those four years at a Home for Wayward Girls, Phoenix, Arizona 85069.


  9
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  To the fair


  Margaret Atenborough Cooper was our chauffeur in the morning. The instructors took turns driving the delinquents to their summer jobs. Mrs. Three-Name Cooper, as Steele called her, was our art teacher. Except for her insistence that we use all three of her names when addressing her, and her valiant and silly attempt to redeem Steele, she was tolerable. In the studio, which was also the wrestling room during the afternoon, she would wander from easel to easel, talking nonstop, mainly saying to me: “Keep it in perspective, Collin Elder. Keep it in perspective.” It was a pleasant, though useless thing for her to say to me about art or life.


  Steele got to her. I think she loved him and hated him. He did not keep things in perspective. At all. He’d done four life studies from memory (we had no models), in which he had featured the genitalia at ten times actual size. He was saving the viewer time, he said. She tore them up and made him draw paper bags for three months. They were abstract paper bags, and she shouted at him in desperate artistic accents: “Abstract, Raymond Steele! The bag is abstract! It does not participate in reality!” And Steele would look up into her benevolent and frustrated face, focus his rancorous eyes and hiss, “And neither do you, Meg, old gal!”


  I think these exchanges wore on Margaret Atenborough Cooper. Had she not been surrounded by so many art supplies, she might have wept. She wanted the best for us, I suppose. She wanted Steele to be saved. She wanted him to sketch just one landscape and leave out the dune buggy and the two nude picnickers. She wanted appreciation, in the largest sense of that word, to seep into our lives. She should have known that for us it would take more than art.


  She dropped Steele, Rawlins, and me off by the employee’s gate at the fair in the flat colorless heat-light of noon in Phoenix, Arizona. Steele walked away already intent on some new mischief; Rawlins mumbled “See you later”; and I went up to the driver’s window and shook her hand. “Thanks for everything, Margaret Atenborough Cooper,” I said.


  She was a bit distracted, watching Steele’s back. “Oh, yes,” she said, starting the car. “Of course.”


  I ran after Rawlins, then, and caught him before he reached the grandstand where they were erecting the special stage for that evening’s performance of Horatio and his Trained Somethings.


  “Take care of yourself, big fella,” I said to him, making him shake my hand. I wanted to add: “I’ll send you a postcard from California.”


  He looked at me slightly confused.


  “You watch out. I’ll see you around.” It was the most genteel goodbye I would receive.


  It was Wednesday, so Steele and I would shovel the soggy tons until three and then make the dump run in the fair’s mammoth dump truck, carrying assorted debris—broken chairs, stairs, fence, signs—out to the County Dump. On the return, we would go by a lumber plant and load up with sawdust for the horsebarns. It was the best day of the week, though Steele would get stoned and drive catatonically, saving any words or enthusiasm for our stop at Taco-World on the way back.


  Knowing this was my last day at work, I shoveled with keen vigor, keeping well ahead of Steele, and I paused once to deliver a short, but meaningful, farewell address to Hippo, the monstrous white Charolais bull. He made little expression; he was hardly able to move at all because of the size of the body into which he had been bred. He didn’t look regal or virile. He looked as though he were patiently waiting for his back to break from the strain. I never saw him lift a foot the four weeks of our acquaintance.


  Steele was being rancorous with the ninety cattle on his side of the barn. When he couldn’t fork the soggy mats from beneath their feet easily, he’d stroke them ungently with the prod, and I could hear him swearing with rhythmic regularity. He screamed the titles of every genital I knew, plus three others, and he coupled a lot of phrases with “sad bastard!”


  Director Captain Fowler came by twice in his azure golf cart showing off “his” fair to the dignitaries. His broad tan face was smiling as he waved this way and that in his domain, and he paused to nod benignly my way. When he drove up the other aisle, Steele was ready and snapped to attention and saluted, because he knew it got under the Captain’s skin. Old Steele, getting his minor kicks as he could, lost in the charade of each little day.


  At noon, the chain-saw massacre of noise would vibrate the rafters, meaning that mean Ring Holz had started his motorcycle-trapeze exhaust machine. Steele came out beside me in the dry shade of the barn and we watched Holz on the platform. Holz studied the motorcycle with the attention other men give the racing forms, as he revved the motor and waited for the first bolt to fly away. As the announcer came on to do static for a while, we saw the girl—Holz’s daughter—walk by us from the trailer she and her father lived in during the fair.


  “Good luck, honey!” Steele said.


  She turned her head without pausing and fired, “Fuck you!” Her suit, silver, looked like it was made of old fish scales.


  Steele laughed and called back, “What time do you get off?”


  “Lay off. She’s got it bad enough,” I yelled to Steele through the motorcycle explosions. Then the machine died. While Ring Holz, that death-defying skyrider, was clambering over the machine trying to find which Band-Aid had come loose, his daughter stood below the platform and lit a cigarette.


  “Come on,” Steele said. “I’ve always wanted to meet a daredevil.”


  I didn’t want to come on. In fact I was ready to go back to the barn and face that. But, I followed ten paces behind him through the gathering throng, and that’s what was assembling, a throng, a mob interested in seeing accidents. I was still carrying my shovel.


  The crowds that assemble at fairs are the worst sort. They converge only wherever some derelict is offering chances on a vegetable-masher-radio-pottery-kiln-combination kitchen appliance, or where the two-headed calf stares from his side of a glass jar, or where some hooligan is going to defy death, which really means to risk burning a pant leg on a hot exhaust manifold.


  “Hi,” Steele said. “You a daredevil?”


  She dropped her cigarette on his shoe. He and I watched it fall.


  I was looking at her face pretty hard. It was all red and gray with make-up, but other than that she looked younger than both of us. Up close I could see her costume was really dirty. There was grit and grease across her rump and one distracting dark smear across her heart breast. The lipstick she wore made her mouth a round velvet apple, but I could see it was just a mouth, like mine.


  “Why don’t you assholes go back in the barn,” she said.


  Steele was doing his smile. “Naw, I don’t think so. We assholes come to see you defy death on the trapeze.”


  She looked up at Ring the Holz, stretched now across the seat of the motorcycle the way a body is carried on a horse. He was turning something with his fingers.


  “Let’s go,” I said.


  “Easy. Just a minute.” Steele patted my arm. “What time do you get off?”


  The girl was walking in little circles looking into the sky.


  “What’s your name?” He went on, pushing. “At least tell us your name.”


  “I’m going back,” I told Steele. The girl looked at me so I felt I should say something. “Hold on,” I said. “When you’re up there, hold on.” And I carried my shovel back through the thickening mob.


  By the time I reached the barn I heard the cycle clear its rheumy throat, and belch wetly into ignition. I watched the girl mount her trapeze, and Holz, forcing a smile through sweat, wave at the people all gathered to see him fall on his foreign nogging.


  BLADALADALADALADALADRRRuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuubbbberribberrbalall!


  The machine walked its wire upward, and the girl held on. The exhaust was so thick that the Horticultural Square was darkened like Calvary, and before Holz reached the top and stood on his head, members of the audience moved off one and two at a time, retching.


  While the noise was still blaring, Steele joined me in the barn.


  “She wouldn’t tell me, the bitch.”


  I looked at him.


  “Her name. I called her ‘Ringaling.’” He laughed and moved to the door to peek into the smog. “But damn, I’d like some of that. I’d like to get that daredevil to defy a little death with me up in the loft!”


  10


  **************


  A dead bear


  At two in the afternoon, Steele threw his shovel in the corner and went off to flirt with Connie for half an hour—as was his custom. (He said he’d have her in the loft before Thursday.) Then he left her booth to pick up the garbage truck. So I had an hour in the barn alone, to breathe and think, to stroll and push the shovel, to watch the fair-goers ogle Hippo.


  I won’t go into my “American Citizens Amaze Me” address here, but let it be implied. I mean this is the land of the free and the opportunity does exist to be diverse, which I guess is a good way to describe me, but in their diversity, these pedestrians exhibited a certain homogeneous grunginess, wearing their undershirts inside out and adorned with two different brands of motor oil, wearing no underwear and a deerskin vest allowing generous portions of their breasts to protrude into what used to be called public view.


  The trend at the Arizona State Fair was for townspeople to wear printed T-shirts and caps, the kind of caps with a patch above the bill. So that by the time these people passed, I could read more than I wanted to know about them: their occupations, sexual and political preferences, their favorite brands of corn seed and automobile parts, their general obsessions. Open books.


  Strings of girls fled through the barn, their stiff cutoff Levis not fitting at the waist where girls curve inward. The gap between flesh and denim always the same distance: the width of my hand.


  The little kids experimentally stepped in the new cow turds, while their parents tried to look interested in cattle. One family of eleven wandered through staring at the rear-ends of all the cows in bewilderment, trying to figure out why these beasts were here at the fair.


  At one point an entire busload of oldtimers, senior citizens, hobbled through. They struck me as being ninety times as curious as the cattle. I studied them, trying, as is my habit, to establish some natural link between them and myself. What happens? Do I get that old? It didn’t go. I couldn’t imagine any elderly cattle, limping around the pasture, wrapped in wrinkles, blind and drooling. It seemed, and this is the truth: unnatural. I absolutely couldn’t imagine being that old, and I have a versatile imagination, though I did share the proclivity to walk in meandering lines with many of them. Several thrust stainless-steel walkers before them, devices used for balance. It took the group thirty-five minutes by my watch to walk through.


  Later, Captain Fowler drove by, his cart full of three bureaucrats in five-piece suits. I didn’t even wave.


  I met Steele at the back driveway of the fairgrounds at three, and climbed way up into the rumbling dumpmobile garbage truck. He had already rolled a joint and the cab was fumified. I declined a hit and settled as he held his breath, as you should, I guess, when turning into the traffic.


  “Got a bear,” he wheezed, containing smoke.


  “What?”


  He blew the smoke in a cough all over the windshield and blinked in the rush. “Got a bear on board. Died in the Zoo garden.”


  “A bear! A real bear?”


  “Dead. A dead bear. Seems they downed him to travel, then upped him for the show: overdose. A cub.” He sucked another bodyfull of smoke.


  I looked out the window at the forty million pizza parlors and dry cleaning shacks that free enterprise defines as landscape. I would’ve slumped in my seat, but Steele wouldn’t have got it. We had a dead bear cub in the dump truck, headed for the Deer Valley Sanitary Landfill. The pizza joints became drive-in groceries, and they became bar and grills, and they became gravel then cactus, and in the distance the monsoon clouds of early September waited near Flagstaff.


  There was a huge sign at the Deer Valley Sanitary Landfill announcing a thousand details about how much fun the park that they were going to build on all this garbage was going to be. The sign’s most arresting feature was the governor’s signature; he’d had to sign it with fourteen spray cans.


  The director of the dump, whom we called “Coach” because he wore a whistle around his neck, came over and told us where to park. He indicated the space with the same menace others use to notify you that they are going to kidnap your daughter. He acted like a recent graduate of the Home, and was actually assessing our load for redeemable goodies. Steele backed in over all the matted trash and edged the truck up to an abyss full of debris: couches, lumber, Christmas trees, auto parts, entire automobiles. When I jumped down to see if the truck was clear to dump, I noted that the flatbed pickup next to us was in flames. Evidently, the driver had left it running while he pulled off sheets of rusted corrugated tin, and the exhaust pipe had ignited some packing material and subsequently the body of the truck.


  The driver ran around screaming and beating the flames with a large palm leaf he’d found. The coach of the dump came running, blowing his whistle for the fire to stop. Then the driver snapped to, discarded his frond, and boarded the truck. He drove it around for a while, the bed of his truck a bright load of growing flames.


  Finally the man collided with a pyramid of the coach’s salvaged washers and dryers, and we all saw the windshield go smoky as the cab filled. The coach was there, though, blowing and huffing. He pulled the driver from the truck and we heard the FFFaaaaahhhhhhhhhuuuummm as the flames licked the wet under-engine and climbed the grille. Since there wasn’t any explosion, all the dump-goers returned to hurling trash into the abyss, and the driver of a D-1 2 Cat moved in on cue and shoveled the flaming flatbed into smoking shreds over the edge, as if it were an ordinary item burning for disposal.


  Then Steele threw the switch for our truck, and we heard the hydraulic screaming which indicated the truck was dumping. The back arched and heaved, and Steele goosed the clutch twice and we were free and clear. I walked around the quaking earth, and went around behind.


  “Where you going?”


  “Just a minute,” I told Steele. He wasn’t moving too fast, hearing the recent inferno replayed in his stoned head. I jumped, fell, crawled through all the sludge, down into the gorge, putting my hand once on the oily skull of an old toaster, until I found a bear cub’s paw protruding from the cliff of waste. By pushing over part of a sink and part of a picket fence, and then lifting a television tube, I looked into the bear’s face. I wanted to see it as a fact. A dead bear. It was the first bear I had ever seen.


  Standing there in Arizona, in heat shimmering and humid with the tangled melting fumes of a county’s garbage rising around me, the very planet throbbing under the heavy urging of a forty-ton bulldozer, I thought again about the basis of things. Were we upside down? Soon above me, fathers and sons would toss frisbees back and forth in pre-picnic horseplay, and they would not have a single inkling, and what a word inkling is, not a faint whisper of what slept below. It’s just a planet, I was trying to think: leave it alone. It’s just a planet.


  Then Steele, moving into his own version of acute paranoia, a feeling he always traveled through on his way up from marijuana poisoning, called from above, and I ascended. On the way up I fell only once, gouging my palm on the broken end of some hero’s javelin.
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  *************


  Same as 10, only worse


  Okay, it had been an August afternoon in Phoenix, the heat flat, the sky doing a reasonable imitation of Los Angeles, not blue, not gray, the color of a squint, and Steele, conducting a dump truck full of only me now, was driving maliciously through the shiny traffic, intimidating cars in all the lanes. He always sweetened to meanness on his second joint, his rancor emerging from the corners of his head the way bushes become snakes in the desert. I wondered if he got high just to glimpse his own rage at the series of accidents which composed his life.


  So Steele, merging left and right, as he pleased, to cut off all cars, drove us over to Right Way Lumber where we were to accept a load of sawdust for the horsebarns. He negotiated the driveway with shortsight, as always, and I felt the rear wheel rise over the curb, lawn, and crush out a sprinkler mid-spray. When the wheel reassumed the parking lot, I looked back and noted the throttling geyser where the rainbird had been. Steele, however, was not looking backward, or forward, as far as I could tell. He maneuvered the truck under the sawdust chute and clamped the hydraulic brakes shut; I hit the dash. He looked over at me, his eyes all pupils now, dead glass, and he pointed. This meant I should climb up and unfold the canvas funnel on the chute.


  He was supposed to wait for me to knock on the roof of the cab. But when I was in the swimming-pool-size bed of the truck, unpinning the funnel, Steele didn’t wait. He was on the ground pushing the load switch, and I felt the canvas chute gorge and ship straight out of my arms, taking skin, as the sawdust cascaded down in a nostril rush. It swept me down and into the corner of the bed swarming to my waist, neck (I couldn’t breathe!), before I reached up in a panic for the lip of the truck bed and pulled myself up and over.


  I jumped to the ground, jamming my ankles on the pavement, and walked in circles spitting sawdust. It was in my eyes, my ears, my throat. As I spat and circled, I thought: this is drowning; I am finally drowning. There was blood in it now and I knelt between two cars, keeping my arm on one for balance, and my stomach rose with the insistent twist that completed the loveliness for me. I could see my spoony reflection in the hubcap of one car, my hair and eyebrows white with dust, my earless head distorted in a nauseous balloon. I sucked on my fist trying to settle, while my stomach parachuted to safety.


  I stood up. The rancorous Steele was still leaning on the load switch by the cab of the truck, and the sawdust spilled over the bed like soapsuds. He was utterly gone. When I could feel blood in my knees again, I walked carefully over to where he stared at the snowing sawdust. I grabbed his shoulders and pulled him off the button. Before the last flake could fall, I set him up, knowing it was taking unfair advantage, so that he stood like a mannequin before me, his palms open, as if to say, “What?”; and I punched him as deeply as I could, right below the breast bone. My fist went in four inches, and he folded around it like the wet-shirt assassin that he was.


  As he moved through the phase: dead man in the fetal, dead man with spasms, dead man with only eyeballs and sucking noises, alive man with genuine retching, I didn’t feel a twinge. I wanted to kick him—I think you’re supposed to kick the first guy who tries to kill you—but I didn’t. I climbed in the driver’s seat and waited for the remnants of Steele to join me in the cab so that we could return to the fair. In a fair fight, Steele would make rags out of me, but I knew he wouldn’t get a chance. He wouldn’t come in for a landing now until midnight, maybe later, and by that time I would be in California having a leisurely dinner with my father. Something like that.


  The return trip was four times, exactly, as acidic and morose because of my inability to shift the gears or time the clutch. I jerked us fairwards in a thousand stalling heaves, the truck squealing in leaps at such punishment.


  I dropped Steele off by our gate and told him to go back in orderly fashion and resume the shoveling. The cows, having had an afternoon, would have created a backlog that would take some seeing to. Inexorable as time, cattle continue their wet organic discourse in the universe. Steele was subdued, his eyes pulsing a little from the stroke I had delivered his way, and he went into the barn wordlessly.


  I drove over to the horsebarns and backed to the diminished sawdust pile. Ramirez, the fair foreman who ran those barns with his son, Hector, came out to direct traffic. He always called me the “orphan” which, coming from him, did not disappoint me. As we untied the canvas, in preparation to dump, he called from across the truck:


  “How goes the little orphan today? Did you have a good lunch?” Ramirez was always checking to see what people had eaten. He felt that being well fed was to be well in all the ways. Both he and Hector had wonderful stomachs, like hubcaps in their shirts, and they talked food all the time. We threw the canvas down to Hector who began folding it, and I opened the cab and pulled the hydraulic dump lever.


  The three of us unloaded the last bits with shovels. When we were finished sweeping the truck, Ramirez jumped down and said, “Our skinny orphan!” Then he signaled me with a wave. “Come on, Orphano, it is an opportunity to break now.”


  I followed them over to the shack adjacent to the raceway. Ramirez opened the little round-shouldered refrigerator where the men kept their lunches, and he withdrew a paper bag. He handed Hector a wrapped package, and then handed one to me. They were burritos his wife had prepared. We sat on the two couches in the office, which were really old bus seats, and ate the moist and spicy burritos passing a quart of sharp cold beer among us.


  “This makes you better. Though you will never be well.” When Ramirez said the word well, he patted his stomach.


  “Very good,” I said. “Your wife makes excellent burritos.”


  “Excellent everything,” he said.


  “What will you do after the fair?” Hector asked me as he rose to open another quart of beer. “How much time do you have at the Orphanage?”


  “Not long,” I said. “It’s not really an orphanage. I’ve just been staying there while my father gets settled in California. I’m going to see him.”


  “Wonderful!” Ramirez said. “You will go home, then?”


  The beer had done a little to my arid head, and I told them I was leaving that night. We went through the old discussion then. They offered me the job with them, traveling north in the spring to shear sheep. They spent the summer finally in Montana (“A fine place!”) before returning to Arizona in midsummer for the fair. I declined and Ramirez put his arm around me as always, and instructed me in the value of education and told me that running away was not a good thing.


  “It’s not running away,” I said. “I’m just going to meet my father.”


  He smiled.


  “A noble ambition,” he replied, “but you should wait and go with us to Montana.”


  When I rose to leave, Ramirez told me that he would be around until three in the morning, supervising part of the night shift. “Orphano, before you go, come by for lunch with me.”


  I shook hands with Hector whom I really liked and envied, I suppose, and Ramirez refused my hand, slapping it away, and instead took my face in one hand and said, “Stop by tonight; we’ll eat.”


  They were good people, and maybe they had it all figured out: the sun, the seasons, following the good weather, working with animals, but I would have to see for myself. People who need advice are always least suited for it.


  On my way through the midway, where the citizens went through the ritual of being bilked, I thought of Steele who by now would have had his munchies seizure. He would have leaned on Connie for every taco she could offer. I stopped by the stand, but there was a new girl with incredibly golden hair, so I didn’t stay. When I arrived back at the barn, Hippo was gone, his stall a glaring vacancy in a world of cows.


  Captain Fowler was there, though, shouting fifty orders from the platform of his golf cart. Two or three flunkies stood around wondering what to do, wondering if maybe they should look under the straw for the missing monster. When I walked up, of course, I was the recipient of both barrels.


  “Where the hell’s this cow?”


  “Bull, sir. I don’t know. We just got back from the dump run.”


  “Goddammit!” he screamed, dismounting the golf cart dais, “I want this cow found, and now, or it is your ass!” Also forthcoming was the interesting financial news that Hippo was worth about seventy thousand dollars. The Captain delivered this among other items in an oration which nearly turned him inside out. It didn’t surprise me very much, as I already knew that grown men could be jerks. When he finally let me go and motored away in search of a bull the size of the Arc de Triomphe, I checked the barn for Steele.


  No sign.


  He would be passed out somewhere, dreaming of revenge.


  I cleaned my aisle, pushing the manure into a pile the size of a school bus, parking it all just outside the door where Hector could reach it later with the lift. Like a good detective, I checked the fossilization of Hippo’s most recent deposit. It was a monster turd, the size of a police car and it was fresh; two plus two tells us he hadn’t been gone all that long. When the cement floor on my side was a clean slate, I strolled off through the fair at twilight, trying to think where I would go were I a white behemoth worth seventy thousand dollars.


  Twilight in Arizona those days was more a vast polluted smear in which light caught the dark dust that has been raised all day by men cheating each other. When it failed and fell into the arms of darkness, letting the carnival neon hold up the tent, I was relieved. I walked around the midway like the free American citizen and son that I was. It was a laid-back form of hunting. I asked a few of the ride and booth operators whom I recognized if they had seen a white bull stroll by, but gave that up as ludicrous. If anyone had seen Hippo, his face would still bear the print.


  I ran into Hector and told him the news, and he got a pretty good laugh out of it, saying, “Rustling! Ha Ha Ha. And a whole herd in one!” We leaned against one of the tin rails by the Tilt-a-Whirl, which ran in loopy circles with the same reluctant fluency all railroads now exhibit. Every once in a while some kid would let his ice-cream cone fly out into the gay atmosphere and it would alight like a bird in the nest of some passing cleavage. While Hector was laughing, I could hear the distant Ring Holz thunder, and I imagined his daughter’s silver buttocks on that bar. It was a little reverie, I thought then: this must be reverie. I liked that girl and this was the last day I’d know her; I’d have to catch the midnight show.


  Rawlins came by carrying an oil well, or something to hold up part of the raceway grandstand. Hector put a finger under one end of the structure Rawlins held, and they walked off toward constructive futures. I’d never see Rawlins again either; he was okay.


  I stayed on the midway awhile watching the couples lie to each other, eating their cotton candy. Then I sauntered off as if I didn’t have to find the largest mammal in the state.


  I checked underneath the raceway grandstand which groaned with ten thousand individuals who had come out to witness Harry Barnes or Barry Harmes or someone else, maybe Barry Harmes’s wife, jump from a helicopter into a passing convertible full of water. It was a motor-vehicle act, and I could hear the helicopter fop-fopping overhead. I found ninety thousand cigarette butts and, among the crushed paper cups, one quarter. But no Hippo. I didn’t blame him. It was depressing under there.


  I checked the men’s room.


  Wandering through the Crafts Building, I stopped to examine a quilt in the window. A fierce turquoise Phoenix bird had been stitched into a quilt; the bird’s eyes were flashing sequins, and for somebody rising from the ashes, he looked moderately angry. Around the border was the alphabet, which I didn’t get at all.


  The crafts part of the fairgrounds was dark by now, the ground an unending constellation of litter. A few derelicts walked their little walk, checking out the crafts, and in the distance, over the Game and Fish Building, I could see the red and yellow lights of the ferris wheel.


  “Hippo!” I called at intervals to remind myself who was lost. “Hey, Hippo! Here boy!”


  Further on, the quiet held itself unusually still. Beside the vacuum cleaner Home-Arts Building, it was ten o’clock or later, and all was well. Not a soul stirring, and not a person doing anything else either. I walked through the grassy square pausing to read the “Arizona State Fair” sculpted in a little hedge near the Administration Building. Looking at the hedge and hearing the gentle whadawada of the helicopter, and seeing the flickering colored lights on the horizon, it seemed like a pretty good fair. You needed to get away to see it. I mean it was hard to tell that any bears had died.


  Then as I stooped to take a drink from the fountain, I saw the pale specter of Hippo. Well, I didn’t see him exactly. Just his white head and the ropey silver drool that slid continually in and out of his mouth like the tell-tale jewelry of his name.


  He was in the parking lot.


  I couldn’t be sure for a minute because of the distance, but by squinting I could see him way out there in the sea of cars, his head protruding like the monster in Loch Ness.


  Taking my life, for the first time, in my own hands, I jogged out to him in Area B-3, past several groups of men scattered here and there dealing drugs and beating up suspected homosexuals, I guess.


  To the casual observer, Hippo looked like he was guarding the parking lot all right. In fact, he looked like he was capable of guarding most of the great Southwest. He was tethered by his nose ring to the flimsy side mirror of a Camero in such a way that his rear-end had mangled the passenger door of a Thunderbird convertible. The Thunderbird had suffered most, however, from the energetic metabolic and digestive processes any body the magnitude of Hippo’s entertains. It was full of bull manure, and when I first saw the heaps, I thought The Blob might be driving.


  On one of the pay phones near the Administration Building, I phoned Ramirez out at the shack: “Ramirez, there is a bull parked in B-3.” He liked that, and he and Hector came out directly, followed by Captain Fowler who was hot as a raw appendix. When he first ran up to me, I thought his mind had come loose, but soon I realized that the boiling sound was the coinage which he rifled in his pockets. I think he wanted to shoot somebody.


  Before he could choose me, he found a collage note pasted to Hippo’s flank that indicated this bovine reparking scheme had been a prank by one of the fraternities from Arizona State University. So, the Captain changed tacks, trying to chuckle the prank away, showing the note to Ramirez and Hector several times to show that the mess wasn’t his (or my) fault. I was pleased when he accidently leaned all the way to his elbow in the messy recycled silage in the Thunderbird.


  As I left, Ramirez shouted from where he cautiously untied the tether, “Orphano! Later for lunch!”


  Cows wait for no man and I hurried across the darkened fairgrounds passing many families exhausted by fairgoing activities. Fathers carried sons like sacks of sleeping flour. People were going home. I was glad for a while that I had someplace to go, at least next. I was trying not to think of when I should slip away into this night, and begin.


  Rounding the Pigeon Building, which cooed and fluttered, I saw Barn Number Two swollen with hay and yellow light, transporting itself through the Arizona night like a steamboat full of cattle. It was the biggest room I’d ever been in, my room, and I was glad to be home and glad that Steele had not returned.


  My aisle awaited like the stalled conveyer belt of pies that it was, and I commenced the comfort of good, honest work, hefting things with new energy to avoid thinking. There were but a sprinkling of citizens, so in my pre-flight dread-euphoria, I sang. First I sang “Waiting on the levee, waiting for the Robert E. Lee,” etcetera, which I embellished with a little dance, tapping the shovel, and it went over pretty well. I mean, the cattle were visibly stirred. Then halfway down that long lonesome corridor, J slowed a bit and did an evocative rendition of “Get Along Little Dogies,” which I got fairly mournful over, singing the “Tie-yi-yi” in half-time. I liked the line: “It’s your misfortune and none of my own,” so I repeated that more often than it actually comes up.


  I had a sheen up from the shoveling and singing, and had nearly convinced myself that they were none of my own, when two legs came out of the ceiling loft. Following the legs down the loft ladder came Connie, a Coke and taco woman I had once respected. Her pink jumper was darkened by sweat. Before she reached the floor, here came the smirking Steele, descending two rungs at a time. I didn’t even bother to look up Connie’s dress.


  “Who’s singing, Cowboy?” she said, walking over to me. “Hey, Collin?”


  I didn’t respond. I hoped Steele would walk over so I could crush his head with my shovel.


  “Collin.” She always said my name. Girls shouldn’t be allowed to say your name. “Hey. Come on. Sing some more.”


  “Hey buddy,” Steele said, hitching up his jeans. “Feel like punching someone out? Look what you did to me.” He lifted his shirt to reveal a blue impression of my fist on his belly.


  But he wasn’t close enough, and when I swung the shovel, he darted away. If the shovel had not been so long and heavy and taken such a large are to get around on top of his vile head, he should certainly have been my first murder victim. I had had enough, which, as Popeye says, is too much. The shovel rang on the cement and shuddered my arms clear to the shoulders, and the bang startled all the livestock awake, and I just did not care.


  Connie didn’t scream, but she had already disappointed me so much that this barely registered. She was a grown woman and was not supposed to be in the loft of Barn Number Two; she was not supposed to be up there. She walked into the blond square of light on the pavement outside the barn and turned. Steele joined her. I stood and looked at them, my hands and elbows still buzzing from the concussion.


  “Oh, Collin …” she said. She said it as if it were a sad fact, as if it were: “Your parents have run away and you are now an orphan.” When they stepped away out of the light, I yelled, “Don’t come back here Steele!”


  For a while I stood leaning on the shovel staring into California. I didn’t sing anymore. I dropped the shovel twice, thinking I might split that very second, but both times I just picked it back up. If I’d had matches, I would’ve burned the whole goddamned place to the arid soil of Arizona, the forty-eighth state.
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  *************


  Ring Holz defies death


  At quarter to twelve, I’d settled a bit. Hector came in leading Hippo and reinstalled him. The bull did not seem exhilarated by his escapade. He just stood like a huge alabaster monument to genetic engineering.


  “Amigo!” Hector yelled, laughing: “the bull.”


  Fowler scooted around the corner in his cart, whipping into the barn on two wheels, nearly chipping Hector into the hay. He weaved the machine up my way and stopped. Hector tiptoed out.


  “Say, young fella,” the conciliatory address began, “I know you and your partner get off at midnight, but tonight, seeing we’ve had this bit of unforeseen difficulty, heh, heh, I mean this prank.” He reached in the pocket of his plaid yellow double-knit sportcoat to show me the note again.


  “I’ll stay,” I said. “But without my partner. Send him home and give me twenty-five bucks. I’ll stay all night if you want.”


  “Hey, hey, wonderful, wonderful.” He patted my shoulder with every syllable, and then handed me the bills. “I mean, it would be unfortunate if something else happened to our prize bull.”


  Then the Captain was all smile and nod-nod into his golf cart anxious to lug his particular guts otherwards. I was alone in the household of the barn, attending the bovine chorus, and I was scared of moving into the future.


  Outside, the thunder a la Holz was commencing with a new ferocity which I mistook at first as only his tubercular version of motorcycling. I cocked my head to listen. The explosions had never seemed quite so deep, so magnificent. Then the air in the barn lifted nicely, suddenly, like a conductor’s hands. Straw floated and I drew a breath. I smelled the warm pavement rushing through, and I heard the quick flat applause of the rain. It was raining! The straw fell, the air settled and hushed, and for a minute it was that quiet of the first rain in sixty days. Then the acute gurgling of the motorcycle reemerged.


  I walked to the door to glimpse Ring Holz’s daughter for the last time. Horticultural Square was deserted in the falling rain. I could see Mr. C. B. Borkanida guiding the spotlight, dripping and undaunted by the rare and resplendent deluge. Water ran off his reflected face. Ring Holz, that daredevil, was halfway up the cable, blinded by the rain and the laser-beam of light. He waved at the empty square. Mr. C. B. Borkanida waved back. Holz’s daughter sat clenching the trapeze like a sparrow. I could see the silver water dripping from her bare ankles.


  Near the top, the grooved wheel of the cycle began to slip on the wet cable. Ring Holz stopped waving. He sat down. He began plying the accelerator handle for speed, the way you should over an abyss. Things were getting serious on the last day of the old world. His daughter did not move.


  In the round, wet circle which trembled only as much as the rainy arms of Mr. C. B. Borkanida, she was cut like the silhouette of fear. Blue smoke rose from the friction of the wheel and the cable. I heard the rain walk up a notch in volume, and in the new blur of water I thought I saw the bike slip backward. The whole mechanism was slipping backward. Ring Holz did not turn. If anything, he leaned more tenaciously forward, as if to gain speed by ducking the wind. With smoke thickening, and the tire glowing red and screaming on the wire, the entire Ring Holz contraption, trapeze and all, began to slide down, faster and faster. Ring Holz was finally defying death.


  As tribute to Mr. C. B. Borkanida’s training and integrity, the complete sequence was focused in his beam. He must have been a man of singular fortitude and intensity. We saw it all.


  We saw Ring Holz employ the brakes, but it was similar to closing a fist on a greased pole. We saw Mr. Holz’s lips rippling openly in a last imprecation at the sky. And then we witnessed the Holz family relinquish hope and slide wickedly down the last length of cable with the speed of a rabbit in a shooting gallery—WHHHHOOOOOSSSSSSAAAAAAAASSSHHH!—in the spotlight at thirty miles an hour: the wrong way.


  The cycle struck the platform like an axe. The trapeze carrying the girl jammed between the lower supports and broke away. She flew against the chickenwire underneath, like wet tissue thrown against a wall.


  Ring Holz, the fearless backwards motorcyclist, however, was not stopping. The bike bounded off the platform forty feet, dribbling like a ball across the soggy Horticultural Square. It was pure rodeo; I’ll never know how he stayed on that motorcycle. Instead of having his brains smeared in small portions across the front of the Horticultural Building, Ring Holz was saved by the sculpture. He slashed into the giant cornucopia like a one-way meteorite. He did not come out the other side.


  For five seconds it was silent in the square, quiet as a little village, everyone asleep. The rain fell. The spotlight focused steadily on the huge raw gash in the tons of papier-mâché pumpkins.


  In my peripheral vision, I saw the girl peel herself off the back of the platform and get up on two feet. She was okay or at least conscious, so I ran over to where Holz had been interred. I couldn’t see him in the hole he’d made, but I could smell the smouldering tire in there. If we didn’t get him out, Ring Holz would be one roasted daredevil.


  By the time I returned with my shovel, Ring Holz’s daughter was frantically shredding a huge throng of grapes that spilled out of the horn of plenty. Mr. C. B. Borkanida had walked over and was staring into the mess. His eyes were open much too wide: shock.


  There was more smoke now, and I could see the potential bakery we had on our hands. I ran around to the tail of the thing and hacked it off with the shovel blade, before I even considered that I might remove one of Holz’s hands or his head with the same blow. The future may have been simpler if I had.


  I probed around in the horn, dug with my hands, and reaching in, grabbed an ankle. The girl was incoherent, swearing, tearing savagely at the sodden, smoky structure for her father. There was blood on her neck. Mr. C. B. Borkanida stood by inscrutably with his hands in his mouth. I had to slap him and crank his ears for a moment to get him to help me withdraw the comatose Holz.


  When we had him halfway out, the girl started wailing, which I took as a good sign. People make noise and it means they are alive. Old Ring wasn’t making any noise. There was a muted “pop” as we unplugged him entirely from the now flaming horn of plenty, but he didn’t say anything. He did have a heartbeat, though, and he was breathing. Those things, and the fact that Mr. C. B. Borkanida had begun blinking, were comforting.


  “Now go shut off your light,” I told him.


  When he left to do so, I knew we might possibly be all right.


  Ring’s daughter came over and knelt with me above her father. As she did, her torn suit fell open. It folded to the waist like the simple presentation of her white breasts. Ta-da. They were wall-eyed and swollen beautifully, and one pointed right at me. Then the spotlight went out like a crash and the impression of her foaming white breasts raged against the inside of my eyelids for half a minute. Take these eyes from my head, set me free. I offered her my workshirt, though it was soaked too, and she put it on there in the new dark. The rain was warm on my skin, and the moment waved over me like a passing tumescence.


  When Holz did not come to in four minutes, I called Foreman Ramirez and told him to get medical help. While we waited, Holz’s daughter and I knelt over the old man, watching him breathe. He looked like a retired shoe repairman. Mr. C. B. Borkanida moved around us slowly picking up used motorcycle parts by the light from the cornucopia bonfire.


  Miss Holz was in my shirt, remember, and she looked at me. I could feel her looking at me. When I returned her glance, she said, “Louisa.”


  “That’s your name? Louisa?” I said.


  She nodded in the firelight, water sliding off her chin.


  “My name is Collin Elder.” The glance held like a charged wire. “Are you hurt?”


  “I’m okay.” Her auburn hair was pasted against her head by the rain, and her face ran awash with the cherry and charcoal make-up. But her eyes were pure glass. In her fat, black pupils I caught the perfect reflection of Ramirez’s pickup truck careening into the square.


  As my friends Ramirez and his son, Hector, ran over to us, the ambulance charged upon the scene, a cartoon of red and white.


  “What happened?” Ramirez asked me.


  “An accident. He’ll tell you.” I pointed to Mr. C. B. Borkanida who was climbing into the ambulance, thinking it was for him. The paramedics were having a session trying to get the stretcher carrying Ring squeezed in alongside the mumbling spotlight associate. I helped Louisa to her feet, and waving at Ramirez, I walked her back to her trailer.
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  *************


  The death car stories


  It was just like any trailer, a desk drawer with windows, a tin-can closet. The continuing rain conducted snare-drum experiments on the roof. Which leaked. A fiber of water ran down inside one wall, separating into two rivulets when it split on a wooden crucifix nailed there. Louisa sat on a shedding hassock in the middle of the small room and caught her face in her hands. I noticed a large gash in the far wall, evidence of a multi-home collision. Ring had functionally placed an old brass fireplace screen over the area.


  Louisa sat up straight while I traced the blood on her neck up to a little cut in the back of her head. It wasn’t bad, just an open cut, bleeding freely like any head wound. Handling her hair in that manner made me doubly aware that I didn’t have my shirt on; it made me feel what others have described as “naked.”


  “Could you hurry,” she said as I tried to place a Band-Aid over the cut.


  Finally, reluctantly, I let go of her hair, saying, “There.” She reacted as if I’d said run. She stood up suddenly before me, offering a brief, but arresting vision of her bottom—two white arcs of her buttocks which didn’t make it back into the suit—and she skipped to the rear of the trailer. I also, in that microsecond saw the backs of her legs webbed with a hundred red hexagons, the impression of the chickenwire collision.


  In a minute my shirt came flying out and I put it on, listening to her ransack the backroom like a burglar. She wasn’t gone long. I had just begun cataloguing the dozens of decals stuck on the windows of the mobile home, when she ran back into the room dressed in boots and jeans and a sweater. She carried a small satchel. Before I could ask even one stupid question, she dropped through the door and was gone.


  “Where are you going?” I called from the trailer steps as if I were her mother.


  She did not answer; I ran to catch up.


  “Where are you going?” She looked at me as if I had requested the procedure for drawing the next breath. Her eyes still looked spacey.


  “Away!” That was all. When I bugged her, skipping sideways to keep up, she added, “This is my chance.”


  I interpreted this to mean she was not going to the hospital to visit her ailing father. I paused and thought: fine. Let it go. People seem capable of a variety of actions. I, myself, was leaving for California tonight.


  Louisa Holz walked toward the grandstand, her dark figure cut out by those lights, her shadow stretching on the rainy street. It was exactly like the end of a movie.


  Then she fell down. The figure was on its knees, bent, one hand held the head. I ran to her and lifted her up. Her face was slack, the broad buttons of her eyes vacant. She tried to look at me. “What?” she said.


  “You’re hurt.” We were in front of an attraction known as “THE DEATH CAR: the freakiest accident ever!!!”


  “I’ve got to go.”


  “There’s blood on your neck.” It was true; a thin line of blood ran down in the old place. As she turned around so I could look at it, a set of headlights turned onto the lane. Louisa jumped and ran behind the billboard fence for THE DEATH CAR. The carlights passed. I resumed the replacement of Band-Aids, and then we moved under a little light by The Death Car shack, and Louisa stopped intoning “Hurry, hurry …” and instead read the newspaper accounts of how The Death Car had missed a curve and been impaled on a guardrail, and how the guardrail had sliced some guy’s girlfriend in half without touching him and how it now remained a grisly reminder as a permanent part of The Death Car.


  Louisa’s hair was wet, and I could not find the spot as I blinked in the rain, and finally I wrecked the extra Band-Aid by sticking it exactly together. I tapped her on her shoulder and showed it to her.


  “Oh shit!” she said. She looked wicked and fatigued; she looked like a seventeen-year-old girl who had flown into the chickenwire at thirty miles an hour and wanted no more of it. “Oh, just shit!” And she started crying. I held her and she cried and bled on me. Then we leaned against THE DEATH CAR STORIES, and her face rose to my own. It was an advanced kiss, reserved for members of the inner circle, and yet she didn’t know me at all. It awed and inspired, scared me. It made me, like so many things in my life, feel too young.


  “Let’s get out of this goddamned rain!” she said against my face. I lifted her satchel over the turnstile into the shack and helped her over. The Death Car turned out to be a ’64 Chevy Supersport, with a genuine steel guardrail knifing right through the engine block, radio, and front seat. We looked at it for a minute, then I opened the back door for Louisa and she slid inside.


  As I closed the door she was against me, her mouth wet, her clothes damp and warm, her neck salty with the little blood. This is an overture, I thought. I’d read it in some pamphlet on petting at the Home: this must be an overture.


  One night out at the Home as we watched dawn bring up the mountains, Steele had told me about the overtures of women in distress. “Women in distress are prone,” he’d said. “Move on them.” And as Louisa arched and I leaned, my intentions magnified themselves into that blind urgency which came calling from time to time. She was clearly in distress, and I was moving on her. “The violent distractions of puberty,” a phrase from that pamphlet, came to mind in waves, as we raced around corners in The Death Car. My pressing vigor erased the fact that I liked her, and wrote in that I wanted to do something to her. My hand dove up under her sweater and cupped the round mug of her breast, and thereupon I was shaking hands with her. She’d found my roving hand with her own. Ah, now the perennial frontier push-pull, as her hand repelled mine, while my mind was in my heart, my heart in my stomach and my stomach beating in my throat. My hand was ejected a dozen times at least before my mind reascended to the sound of “Don’t!” which is a sobering contraction, and I sat up straight to find myself held at arm’s length.


  She looked in my face: “Don’t, you simple shit. Save it for your girlfriend. Leave me alone.” But as she said the final word she fell, limp, passed out or half asleep into my surprised arm, which just lay there and held her until sleep rose also into me.


  Oh, it was wayward behavior all right, inspired by the confused signals in this world. What kind of life is it which impels the glimpse of perfect breasts into the yes-no-backseat struggle? Which brings women out of light down to earth? We would run away the way others have gone swimming: with the buddy system, and my foul-mouthed, red-haired buddy would teach me a thing, or as they say, two. It wasn’t much of a version of running away either, it seemed, sleeping there, but it beat the next few hours by a million miles.


  So, I slept with a girl in The Death Car while Arizona turned toward the sun. It was, for me, a long way to go with a girl.
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  **************


  Goodbye, Ring Holz


  In the first degree of flat dawnlight, Louisa lurched awake with such a start that I thought we’d had an accident.


  “Oh no!” she said looking around. “I’ve got to get out of here!” She was almost screaming. She tried to crawl across me to get out of the door, an action that was seriously impeded by the fact that my arm and left side were completely asleep, minutes away from even the pins and needles of effervescent blood. She began hitting me, the way we hit our jailers, in antic distress, and she literally did not know which way to turn.


  “Come on, you bastard! Ring will be back. He’s crashed forty times and he knows!”


  I clambered out and leaned against The Death Car, until I was sure of which way was up, and then I suggested Hector. If it was before six, he’d still be at work.


  I led her out to the shack at a run-walk, yawning to get air. It wasn’t hard to hurry now, because I realized I, too, was a fugitive. I liked the word: fugitive. It is much more attractive and affirmative than orphan.


  Hector was beached out on the old couch, his flowered shirt unbuttoned and spread open, his T-shirt rising and falling with each belly-felt snore. He was the most well-fed sleeping man I’d ever seen.


  “Hector,” I shook his arm. “Hec-tor!”


  He opened his eyes placidly and said, “What?”


  “We need a ride! Hurry!”


  “Fine. My father said you might come by.” He scratched his stomach deeply as if to put it back into place.


  To hurry things along, I climbed in the cab of the pickup. Louisa was making little noises that indicated we should hurry, but I told her everything would soon be all right, that we’d be in California any minute, and my father would serve us breakfast. Hector sauntered out, started the old Dodge, and we were off.


  Unfortunately, Hector, not having spent a night in The Death Car, and not having the Louisa Holz runaway résumé, motored us directly over to Ring’s trailer where every door and window was open and ablaze with light. I could perceive the trailer vibrating.


  “What are you doing?” Louisa screamed.


  As the I-thought-I-was-taking-you-home confusion spread across Hector’s face, Ring Holz in person, his head taped like a skullcap, his left arm in a cast, leaped onto the trailer stairs.


  “Go!” Louisa screamed again, and I concurred by snapping the gearshift down a notch into second, sending the truck twenty feet ahead in a shudder.


  Holz ran after us hollering something in his native tongue which sounded a lot like the instructions for breaking necks, and I leaned to Hector and said, “Hector—No! Out!” And Hector wheeled through the square, under the grandstand, around a sharp turn by the concessions, and onto the raceway. The stands were empty. Halfway around, he swerved wide, dipping through the pits’ gate, motoring by all the burned-out wrecks, turning finally out onto Grand Avenue, the most misnamed street in the real world.


  I assured Louisa that everything was fine, but she was shaking her head with her eyes closed: “You bastards! He’ll kill me this time.”


  Hector was driving north on Grand, casting curious looks my way for an explanation.


  “It’s okay, Louisa,” I said. “We’re safe now.” It was a moment of stress, and that statement was a reflex; I have never said it since.


  She just shook her head, and after a minute, she nodded backwards while giving each of her fingers a serious bite. I looked back two lights and saw the unmistakable white cap of that vitriolic motorcyclist, Ring Holz. Louisa didn’t have to turn around; she had recognized the faint buzzing of his cycle.


  “How many motorcycles does that man have?”


  “Five.” She said the word the way Davey Crockett had said “Surrounded” at the Alamo.


  “Hector,” I said. “That man on the motorcycle must not catch us.”


  “I see,” he said. “But if I wreck this truck, my father is going to kill me.”


  It was now first sunlight, and there was not much traffic, but because Grand Avenue runs diagonally northwest out of Phoenix, the intersections are tangled six-spoke gambles, the semaphores flashing in nineteen directions, and only one of them was ours. The traffic was triply complicated that morning because of a freight train moving parallel to Grand Avenue at only twenty-five miles per hour, shutting off our left-turn escape.


  Against all odds, Hector made six intersections, dragging the wily, wind-bent Ring Holz like a waterskier. Holz, due to his myopic disregard for traffic regulations, ran the lights and was closing the gap. His bandaged head floated toward us like a disembodied skull. Also, he seemed mad. Angry and crazy. I took the expression on his face to be the logarithm of anger.


  When we were two hundred yards from Glendale Avenue, the lights registered against us. Red, red, red.


  “Run it!” Louisa said. And Hector downshifted cautiously, his head forward and swiveling in preparation. This is not the way to run away from home, I was thinking: this is not correct at all. This is simply reckless driving ahead of the relatives.


  Hector entered the intersection and stomped the brakes. We swerved up to—and nearly under—a semi-trailer carrying, by its own gigantic admission on the side: FOSTER’S CUPCAKES. I read each three-foot letter as it passed in front of our noses and then I turned in time to see Ring Holz clench his own brakes behind us, open his mouth, close his eyes, and skid under the rear-end of Hector’s pickup.


  The collision was signal enough for Louisa, who was over my lap again, exiting this Death Truck. Hector looked at me as if to ask if he should back up and extinguish the villain who had given us such chase. Before I could answer, I noted with stomach-affecting curiosity Louisa run across the front of the truck, through four lanes of traffic, and without missing a step, she leaped and grabbed the rung on the side of a coal car and boarded the railroad train. It was a desperate act.


  Louisa accomplished this as if she had done it before. Oh good, I thought: the next thing. My choices, I’ll say, were made.


  As Holz’s bandaged head rose over the rear of the truck like any creature from a black lagoon, I thanked Hector, who slapped me five back, and I ran on foot after a railroad train carrying new friends away.


  Using Holz’s bellowing as final inspiration, I was urged to leap up the gravel bed of the track and attach myself to the train, suddenly being too aware of why arm sockets are made to give. But when my feet cleared the ground, it was quite the feeling. Try it sometime, if your father invites you to California.


  Holz had extracted his machine from under the truck. It was still running and he remounted and continued. The guy was no quitter.


  He took the traffic island like a ramp and flew over the highway into the ditch that separated the tracks from the roadway, speeding up and down the sides maniacally, calling menacing foreign words. The train was moving slowly, evenly, in town, and I was ready for full steam. When Holz crossed the runnel in the bottom of the ditch, a frothy yellow rooster tail would fly out behind him. He passed me in a moment, and then slowed to negotiate a short incline for the crossroad, then down again into the ditch. I could see Louisa biting her fingers in turn, up five cars from me. I wondered if I should hurl some coal at her father, but decided against that, and sat in the black stuff, helpless as the baggage that I was.


  Holz was covered in muck now, and his bandages looked like a small sports cap. Every once in a while when he would open his mouth to bellow, some bit of mirish debris would be tossed up from the front wheel to lodge in his tonsils. This slowed him a bit, but I could see that he would catch Louisa in a few minutes.


  What broke up this high-wire motorcycle team forever, and spared Louisa the crackling emotions of a family reunion, was a surprise even to the daredevils amongst us. Ring Holz ran through the ditch at a new velocity as he neared her car. He was only mud and smoke now. The motorcycle would have been aflame had it not been for the wet swamp he rode through. He flew up along the track, settled, reached with his waving hand, and touched the iron rung on the side of the coal car. It was an action he’d witnessed in western movies.


  But as he did it, he disappeared.


  I looked again: gone! As my car rocked past the spot, I understood.


  He had not seen the coming crossroad and the one-way tunnel of its culvert, in which he now rode his little race solo. I fully expected to see him come out the other side, but as I glided by atop thirty tons of coal, that great resource, I saw nothing. Not even smoke. Ring Holz, that unflappable daredevil, that king of motorcycle high-wire lunatics, vanished from my view forever. He hadn’t been much of a father.


  I glanced uptrain at Louisa whose wondrous profile was eclipsing the whitegold circle of the rising sun. This is quite the auspicious day, I thought: My first getaway. My first real train ride in the real world with real objects: real trees, real sky, real wind in my mouth. I wondered if the fact that I now had bitten this off also implied that it, like so many other things in my life, would be more than I could chew. Regardless, it would be quite the day.
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  *************


  Railroad travel


  In flashes I felt the great need to hold on. I felt alternately absurd and brave. Finally, when the train slowed to pass through the one-story suburb of Surprise, Arizona, I crawled across four cars of the shining, angular ebony coal, sooting myself fully, to where Louisa perched. A one-armed employee of the railroad encouraged me by yelling, “Get the hell off there before I kill you!” But soon, even he and his blue overalls were in the distance, and the train continued, northwest.


  When we stopped somewhere near Sun City I told Louisa to sit tight, and I dropped down and ran across the siding, up an alley, and in the backdoor of Taco-World, where I purchased a sackful of counterfeit burritos.


  But when I returned to the tracks, she was not in sight. I called her name over several coal cars. No answer. She had absconded again. She had left me. I stood in the future, holding a bag of rapidly cooling pseudo-Mexican food staring at a train, empty in my eyes. I am not prepared for this, I thought. I am not fully aware of what to do next.


  “Louisa!” I called.


  “Ssssssssssttt!” came the reply. “Collin! Up here!”


  I couldn’t see her. I ran up the roadbed, stumbling only twice. She leaned out of the passenger window of a maroon Pontiac Firebird, parked economically along with eleven others on a racked rail car. The interior featured a bit more leg room and crushed velvet than had our hot seats in the coal.


  “I saw two men coming up from the caboose; the fuckers won’t find us here. What’d you get?”


  The train jarred to a start while we were still eating the burritos and washing them down with some iced cola. I looked out of the window like any privileged passenger, and then back at this girl chewing her ice beside me, and I thought: yes, everything seems to be changing, and good, because I seem to be on the change committee.


  She talked with her mouth full. She told me I looked like I was fourteen. She told me that she had seen me watching her at the fair and was hoping I was the governor’s son or something. She told me that I certainly was a horny bastard.


  She answered my obvious questions with: “Does the bear shit in the woods?” I didn’t know that much about bears, as I have said. I did come to know that everytime she opened her mouth, full or not, out flew spirals, stars, and exclamation points. Obviously she had learned to curse at the paternal knee.


  The train dragged. We had the windows rolled down and there was only the thinnest breeze. Twenty-eight miles an hour, tops. The engineer evidently had read The History of Casey Jones, and had been utterly cautioned by it. I lay back against the seat and studied Louisa’s hair when she wasn’t looking. It was auburn, and the red elements shone.


  Then twilight: the sluggish ride through the desert, the colors, green and lavender rising as the light failed, the car interior with its new plastic smell, the prints on the dashboard where Louisa rested her lounging feet. Later, as we rolled along, rocked to a drowse by the regular triple rippling of the railroad tracks and the evening capsized and sank, she told me about her father.


  “He’s all right. He’s always all right. He’s crashed in twenty or twenty-one states. I think it’s a goddamned record. Did you see those stupid stickers on the trailer window? Those are the states he’s crashed in. He’s broken a shitload of bones and a lot twice. His collarbone three times on one side.”


  “Maybe that’s what made him mean!”


  “Heredity, you simple shit—do you know what that is?—made him mean; he didn’t learn it anywhere. He was mean and he passed it on. Watchout.” She laughed.


  “What did your grandfather do?”


  “Nothing. Lived in Germany. Threw kids out of the house. My father thinks that’s how to raise kids. It was the only lesson he learned. I never met my grandfather, I did talk to my grandmother once. In Germany.” She stopped, leaned back, changed directions.


  “It was lucky my dad got kicked out. It was the only thing that saved him from being a fucking Nazi.”


  I waited.


  “Seriously. He was just a kid, nowhere to go. He joined the traveling carnivals, and went to Canada when the war started. Oh, don’t kid yourself; he’d have led the motorcycle troops, if they’d had such a thing.”


  “What about your mother?”


  “Canadian.”


  “Oh.”


  Louisa’s mother had ridden the trapeze before her. When Barbara, that was her name, met the young daredevil in Sudbury, she joined the act first as a lark, and then in courtship. She must have been a cheap date. Three children later, Louisa came along, riding the unicycle in two shows a day, looking upward at her mom and dad riding the wire. It was a childhood like any other.


  When Barbara ran away with “a fat-assed fry cook!” from a carnival in Montreal, Louisa started riding the bar. The morning after Louisa’s mother left, Ring Holz went after her. Louisa stayed with Mr. C. B. Borkanida. Ring came back three weeks later, empty-handed, to find his eight-year-old daughter speaking a certain version of Japanese. She had that whipped out of her and began riding the trapeze. Her father never volunteered any news about the chase, whether he had found them, killed them, offered them money, or wished them well. And Louisa never asked.


  At night, the German-Canadian Ring Holz would get drunk with his Japanese lighting man, Mr. C. B. Borkanida, and they would complain to each other in two and sometimes three languages about life in general, and about the treachery of women, and about the way the spotlight ought to be a bit higher to cover the complete headstand every night. Neither understood a word the other spoke. Finally, they would lapse into singing, a racket Louisa heard a hundred times and took to be an international lullaby.


  “He was good to me when I was little,” she said. “But after mom left and I started riding the trapeze, it got bad. This is the fifth or sixth time I’ve split. And if he finds out where this drag-ass train is headed, he’ll be waiting for me at the other end. Count on it.”


  In the darkness, I felt a little safer from the immediate injury offered by railroad personnel, but this was sprinkled with a dark anxiety about just what I was doing. I tried to imagine my father in the make-up trailer on the location of his latest film, asking the girl if there had been any calls from his son. I tried to dream up a plan.


  Louisa meanwhile resorted to a short game called: belching on a train. They were full-size belches, the kind that you could hear on the other side of a house.


  I told her about the Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls, my mother, my father, Rawlins and Steele, and the nightlife. She said wow, and then said that it all sounded like a lot of fun. When she said that I got sick. I could take all the other silliness, truckloads of oath, invective, mispronunciations, and belching. I could stand being called a simple shit and being asked about bears etcetera, because I was on a train, excited; the horizon was everywhere. But her screwy analysis of my recent life as being a lot of fun, reached my stomach.


  So, like a fool, I tried to tell her more. I recounted one of Steele’s initiations.


  The way Raymond Steele kept the populace of Noble Canyon under his thumb was by composing lasting first impressions. His concept of winning friends and influencing people was simply to hurt them first. New kids fell fast. He’d hear about a new admission and his mind would sink a gear from prank to crime, and he’d be in motion.


  Last week there had been a new girl in the girls’ facilities, and by midnight of the first day, she was in his room. Silli, not knowing better, not knowing anything, brought her over for a “party.” When Silli left, the girl, Denice, went along with everything for a while, measuring Steele drink for drink for almost an hour. Then Steele had introduced his lower-school accomplices (because I’d refused), and escorted Denice to his room where the fun began.


  First, they drew cards for clothing, a laughing matter until the grabbing begins. At that point, it becomes a screaming matter, which is useless, since our guard, Jerome, practiced Quaaludes, and he and his ears were scudding the bottom of the Gulf of California.


  I was in my room, pretending to read, actually counting my books, listening to the girl cry out, until I couldn’t take it—or Steele—any longer. When I pushed in to Steele’s room, he had one of the sophomores on top of the naked girl, and he was giving inspired instructions to the kid and to Denice, who didn’t seem exactly fit for any advice. She was a pale, fleshy white, except where red handprints tracked along her arms and legs. Her screaming had subsided into a moaning lyric: “Nooo! Noooo!”


  “Let her go, Steele.”


  “Go on, Collin. She’s okay. Go on.”


  The girl was crying in a subdued but insistent way. The sophomore looked at Steele to see if he should press on.


  “Get out of here,” Steele said to me. “We know what we’re doing.” It seemed the strangest thing he could have said. But I wasn’t getting out. I grabbed the sophomore by the shoulder and pulled him off.


  “Get off,” I said. “She doesn’t really care for you.” I was trying to kid Steele out of it. The girl, released for a moment, lay there spread naked, half off the bed. Steele took my arm, leaving his right hand free, in case he wanted—or had—to hit me. “Get out!” he growled. “It’s an initiation. You don’t have to worry, Collin; she wasn’t a virgin.”


  I pushed him off and we would have had it all right there, instead of later, if the girl hadn’t thrown up on herself and started choking. I turned her over, and then she really let loose and puked all over Steele’s room.


  The two other kids pulled up their pants and left. I got Denice a wet towel and threw her Steele’s red robe to wear back to her dorm.


  I waited until she limped out, and then turned to Steele to see if we would be required to batter each other. He looked at me as the sour fumes rose around us.


  “I can’t stand a girl who throws up,” was what he said, grabbing the half-empty bottle of Scotch and leading me down to the recreation room. There we enjoyed the shoddy pretense of comaraderie, drink by drink, like men after a hunting trip, until his eyes closed and I wobbled off to bed.


  The day after, utterly poisoned, I shoveled for my cows. Every time I bent over, my eyes blurred so I thought someone was throwing birds at me. If it had been only cerebral hemorrhage city, I could have stood it, but, no, it was my life, and it was stalled, mired helplessly. I had shoveled and shoveled that summer, but not without the growing awareness that something, sometime had to hit the fan.


  When I finished talking, I had the impression Louisa was listening. She looked at me, with what I mistook as understanding, and then she quietly said, “Don’t take anything I say personally or seriously, but you sure make being a simple shit seem complicated. You and your words.” She said the entire sentence out of the side of her mouth, a technique I attributed to her life in show business.


  Sometime after midnight the train shuddered to a stop. We are not in California, I thought: it is too soon. Louisa sat up and rubbed her eyes. I couldn’t see anything outside except our neighboring trains in this yard, and then men, men coming, walking down the track. So that is what working on the railroad means; I’d always wondered. The men walk down the tracks at night and catch runaways all the livelong day. It was time for us to get out.


  “Roll down your window,” I whispered.


  “Huh?”


  “We’re getting out. Roll down your window and crawl out.” I pointed at the men coming up my side of the train. This stimulated her exit, and I followed feet first. We dropped to the ground and began a modified sneak-walk back along the train in the darkest shadows.


  After about a dozen cars she asked, “How long is this goddamned train?”


  It was long. The railroad yard was a regular city of railroad cars looking lonely in the flat flare-lights of the towers. If you want to feel like a kid, walk around trains at night; they’re bigger than you think.


  The sign on the wooden station read: Wickenburg. Not even Kingman. We skipped across the street from the rails and were again pedestrians, now looking for a place to spend the night. I could see Louisa was worried. Her eyes scanned the empty streets. Then she turned to me, as if this portion of the world were my fault, and asked, “What now?”


  “It’s all right,” I said. “He’s not here.”


  “You don’t know.”


  I walked over to the little town square.


  “What now?” she asked again.


  She walked a step behind me as I surveyed the courthouse grounds in a broad circuit, and I told her the story of Magan, a kid I had known when I was ten and lived with my father in a house in Phoenix. He had slept out ninety-nine times in a row. True story. It was a record.


  “And …?” she asked.


  “Well. Ninety-nine times. We’re just ‘sleeping out.’ It’s warm and dry, probably …”


  “Oh, shutup. You’re such a queer asshole!” she said sitting down on the curb.


  “Look. I am going to spend the night on the far side of those stone steps to the courthouse. It’s a safe place. I’ll see you.” I didn’t care what she did.


  She was right in one regard: unless you are near home and trying for a record, sleeping out is generally a threatening exercise. If you fall asleep in the wrong place, who is going to sneak up on you in the middle of the night and strike you with a logging tool? Who is going to step on your slumbering face?


  My father probably had a pull-out couch in every room, clean sheets, and a bedside fridge.


  Later, I felt Louisa snuggle against me on the grass next to the wall. “This is the shits,” she said. “Don’t get any ideas.”


  But even later, she whispered, “What would they do with that girl?”


  “What?”


  “The girl in The Death Car. Would they bury both parts?”


  I had the sense not to answer that one, and finally she slept, and then, as the light came, I slept, the earth as our mattress, the stars going out, Wickenburg, Arizona 85358.
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  **************


  Fixtures


  When we woke up, we saw that a man had passed out right around the corner. The man’s shoes were about five feet from Louisa’s face. It just wasn’t what she wanted to see first thing. When we took a look at the withered old guy, it was clear that he might have bettered Magan’s record. I imagined his thirty children sleeping in their new condominiums all across the continent.


  We walked the length of Main Street three times waiting for the cafés to open. We didn’t talk, just strolled around in our dirty clothes looking like two chimney sweeps on a shopping adventure. The store windows were loaded with raw deerskin jackets and moccasins, and the dusky reflections of the ghosts of ourselves.


  At last, the Help-Wanted Café opened and we drifted in. It was actually the Quartzite Café we found out inside; the window sign had been covered by the handwritten job advertisement. I wasn’t exactly sure what was bothering Louisa. She kept looking around as if expecting Ring Holz himself to take our order.


  “What’s the matter?” Nothing. “Okay,” I tried again, “what do you want to do? You’re glad to be here aren’t you? On the way, I mean.”


  “He’ll find me.”


  “No, he won’t. You don’t even know where you are.”


  “Wickenburg.”


  “He’s not as smart as you are.”


  “What are we going to do?”


  “We’re going to my father’s house. He’ll take care of everything.”


  “What about me?”


  “That’s what I mean. He’ll take care of everything. You can stay there, do what you want.”


  She lifted her coffee cup to a face that was not overcome by my argument. The Quartzite Café was one of those schizy gathering places that serves coffee, toast, and eggs until about eleven in the morning and then lowers the curtains and slides beer along the bar. The red carpet was worn like a desert trail to the restroom, where I washed my entire self as best I could.


  Outside, seated against a parking meter, was my associate on the lam. The angle of sunlight was a promise in the Wickenburg morning.


  “Okay, which way?” Louisa stood up.


  “Right over there,” I said. “California, land of the patio …”


  “And how do we go?”


  “Bus, plane, taxi-cab, but no train, okay.”


  “You got enough money to take the bus?”


  Money, looming its greasy countenance into our itinerary. Money. Something married people worried about, I thought.


  “We could rob a train,” she said.


  “We could hitchhike,” I said, knowing that hitchhikers in Arizona usually end up in shallow graves forty feet from some side road.


  I could tell from the way Louisa walked by my side toward the highway that besides being apprehensive, she was already weary of our Orphan Annie lifestyle. We stood at the last turn in the highway in Wickenburg, Arizona, thumbing for a ride. Several cars full of citizens bound for Las Vegas hurtled past us.


  At nine or so, a man in a white late-model Chevrolet pulled over, and I ran up to the car to check out the driver. He wore a white shirt and a polyester tie patterned with television static. His pale blue leisure-suit jacket was draped over the back of the front seat and I saw an oversize valise on the back seat. He could have been a truant officer.


  “Are you a businessman?” I asked him.


  “Yes.”


  “Come on!” I waved Louisa up. I climbed in the back seat and she boarded the front.


  “Where are you two going?” he asked Louisa.


  “My sister and I are going to Palo Alto, California, where we live in comfort with our parents. Our father is a brilliant actor.”


  “Oh, who is he.”


  “Gordon Ardor. Perhaps you’ve seen him in one of his many motion pictures.”


  “No, can’t say that I have. But I rarely get to the movies.”


  “What do you do?” Louisa asked.


  “I’m a salesman. For Grebco.” He checked her out.


  “That’s great,” I said. His hair looked peculiar. It had just been cut too short. The pale line behind his ears was going to cost him hundreds in sales for the next two weeks.


  “What’s Grebco?” Louisa was loosening up.


  “Fixtures,” he said. I loved it: fixtures; there’s a word to trust.


  Then he turned on the radio, and the desert flew by for a long time, repeating itself, as we listened to disco music broadcast from the Union Plaza in Las Vegas, Nevada. Like many Arizona highways, this road was an extended shock absorber exercise, and as the three of us nodded up and down through the desert, I was lulled into a narcotic carsick sense of well-being. There hadn’t been much sleep last night and the air-conditioner in Grebco’s company car pretty much stopped at the front seat.


  When I was younger, maybe ten or eleven, before the trouble really started, my father promised to teach me how to drive. We had an old BMW which was pretty beat up and complicated by a dozen wrong and partial repairs, but my father promised to teach me how to drive it. I think it was something he just said as he “carted me around,” because he never got to it. I should really never have expected him to. At night sometimes, I mean right in the middle of the night at three or four or later, I would go out to the carport and sit in the old thing. It had a nice feel, the old leather seats, and it smelled like my father. But later I began finding things in it: cocktail glasses, women’s combs, worse things. They were not my mother’s things. So I’d get out and release the brake and roll the little car back until it took the low hill of our yard, rolling, and buckled into the rocky ditch across the street. He knew it was me but he never said anything. I did it three times in my last month at home. He never said a thing.


  When I woke, still bouncing along the roadway, my nausea had grown a size, and I pressed the small chrome switch to lower the window. When it did not move, regardless of how I toggled the lever, I looked up into the front seat. That is when I saw Captain Grebco doing something strange. He had turned off the radio, and he had control of the doors and windows, and he was doing something strange.


  Louisa’s head lolled against the window, so I angled my foot under her seat until she felt it and squirmed awake, swearing. She gave off swearing when she saw Grebco putting on the gloves.


  He was driving down the highway pulling on a pair of black kid-leather gloves. We both watched as he pulled them tighter and tighter, squeezing and smoothing every knuckle. He took his time pressing hard between each finger. We watched him carefully, as if he might ask one of us to do it next.


  “Hands cold?” I said. I tried to say it with a lilt.


  No one said anything.


  Louisa looked sick. Grebco looked sick, too, but in a different way. He could have been smiling; I wasn’t sure. A veneer of sweat coated his face. There was a line of sweat reflected beneath his hairline. I could see the newspapers: MAN WITH TOUPEE ATTACKS ORPHANS.


  “Hey,” I said, hoping to talk us down from this terrible place, “what kind of fixtures do you sell?”


  Grebco said “Shhhhh.” And we started going faster. I did not care to go faster. I wanted to be let off right here. “Okay, this is fine,” I wanted to say: We’ll get out. This is where we were going. Really.


  But I said: “Those sure are nice—”


  “Shhhhhh.”


  “—driving gloves.”


  “Look, kid!” Grebco shouted, swerving onto the shoulder but not slowing down. He waved a glove past my face. I don’t know if it was a right hook or not. “You fucking hitchhikers!”


  Grebco was going seventy miles an hour now, and I could see the muscle knotting in the hinge of his jaw.


  “You smart-ass fucking hitchhikers! Do you know what happens to hitchhikers?” He grabbed a gloveful of Louisa’s hair. As he jerked her head around, I could see that her eyes were shut. “Huh? Do you know what happens to hitchhikers?”


  This is not a question, I thought.


  “You strut out on the highway, then wonder why somebody rapes you and throws you in the bushes. For days … your bodies …” He broke off, his eyes in a stare, his hands still in Louisa’s red hair.


  Seventy-two. Seventy-five. If he threw a wheel on the shoulder we would all do our last desert cartwheel in the company car.


  The car was riding hard, leaving the wavy roadway at every dip and I could feel the frame trying to fly. At over eighty, we hit a bad one. I saw the oil spot on the center of the road where other cars had bucked. We slammed against the rise like a sled and jumped. The guy was still driving with one hand. The road curved and we came to earth out of line, skidding once very hard, tearing rubber.


  I reached up, slowly, and put my hand on his forearm, just put it there. “Could I ask you to slow down. Please?” I said. “We know what happens to hitchhikers. We know. We don’t wonder why people do the things they do. We don’t wonder why someone rapes us and throws us in the bushes! Now, for God’s sake, slow down!”


  The muscle in his cheek re-formed, vanished, came back. He held, staring. He looked at me in the rear-view mirror, squinted.


  “I could kill us all.”


  “I know,” I said.


  He let go of Louisa’s hair.


  Seventy. Sixty-five.


  Fifty.


  The desert slowed and I grabbed Louisa’s shoulder with my right hand. I did not want any leaping around. At thirty, Grebco swerved off the road into the roaring gravel. He was going faster than he realized, and he had his hands full keeping the car in control.


  When the car stopped, it was swallowed by its own train of dust. “Get out!” Grebco screamed into the swirling dust. “Get out! Get out!” He sounded as if he were crying, but I couldn’t see. Louisa ran away from the car into a shallow wash, and as I staggered back way from the car, Grebco accelerated through the dirt cloud, finally mounting the highway and sucking air for minutes into the distance.


  Louisa was sitting in some rocks well back from the highway. Her knees and elbows were gathered together in a posture unique to women. She was shaking a little. Behind her a hundred wrens peeked out from their apartments in a gigantic ten-armed saguaro cactus to see who was disturbing the neighborhood.


  “Well,” I said, walking over, my throat scared dry, “that was rude of him.”


  She gasped, looking at me, gasped a laugh, but it turned on her. I put my arms around her and she shook me and the desert for a while.
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  ************


  The word home


  Later, walking along the shoulder of the highway, not trying for a ride, we talked.


  “We are going to have to do that again, you know,” I said. “I mean, we can’t walk to California.”


  She walked straight ahead.


  “We’re going to have to get a ride or have our brains simmered crispy by the large and powerful desert sun!”


  Her hair swayed with her stride.


  I stopped. “Louisa, I don’t even know what the next town is or how far it is!”


  She continued.


  “Oh, this is wonderful behavior! This is heartwarming. I yelled at her back, and I fell in behind, twenty yards, and followed her across the desert.


  We were walking through a rocky passage, lined with the spillage of twenty-ton boulders. They were piled up and down like huge rough eggs, and every glance at the horizon provided a grotesque and comic profile of Snoopy or Donald Duck. It was like being lost on Easter Island.


  An hour passed. I broke the hot silence with, “This is how people die in the desert, Holz! One person, refusing a ride, the other yelling!”


  She turned. “Don’t call me that!” And she resumed her heroic desert trek. We hadn’t even passed a sign.


  Another hour later, we climbed out of a wash and walked into the cluster of shacks known as Wikiup, Arizona 85020. The gravel shoulder widened, and with the new resolve the sight of architecture gives to any lonesome venture, I ran up to Louisa’s side.


  “Come on, Louisa, I’ll buy you nineteen sodas and then we can select a ride from a wholesome and good Samaritan and be on our way.”


  “I’m taking the bus to the next large town and I’m getting a job.” She’d been thinking the sentence for two hours.


  “We don’t have the money to take the bus.”


  “I don’t care. I’m going on the bus, somehow.”


  “Oh.” It was all I could say in light of her recent decision. We hiked up to the largest shack in Wikiup, a gas station. It was called the No-Brand Self Serv and Motel and featured a century’s worth of old rodeo posters in the greasy windows. The motel was a series of tiny mobile homes strung along the back like a train derailment. Inside were the quaint remnants of a lunch counter. The proprietor was a person whose grimy curls were molded forever into a ring the exact shape of her motorcycle cap which sat on the counter like a pie. She wore a faded green flannel shirt and a gun belt complete with an unfaded gun the size of any large home appliance.


  We sat down. I noticed Louisa’s face was very red from the walk, but she was sweating only a little. The woman with the gun came over, and I ordered nineteen sodas.


  “Sodas in the machine outside,” she said around a toothpick.


  “What time does the bus come?” Louisa whispered.


  “No bus.” The woman, somebody’s mother, moved down the counter to meet a heavy man who had just entered.


  “I’d like to get a room,” the man said.


  “No bus.” I turned to Louisa. “I’m sorry.” In a way I was.


  “Are you okay?” I asked.


  “Sure.”


  “Want nineteen sodas? I promised.”


  “Nine will do.” We went outside to the red antique Coke machine. There was one car on the gravel apron of the No-Brand, one of those slick car-truck things that I could never figure out. They look like cars, but are pickups. You’d have to be ashamed of what you’d be doing with it to buy one. Inside, in the air-conditioning, the man’s daughter waited. She looked like Silli, only younger. I started entering my coins in the cold-pop gamble and came up with four cans of Coke for my fifty-five cents.


  “Must be our day,” I said.


  “Yeah.”


  I sat in the shade beside Louisa who leaned back against the machine. She didn’t look well at all. All the redness in her face was gathering around her nose and eyes. I watched her face for a moment and I could see the colors moving like clouds in the sky.


  The big guy came out of the office-lunch counter and climbed carefully into the Ranchero as if he were testing the springs. The vehicle rocked to meet him and the girl came against his side like a magnet. No, not his daughter.


  ”Hitchhiker,” Louisa said as the car cruised around the building.


  “You don’t feel too hot, do you?” I asked her.


  “Does the bear shit in the woods?”


  She drank both Cokes fast, and I could see they didn’t help. My own tasted odd, I mean stranger than the tin-can taste they have; it was a strange taste that my dehydrated body set up.


  “I’ll be back in a minute,” Louisa said.


  I swallowed the rest of my Coke, and thought about those commercials Steele and Rawlins and I used to watch on T.V. The ones where teenagers are riding horses in the sunlight into the water, and cold water is beaded everywhere, and the kids jump off the horses and grab bottles of Coke out of the river and chug-a-lug them to the music. The girls are laughing at the guys in the water. Someone has just thrown a little water on someone else, maybe, and the girls cock their heads that coy way. Steele used to cry unrepeatable wishes at those girls. Coke. The secret formula of Coke. I tossed the can onto the gravel.


  Well, here I am full of Coke in Wikiup, girls. My companion is in the John entertaining the first spasms of heat stroke, and behind me, the primary hostess in Wikiup is twirling her six guns through the air.


  I felt a chill and then a drawing cramp in my gut. Dizziness. I felt faint and lay back, but it got worse so I got up and found the john where my body made a reasonable attempt at rejecting me.


  When Louisa joined me later on the No-Brand’s board steps, I was carefully holding myself still. She looked washed out. Her face was the gray-white of ashes, her eyes dark in their sockets.


  “I’m sick,” she whispered.


  “I’m weaker but better. Must be something going around.”


  “I’m sorry.” She looked at me, her eyes blue pain.


  “Forget it. Feel like eating?”


  “No.”


  “Feel like traveling?”


  “I don’t feel like being harassed or raped or thrown in the goddamned bushes.”


  “Me neither.” I got up. “I’ll get us a ride to California.”


  My father lingered on his patio, the California sun burying itself sheetwise beneath the ozone. Setting down his fourth cocktail on the rock wall, he checked the driveway for my cab.


  At twilight, the guy and the baby-doll girl came out of their trailer and boarded the Ranchero and pulled up for gas, but Louisa shook her head at me so I didn’t even ask them.


  Two motorcyclists came in, but I let them go too.


  A light green van drove in at dark. It was a passenger van with lots of windows and the words “Blue Mesa” shakily handpainted on each door. The driver was a young guy, bald with a long fringe, and he was in a hurry. His Ban-Lon sports shirt was circled with perspiration. Louisa gave me no sign either way, so while he was pumping the gas, I asked him whether my sick sister and I could have a lift.


  He looked over at Louisa, and said, “To Kingman. Sure. I’m going to Kingman.”


  As I helped her into the van, I told Louisa, “I don’t think he would have raped us or thrown us in the bushes. Grebco. I think it was just a lesson.” She closed her door and I got into the second seat. Her face was a stricken white, and from time to time her eyes would narrow in what normally would have been a full grimace if she dared to let go. I still felt punk myself, but it was good to know we were moving now.


  The driver was not at forty-five miles per hour when Louisa started on him: “Okay, listen: we just want a ride. If you bother us or yell at us or put gloves on we’ll tear your fucking head off. Just be nice to us or shut up and drive.”


  It was a memorable little speech delivered with little visible emotion, but it was convincing. I was even convinced, and started thinking of how I was going to tear his head off. He had a pretty big neck.


  “Easy, lady,” the driver said. His voice was smooth, even, as if he’d had a lot of practice speaking with the hysterical. “I’ll drive and you ride.”


  The moment was so awkward that I had to say something.


  “What do you do?”


  “Don’t talk to him!” Louisa said to me.


  He laughed. “You take her to parties, too?” he asked.


  She leaned against her window in a flat sulk. “Well, I was a teacher. Kids your age, but there’s no money in it.”


  “What did you teach?” I asked.


  “History.”


  “Where was George Washington born?” Louisa snapped.


  The driver snorted a laugh and shook his head. “Spunky chick. Well,” he said to her, “where was he born?”


  “Shut up or we’ll tear your head off.”


  “Wowie,” he said and settled into driving. He turned the radio on to a ball game: Albuquerque versus Phoenix.


  “What is this Blue Mesa?”


  “It’s the retirement … a rest home I own.”


  “A rest home?”


  “Yeah, The Blue Mesa Boarding Home.”


  The word home sounded very, very queer.


  So we drove on toward Kingman as Phoenix slowly lost the ball game, walking everybody they could. I told the ex-teacher about Grebco and our travel plans: “We’re going to Palo Alto to join our father in a life of security and comfort.” When I told him we were short of funds, he offered to lend us bus fare, but I declined, watching Louisa’s reflection.


  When Louisa finally did speak, it was to request a stop. She got down and was sick behind the van. I tried to help her, but she pushed me away. When she got back in, she lay on the back seat and I moved to the front.


  With Louisa spread out in the back, the driver’s offers of assistance assumed a new relevance. His name was Jay Stisson. When he said we could have a place to stay and temporary work—if we wanted it—at his boarding home, I accepted.


  At the time, Jay seemed so simple. At least: manageable. One of those ordinary guys making his way in the world as best he could, who shrugged a lot and seemed to tell you all his business in fifteen minutes. I didn’t sense his simplicity as being the single bright blade of his greed.


  If you think I am naive, try walking down the street and pointing out the villains.
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  *************


  The Blue Mesa Boarding Home


  Phantom morning. Not day, not night, no color, gray as old water. Why am I awake? Phantom light and no breeze. “Naw law! Naw law!” rose to me, an Indian chant, a song, a dirge. I will return to sleep now, all right? The night before, Jay aided me and a nurse, the nurse Ardean, to place Louisa in bed. He entered the activity of undressing her with a relish not associated with health care. Vigilant, I waited for him to descend the stair before going into my room to sleep. “Lola! Lola! Lolalola!” flew up from the house. I stood out of bed. It is morning, but the first printing. From the narrow room, I could see a thousand miles of desert under first light, under water. Below the third-story window, an old man slept on a couch which had been dragged halfway into a sagebrush. “Naw-ah-law! Law! Naw!” The house must be haunted.


  Wake up. There are spirits singing in this place.


  I pulled on my pants, careful not to bruise my head on the slanted ceiling. I checked Louisa in her room across the hall: asleep. The stairway was more like an old ladder, and I picked my way down two flights and stepped out onto the rough concrete porch.


  Two apparitions stirred. They were at once the largest and the smallest visions I had ever seen in wheelchairs. One man would have been about six-five if he had stood, and his white hair spilled back over his head like a motorcyclist’s, or a poet’s. I thought the other form was a shrunken black woman in work clothes. I was wrong.


  “There he comes!” the big man said, pointing to a set of headlights fronting the gate of the barren yard.


  I am in time for the milkman, I thought. Here comes the milkman to the haunted palace.


  “Watch this!” the man said again, this time including me in the instruction.


  We watched the lights approach and become a pickup truck. It circled the drive and pulled up before the mansion. It was not the milkman. A boy, about two years older than myself, jumped from the cab and leaped into the bed of the truck the way men mount horses in the movies.


  The small, dark figure laughed.


  The boy in the truck wrestled a thick chain from the load and manhandled two cylinders off the back of the vehicle. Before the dust settled, the boy was on the ground like a calf-roper and he had them upright and rolling up our ramp.


  “Morning, Mayor. Hey, Will!” he said passing us, and rolling on into the house. As he opened the door, the “Lola! Lola” came up a volume.


  “Now this,” the large, white-haired man said.


  The boy walked out of the house, jumped off the porch, ran to the truck, slammed the tailgate, swung into the cab, waved, and turned the truck out and away.


  The two men on the porch were laughing fully. We have come to the wrong place, I thought. This is the funny farm.


  “God, but he can jump around!” the “Mayor” said. “He does jump around!”


  I was in the company of Will Clare, big bones and white hair, and Mr. Daniel Duke, called “the Mayor” because he had actually been the mayor of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico.


  And I was in other company, as well, I was to learn in our days at the Blue Mesa Boarding Home. I like that word learn, though it doesn’t really speak about the ghosts waiting in the wings, nor about the smells and cries for help.


  Behind me, in the main hall of this strange mansion, I found several of the elderly residents standing in their steel walkers and sitting in wheelchairs in the half dark. It was like a traffic jam in Night of the Living Dead. A few of the gaunt faces rose to my own as I entered and terror flashed in their eyes, as if I were a Martian. The hallway itself was one of those places that mugged you instantly with the overwhelming sense that individuals had been sitting still for years, consuming bad fish.


  Louisa swam in a high fever for a day and a half after our arrival. Ardean, the resident nurse, looked after her, and told me that it was mild heat stroke. Ardean, herself, was a round, triple-widow, used to caring for men. She was a good-natured straight-shooter, nonchalant about grief and the fact she was a three-time loser in the inheritance game.


  Louisa couldn’t keep anything down, and she looked terrible lying there, eyes swollen, sucking on a wet washcloth.


  I told Ardean that we were on a late summer adventure, working here and there, just for the “experience” and that my sister and I would be staying a few days to earn some money, and then heading home to California where my father hosted the game show, “Hi-Way Robbery.”


  It was good to be stopped and to have shelter even if Jay Stisson was as weird as everyone else. The Blue Mesa Boarding Home was actually a gerrymandered mansion, once the home of Clifford Ortiz who was a cousin of the original miner, Silver Kingman. Jay Stisson had bought it and the nine acres of wasteland around it for taxes. It now resembled a polygamist’s dreamhouse: an annex in every direction, none quite completed, but full of family anyway, the desiccated, the decimated, and fully cooked.


  I began working in the kitchen with an old rabbit with scared eyes named Leonard who was Jay Stisson’s second great uncle or something. He didn’t speak, just washed the dishes and stirred the broth. Many times he appeared to be weeping, but I couldn’t be sure, and I figured this was just the way life had formed his face. He shuffled across the worn gray kitchen linoleum in no shirt but an apron, and I simply tried to stay out of his way—not touch him!—and guess what he wanted me to do next.


  I enjoyed the work: plunging my arms into the hot soapy water, rinsing off all the white Melmac dishes and stacking them in the wire rack to dry. It was clean and orderly, though everything was centuries old and run with tiny lines—the sink, the dishes—and, at times when we weren’t cooking, the kitchen smelled as if somewhere deep beneath the floor something dead enacted an age-old biological rite.
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  *************


  A German story


  The second day, as I did the rhumba-hustle with a two-gallon tupperware shaker in which we mixed the powdered milk, big Will Clare rolled into the kitchen and announced: “The new nurse, reporting for duty.” Behind him, Louisa wandered into the room. She wore one of Ardean’s blue nurse uniforms which shrank her even more than the fever had, and her eyes bore the wide-open fishbowl quality I’d seen last in The Death Car.


  “Good luck, kids,” Will said and wheeled out.


  “You work here,” Louisa said.


  “Yes, we do,” I said, giving the jug three more hearty shakes and setting it on the counter. “Would you like a glass of fresh milk?”


  “Powdered milk?” She frowned.


  “I’ve got a quart of the real stuff set aside. How about a cup of that or some Kool-Aid and toast?”


  She nodded. “What is this place?”


  “The Blue Mesa Boarding Home.”


  “These are old people!”


  “Mostly. How are you?”


  She rose and went to the door. “Come here,” she whispered. I went and looked, as she did, down the hall. I’d seen it before. The residents coming our way looked at us with what seemed to be faint alarm; it was a look of fear and incredulity, which I later learned, came with the knowledge that they could be hit for something their bodies had done. Naps seized those in the wheelchairs at will, and made them look as if their heads were not attached correctly. From around the corner in the recreation room came the low eternal: “Naw law! Naw Laaw!” sung again and again. The whole scene in the everlasting sepia twilight of indoors was a tableau from a horror film, but what made the vision real was the odor. The warm stale hallway waved with the sweet sick smell of vomit and rancid diapers, which added as much as the seven layers of carpet on the floor to the claustrophobic effect.


  I took Louisa’s arm and sat her back at the kitchen table, opening the window wider. I set the toast before her and poured her a glass of milk. When in doubt, do things.


  Outside the window, an old man, Alexander, sat in the middle of a sagebrush on a broken, rotting sofa. He never came indoors. He couldn’t negotiate any of the stairs, and the rough, precipitous wheelchair ramps had no handrails. His head was arched back, mouth open to the sky, asleep. There was a magazine in his lap. Seventy miles behind him the blue mountains held their treasures.


  Louisa looked at him once and then covered her hands with her eyes. “I can’t take this,” she said.


  “Nothing to it. Part-time work. Might as well be a service station or the Quartzite Café.”


  “Bullshit!” she said. “Come here.” She dragged me back into the hallway, down to the recreation room. “Look around!” She pointed at a brown stain on the gray carpet. It was the shape of Africa. “That’s blood,” she said. “Somebody probably died right there.”


  I didn’t know what to say. “Could be.”


  She pointed at the two sunken easy chairs. The cushions sagged. “See those,” she said. “Those are fart prints; old men sit in those all day and fart.”


  I worked her back into the kitchen. She turned in my arms once: “No, Collin! No way! You stay. This is too much!”


  Back at the table, she was exhausted. She didn’t even stare at the toast with any authority. I went about my little tasks calmly, as if to show how ordinary things could be.


  Then she started talking, not breaking the stare.


  “It’s like Germany.” she began. “When my grandmother was sick, we went back to Germany. I must have been eight or nine. Eight. We were doing the circus outside of Montreal. It wasn’t much of an act. I rode on my father’s shoulders across a series of narrow rafts strung across one of the rivers. My father wanted to have part of the center raft on fire, but my mother wouldn’t let him. Finally, to spite her, he drove off the rafts a couple of times and the crowds got larger. He broke his wrist and his cheekbone, I think. When we’d go off, he’d throw me clear and say, ‘Swim, you little shit!’ Her eyes came back, and she smiled at me. ‘Swim.’


  “Then mother came with the news about my grandmother and there was a family conference, and it was decided that Ring and I would go. His mother was dying, but we only had money for two of us, and I was a cheap fare or something. I think he knew my mother would be gone when we came back. I knew my two brothers were sick of the act, sick of motorcycles. They were … fifteen and sixteen.


  “Then my father and I went to Germany. My grandmother lived in a … a place for old people. They were so short. She was so damn short. They’d taken her out of the hospital and put her back in this home, which was a brown-stone-like building in an old industrial part of the city. It smelled like this. She shared a room with someone, a goddamn corpse. She lay in her bed and her hair went up on one side and down on the other. Ring didn’t talk to her very much. He did talk to the director. A lot. He was making arrangements, I think. For the burial.


  “One day when he was gone, she got up. Right up. She said something in German, the first thing I’d heard her say, and she slid off the bed and smiled at me. Like she knew me. She put her robe on and I helped her with her slippers and she took my hand and we went out. We walked down the street by some warehouses and every once in a while she said something to me in German. The buildings were big, no windows, and the street was dirty and empty. Her hand—she held my hand—was coated with those goddamn brown spots. We walked down the street like sisters, I guess; we were the same height. Her voice was … she was cheerful as hell. We walked around some of the buildings and her slippers were filthy. I remember it was late and I was scared, but her voice seemed easy, cheerful.”


  I watched Louisa’s face. She stared unblinking, out across the desert at something I could not see. Alexander was up and talking to himself now. He was walking back and forth before the couch, like a man in a waiting room.


  “Finally, we sat down against one of those white machines. An ice machine. We sat against this painting of a big blue ice block, and she showed me how to smooth her hair, the part that went up. So I stood beside her, pressing her stupid hair down with my hand. It was dirty there, and every once in a while the machine would hum and shake my grandmother and me. She talked for a while in a different voice, then she was quiet for a long while. It was almost dark when a man came for ice and found us.”


  Louisa looked back at me in the kitchen. A moment later she took a bite of the toast.


  “Touching, eh? My little story.”


  “Don’t say that,” I said.


  “Ever been to Germany?”


  “Don’t be this way. Don’t do this. It’s a good story.”


  “What about Montreal … outside Montreal …?”


  I slapped her, mostly missing and slapping the toast across the floor.


  “Stop it!” I said. “I heard your story; I listened to the whole thing and I understand.”


  “Understand!” she said it as if she was trying to make sense of the word, as if it were a German word. Then she left.


  I wrapped up the rest of the toast and took the glass of milk, and hiked up to her room where I found her sitting on the bed.


  “Here! Eat this toast. Thanks for talking to me.” I set the glass on the table. “Drink this milk. We’ll stay here long enough to get some money and then we’re gone. I don’t like it any more than you do.”
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  ***************


  The rewards of prayer


  I worked twice as hard the rest of the day, sweating, not thinking, creating a precedent by mopping the kitchen floor, and helping Leonard prepare the largest meatless meatloaf in Arizona, which we served with a powdered cream sauce that night for dinner. Not a vitamin or mineral in the entire thing. Our job was to pack the cart, and then Ardean came and rolled the whole mess away.


  “When’s your friend going to give me a hand?” Ardean asked.


  “Tomorrow, probably, she’s feeling a little better.”


  “Good. We’re a little shorthanded.”


  Leonard set Alexander’s steaming dishes on the sill, the way you feed a hobo or a cat, and we sat down opposite each other at the kitchen table and pushed creamed meatloaf around on our plates. From outside it might have looked like we were playing chess. We heard Alexander coming, delivering his most recent lecture on Purgatory. He had been an alcoholic Dante scholar at the University of Chicago, and his waking hours were spent addressing the desert about the fruits of compulsive love and the dreadful features of the worlds beneath us. It was hard to tell how old Alexander was; the alcohol had left a massive footprint on his face which made him appear ninety-nine, but I think he was about seventy-five.


  “Gentlemen,” Alexander said, interrupting his discourse. His head only was visible through the window, and he nodded our way and disappeared with the dinner.


  Later, we could hear him muttering, coming back. I caught a few words, “… Constantinople, Istanbul, it’s the same thing …” and we braced ourselves for the clatter his dishes would create as he tossed them back through the window. Leonard always gave Alexander the unbreakable plates, a small set with Davey Crockett painted on each. They made a pretty good racket rolling around the floor, and as they settled like dimes under the table, I could hear Alexander saying, “On the other hand you have the Romantics …,” as he walked back to his home on the sofa.


  The next morning I was in the kitchen before Leonard, and I used the opportunity to tour the cupboards. They kept all the food in one long closet. There were bulk quantities of powdered milk, powdered eggs, powdered beans and shelves full of huge army-green canisters of powdered this and that left over from World War I. The stenciled abbreviations were hard to read, but I think there was a lot of dried corn beef and tons of powdered apricots.


  Then I heard the extended guttural song of Leonard clearing his throat, an endless task really, and I jumped out just in time. He and I stirred up the pastiest powdered omelet in the tri-state region, and racked it up on Ardean’s cart. It was a great deal like serving caulking compound, and as we ladled it onto the off-white plates I asked Leonard how often they served powdered eggs.


  “Every goddamned thing we cook is powdered.”


  “Is it any good?”


  “You wanna take a big bite?” he asked, bringing the ladle up to my face.


  Ardean marched in and rolled the cart out. She was one of the most graceful large women I have ever met; she had the hips of a strong, smooth horse, but she glided everywhere in those small white shoes.


  Leonard moved to his little cupboard withdrawing his little tin coffee pot, and he made his coffee in a careful ritualistic manner. When he placed it on the burner, he looked at me and asked, “You want some coffee?” It wasn’t exactly, “I accept you,” but it was close.


  “Sure,” I said, “that’d be good, Leonard.” He added another careful measure of the coffee. “Don’t the residents get any coffee?”


  “Nope.”


  “Why is that?”


  Leonard cleared his throat hard, until something gave. The process sounded like a shovel on cement.


  “Why is that?” he repeated. “Why is that? Because they don’t get any. The same way I won’t get any when he puts me in. The nephew.” Here Leonard coiled his already gnarled face, and rubbed his thumb against his fingertips.


  “Money?”


  Leonard sidled over and spat out the window.


  “Jay seems like a nice enough guy,” I went on.


  At this Leonard’s face went slack, a sign that he’d given up on me for now, and he poured the coffee.


  Later I went up to check on Louisa. I was afraid she’d flown this coop. The glimpse we’d shared of death’s hallway had shaken me as well; she could have run.


  But Ardean intercepted me on the stairway and asked me for some help. I followed her—down again into the bowels of the Blue Mesa Boarding Home, past the recreation room where the old Indian woman sang “Naw Law! Naw Law!”. The ancient black man, the Mayor, sat watching, his hands clasped as if he were at a private conference.


  Some trick of gravity had pulled nine sleeping residents into a thorny wheelchair tangle just outside the broom closet Ardean used as a nurse’s station; we pulled them all apart and lined them against the wall as was the custom.


  I followed Ardean down “Hallway B” (the only other corridor on the main floor) and into the glassed-in carport which was referred to as the sunroom. There were still two long obscene oil stains on the cement floor where automobiles had once spent the night. Across one of the stains lay the curled body of an old bald man. The room smelled like something left out of the fridge for ten years.


  “Is he dead?”


  “No. Just down. I can’t lift him,” Ardean said. “Help me get him back in his wheelchair.” She placed the rusty chair behind him, and I noticed that its wheels were not the same size; a bicycle tire on one side forced the chair over ten degrees. Ardean’s attitude, I already knew, was “do what we can with what we’ve got.”


  I grabbed the old guy under the arms and lugged. He was heavy as a desk; I could barely believe it. We really just threw him against the chair, which, having only one brake, spiraled away. To keep from dropping him and creating the third stain on the floor, I leaped to get under him, and I think my back did pop allowing my spinal fluid to quit work and go to the beach.


  Finally, I gave it everything I had, and lifted him full length in the closest hug I have ever given anyone, and his knuckles came around to pelt my kidneys. Ardean ran the chair under us both, and when I stood up again, he was in the slanted vehicle. She quickly strapped him in, using an old belt, and we both collapsed on the wicker settee in the room.


  “That’s Boyd, the Boxer,” Ardean said. “He once beat Gene Fulmer.”


  “I can understand that,” I said looking around.


  The room was furnished in thirteenth-century wicker, off white—like everything else. There was a little ratty wicker coffee table on the cement bearing a capacity burden of thirty small pamphlet magazines: Daily Bread, Sinner’s Hope, and Rewards of Prayer, among others.


  In one corner, arched also nearly out of his reclining wheelchair, was a kid a few years older than me. His head was twisted back against the far wood wall as if for air. His arms came down from his mis-buttoned sports shirt to fold strangely on the towel that covered his lap. His legs were bare and too skinny, and two black high-top basketball shoes covered his socklegs and pigeon-toed feet. I looked at him a long time while my breath returned.


  “Nursing’s not what you expected?” Ardean asked me.


  “What’s he doing here?”


  “Motorcycle accident.”


  “What’s the matter with him?”


  “Jimmy’s in a coma.”


  I looked at the kid, his black hair all greasy and sticking around. There was still some ruddiness in his cheeks, but his arms and feet crossed that way reminded me of everybody else at Blue Mesa; they were all folding up. It was a posture of embarrassment, cover. So that’s what we do: fold up. I stretched my arms and sat up straight.


  Ardean got up and smoothed the boy’s hair saying, “How do you feel, Jimmy? Better? Are you about ready for lunch?”


  I then realized the soft rattling of bad plumbing I had been hearing since we’d been in the sunroom was coming from the boy’s long throat. I cleared my own.


  The Boxer, Boyd, nodded, his head shuddering up from his shoulder. He looked at us, scared but lucid, with a glance I’d seen Steele give me on mornings after some debauch: what did I do last night? How would you like to wake up every fourth day and wonder what you’d been up to? Especially if you were an ex-boxer?


  “Howdy,” Ardean said. “How are you, Boyd?”


  “Goodgood,” he said, rotating his chin experimentally. “I’m good.” He was utterly embarrassed. “What, was I on the floor?”


  “No problem.”


  We got up to leave.


  “Say, Ardean, I think the Phantom’s been in here.”


  “I know, Boyd, I can smell it. But I can’t clean it up now. Why don’t you come out in the hall for lunch?”


  She pushed the lopsided wheelchair out of the room and almost into the retangled wheelchairs in the hall. When we’d reparked everyone, I asked her: “Phantom?”


  “We’ve got a shitter.” She saw my frown. “It’s not bad. It’s not the worst thing we’ve got.”


  “But shouldn’t the sunroom be cleaned up?” I asked her. “I mean, aren’t there laws or rules or something? That oil on the floor. The unfinished walls.”


  “Ask Jay,” she said. A man chugged past us carrying his walker, his pants around his ankles. “Amos,” she said as I left, “Amos, wait a minute.”
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  *************


  Nights


  That night, Louisa was feeling better and we went for a walk. In fact, we walked almost every night after that. The Blue Mesa Boarding Home era appears, when I consider those evenings, to be an extended battle of the sexes; and Louisa argued in such a way that I was sometimes uncertain which side I was on.


  Louisa had to make last rounds with water and thermometers about nine, and she’d pick me up in the kitchen, where I usually played the World Series of Staring Contests with Leonard, waiting for him to finish his latest sentence. He was a peculiar guy; at first I thought: watchout, he’s bizarre; but slowly he spilled his peculiar beans, and as I learned about his loneliness and fear of old age, he seemed more and more simply an ancient version of myself.


  And his fear of age was massive. He was sixty-six years of age, he said, and it wouldn’t be long. He said the “be long …” in a kind of chant.


  “Listen, buddy,” he’d say, “listen …” Then he’d frown and wave his arms in front of his face as if he could erase the words. I’d have to coax him for ten minutes before he’d go on. “Well, listen, what’s the point, my working here? What is it? I work here until I’m too old to cut the mustard then the nephew puts me in the home so’s I can pass away. What’s the goddamned point?” Then he’d break and change voices inadvertently, coming down from the anger to a real fear: “I don’t want to pass away, buddy boy. I don’t want to pass anywhere. Goddammit!” And then while I’d watch, he’d act as if he just woke up and the words he’d yelled were part of someone else’s dream, and he’d wave those skinny white arms and shake his head, spitting out the window to seal the deal.


  Louisa had taken to calling him Lenny. She’d come in and say, “Hiya Lenny!” and we’d all smile, but he would only nod at her, shy-like and retreat to his room behind the kitchen. No shirt, just an apron on, smeared with the day’s casualties. Leonard would go to his room.


  Louisa and I walked every night. I’d dry my hands and drain the sink, wiping it clean, and we’d blast off the old porch onto the gravel road that tenuously linked this death house with the throttling minor metropolis of Kingman, Arizona.


  “Fucking loony bin!” Louisa would say. “Let’s get out!”


  It was important to get away, especially at night, as the random haunting cries flew out of the rooms. Every nightfall they’d start, like children afraid to go to bed, but the complaints would become prophesies and the prophesies would crumble into moaning.


  “I can see the cars on the roof!” I remember hearing a voice call one night. “I can see you coming!”


  And, if we stayed in the house, we became eavesdroppers on a dozen very private conversations between the residents and the dead. Mumbling imprecations and promises, questions and answers, they talked their crooked way to sleep.


  “If you come here again, I’ll kill you.”


  “Mother! Mother! Bring more string. And water! Mother!”


  “The moon! The moon!”


  “Lola! Lola! Lolalola!”


  I was surprised that the residents became, in their ultra age, full-time swearers, rivaling Louisa.


  One night I heard a voice, and thinking an old man needed a nurse, I went into his room. He was talking to his wrist.


  “Oh, shit!” he said, startled. He squirmed to the wall. “I, oh, I talk to myself,” he said. “But, it’s no problem.” His face, bones and shadow, turned to me: “Because I never answer!”


  “It’s all right,” I said. “Don’t worry. I thought …”


  “Oh, I don’t.” He went back to the wall. “It’s too late to worry.”


  So it was important for Louisa and me to get away. Down the road a couple of hundred yards, two inmates had set up their own household. Walking, we’d pass this tin shack, Brent and Eleanor’s dreamhouse; sometimes a candle glowed in there. They weren’t married, just living together on their homestead. Their children wouldn’t allow them to marry. Ardean had told us that they had met in Blue Mesa after their spouses had died, and that their courtship had stirred up the home for a while. The Mayor had conducted a quasi-legal “marriage” ceremony before they’d moved out. One side of their new residence was a Foster’s Cupcake sign.


  We’d walk past their home, under the strange ranch gate Jay had erected with “B.M.B.H.” burned into a pine board. I guess he thought it would make everything seem more like a dude ranch and a lot of fun.


  Down the road half a mile a Jeep trail went off, and we’d walk up it to a private dump, the final resting place of some lazy entrepreneur’s trash. On the edge of this small valley of rubbish, we found three broken kitchen chairs and I twisted them into two that would serve an evening’s discussion. So we’d sit listening to the ambitious creatures crawling in the garbage, recycling bits and pieces in their own way. One night we even saw a coyote.


  We’d sit and Louisa would count the imaginary money we were making.


  “If that horny bastard deducts for meals, I’ll kill him!” was one of her budgetary credos. Another: “I figure we’ve got four (three, two) days to go and we’re out of here!”


  Out of here. My father saying So this is Louisa, as he places two turkey sandwiches in the microwave oven.


  The first time we went up to the dump, I was taken with the vista, the night. The small light in Brent’s and Eleanor’s house, and the yellow checks of the window in the Blue Mesa Boarding Home glowed like homefires. You couldn’t hear the crying, the “Lola! Lola!” You couldn’t feel the ghosts or smell the Phantom. The structures showed light and they looked like homes.


  “Why’d you bring me up here?” Louisa mocked.


  “You want to stay inside?”


  “You trying to get in my pants?”


  “Oh, shut up.”


  “You trying what Jay’s trying?”


  About here in the conversation I’d walk over to the edge of the pit and commence throwing stones. I have a great arm, and when I throw stones at night, many of them don’t come down. I threw some all the way across the Blue Mesa. After a while, she’d finish with me and begin bitching about the nursing, and the food, and then she’d ask me for a cigarette, calling me a simple shit, and we’d walk back.


  Jay was an enigma. I did not trust him. I just hoped he would pay us when we were ready to leave. He wasn’t around very much. He came by to check the mail or holler at Leonard or play checkers with one of the residents, if his date had fallen through. I watched him at the checkers; he played to win. I don’t know the full magnitude of cruelty, but have you ever seen the look on a ninety-year-old woman as she’s being triple jumped?


  Despite that, he was popular in a way with the residents. They all knew Jay, and seemed to like him. I was trying to figure out if they had a choice. He knew their families and their family names and the key words lodged last in the minds of the senile, and he used those names and words and was smiled at a lot. If something unpleasant came up, he’d hand it to the Mayor and the “residents committee.”


  Ardean strictly would not talk about him.


  I had watched him with Louisa, and as he talked to her, he always had a hand on her elbow. He’d kid her about the large dress and feel for where it ended (like a man reaching in a bag for an apple).


  She dismissed him as being just another “horny guy,” but he had a squint that crossed his face during discussions which indicated, I came to know, that his greed had taken a new edge; it was the closed face of the super avaricious. And I’ve never trusted those guys who are constantly stroking their lips with a tube of chapstick or something the way Jay did; it seemed the act of an unreasonably hungry person.


  Sometimes, when we’d stroll back from our evenings abroad, Louisa and I would see Jay through the kitchen window ransacking the fridge for the good food, entertaining a late date with a snack. His dates were always about sixteen, which bothered me, but not as much as the wayward look in their wayward eyes.


  But most often, we’d pass sleeping Alexander on his sofa, and through the kitchen window Leonard and old white-haired Will would be playing cards and drinking coffee. It was nice that someone was still awake, the lights on, and I pretended always that they were staying up for us. After a while, we were not even surprised to return and find the Phantom had struck in Hallway A or in Hallway B.


  22


  *************


  The bedridden


  I came to know big Will better than any of the other residents. I told him, bit by bit, my history and what Louisa and I were up to. I related only a few small lies about the future and my father. Will and I and Leonard spent many nights talking in the kitchen, as I washed the final dishes, waiting for Louisa. Sometimes Will accompanied me when I read the papers to the bedridden (note that word), and we’d discuss the events of the day: whether baseball players should make that much money; whether today’s criminals displayed any ingenuity; whether there was a difference between “criminal” and “wrongdoer,” a word the papers were fond of. Will told me a dozen hunting epics, all tall tales, which featured him capturing blind deer by the tail and finding fish in sunken cars, smiling at him through the rolled-up windows.


  As much as some of the residents who were ridden by beds liked to see me coming with the Kingman Miner open to the sports’ section, they liked Will more as he rolled into their rooms with his erroneous sagas of heroism. And he liked people; he drew them out of themselves. Between him and Ardean, the Blue Mesa Boarding Home was almost whole.


  Will had been in the swimming-pool business in Salt Lake City, Utah. He explained the simple plumbing of pools to me in a way that made me feel I could do it. His son Robbie now operated the business out of Las Vegas, and Will recommended that I visit him sometime. I told Will it wasn’t in my itinerary right away, now knowing, like everything else I had an opinion on, I was wrong.


  Louisa grew to like her work once she got her hands dirty. This is a lot to say. She hovered in nausea for two days servicing the old old people in her new care. Ardean showed her how to change a stroke victim’s pajamas and linen without moving him out of bed, and I think they both saw much of their nursing in the light of the word nursery, which was closest to the truth in many cases.


  There were two guys in the home who were just like babies. I mean in every way. Louisa talked about them a lot. They had no hair, no teeth. They couldn’t talk. They slept. They weighed a ton. I’d already learned from the several times I’d helped Ardean lift people, that the expression “a bag of bones” really means “a very heavy bag full of very heavy bones.” Ardean told me that one of those bald guys had been a world-famous designer of women’s clothing. When I lifted him so Louisa could change the bed, I thought: there must have been days when he was the reason for New York City; days when this person in my arms was at the very center.


  Lifting residents off the floor didn’t hurt my back as much as touching them intimately hurt my whole system. After lifting someone back into bed, I’d go sit in the kitchen and swear I could feel my bones getting older. Oh, it was a fragile time.


  The stroke victims were the worst; they were young and old at the same time. Our two favorites were Dick and Cotton, two ornery men from Arkansas who shared a room with Billingsly, the spitting musician. They were both in their late fifties, but neither could get out of bed. Their mouths went down a little on the left side and each had an arm curling back up into a fetal gnarl. Everytime I went in their room they were fighting—huge, voluminous arguments—further complicated by the way they forgot each other’s names. They’d curse and curse and then stammer for a name to attach it all to, but nothing would come, so they’d start in again. The arguments were about nothing, about the fact that they were ornery, which is a folksy way (their way) of saying bitter. Bitter about being locked up in closing bodies, and being, in that sense, cellmates. Their greatest joy was seeing the turtle which appeared on an annual basis outside their window.


  It was an infrequent occurrence (I never saw it during our time there), but they talked about it as if it happened every day. “And goddamned Cotton scared the little sonofabitch away!”


  “You lying peckerhead; you didn’t even see it! You never seen it at all! You don’t even know what it looks like.”


  “They’re proud of their roommate though,” Louisa told me.


  And they were. Billingsly never spoke. He’d turn his head wherever he was and spit, and that was it. He walked erect, dressed nicely in Cotton’s shoes and Dick’s socks, could get out of bed by himself, but never spoke.


  “He’s damn near a hundred and look at the bastard!” Cotton said one day.


  “He can even go to the john; gets up in the middle of the goddamned night and everything!” Dick added, his jaw working like a puppet’s, the block of his creased chin going up and down.


  Billingsly had been a piano player or a drummer in one of the big bands, but now he was deaf. He roamed the hallway of Blue Mesa, spitting. He was 96 years old.


  “If you stay and talk to Dick and Cotton, they calm down,” Louisa said as we sat out one night. “They scream for a while, then they calm down and talk. It’s like their minds have to warm up. They’re both smart men. Cotton knows a lot about baseball. He and the Mayor bet on the games.”


  “I know they’re intelligent by the way they throw their food on the floor,” I said. “It makes me want to take them all out for a burger.”


  23


  *************


  The crawling eye


  That same night, Louisa and Ardean delivered treats. They took around a basket of peanut brittle which was a house favorite. It was served with warm washcloths so the toothless and infirm could work and soften it into palatable form. I sat in the recreation room watching an old movie about clairvoyance, alien visitors, and decapitation; The Crawling Eye. During the commercials, I wrote postcards to Steele and Rawlings.


  Dear Raymond: Congratulations upon your impending graduation from the Noble Canyon Penitentiary and best wishes with your goals of the future etcetera. I am in California, learning to surf with my father. Many of the well-fed blond girls on the beach ask about you. Yours for a song, Collin Elder.


  Dear Mike Rawlins (He would appreciate his full name): How are the Eye-Spy Rangers? Any new traffic signals? Good luck with everything when you leave the Home. Honest. California is a sunny place, bordered by an ocean. Keep your eyes open (and your dukes up). Later, Collin.


  In The Crawling Eye, they found someone’s head in a knapsack; it’s the small details that make a film fine. Around me in the rec room, elderly citizens mouthed the melting peanut brittle. The Mayor, in his wheelchair, rolled up to me and asked if I wouldn’t mind turning the set off because there was going to be a short meeting. I obliged, figuring it was a good idea to keep the endings of the great cinema classics secret, so as not to spoil a future screening.


  There were only about fifteen residents present, their wheelchairs cockeyed and mis-aimed, when the Mayor opened the meeting. He stood behind his chair for the occasion, a dark shadow barely visible, and when he commenced speaking in his sweet old pinched voice, several members of the audience had difficulty determining who was addressing them.


  “It has come to the attention of the resident council that the Phantom continues to be a problem. Ardean has asked us to help. We just can’t have someone going to the bathroom any place he or she chooses.”


  “It’s not me!” one old boxer yelled. “Ask Ardean!”


  “We think we should all go to the bathroom in the bathroom. It makes it a nicer place to live.”


  “Hear! Hear!”


  “What about new magazines?” a woman asked. “What happened to getting new magazines?”


  And the meeting spun away into ten monologues, some simultaneous, about issues, new and old, and even a few in support of the Phantom’s vile cavalcade.


  The meeting was actually the best affair I’d ever witnessed in a recreation room. The main forms of recreation at Noble Canyon had been delivering insults to acquaintances and extinguishing cigarettes in the furniture. You show me a place where they’ve built a room especially for “recreation” and I’ll show you an empty, restive place full of vandals.


  Time will never explain to me why the recreation room at the Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls was never used for parental visits. Of all the crimes that room served scene for, the parental visits were the worst.


  Few kids had parents who would visit at all. Steele’s mother had come only once. She sat in one of the wrecked chairs and explained to him that Steele’s father would not allow her to come, that he didn’t know she was here now, that—generally speaking—she wished Steele all the luck.


  I had watched them: Steele lounged in his chair, smoking cigarettes, staring at his mother; his mother not looking his way at all, rigid in her edge-chair posture which made her seem even more alien. They did not appear to have anything in common. When she left, he didn’t move, just lit another cigarette from his last butt. I went over.


  “What the hell,” he said. “What can a mother do? Keep a clean handkerchief in your pocket?”


  From then on Steele became a kind of rancorous cheerleader during the other parent visits. Lots of kids would stop up Tuesday and Thursday afternoons when the visiting hours began, just to hang around. And, though they were for the most part humiliating festivities, they were all we had, and I found even myself vaguely hoping I might have an adult relative come to talk it over. Steele would lean against our ravaged, three-legged Ping-Pong table, his arms folded, his eyes lost in the ironic menace he used as a stare. Across the room, some poor and lucky kid would hunch across from his two hunching parents. They’d whisper and shrug in the perfect trio of guilt.


  Some visiting afternoons no one would come, and Steele would do a routine: “Well, ah, Johnny, we’d a come sooner, but you know how it is … Ha Ha Ha. I mean with the family fortune and buying South America, we’ve been awfully busy. Busy, busy. Say, now son, why can’t you be good. We’d bring you home if you’d promise not to murder the rest of your cousins. No? Well, be good then.” And … Steele would wave his eyebrows and his cigarette here: “If you can’t be good, be careful!”


  There’d be laughter, but there wasn’t one of us who wouldn’t rather have been home.


  And I was developing a deep suspicion about visits. Pay a visit. The word stinks. Pay a visit. How much were they? Too much. Little temporary crises. In a minor cinematic epiphany, I remembered the alien visitor, the Crawling Eye. Visits, it taught me, ended with people losing their heads, if not more, and the army called in.


  At Blue Mesa, the Mayor’s meeting was called by sleep the same way ball games are called by rain. When I looked up again, I saw Will talking quietly with the Mayor and two other nonagenarians; they were the only four still awake in the world.


  “We’ll just have to help Ardean more, if nobody is willing to turn in the Phantom,” Will was saying.


  “Majority rules,” the Mayor said. “The people have had their say.”
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  **************


  The beating heart


  Jay asked me to drive the van. He was spread out over his desk in his office on the second floor, reading his fan mail and drooling on the government checks, when he called me in. “Could you handle the shopping trip this week?” he asked.


  “Where to?”


  “Gilman’s. Take the walkers over to Gilman’s, the little mall, and let them grope around for an hour or so this afternoon. You don’t have to stay with them. Just cart them back out here by four.” He tossed me the keys.


  Behind him, there was an antelope head mounted on the paneled wall. This had probably been the miner’s den. He had a window cooler in the wall, and at first I wondered what I smelled until I realized it was nothing. The room did not smell.


  “How long you and the girl going to stay?” he asked.


  “Couple more days, I guess. We’ll need about a week’s pay each.”


  “Well, you’ve been a help.”


  Since he was being cordial, I was moved to ask: “How come we don’t have any coffee for the residents? I mean, some have asked.”


  “Ho!” he began in a familiar poor-boy braggadocio. “This isn’t the Hilton.” It didn’t seem like an answer to me, but he went back to his mail.


  When I was at the door, he added: “What do we want with coffee anyway? It would just wake a few of the oldsters up!” He laughed and slit another envelope ear to ear with the nude-woman Plexiglass stiletto in his hand.


  Oldsters. Sters. Those words. Youngsters, mobsters, lobsters. Oldsters.


  Down the hall there was more hubbub in Cotton’s room and I could hear the full rasp of Dick’s voice. When I entered, Dick was hollering: “B.M. B.M.!”


  “Hey Dick, what’s the matter?”


  “B.M.! B.M.! Cotton shit his pants. The sonofabitch can’t even hold it. He’s shit all over the goddamn bed like a baby! B.M.! Nurses! Nurse! B.M.! I can’t stand it!”


  The day before it had been Dick who had soiled his bed.


  Cotton was crying, “Shoot the nurses! Shoot the nurses! Shoot every goddamn one of ’em!”


  “Easy, Cotton, I’ll get Louisa.”


  She was right behind me.


  “Want to shoot me, eh Cotton?” She took a hold of his good hand. “Want to shoot me?”


  “He shit his pants, nurse. Just like a baby.”


  “We all do, don’t we, Dick?” she said. “You better be nice to your roommate.”


  Billingsly, oblivious to the problem, turned and spat on my trousers.


  Dick started to laugh. “Spits every goddamn place, that one. Walks and spits. Nearly one hundred years old. Wears my socks!”


  Louisa had Cotton under control, so I told Dick I’d get the papers and read him the sports.


  “Hotdamn, Cotton! He’s going to read us the sports!”


  “Oh, boy!” Cotton yelled. “Oh, boy!”


  When I returned with the Miner, Dick said to me, “Cotton surely loves the sports; he surely loves you to read to us.” It was a true thing he said, a kind thing about his friend.


  I read them an article about a basketball star’s legal problems in changing teams for millions of dollars. Cotton was extremely alert. He knew which teams were in California and their names. He remembered seeing Billy Martin play for the Phoenix Senators one night in Miami, Arizona: “He lost his shoe trying for third!” Dick would get confused and mad every other day as I explained that Brooklyn and Milwaukee no longer had teams.


  “Well, goddamn it! Why not?” he’d yell. “Why the hell not!”


  Louisa was just good. I do not know exactly when the every-man-for-himself era drew to a close, but I suspect it may have been at that moment in Cotton’s room, as I watched her care for the stricken. It was a strange thing to think “We are now together,” but it was true. Around us, the lame, the halt, and the blind, senior citizens nearing graduation, led what lives they could and I knew I had given something to this girl in a borrowed dress thirty sizes too large. Something that validated all the bickering and risks to come.


  After lunch—a broth gravy over mashed potatoes aplenty (all from powder)—I left Leonard with the dishes and climbed in the van. The ambulatory of Blue Mesa, three women, were already inside, each sitting on a different seat, not talking.


  “Hello, Ladies, are we ready to go shopping?” I said in a voice meant to garner any available good will.


  No one answered.


  I motored the van carefully the two miles to Kingman and parked in a space marked “Handicapped” in front of the “Gilman Mall, Prescriptions Filled” sign. One woman came out of the van and teetered toward the door. She walked sideways as if bucking a serious head wind. The other two were asleep and each had to be helped out of the van and reminded where she was.


  I watched them go; it was an interminable process. And, then, since I had nothing better to do, I followed them. Actually, I was worried that they might fall asleep in a shoe store or something and never be found again.


  Sleep was their everpresent enemy, I was learning; it came calling frequently, at random, without even knocking. Old people, I thought, following the two old women in their print dresses: old people. Old. What a sad word it is, what a black rancid fearful cold word, full of the many arbitrary storms of senility: sleep arriving like a stroke, the pants wet in a moment, and the visiting tremors, Acts of God. I walked through the air-conditioned mall behind two women who were born in the last century, now caught in that quicksand of the mortal, morbid word: Old.


  I looked at the other citizens out on shopping adventures; I checked the window displays. They sure weren’t advertising Old in any way. You can’t sell that. It all made me want to hurry that much more; to get our money from Jay at the end of our two weeks and fly to my father. And wanting to fly to my father just confused me in a digestive, stomachaching way.


  I stopped in a little gift shop and bought Leonard a coffee cup with two pheasants on it in full feather. I purchased a small comb to go in Louisa’s hair. It had a silk violet attached. Here I was buying presents with nearly my last money; it made sense.


  Outside the gift shop was the monolithic concrete store directory, so I killed time reading the entire thing. It was of some interest that upstairs was a Regional Office for the Aging. Because I was helplessly among the first ranks of the aging, and for other reasons, I decided to go up there. I wanted to ask one question about the legality of harboring the elderly in used carports.


  I found the escalator in time to rescue a two-year-old girl in farmer overalls from imminent shredding. The grid had her cuff and was trying to grind her into thirty equal rashers, when I grabbed her arm. Typically, my timing was perfect. Just as I laid what I considered to be a saving hand on the tot, she screamed, turned red, writhed, jerked, and bit. Her mother, a woman about seventeen years old, then skipped back and rescued me, not failing to address a murderous glance my way.


  Though I did recover and holler after her: “Glad to be of some help!” the lesson was not lost. Most of the things I try to fix do not turn to gold; most of my remedies escape from the lab overnight and chase villagers through the streets.


  The Regional Office for the Aging was next door. It resembled a modest finance and loan company: the carpet, the steel desks, the four secretaries, the secretaries’ hair, and secretaries’ hairspray.


  “Say,” I said to the most prominent of the quartet. “I’d like to find out something about these “boarding homes.”


  She looked at me as if to say “Why would a shoplifter want to know?” and she said, “Boarding homes?”


  “Maybe I better ask someone who knows.”


  “Boarding homes are not covered by state regulations as of yet.”


  I said, “Boarding homes are not covered by state regulations as of yet.”


  She said, “Except for the governmental milk and meat allowance.”


  I felt very much like repeating this as well, but I am a serious youth and so I said, “Yes, and what does that mean?”


  “The government pays the monthly dairy-milk allowance and the state supplements each home on a per capita basis for meat protein …”


  I wanted to ask her if World War II powdered corn beef qualified, but I did not want to appear sillier and/or younger than I was.


  “Is there a reason you need this information?” she asked.


  “No,” I said. “Not really. We all go in soon enough. It won’t be long you know … I just want to be ready … know what I’m getting into.”


  By the time I finished my sentence, she was typing again.


  When I arrived back at the van, the lone woman was sitting inside alone, all the windows still up, two hundred and ten degrees inside. She was happy as a child.


  “Look what I got!” she said holding up a bag. I frantically raced around lowering the windows, sweating.


  “What is it?”


  “A chicken! Cliff loves chicken. I’m going to cook it for dinner.”


  “That’s a good idea,” I said.


  Her eyes quavered and rose in the lids as if she were a slot machine and what I had said had hit the jackpot; I just didn’t want anything to come out of her mouth. There was enough of that going around.


  Her mouth opened. “It’s his favorite!” she said.


  I found the other two women arguing over a dress. One had it in her arms, and the other picked at it saying, “I saw it first!” The saleslady stood off a little way, scared.


  “It goes with my hair!” the holder of the dress said. “It will go so nicely with the red in my hair.”


  Both women had white-gray hair.


  “It’s not half their size,” the saleslady said to me. “I found them arguing about it.”


  I tried to reason with both of them, to argue them out of it on size, color, etcetera, but they wouldn’t listen. There was one dress in the world, and they both wanted it. I wanted to say: “You two fight it out,” but they were too ready to do that already. I’d seen children fight for less at the Home at Noble Canyon. The scene was accelerating and had potential of becoming a pretty serious retail tug of war.


  “We’ve got to leave, right now!” I said to no effect. “If we leave right now, we’ll get some ice cream!” This diverted them a moment. “Besides,” I added in a desperate impromptu, “that dress is not made well at all. Look at it.”


  So while I intoned a soft: “Ice cream, ice cream,” the two women turned the hem of the garment, finally turning the whole thing inside out, while they gradually turned upon the saleslady for foisting unworthy goods, and, in fact, being part of the vast plot that kept this world from being as good as it once was. For a moment, I was afraid they were going to throw the dress in her face, but they settled for letting it drop to the carpet.


  By the time we were in the van, they had forgotten all about it (though they still maintained separate seats), and they would have forgotten about the ice cream if I hadn’t brought it up again, having no little interest in a double chocolate-chip cone myself.


  The ice cream made our day. It took them ten minutes to decide, which was enough time for me to order a second cone, and then they complained about the quality of the ice cream and the help and the cleanliness of the floor, but I could tell by their eyes, and almost—I’ll say—their complexions, that the public encounter and buying their own ice-cream cones had made them feel like normal human beings again. In the van, they were asleep before I could shut all the doors.


  Back at the Blue Mesa Dinge Mansion, I found Alexander dying. As I pulled the van around the back, Alexander, standing away from his couch, staggered before the vehicle, trying to clutch his throat and missing, crossing his hands on his breastbone when he went down.


  I braked to a sizzle in the gravel drive, sending my three passengers into a trio lurch, and I jumped from the van. I caught Alexander on his first bounce.


  His face was moving rapidly into the final gray curl. I could tell he was going to speak.


  “Alexander?” I said. “Hey, Alex!”


  “He bent over to tie his shoe!” An old woman ran-walked-shuffled to our side. “His shoe! And then he stood up and began … ooooohh! … falling!”


  “Alex!” I said into the twisting face.


  “I looked up,” he tried. “I looked up and saw—” his face squinted in a spasm of release. “The house fell on me.” He lifted his finger toward the mansion, but the hand went limp and something in his body quietly gave way.


  The woman beside me stood up and walked into the Blue Mesa Boarding Home. I knelt in the lizard grass, holding Alexander on the outdoor sofa. I lifted him up in my arms, his head falling away like a skull on a string. Still, I held him. Then I was aware Jay was crossing the back lawn.


  “Put it down!” he said. “Put it down until I can get the coroner.” Jay came up to me, leery.


  “What?”


  “Put it down right where you found it. The coroner will want to see it that way.” Jay was careful not to touch me.


  I placed Alexander’s body back on the road. Rather than talk to Jay, I walked around and turned off the van.


  The coroner came and pronounced Alexander dead and bagged the body as if Alexander were a casualty of war, which it seemed to me he was, and the coroner drove away with Alexander’s remains. I stayed out for the whole process. He pronounced Alexander dead. That got me: it takes the living to pronounce the dead dead. He had died in my arms. I hardly knew Alexander. He was a curiosity out my kitchen window, sleeping on a sofa in a sagebrush, occasionally reading magazines. And now he was pronounced dead.


  I looked at the mansion: everyone’s aorta barnacled, lesioned, and bent to the limit, only holding until each leaned the wrong way. Hoses and valves, and the old dark chambers of that red muscle, the heart.
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  Gifts


  Dinner that night was creamed tuna. Most of the tuna for this particular dish had been taken bodily from the ocean before the development of modern navigation. It smelled very much like the ghost of Christmas past, and it left the ladle only reluctantly after the third hearty bang of Leonard’s spoon.


  Just after Ardean rolled the cart away, the woman who had purchased the chicken entered the kitchen, midscream in a debate with Jay. Offering no help, I watched him try to persuade the woman not to cook the chicken.


  “It is absolutely against all our policies,” Jay said. You’ll have to take my word that he uttered such a statement, because, even I, in remembering it, feel it again as one of the top ten silly lies. What’s our Chicken Policy?


  “But I promised Cliff a chicken, and it is his favorite!” She was nearly crying … “I promised him tonight!”


  “You can’t do it, Mrs. Berenson. If I let you cook a chicken then everybody will want to cook a chicken.”


  I was afraid that the old lady was going to swallow that turd, but she kept on: “It’s Cliff’s favorite!” The tears in her eyes were the first frantic tears, pre-hysteria tears. Leonard and I stood by like the extras we were in this little drama.


  “Mrs. Berenson!” Jay announced. “Mrs. Berenson, you cannot cook the chicken. Clifford is dead; he’s been dead for years.” Even I looked up again at this news and saw Mrs. Berenson’s face change—the way a person falls from a ladder, if it is a very tall, very old ladder. She shrank and her head crawled down onto her chest. She was about to retreat or disappear when Leonard said, “Let her cook the goddamned chicken, you cheap sonofabitch.”


  Jay spun on Leonard, stunned. But Leonard, my partner, simply added, “It’s Cliff’s favorite, for chrissakes.”


  Jay vanished. I remember a tight streak running across his forehead, and his nostrils flaring as if he were an angry horse. His disappearance brought air back into the room and left the three of us in the kitchen holding a chicken aloft as if it were an Academy Award we had just won, and we wondered who to thank.


  After Mrs. Clifford Berenson had baked her prize chicken, creating at least one new aroma, she sat quietly and ate her fill: half a leg. Louisa stood by me in the doorway, and we watched Mrs. Berenson like tourists at the sacrament. Leonard had set the table for two. Finally, Mrs. Clifford Berenson yawned and smiled. As Leonard helped her from the table, she looked at him, suddenly, alarmed.


  “What are you doing?” she scolded, and crept from the kitchen, lost and indignant. I wondered if she remembered where she was.


  Leonard shrugged and cleaned up after her like a waiter, and then I watched him prepare a chicken sandwich and set it on the window sill.


  Later, after we’d washed the creamed-tuna dishes, an activity very similar to reverse masonwork, and Louisa had finished her rounds, I gave Leonard his prize: the coffee cup. Louisa said, “Oh, Lenny!” in a genuine way, and the old presence himself did not say anything. He just turned the cup around and around in his hands, checking out the pheasants, counting all the pheasant feathers. Finally he stood and cleared the wet gravel in his throat and lobbed a mighty spit out the window.


  By the porch light we could barely see Alexander’s sofa. It looked like the last set for the movie Furniture from Outer Space. Without Alexander, the couch in the bush was ridiculous, embarrassing—a piece of waste.


  “I’ll leave this out here a while longer,” Leonard said, pointing at the sandwich on the sill. “You never know.”


  I kept Louisa’s flower-comb in my pocket until the house anchored in the night and creaked toward settling. Louisa jumped off the porch and cried, “Shoot the nurses!”


  “You’ve found your calling.”


  “Quite a goddamned day, right?” she said as we passed Brent’s and Eleanor’s house. “In the bin.” She was trotting right along, glad to be in the air.


  I was hyper with fatigue, run through with tight wires, confused, almost happy. I enjoyed having a present in my pocket. Louisa ran ahead of me, in and out of sight, talking to things.


  By the time I reached the summit over the dump, she was already sitting in her chair, breathing hard and muttering. “God, I hate exercise,” she said. “But what can you do?” She combed her hair back with ten fingers and held it above her neck. I could see the shine of sweat on the delicate furrow of hair that ran into her scalp.


  “Mrs. Berenson,” she said just as words. “She’s something.”


  “Yeah.”


  “She was married.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I think she must have been pretty once. Can you imagine it?”


  “Everybody was pretty once,” I said.


  “Oh, here we go. Everybody was pretty once. Was I?”


  “You are pretty,” I said.


  I loved having her off guard, out of character. I loved her, I guess, right then, and the day before, and the day I thought she had left me, and it all had little to do with the vision of her on a motorcycle wire or the vision of her white breasts; but just the same, I wanted her: desire is something you understand before you know the words.


  In the second instinctual act of my life, I kissed her. I had to place my hand on her shoulder to keep from falling into the trash heap below us, and I kissed her. Again, it was an advanced kiss, one of those kisses which makes you think it might have been intended for someone else or rehearsed many times, but I stayed with it and did what I could.


  It was right there, in that inspired state, of course, where I made my mistake. The hair-comb glowed in my pocket, and sitting up, I withdrew it and held it in front of her face.


  “Look, I brought you this from town.”


  She turned it in her fingers. She felt it carefully in the dark and then held it to her face, looking closely in slight starlight reflected off the garbage. She did not say anything. I watched her face, and I know she was touched. I saw it.


  “Gets me a present, does he?” she said. And she slipped it into her hair which I had memorized, and she leaned and kissed me quick in a gesture which gave her back the lead in this scene.


  “Well?”


  “It’s nice,” I said.


  She stood up. “Gets me a present.” She smiled. “You are trying to get into my pants, you horny bastard!”


  Boy tears ears from head at abandoned landfill. World ends locally. Girl’s attitude slays dozens in interstate spree.


  When everything settled, I slumped in my old chair and just felt old. I could have risen and thrown stones until the feeling passed, but that activity, this time, would not do. There were not enough stones in Kingman, Arizona. Finally, I walked directly down the path, a stone in my stomach, my mouth stone-set.


  “Hey!” she called. “Hey! Come on. You’re okay.”


  I turned. “Don’t you tell me that I’m okay. Don’t you tell me anything now or later.”


  She ran down to me and grabbed my arm.


  “Don’t do that,” I told her.


  “Come on. Don’t be a simple shit. I’m sorry.”


  I went on walking. She came and got my arm again.


  “Collin, I’m sorry. Come on.” She put her arms around my body and her face went to my neck, kissing me there. In a moment, I felt her hips rise on my legs, a growing pressure, as her face rose along my face. I had not moved.


  “Come on, Collin. This is the shits. I’m lonely too.”


  I pushed her away.


  “I’m not lonely,” I told her. “It is not loneliness, you bitch. Leave me alone.” Even as I spoke I doubted my words, I hated myself: I could have let it go, pressed my hand inside the back of her levis. And I hated her for being right about me. I could feel where her mouth had been on my neck; it was wet and burned like acid.


  26


  **************


  Organic brain disease


  Sunday was visiting day and Jay was all over the place, all over everybody. The residents expecting visitors were wheeled onto the unfinished front porch, where, in the heat and fresh air, their relatives could breathe a bit easier about how salubrious Blue Mesa really was. Jay would roam around, touching everybody, his arm over a shoulder, smiling and saying nicknames. He’d kneel by the chairs and wave his hand at the beautiful and desolate distance, explaining his plans for finishing the railing on the porch and completing the cement work on the ramp. Then he’d move through his practiced frown about how expensive everything was. He would end with a beatific smile, while saying that care and not money came first and at least we had God’s world, God’s air, desert, sand, ten thousand sagebrushes, and four mountains in which to spend these Golden Hours.


  During the visiting hours, Leonard and I stirred great quantities of cherry Kool-Aid to soothe the crowds. Actually, there was never a crowd. Three people received visitors. One of them was an old Indian woman, the woman who sang so much in the recreation room, and her entire family—young and old—came calling. They stood around the porch, her daughters stroking her hair, her grandchildren standing at her knees drinking the Kool-Aid, her sons-in-law waiting in their pickups for the hour to be over.


  At noon every Sunday, Dick’s wife would come. These were the visits I dreaded. During the week in his lucid moments he would tell me there was someone he wanted me to meet, but Sunday he would half forget and get me on the porch, then forget me and forget his wife; the two of us would stand and smile idiotically at each other. Louisa was magnificent; she would kid Dick until he fired up. And if he didn’t know us, at least he knew how to bitch and moan, which seemed regular and made us all feel a lot better.


  But when she’d leave, Dick would spend the rest of the day and a portion of the night, if he could hold up, crying: “Lola! Lola!” You could hear it all over the house, even up in my room.


  You could also hear Cotton screaming, “Make the bastard shut up! Make the crying bastard shut up! Nurse!”


  Diversions were no good when Dick was crying “Lola!” I tried reading the paper to him, and it would work for a paragraph or two, but he’d still cry.


  We were all grateful when the cries would wind down to moans, as moans led directly to the troubled snoring, which meant Dick was sleeping his way toward another week. He’d start snoring, and Ardean would come in and wipe all the goober off his face the way you erase a blackboard. It was a wonderful gesture that meant to me that we’d all survived.


  I only remember Jay being there once during the “Lola” session and he stormed in and out in a second, hollering for Ardean to give Dick a shot.


  Our third and final Sunday at Blue Mesa, just after Dick’s wife left and he began his lament, I braved the interior of the recreation room, the site of the Phantom’s last sortie, mainly to lose myself in a high-volume television show. Vampire Men of the Lost Planet was on and I turned it way up and sat inches from the screen. As usual, no one else in the room noticed. It was, I grant, a peculiar form of solace.


  Just as the U.S. rocket ship was landing on the lost planet, a wheelchair pulled alongside me. It was Will. He smiled at me as if he knew what kind of hiding I was up to.


  “Lola! Oh, Lola!” came the cries. “Lolalolalo … la!”


  “He must be awfully lonely,” Will said.


  Keith Carradine leaped from the spacecraft into the jungle of the lost planet. The vampire-men bore a strong resemblance to roving groups of the unemployed.


  “It’d be almost better to have no visitors at all,” I said. Will gave me an ironic look and turned his hand out to indicate the room. I looked around us. The old people sat in compressed postures throughout the room. Listing and twisted in their chairs, they seemed randomly arranged. But there was a common focus to the room; this was not a random sit-in at all. They all faced the door. The Boxer, Boyd, in his slanted chair which only ran in circles, leaned toward the door. Even the Mayor stared darkly at the door. In one way or another, they all knew it was Sunday. They all anticipated something. Someone. Somebody might visit.


  The scene took the heart out of the vampire men and their lost planet, and I turned off the set. Something is fundamentally wrong in a place where I am seeing only the beginning to all these movies. I shook my old head.


  “See,” Will said. “That man crying Lola right now is the luckiest man in the house.” He still smiled.


  “Maybe,” I said. Then I looked in Will’s bright face, at the comb furrows in his thick white hair. “Why are you here?”


  He looked at me, narrowing his eyes as if he were going to ask, “Doesn’t everyone have to be someplace?”


  I changed my emphasis: “Why are you here?”


  “I forgot,” he said. He was conning me, and the shadow of a smartass smile rose from his face.


  “Come on.”


  “No. I forgot. Where I was. After my wife, Elizabeth, died, I got lost twice driving home from work. Police. Robbie, my son. The whole joke. I couldn’t remember. Then one day I went out to plan a pool and I lost it all: my way, the car, my name. They found me—I’ve been told—two days later in a schoolyard. I don’t know. I didn’t really come back until I was at home, four, five weeks later. I don’t remember any of it. Frostbite.” He held up his left hand.


  “Bruises. One shoe. The whole joke.” He laughed. “I don’t remember. I don’t even remember the hospital.” The smile flew and he looked at me honestly: “If I could have remembered it, any of it, I would have held on. But I couldn’t. It wasn’t fair to the kids. They were calling all the time to see how I was, I mean at night. And I found Robbie following me to work. It wasn’t worth it. They’d say, ‘How ya doing?’ and it all meant: ‘Do you still know who you are?’


  “The doctors said I have organic brain disease … periodic. So, I chose this … Meetings with the Mayor, cards with Leonard, advice to the kids.” He laughed again. “Oh, not this place first. I was formerly at the Camelot Manor, but since it doesn’t really matter, and since this place is so much more … economical, I came out here.” He nodded as his story ended and he snapped off a little affirmative smile.


  “And now I remember everything.”


  “So do I,” I said. “I remember wanting some coffee. You?”


  “Good idea.” And then he added: “Organic Brain disease. At least it was organic.”


  “At least it was your brain.” I started to wheel him into the kitchen, but he nodded me off and wheeled himself. He passed through the door ahead of me, and I turned to all those faces in the recreation room. Will went on ahead.


  “There is no one coming,” I said into the room. No one moved. Before I could repeat myself, cupping my hands in a megaphone to announce: Please, listen, there is no one coming to visit today, I reconsidered. Sunday comes once a week. With hopes, they get only disappointment; without them they get nothing. And nothing is worse than nothing. If you follow. At the time I did, and I turned and followed Will into the kitchen.
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  Raul and Theresa


  In the kitchen, Leonard was rinsing out the Kool-Aid vats.


  “How’s the best cook in the Badlands?” Will said.


  Leonard waved and went on with his work; they were old friends. Louisa and I had seen them talking in the kitchen late at night many times.


  I made the coffee, only wanting to get away, only wanting Dick to stop his yelling. When we three were sitting at the table Will asked Leonard, “How about a spot?”


  Leonard rose and pulled a bottle of Old Crow from under the sink and poured a generous dollop into Will’s coffee and his own. He looked at me and I accepted a shot as well.


  “Through the day!” Will said softly as a toast, adding: “Preserve us.” We drank, the coffee darkly sweet, rising to my eyes instantly. The first heady thought I had was that we were 175 years old, three of us drinking Irish coffee in the desert.


  The longer I sat there drinking cold coffee and warm whiskey, the more I wanted to drive the van into town and pick up a load of strangers and bring them out here to “visit” everybody. But then a better idea struck.


  “Let’s go for a ride, Will. You ready?”


  “Sure; anywhere … one way,” he laughed.


  “No,” I said, getting up. “Get ready. We’re all going for a ride.”


  I found Louisa with Cotton and Dick. Dick was still crying, singing “Lola!” and Cotton was fussing like a wrestler, trying to reach something so he could hit Dick. Louisa was wiping Dick’s face and talking to both men at once.


  “Hey, everybody!” I said, loud enough for Dick to hear. “We’re going for a Sunday drive! Get dressed.” Louisa looked at me.


  “We are,” I said to her. “The whole Blue Mesa is going out. You get these two guys ready, I’ll get the rest.”


  So with only a few complaints we wheeled the residents out of the twilight zone and into the sunlight, loading them into the van. After we had lifted each inside, I folded the wheelchairs on top of the van in what was becoming a reasonable facsimile of a chromium dinosaur skeleton.


  It was quite a busload. The passengers sat five to a seat, easily, their skinny rear-ends barely touching each other. We strapped them in, and I got into the driver’s seat. Ardean walked around the van making sure everyone was secure. Louisa sat between me and Leonard in the front, and Will sat between Dick and Cotton to prevent their quarrel from becoming physical.


  As we eased out the drive, I turned to the assemblage and said, “Now behave, everybody. We are going to have fun.” Several people were looking out the windows.


  During the whole process of overloading the van, Leonard had been whispering, “Lot of trouble, lot of trouble.” Yet I took it as a token statement because he seemed the most eager to go.


  We drove through Kingman twice, which isn’t to say a lot, and finally selected a recently white-washed bar-café on the other side of town. What attracted me to it, besides the bright facade, were the words “Raul and Theresa” painted in a red arc over the door.


  Unloading took a while, but we all helped each other, and soon one by one these new patrons of Raul’s and Theresa’s wheeled themselves through the door. There were only two cowboys in the place, so I hollered, “Drinks on me!”


  Raul, I guessed, was behind the bar, and he emerged to watch the spectacle of our entrance. At first he looked worried, as if he’d been taken over by motorcycle gangs before, and he called a name in Spanish which I didn’t know. Soon we had Theresa, her black hair cut criminally short, moving through the traffic taking drink orders.


  Raul and Theresa were brother and sister and the tavern was their fortune. Will and Raul talked at the bar a long time. Will knew a lot about the business of running a bar. Louisa had Leonard and some other folks in a pool game, and those in wheelchairs, it seemed, used their lower line of view to an advantage.


  I had to keep a close eye on Dick. He’d had a few and his residual oats had risen. He scooted around in his chair for a while, copping a hundred feels with his good hand, grinning an irresistible half grin. Then he settled down and began smoking cigarettes with incendiary zest. I had to be alert to pinch the butts out before they guttered in his lip. Two did, but he didn’t seem to mind.


  Brent and Eleanor sat in a booth alone. Dwarfed by the red Naugahyde in that dark room, they made a romantic picture. He drank brandy and soda, and she deferred like a school girl and sipped a Tab. Blatantly they were out on a date. When I saw the way Theresa fussed over them, I was glad to have selected this nightspot.


  Later, I joined Will and Raul at the bar. “I was telling Raul about the time I took the Scouts fishing,” Will said.


  “The Boy Scouts?” I asked, signaling Louisa to come listen.


  “Cubs. The little guys. I volunteered to take the whole pack up in the mountains. This bottle of rye whiskey reminded me of it.”


  “It was some trip. As we hiked up the trail one of the kids spotted my flask and asked what I had in my hip pocket. ‘Snake-bite medicine.’ I told them.”


  Raul agreed. “Snake-bite medicine.”


  “That’s right. Well, it was a rough trip, because every time we crossed the stream, one of the Scouts would dunk himself. We’d have to stop while he changed clothes. Then, when we finally got to the fishing, and I had them strung out along the bank, there was more gearing up and baiting hooks and fouled reels than I’ve ever seen.”


  “It was frustrating,” Raul added.


  “You bet. I took more than one nip! But the worst was yet to come. The Scout in charge of the worms tipped them all into the stream. Gone! Can you imagine. There must have been some well-fed fish downstream!”


  Will sipped his drink and reached out to Raul’s shoulder.


  “I sat on a rock and took another long slug on the bottle. One of the squirts asked me if I’d been bitten by a snake! They all wanted to know what we were going to do. So I told them to forage around the meadow and see if they could find any crickets or something for bait. I just wanted them out of my hair so I could pull on that flask.


  “Well, Raul, a minute later a kid came running up all excited. Everybody gathered around. He had a small water snake with a frog in its mouth.”


  “Bullshit!” Louisa said.


  “No! He wanted to know if we could use the snake for bait. Well, you can’t use snake, but I told them we might be able to use the frog if we could get it away from the snake. But the little bugger wouldn’t let go. I was going to give the whole thing up when one of the kids said, ‘Use the snake-bite medicine!’


  “Oh, boy, I opened the flask and splashed a shot onto the snake’s snout. I hated to waste that whiskey, but, Jesus! He spit that frog out and raced away. Well, we cut the frog up and had some dandy fishing.


  “Then the kids wanted to find another frog, but I knew our chances of that were slim so late in the day.” Here Will frowned and shook his head. “Well, what do you know? Just then I felt a tap on my leg, and I looked down expecting one of the little guys to show me his haywire reel. But lo and behold, it was that little snake again!”


  Raul cocked his head as if to hear better. Will was nodding with all the wisdom of the centuries.


  “Yep, it was that little snake. The bugger had another frog and he wanted to trade it for another shot of whiskey!”


  Louisa rolled her eyes and smiled. I just shook my head. Raul looked at Will with friendly suspicion.


  “The snake wanted a drink?” he said.


  “To trade that frog for another drink!”


  Raul got up from where he leaned on Will’s wheelchair. He went around the bar and poured two more drinks. “The snake wanted to trade the frog for another drink of whiskey,” he said, bringing Will’s drink back around; and then slugged his down in one gulp.


  “This is a nice group you’ve brought in here,” he said to me. “But this one here, I think, is a liar.”


  Then he laughed, and so did I. Will laughed too, but through it he was saying, “Raul! That’s a true story!”


  During the two hours we spent at Raul’s and Theresa’s, Raul’s regular customers, mainly truant construction crews, came in, drank, and crept out, cautiously rereading the establishment’s sign to make sure they had been in the right place. Our gang, toothless and waving their canes (those who had them), leaned on their walkers and sat in their wheelchairs, sipping and spilling beer.


  Boyd, the Boxer, swung his chair in arcs, bumping into the booths and the pool table. At one point he looked up at me with wicked glee and cried, “We are rais-ing H-E-double-L! We are.” His smile, the victim of forty amateur bouts and six amateur dentists, climbed way up under his nose.


  The Mayor made six toasts (“Here’s to Brent and Eleanor! Sweethearts!”; “To Leonard, our chef!” etc.). Dick yelled: “Here’s to the Phantom, at least he can get around to shit!” And he jerked his glass upward. Cotton tried to kick in the jukebox for taking his quarter (mine), and Billingsly, who hadn’t had a thing to drink, spat on the pool table, but other than that, the atmosphere was that of a party.


  When I found one old lady asleep in the john, her head against the wall, we decided it was time to go. I signed the bill with Jay Stisson’s name and listed the address of the Blue Mesa Boarding Home. It was one of the best forgeries I’ve ever committed.


  On the way home in a post-tavern euphoria, magnified by the vanload chorale singing “100 Bottles of Beer on the Wall,” I dropped Leonard off at the Safeway and let him charge up ten pounds of real ground sirloin for a real chili dinner.


  Preparing that food, that night, was a different story. The whole house smelled good, edible. Ardean had requests for seconds; it was a first. Leonard was a changed man, a captain in his kitchen. We could tell something was up when he came out to simmer the beans, and he had a shirt on under his apron.


  We sampled the chili, seasoning it to taste (and beyond), we drank frosty beer also procured on Jay’s tab. It was the best chili party I’d ever been to, and we drank and drank into the night.


  My last memory was of a retelling of Hall’s electrocution back at the other orphanage, which I think I embellished with massive sound effects.
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  After chili


  I was too thirsty to wake up and someone was yelling. I was in a large room, very warm, dragging myself away from sleep. The little fire in my room was the yellow window over there. My eyes were swollen from sleep, but I opened them. There was a branch in my face. Louisa was asleep against my side.


  “Hey,” I whispered, sitting up. The yellow square in my vision focused and became the kitchen window. We had slept out on Alexander’s sofa. I could hear Jay, yelling in the mansion. “Louisa, Hey!” I nudged her awake and held her shoulders as a signal to be quiet. My watch read 3:30 A.M.


  “Let’s get some water,” she said softly, not awake. We’d probably been sharing the same dream.


  “Wait a minute,” I said, and I slid off the couch into a Groucho crouch which shivered my skull in the first throbs of a major league headache. The pain magnified until I could barely squint, and Jay’s bellowing sent tremors temple to temple. I’m having a stroke, I thought; this alcoholistic interlude must be a stroke. I remembered those early evenings back at Noble Canyon and the drinking with Steele and Rawlins, and the neon “Never Again” flashed on my eyelids. Twice.


  Carrying my head thusly, I managed a collapse near the sill where I could witness the interior.


  Jay was ranging the kitchen, addressing Leonard and Will in tones that meant there would be questions only later. Will seemed amused, sitting at the table over the cards he and Leonard had been playing; Leonard was up, standing his ground, his arms folded across the bespattered apron. Jay’s date, pale as the fridge she leaned against, studied the scene with an appreciation only the drunk can muster. So, he’d come back with his “date” to fry up a few of the real eggs with Dolly there, and something was up.


  He turned again to Leonard and held out his hand: “And just what the hell is this?” I couldn’t see what was in his hand.


  “Just what the hell is going on around here, and what the hell is this?”


  Will gathered up the cards and began to reshuffle.


  Leonard came out of his stance to look at the contents of Jay’s hand. There was something in Leonard’s expression that told me he was at his best. “Well, Jay,” he said, “I haven’t seen any of this particular stuff for sometime … but—” Here he paused to sniff it, “but, I’d say …”


  Jay wheeled and threw it against the fridge, almost nailing his date. “Goddamn it, Leonard! It’s hamburger!—”


  “That’s what I was going to say …” the girl interrupted. “I thought it was—”


  “Shut up, Darlene!”Jay yelled and then checked himself, swallowing, trying to settle. He started again: “Look—”


  “Would you like some coffee, young lady?” Will said, always the gentleman.


  I felt Louisa crouch beside me. “God!” she said, “we’ve had it!”


  “Look!” Jay shouted, losing it again, “you two old bastards better tell me what’s going on here with this hamburger!”


  “Look,” Leonard said, repeating each word as if he were checking them all for leaks: “You … two … old … bastards … better … tell … me … what’s … going … on … here … with … this … hamburger?”


  We were in danger of being spat upon, if Leonard got mad.


  “Perhaps,” Will went on to the girl, “you’d care for some of Leonard’s famous chili.” He got up.


  He stood right up like anybody. Something flashed in my fevered mind. Will walked to the refrigerator! I could not believe it.


  “That’s what I smell! Chili!” Jay was unquestionably beyond anger now, pure stroke material.


  “Want some?” Will added.


  Jay may have had a stroke then for all I know. He backed out of the room like a man being operated by hot strings. I did know I didn’t want him to get any one of his hands on me now. The bill from Raul’s and Theresa’s would unseat any gaskets the man had left.


  Will began heating a pan full of the chili, and Jay’s date sat down. Seeing the cards, she said, “Oh, what were you playing?”


  Before anyone answered, Jay landed back in the room. He had a handful of Louisa’s clothing. Shaking it in Leonard’s face, he said, “Where are the kids? They had something to do with this.”


  Louisa clutched my arm.


  Leonard walked by him and opened the fridge, withdrawing the pound or so of hamburger left.


  “Relax,” he said. “You want to return this and get some money back?”


  Jay threw the clothing across the room and grabbed Darlene. Until then I had never realized how violent an act throwing clothes could be. As he left he mumbled something like: “I just want those kids … too much … we’ll call the police …”


  “Jay!” Will said. “It wasn’t those kids. I did it. I got sick of eating gruel and I ordered the stuff. You should sue me, because I plan to do it again. The kids had nothing to do with it.”


  “Sue you! I can do worse than sue you. You won’t do anything again. You’re out of here, buddy.”


  “Not too soon,” Will said to the empty doorway. I heard three doors slam and then the gravel announced that Jay had vacated the premises. We could see his taillights headed toward some kind of a night on the town.


  We watched Will walk calmly across the room, picking up Louisa’s clothing. His capability to do so, his grace, would simply not register. It cleared my head.


  Louisa and I walked around and entered the kitchen.


  “You kids just missed it,” Will said. He was seated, preparing the cards. “Want some chili?”


  “No,” I said. “Let’s drink water.”


  “Nothing like a glass of water after a hamburger fit,” Louisa said. “Lenny,” she went on, “you were magnificent. I love you.” She hugged him, and what was more surprising: he sat and took it.


  “Not too bad for an ordinarily subdued chef,” Will said.


  “Hey buddy.” Louisa pointed at him with a grin. “We saw. We saw you.”


  “Yeah, Will! He walks and talks.”


  “Oh, I walk,” he began. “But can’t walk during the day. I really shouldn’t even feed myself.” He laughed. “No one should feed himself Leonard’s cooking. The more I do for myself, the less I get from Medicare; it’s that simple. I ride the chair all day so my kids don’t have to pay the extra two hundred a month.”


  I just kept drinking water, shaking my half-boiled head.


  “I guess I can walk now,” Will said.


  “I guess you ordered the goddamned hamburger,” Louisa laughed.


  I felt rotten, despite the cool water, for having caused this mess, having wrecked everything. Now we wouldn’t get paid.


  “Where will you go?” Louisa asked Will.


  “Oh, I can go up to Las Vegas and stay with my son.”


  “You can?” I was surprised.


  “Oh, for a day or two, until we find something else.”


  “Something else like this?” Louisa asked.


  “There is nothing else like this,” he answered.


  “No,” Leonard added, “there’s worse.”


  “No!”


  “No, he’s right,” Will said. “Jay isn’t really a bad man; we’d probably do all the same things in his shoes.”


  “Powdered gumbo seven nights a week?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Maybe not.”


  We argued in those ways for a while until a bowl of chili actually sounded interesting, and then we ate some of that, arguing some more. By the time it started to get light and the local bird made a noise or two, Louisa and I had decided to go with Will, or vice versa, since it seemed a thousand times better than waiting for Jay to pull our arms off.


  At one point late in the night, early in the day, someone asked Leonard if he wanted to go along too.


  He said, “I can’t go, now that I’ve got things set the way I want them.”


  Nevertheless, he did go with us to Jay’s office and stand as witness while Will dictated and Louisa typed two beautiful letters: one to the Department of Aging, may they rot, and one to Medicaid Services which was paying Jay a flat fee per month to supply the residents of the Blue Mesa Boarding Home with fresh dairy products, namely milk. Leonard told us enough stuff for a dozen letters, but there just wasn’t time. They were good letters, both beginning: “Dear Sirs: It has come to our attention …” I liked that.


  I wanted very much to inform the social security of Alexander’s death, but the sun was up and blazing, and we were worried about Jay arriving any moment. Finally, I settled for a postcard. It was one of Jay’s and bore the clever photo of The Blue Mesa Boarding Home, showing the finished portions of the mansion only. I addressed it to the Social Security Division and simply wrote in my loopy longhand:


  “Stop the checks! Alexander S. Tuttle has gone to a greater reward than yours! He’s dead, no kidding. Sincerely, Blue Mesa Boarding Home.” I wanted to add: “He died in my arms,” but I didn’t want to confuse any federal agencies.


  After the letters, we went up to Will’s room. (“The smallest room I’ve ever lived in, and it took me eighty-four years to get here!”) In a pair of socks he had four hundred dollars and three dozen pills. He spilled it all on the bed.


  “My allowances. I’ve been saving them for thirteen months.”


  Louisa scooped up the capsules. “We can’t spend these.” She dropped them into the wastebasket.


  He picked up the money and said, “Let’s go to Las Vegas.”


  “Are you sure you want to leave?” I asked.


  “This rest home? No choice. Besides,” he smiled at us, “I’m rested.”


  Rest home, I thought: that’s right. What was odd was that I felt part of them, part of the leftovers, part of the rest. Will was right, there was no choice.


  Downstairs, Will said goodbye to Leonard. Leonard’s throat was growling as they embraced.


  “Take care,” Will said.


  “Oh, shit,” Leonard waved him off. “Next time you see me, I’ll be a fat man.”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Will replied, “and next time you see me, I’ll be an old man.”


  On our way out we crossed the Phantom’s most recent strike—on the porch—and I had to laugh. The Phantom. The only unsolved mystery in the place. His was a spiritual presence and he would live forever, continuing his one-man protest at The Blue Mesa Boarding Home, Kingman, Arizona 86401.
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  Herbert Hoover


  We were leaning against fine, a-okay, clean and solid used cars before the lot in Kingman opened at nine. Louisa and I had already engaged in a thorough discussion of color, the only basis on which we would buy a car, but Will said, “We want one with good tire tread and one that sits high off the ground.” His requirements were best met by a pearl-colored Chevrolet, one of the many slope-backed models made just ten years before I was born. There was a blue carboard sign in the windshield which announced the vehicle as being “Dependable!”


  When a salesman, a middle-aged kid in a three-day shirt, finally came out, Will handled him. Will opened the hood and wiped thrown oil off things for a while, shaking his head. At one point we all dropped to the ground to see the phenomenon known as “a broken spring.” All of these activities saved us 125 dollars, a mere 50 percent of the purchase price. I felt almost sorry for the salesman; he didn’t know anything about cars. He was probably just hanging around the lot waiting for his inheritance.


  I thought: this is it then, three of us now. We all got in that dependable used car. It takes a while for some of us to feel at home anywhere but in the familiar furniture of a moving car, watching the hills climb trees into the future.


  Will test drove the car. He toured it around Kingman for a while, moving through the gears, even reverse, stopping once to buy a “new” retread spare tire and to fill a gallon jug with water. When he slammed the trunk, a three-slam maneuver, he climbed back in and said, “Okay, I think we can make it.”


  “Before we go too far, before we reach your son’s house, do you think you could teach me how to drive this thing?” I said. “I mean, I should know how to drive a standard shift.” The gears and their harmonics fascinated me.


  He downshifted, creating a sound that Leonard was good at, and wheeled the auto into a Safeway parking lot. He stepped out.


  “Move over,” he said, and I slid beneath the bus-size steering wheel. He got in the passenger side.


  With the car shut off he marched me through the gears, three forward, one back, trying to get me to time the clutch right. The moment of ignition sounded a bit angrier than when he’d done it, but when I let go of the key, the car seemed correct. I ground the mechanism into first and motored to a large circle in the lot while Louisa, fatigued in the back, cried out, “Hit something! Hit something!” I tried to go to second gear three times, but on the third grinding I called, “Abort! Abort! Stay in first!”


  Finally, in the alley, behind the store, I touched into second gear, a very satisfying condition, and for the first time, I thought: This is it; I’m driving. I am operating a motor vehicle. We did brush a tiny fragment of the vegetable-garbage bin back there, but I attributed it to the quarter turn of slack in the wheel.


  Then we backed up, turned about, downshifted, tried the lights and wipers and honked the horn. Several times. Will seemed to be enjoying the lessons as much as I was, and Louisa said “Hooray!” Finally, Will had me stop and he and Louisa got out.


  “Time to solo, buddy,” he said. “Twice around the building. No collisions, and do not kill the engine.”


  So I backed away from them easily, slid into first and gently moseyed around the store. When I emerged the first time, my waving almost cost a woman her full grocery cart, but I recovered and swerved onward, to complete my rounds and receive a full complement of applause, which I acknowledged with the horn.


  It was near noon and Louisa was already gliding to sleep in the back, when Will motored the old car onto the desert floor, and we began our assault on three and a half inches of red line on the map. Northwest. The desert between Phoenix and Kingman, even if you walk part way, is a garden compared to the stretch between Kingman and Las Vegas.


  I was very tired, but I felt I had to stay awake, to talk to our eighty-four year old chauffeur and friend. But my eyes would start to close, and I’d snap forward and say, “You okay; you awake?” and Will would say, “Sure, relax.” The intervals in this repetitive interview grew longer, I think, as we dropped imperceptibly across the desert toward the Colorado River and Lake Mead. I do remember the plain becoming a series of irregular and severe hills, barren as the moon, and the ashen purple color of anything that has been burned ten million times.


  “Hey!” I started. “You okay? You awake?” I threw my hands on the dash; Will was asleep. Another breath told me we were also stopped in the parking lot overlooking the Hoover Dam. Will sat up slightly and said, “Sleep for a while.” So we slept in the hum of fourteen air-conditioners on the Winnebagos around us.


  As after all naps, I awoke beaten, cooked, drooling. Louisa and Will were leaning on the front of the car, talking. He was pointing things out, and said, “It was an awful time to be president. Just bad timing. He came in, things went kaput, and he got the blame. Then Roosevelt came along and was the hero.”


  “Was he a hero?” Louisa asked.


  “A giant. He still colors everything the country does.” Will smiled and said, “Hoover only got a bad name and this dam.”


  “He didn’t have a good radio voice,” I said.


  “Feeling better?” Will asked.


  “Than what?”


  Louisa moved around and rubbed my shoulders. We could see so far out onto Lake Mead that the blue changed shades three times.


  “You kids should see this dam; you never know when you’ll be back this way,” Will said.


  “We’re stopping to tour the dam?” I couldn’t believe it.


  “It’s worth it,” Will said. “Vegas is only an hour away.”


  “You’re stalling.”


  He walked away.


  There was something compelling about the size of things in the canyon, the narrowness of the gorge itself, the height of the dam, the way the tiny river pulled me over the edge every time I peeked. We went down the elevator with a small tour group. Most of the people spoke German.


  “Maybe we could get jobs down here,” I said to Louisa. “Stay another two weeks.”


  “Order some milk,” she said right back. “Leave before we’re paid.”


  This shut me up, but I smiled thinking about Jay’s inevitable interview with the milkman. I could see Leonard, triumphantly standing amid one thousand glass bottles of fresh cold milk, smiling right at Jay. Through the rest of the tour, I scribbled on the picture postcards of the Dam. “Dear Jay Stisson, Howdy partner: isn’t milk good for your teeth? How are your bones, your vitamin D? The Phantom stalks you while you sleep! Take Care!”


  “Dear Steeley: Hydroelectric power serves us all. Even Hall. With fond gratitude, Collin.”


  The dam plant was massive. The generators were the size of the Blue Mesa Boarding Home, and they were all lined up in a row, tamed beasts, humming. The floor was painted green and shone with a cleanliness I hadn’t expected inside a dam. The huge room reminded me of a theater for some reason, perhaps because of the unreal size and color of things, the strange light. For one minute I had a flash of my father, the actor, strutting below our balcony platform, calling lines from “Mister Roberts” in his false baritone.


  Will walked around like he owned the entire plant, pointing the cause-effect of things out to Louisa and to me, when I was listening. He said that the permanent and heavy crane on the ceiling was installed to move out the spent generators; if one ever failed after years and years. It was all a lesson in new dimensions.
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  Las Vegas, Nevada


  But the size of Hoover Dam doesn’t make full sense until you drive up and spill over the junction and glimpse the firewheel of Las Vegas spinning in the desert night. The brilliance quickens the eye, but more confusing is why in the devil the town is there in the first place. (I wondered this about more than one Nevada town.) One can imagine a founding father simply saying, “Let’s go out in the desert and enact our various lusts.” And the second founding father saying, “With electricity!” And click! the electric mecca opened, twenty-four hours a day.


  From the front seat of our old pearl Chevy, sweeping down the highway toward the center of the star, it was hard to imagine that in one of those cathedrals of light, surrounded by the jingle-jangle of ten tons of loose change and flashing “Change” signs, ordinary people, citizens from all over the planet, squinted for the last time at the dull sheen on their final silver dollar.


  We knew we were absolutely in Las Vegas proper when we hit the parking lot of the Dunes: under the lights of the parking lot, a shirtless boy walked around and around a gray Lincoln Continental, spraypainting it Sears blue.


  “Hope he doesn’t get any on the windows,” I said as we passed the painter.


  Will motored our little ship into the confusion of the Frontier’s parking lot. When he had parked, he said, “I’d better clean up a bit before going over to Robbie’s.’’ He got out.


  “Are you killing time?” I said.


  “I’m cleaning up!” he said firmly, taking his shaving kit and striding off toward the entrance of the casino. He was mad.


  “Brilliant,” Louisa said. “Piss off the old man, why don’t you? Hurt his feelings.”


  “Shutup, Louisa.”


  “Just hurt his feelings.”


  “Cease,” I said, adding “Holz!” because I knew it would get her.


  “Don’t call me that!” She cuffed me hard across the ear, but missed with the second swing as I jumped out of the car.


  “I’m going in too,” I said.


  “Good deal. While you’re in there you can clean up too!”


  I was going to yell something back, but our roles were confused enough it seemed to me. Clean up too. Actually, given the situation, it was a pretty nice thing to hear.


  The sign before the casino read: NO ONE UNDER TWENTY-ONE ADMITTED. STATE LAW: CHILDREN MUST BE ACCOMPANIED BY AN ADULT. I ignored it and stood up straight, saying “Dad, hey Dad,” everytime I felt someone give me the eye.


  I found Will in the men’s room behind the casino, shaving over one of fourteen oval sinks. The attendant was listening to a baseball game on his radio. At the far end, a guy with half an inch of twenty-dollar bills in his mouth, washed his hands. I went to Will but he wouldn’t acknowledge me; he just stared at the lathered face in the mirror. The light in the room showed his eyes to be eighty-four years old. I said Hi, and, when he went on shaving, I turned on the water in the next sink and washed my face. My eyes looked eighty-five years old. It was good to wash, but the whole scene was miserable. Two men wash up in Las Vegas, not talking. I counted the after-shave bottles on the counter top: thirty-seven.


  “Mind if I borrow your razor?” I asked him when he’d put it down.


  He placed it near my sink and dried his ears.


  I poised the razor three, four times over various planes of my face, not a hair in sight, and then lathered everything, part of my nose, everything, and started shaving. I figured that a razor might get some of the dirt the soap had missed.


  “I’m sorry,” I said through the fluff. “I’m sorry about saying that out there.”


  I think he nodded, but I wasn’t sure. A drunk came sliding down the counter, running his hand through the many sinks, finally stopping next to Will, glaring. He turned the water on full force and began slopping it generously over the front of himself and onto Will. I saw Will reach and turn it down. The man, of course, turned it up, knocking Will’s shaving kit into the mess. Will stood up and turned the water off, and retrieved his dripping bag. The man, half Will’s age, struck at the bag, knocking Will’s stuff all over. At this, the attendant got off his chair and started our way. But Will waved him back, saying to the drunk man:


  “Be careful.”


  “Be careful!” the man spat back, swinging at Will.


  Then I saw Will counter the man’s arm, while delivering a quick flat slap to the man’s face. Before the guy could do anything, while he still reverberated from the blow, Will moved right behind him, forcing his arms up, and bent him into the sink, headfirst. I couldn’t move.


  When he had dipped him healthily four or five times, Will tipped him back just in time for the attendant to drown the man’s sputterings in a fresh towel.


  I picked up Will’s things, and we left. The man was now operating his own towel, shocked to a new sobriety. “Get some sleep,” Will shouted behind him. “You’ll feel better.”


  In the parking lot, surrounded by groups of passing citizens saying, “If we’d only … if we’d only …” Will laughed.


  “Poor guy,” he said.


  “Where’d you learn that?” I said.


  “Oh, I’ve done a little of everything.” He stopped. “Where’d you learn to shave?” He took my head in his hands and wiped away great portions of the shaving cream still roped around my nose and ears.


  “Feel better, boys?” Louisa asked when we walked up to the car.


  I drove, hoping Will’s post-combat exhilaration would last. It didn’t. As we made the jump from the electric glitter of the strip to the subdued squalor of the low-rent collar that surrounded it, Will descended. His eyes were trying to sink his face. He gave me expressionless directions through neighborhood after neighborhood.


  “Will. Hey, Will, come on,” I said. “Isn’t this what you want? Come on! Here we are in Las Vegas! It’s magic!”


  “Maybe we should have called him. Janice won’t like it.”


  “Sure she will. They’re waiting for you.”


  Then suddenly we were away, down a desert drive to a suburb. The yards were spacious, landscaped, many lit to highlight the imported cactus, bright ribbons of octotillo shooting upwards, and the obligatory cow skull half sunk picturesquely in the sand. The lay of the land had taken on a look suspiciously like my old Scottsdale neighborhood; I mean we had a skull in the front yard.


  Will sat in the passenger seat, bent over with his hands between his knees. It was the very attitude of one about to moan.


  After half an hour of the suburban crisscross, checking the address sheet six times by the light of the glove box (a task Will hated), we found Robbie’s house. The mailbox was a compartment attached to an antique mining car, sitting on a quaint section of antique mining rails. The drive curved past this monument, through a half acre cactus garden, each saguaro suddenly throwing its arms up in the sweep of the headlights. The house itself was all glass. A dozen granite pillars and forty sliding doors.


  Louisa climbed out of the back and I came around before Will would get out of the car.


  “How do I look?” he said.


  “Fine. You look like Gary Cooper.”


  “Paternal,” Louisa added.


  He just stood there, a look in his eyes that later I’d wish I’d heeded.


  “Come on, Will,” I said calmly. “This is your son’s house …”


  “That doesn’t mean,” he said, “that it’s mine too.”


  He walked away from us, striding like a cowboy to the sliding front door, where he pushed the doorbell. I could see a blue glow off on one side of the house; they were watching television in there. My father probably, in a family situation comedy, the divorced father of nineteen.


  “Hey, kids! Come on up. Aren’t you going to meet my family?” Will said back to us. He said it the way those words are meant to be spoken. He was trying.


  Louisa looked at me. “You go,” she said and smiled. “I can’t stand this family shit.”


  “Okay, be an orphan.” I ran up to Will just as the glass door slid open.


  A man stood before us, his expression a confused combination of pains. He was obviously irritated that anyone unannounced was at his door at nine o’clock at night, and further perplexed to be confronted by his father. I fully expected him to scream, but instead he coughed: “Dad!”


  Will’s face was blank, searching, tentative; his mouth a fragile smile. “Hello, Robbie.”


  “Dad.” This Robbie said again, letting go of the door. “Dad. Why, what are you … dad! Oh, come in! Come in!” and he waved us inside. It was one of those extended moments when, due to nervousness, he neither stopped talking nor moving his hands. His hands jumped from pocket to pocket in the kelly green jumpsuit he wore. There were zippers in it everywhere. Evidently he had just returned from a parachute jump or a gardening meet. I have always held that one-piece clothes are for babies, so that colored my first encounter with Will’s son. The crotch of the suit rode up considerably, a fact that may have contributed to Robbie’s animated state.


  “Janice!” Robbie yelled into the other room. “Janice, come here!” I couldn’t tell if it was the way a man calls his wife to see his father or if it was a cry for help. Then Robbie said to us: “What are you doing, dad? Did they give you the day off?”


  “It’s kind of a field trip,” I said.


  “No, Rob, no. This is my friend, Collin.” I shook Robbie’s hand.


  “I’m glad to meet you,” I said. “Any son of Will’s is—”


  “I’ve left Blue Mesa,” Will said. Robbie’s face assumed a sober regularity while he took in the news, a face I imagined he used in business, “I’ve left the home and come up here.”


  Robbie said nothing. His teeth came out to work his upper lip, and every so often he’d run two fingers around his mouth. When he raised his arms the suit stretched so much I thought he’d leave the parquet floor.


  So we stood a little moment in the foyer. The space was that: a space, not a room. The one rug was on the wall. It portrayed in hooked wool a saguaro cactus holding up the sun. I could see into the living room where all was white; rug, couch, reflected in the glass on the other side. If a person stood in the right spot in this glass house, he could be reflected right out of himself, side to side to infinity.


  Will was still expecting things, I think, but it all sat clearly on me. There had been some mistake in the hospital forty years ago, a switch; Robbie was not Will’s son. He couldn’t be.


  The worst was the kids running in and climbing onto Will, calling, “Grandpa! Grandpa!” I thought about it then: Grandfather. The baby, three or four, I don’t know, maybe two, wore turquoise pajamas with a Superman shield on the chest in red, something from an exclusive catalogue. As she jumped up and down, I thought, “I should have expected this.” The other child, a boy of six or so, calmly pulled his grandfather to his knees to throw his arms around his grandfather’s neck and not let go. The scene was so stinking sweet, I wasn’t ready for it. They were for the moment, I guess, grandchildren. They filled up the space in a rich antic repetition of my old friend’s genes.


  Janice came in. She was a pretty woman, almost too pretty, the kind of woman who could host talk shows. Her pale, blond hair was short in a clever way, a way which didn’t look short. She carried a magazine in one hand and a pencil in the other. Seeing her children on Will, she smiled but with a little start, and blended it into a country club: “Why Will, hello! How are you?”


  What did her in was that she looked at Robbie while she said it. Janice stepped up and shook Will’s hand and gave him the symbol of a kiss, and when she stepped back she had somehow gathered her kids by her side.


  I mean, I won’t forget it. Will there, alone for a minute on his knees, alone there in that space. I could paint it, and that’s saying one whole lot remembering Margaret and art class. But I could: the kids, now quietly attached to their mother; Janice and her interpretation of a smile; Robbie his hands in his pockets. The green of his jumpsuit would be hard to duplicate. Me, the only alien blood in the house, standing behind an old man on his knees on a brown and blond inlaid parquet floor. In the quiet I could hear people shooting each other on the television in the other room.


  Will rose.


  Janice gave Robbie a look, I think. I saw her eyebrows ripple, and she and the children were gone. She did not look at me once.


  “Well, I don’t know, dad,” Robbie said. “I mean we’ve been through this before, right partner?” He tried to laugh and Will stood still and allowed the younger man to put a hand on his shoulder.


  Robbie removed the hand.


  “We’ve been through this, and …” his hands plunged. “Hey,” he said, trying for a fresh start, trying to say something impossible, trying, I think, to be honest. I almost felt sorry for him. “Hey, we settled this.” And then again the laugh, the gesture. “Come on; you got the day off, right?”


  Will had not moved.


  “Can you stay the night?” Robbie said. “You and Collin?”


  “I don’t know,” Will said. It was no.


  “What about a sandwich? Come on, you’ve been driving. Have a sandwich and stay over … Janice!”


  “I’m not really very hungry,” I said to Will.


  “Janice! Janice!”


  The baby girl peeked out of a door down the hall and giggled at me. When she did it twice more, I crept down there leaving Will and his son and I crouched by the door. She peeked out.


  “BOO!” I said.


  She screamed a beginning string of giggles and retreated. I followed her into the kitchen, bumping into Janice.


  “What do you want?” she said in such a way that I questioned whether she was addressing me. She had the potential to be fierce, I decided.


  “Me? Nothing. I was just …”


  “Who are you? What are you doing with that old man?” She said, gathering her kids.


  “Say,” I started, “you’re mistaken—”


  “Out!” she said, the way people do late at night in the suburbs. “Get out!”


  I should have left right there. But she rankled me; I was going to stay until she understood our mission; suddenly I was willing to argue.


  But she clutched the telephone and began dialing deliberately, looking at me between each digit.


  I went on: “Utterly mistaken. There is no interloper.” I pointed at myself. “I am not interloping here, Janice.”


  When I said her name, she cried out.


  “Who are you calling?”


  “The police. I want you to leave.”


  “Don’t do that. Listen …”


  She did not stop.


  “Listen! We’re leaving.” I held up my arms. “No harm done. We got cleaned up and came over to see the grandkids.”


  What I was saying was not making sense to her. She was turned absolutely on the phone. I did not want her to call the police and re-place me in Noble Canyon.


  “Please don’t do that. It is not necessary. We are leaving.” I pantomimed opening the door. She did not move, ear on phone.


  I reached for the receiver in what I considered to be a very gentle, pacifist motion.


  When I touched it, she kneed me. I blacked out for a tenth of a second, and then it was a flashing rush of gonad temper that surfaced next, and I disconnected the call with a finger.


  She was glaring at me, full force. Finally, I stood up straight. It was a mistake.


  “Look …”


  Charity demands that I call her next action reflex, as she struck me in the nose with the telephone receiver. Something in my nose was broken hotly, and while blood flushed my shirt, my eyes—blind and white hot—seemed to converge on the spot.


  My next actions, committed as they were by a blind man bleeding in a kitchen, seem like the remote heroics of someone else.


  I compressed the telephone, the only object I was in touch with, in my pulsating hand, and ripped the entire mechanism off the wall. It was pure adrenal temper. And it didn’t quite rip off the wall. One staple, holding the cord, flew from the wall in a dusting of paint chips. I yanked again, and another staple ripped out, farther along. I was crazed. My steaming, bloody, throbbing nose dictated it all.


  Janice stood in the corner in front of the awed children. Her face was a blur, but I realized—distantly—that I was unwittingly giving her the performance she had originally anticipated. I should have stopped.


  But. I ripped the phone cord, staple by staple from the kitchen wall in nine vigorous pulls, sending chips of paint in a flurry, until I came to the plug in the floorboard. I pulled twice on this, but it wouldn’t give. So I fell to the floor and braced my feet on the wall and pulled and pulled like a man escaping in a rowboat, but it wouldn’t snap. This is not what I’d seen on T.V.; this is not the one-tug-quick-snap. When my hands were all red with white lines from pulling, I stopped, stood up and ranged through the kitchen like a bear until I found a butcher knife. With this instrument, as my anger, energy, and life-forces faded, I cut the goddamned telephone cord. It took three tries.


  This is when Robbie entered the kitchen. His hands flew out of his jumpsuit, and for a moment I mistook his stance for a lethal karate pose. “Okay now!” he shouted. “Hey, okay now!”


  Okay now. Blood was the theme in the kitchen, and I seemed to be holding the knife. A broad bib hung on my shirt like a brown scab, and the floor was a constellation of smeared drops. Robbie continued the “Okay now!” speech until Will opened the door.


  “Collin!” he said. “What happened?” He came to me and held my head in both hands along the chin bones. I could make out his eyes squinting at where I felt my own had merged. I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t swallow. I was on the plateau before tears, trying to hold. Will backed up a bit and I saw his hand come up, and he placed his thumb and forefinger in the red center of the pain.


  “Broke your nose, buster,” he said.


  “Yup,” I said and the word broke and then I was crying and bleeding in Will’s arms.


  “Broke your nose.”


  The family did not move. I was sorry for scaring the kids. It hurt that I had lived four years in one of the roughest detention centers in Arizona, and I had to come to the suburbs to be struck by blunt instruments and wield a knife. Robbie picked up the phone after a while, and though he could see the severed end, he put the receiver to his ear. I guess it was all magic to him anyhow, cord or not.


  “Dead,” he said.


  Will let me go. He looked at his relatives where they stood in the corner in front of the glass cupboards.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry, Robbie.”


  “Yeah,” Robbie shrugged. “We can get it fixed.”


  It was a fairly silly thing for him to say. I suspected him of being a good man, of doing as his neighbors did, of being competent in things I had no idea of.


  “Sure you can, son.”


  I placed the knife on the counter. The handle was sticky when I let it go. I could see pretty well out of one of my eyes now, and I had scared the kids. They stood by Janice, who had only done her duty in her household. With the crying, something in my knees had given way, and I said flatly:


  “I don’t understand this, Mr. and Mrs. Clare. We didn’t come to cut up your telephone. I’m sorry for that. We came … it was a reunion.”


  No one said anything.


  Will opened the door for me and said, “We’re going now.”


  Robbie moved behind us as I followed Will past the acres of gleaming glass, everywhere glass, the white living room, the white rug, all gone in glass.


  “You can stay overnight,” Robbie offered. “I mean …”


  “No, thanks, Rob. We’ll go,” Will said. “Goodbye.” He stepped out of the house. I turned to Robbie, trying to think of some final thing to say, something that would anchor this scene as believable later. Something. Then I saw the children, again peering by the kitchen door, fascinated by bloodman from outerspace, the worst thing ever in their house.


  “Kids,” I said, my nose only numb now, the icy swollen center of my face. “Remember this. Tonight. That’s your grandfather out there …”


  I couldn’t go on. Just because planning is not one of my strengths doesn’t mean I’m a master of the extemporaneous.


  I know now that I wanted to instruct them to enroll their own father in The Blue Mesa Boarding Home as soon as he stuttered once, or drooled. I wanted to tell them that he would be better off. I wanted to tell them they were supposed to. I wanted to yell “You started the damn thing!” at Robbie. But we don’t get everything we want, and besides, the point was made.


  Sure I’d wrecked the whole visit, but it would have been pretty bad without my activities. I backed out without a bow, feeling somewhat better about the circumstances under which one has his nose broken, and I walked to the car like a boxer after the final bell, my nose a new fire, my girlfriend in the stands.
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  North


  For eighty-five dollars I enjoyed the services of the emergency room at Good Samaritan Hospital in Las Vegas and those of Dr. S. E. Thornton, a deft and dextrous woman who unplugged and realigned my nose in less than one minute. The best thing about the visit was that she referred to my injury as “trauma” which was right as right. I was hoping she could treat Will also. The worst thing about the visit was the emergency room beforehand which was occupied by two couples. All four people had been shot in various places. They sprawled across the chairs opposite ours while we waited. They had been to a party.


  Seeing people in worse shape than we were alleviated the need to talk. Will handled the hospital scene well, sitting by me as if this was routine, dealing with the doctor directly, paying the nurse cash as Louisa walked me back to the car. He had made up his mind about something.


  At the car, Will said to Louisa, “Drive north.”


  “North!” She laughed. “Which way is fucking north!”


  He laughed too, briefly, and said, “The freeway is over there. You enter left and go right. Salt Lake City it will say. Okay?”


  “Enter left. Go right. Salt Lake City. No problem.”


  “I called my brother who lives there. I’ll tell you about him later,” he said, getting into the back seat. He didn’t look defeated. He didn’t look like some loser old guy at large with the orphans. “Now, I feel like sleeping in a car.” He reclined on the seat and said to himself: “Enter left, go right. No problem.”


  Louisa conducted the old pearl Chevrolet from the hospital parking lot, stopping short when an ambulance turned in front of us and flew back toward the building. I checked the back of it for Mr. C. B. Borkanida, and my eyes crossed Louisa’s who had been peering in the ambulance for her father.


  “He could have fallen jumping Caesar’s Palace, right?” I said.


  “We won’t check just now.”


  Then we cruised across the downtown section of Las Vegas, a hundred minor clubs marked by a hundred bright light arrows. Arrows spinning into broad thousand-light-bulb arrowheads, flashing pulses twenty times a minute: RIGHT THIS WAY! THIS WAY IN! All those brilliant signals and none for me.


  “Fucking electric city!” Louisa said, rocking in her seat.


  I scanned the tacky marquees: LOOSEST SLOTS IN TOWN!; NUDE GIRLS NUDE! FREE KENO, KOCKTAILS, KISSES!; AL WEINER’S ALL STAR PORN VENTRILOQUIST SHOW!!!—$$$EXXX-Rated!


  Louisa entered left, followed the ramp to the right, under a green freeway sign reading: North and Salt Lake City. Louisa was wired, moving in the seat as she drove, her mouth open, excited as always to be leaving one place. She was singing a new disco hit of her own composition, evidently entitled “North,” because that was its every lyric and refrain. My head ached, my face, my brain. The pain was symptomatic of deep-seated emotional problems and telephone assault and battery. This must be the next thing, I thought, and I sat back, along for the ride, north from Las Vegas, Nevada, 89114.


  North. The midnight highway was littered with the inevitable minor landmarks of raggy hitchhikers, like a forlorn stringy suburb of Las Vegas. Some of them stood by the road without shirts on, having lost it all, even the ranch, in the bright city behind us, the electrical center of the universe. I could imagine Russian cosmonauts lusting after the spiny star below them on the dark desert backcloth, wanting down and into the heat for a while, so they could bet—and lose—their apartments in Minsk.


  At intervals through the night, I checked on old Will. He slept heavily, not moving, and it worried me how small he could look at times, how his body folded into the seat. I was tempted to shake him, to make sure he was still alive with us, and capable of kicking, but I didn’t. Louisa asked me all about our session with Robbie et al, and I recounted the whole thing in my new voice, slowly stroking the bandage on my nose, back and forth, until the light began to come.


  We were in Utah, and by dawn we had the old heater on full. The night had changed the season. After we climbed along the winding Virgin River, it started to get cold, and in the early light we could see that it was fall. Most of the farmers were already at work, two pickups and a rick in every field.


  In the milky light I could see the heavy dew, near frost, on the fence posts. The cows, brown and white, down and back, stood around smoking cigarettes, breathing steam into the new day. I thought of my old male associate, Hippo, the monster bull trapped in the largest body in Arizona. How he’d drool helplessly over these spotted beauties, their large wet eyes, the sensuous patches of brown which ran across their flanks like floating continents. The fields lay in steam rising around the standing cattle. My mind drove on, the driver sodden with fatigue and glazed by the scenic underwater dawn.


  Every cow has a skull. One for every front yard in the Gadsden Purchase. What would you like in your yard, Mrs. Reach? A skull, please. Keeps the visits short. To the point. Acres of bones before the house, salesmen stumbling. The boneyard. That’s what they call the reserve stack in dominoes. Hello, come in. Did you see the bones? Yes, we can’t stay long; our cattle are at home dying. Steele would cheat Rawlins at dominoes, as in everything else, a dollar a game. He’d change the rules, sometimes the whole sense of the game. First person out of dominoes wins; then, perhaps: if you run out you lose. Rawlins would lose three, four times and then throw the bones, the table too, at the laughing Steele. Once, in a post-game rage, he bit the double-six in half. Three weeks later he would forget and they’d play again. It was always hard for me to decide which side to take. I’d sit with a raggy copy of People magazine in my lap, all the movie stars exchanging recipes for quiche, and wonder if all teenage parties were like this. Two drunk friends eating the dominoes.


  Will sat up after Cedar City, Utah; it must have been five in the morning. “Not Arizona,” he said.


  “No,” Louisa said. “Not Arizona.”


  We stopped for gas, and getting out of the car in the chill was exciting. Everything smelled wonderful: the water on the cement, the air full of harvest molecules. Will traded Louisa and drove.


  When we were under way, Will said to me, “Sorry about last night. It was my fault.”


  “Bullshit. You didn’t do a thing. I wrecked it for you.”


  “No, I did. I knew it would be like that.” He looked at me. “I didn’t know you’d get your nose broken, but I should’ve known the rest.”


  Louisa, like me, was now wide awake in this fresh light, and she leaned over the seat between us. The day warmed, just like Will said it would, turned yellow at the center in the yellow hills under the yellow sky.


  “I didn’t stay around long enough for any of this stuff to happen,” Will said out of nowhere, from a long driving silence. “When I was sixteen and my brother George was eighteen we left.”


  “Where?”


  “Grand Junction, Colorado.”


  “I grew up forty feet from the Colorado River in Grand Junction. Learned to swim in it. My dad worked for the railroad and before he could throw us out, we left. Big plans we had. We just wanted to get out and see the world, I think. He could be mean, but it was just him. His way. He worked for the railroad all his life. Killed on the job two years after we left, by a load of lumber.


  “My brother George and I just got in a boxcar in the middle of winter … headed for … Durango. Anyplace. There was only one boxcar open, and there were already four guys in it.


  “George didn’t like it at all; I told him we didn’t have much choice. The four guys just sat on one side and we sat on the other. It was cold.


  “At the junction the train stopped to put on the extra engines for the climb to the summit, and George said he was going to look for another car. We could barely get the door back open, and those guys didn’t help us. I stayed behind to keep them from shutting the door on him.”


  Will was smiling, his eyes far ahead, as he drove. It was as if he were remembering it more vividly as he told it to us.


  “George didn’t come back. The train started to crawl and I reached out and hollered but he didn’t show. When we got speed, two of the guys in the car stepped in front of me and slammed the door.


  “I was sure they were going to jump me and take the few dollars I had, so we rode and I watched them. I’d been in fights with two guys, but never four. I knew they could stomp me good, and I knew if they did, they’d probably throw me out of the car. So I stood against the wall eyeing them all. I kept my hand on my hip and the other out of my pocket, trying to look tough. God, my hands got cold, but I didn’t move all the way to the summit.


  “When we stopped to let off the extra engines at the top, I moved over and somehow slid the door open and jumped down. I found George two cars up, frozen around the brake behind a tank car. I was sure he was dead; he was stiff as a board.


  “Well that loosened me right up and I went back to the boxcar and said, ‘Look, you bastards, my brother’s dead. Give me a hand.’ One of them came up with me and lifted George off into the snow. We loaded him back in the car where those other guys came over and stared at him. I mean, he was blue. I rubbed him with snow until the train started moving, and he started to stir. A minute later he was up, shivering and swearing.


  “Well, I’ll be damned if he didn’t jump out again while the train was walking down. He said, ‘Come on, I found a place and was coming back to get you.’ But I couldn’t budge. I hollered after the fool, knowing that if he got frozen out again with the train going downhill, he’d die for sure. He could be a crazy man. But he was running ahead and then I couldn’t see him.


  “Now I had to deal with the punks in the car. They’d been waiting to start something, and with George gone it started. The biggest one, dirty as a miner, came over and started pushing me around. I knew I’d have to fight him. The drop into Durango takes over an hour; I couldn’t stall that long. I tried! I told him I didn’t want to fight. Finally I had to say okay, I’d fight them one at a time, calling for fair play.”


  Will laughed again: “Fair play in a boxcar!” He shook his head. “Anyway, we fought. It wasn’t so bad once I started slugging back. Before, I was scared as hell of the big guy. He was so dirty; it made him look like he knew what he was doing, I guess.


  Some nights my dad would come home that dirty, and smear up everything in the kitchen, my mother just taking it, wiping up after him. This guy in the train finally pushed me into the corner where I fell down, and when I got up I was fighting back. It was a good fight, really, not one of these wrestling matches where some drunk pulls your head off. We stood almost against one wall and punched each other, one for one. It was going to be whoever had the hardest head.”


  Will turned to Louisa. “I did,” he said. I hadn’t expected anything, but when he went down, I knew he wouldn’t get back up again.


  “I turned to the other guys. They just stared at me. No one made a move to help the big guy. We stood like that the rest of the way. I didn’t put my hands in my pockets. In Durango, the three of them got out, leaving their pal, and I jumped out and found George sitting in the third class, warm as a muffin, telling lies to two young girls who were traveling alone. I found out the next day, when we applied for work in the mines, that I’d broken my left hand. Anyway, the point is, that’s how I left home.


  “We worked in Durango for six weeks, paid for my hand and made a little money. I was a driller’s apprentice and George hauled the honey wagon. Ha! He hated it.


  “We worked in Price, Utah, in the coal mines after that for a while. And Park City. And two years later, I was a journeyman plumber in Salt Lake; George and I had bought a tavern there, when we heard that dad had been killed. And we went back to Grand Junction for the last time.”


  Will guided the Chevy onto the Beaver, Utah, off-ramp and we sailed down into a gas station. As he got out, he said to us, “That was all a long time ago.” It was meant as a disclaimer, but Louisa said, “I’m not so sure, cowboy.”


  And it was odd about Will. He could look very old sometimes, old to the bones and used up. His eyes would go bluish underneath, wasted. Other times, such as when he told us the story, he could look fit and firm, about to be forty, his eyes bright and moving. Those times it was as if he were living through the ages in his life, his heart devolving through the years, his mind luminous in health.
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  Lessons


  We had fried chicken for lunch at a new cinder-block café run solely by distracting high school girls. They sat gossiping over their schoolbooks at the corner table. I recognized one text, Eons of Literature, as one we had abused with LaVar, our crazy English teacher, at Noble Canyon. There was a black and white drawing of Hamlet on the cover having a discussion with that skull.


  Our waitress, like all the other girls, wore a dirty piece of string around her neck, and when she asked us if we were ready to order, I asked her about the string. In one of the most disarming gestures anywhere, she gave the string a little tug and a huge gold ring with a blue stone popped into sight from the cozy lodging in her brassiere.


  “My boyfriend’s ring; we’re goin’ steady,” she said.


  In the interests of lapidary science I cupped the ring. It was still warm.


  “How nice.”


  She took our order, and tucked the ring and my imagination back into the dark.


  “How nice … ” Louisa mocked me.


  “Did I say something wrong?”


  “Does the bear shit in the woods? You should have asked her to unbutton her dress.”


  Will made us write a card to Leonard on the back of one of those cartoon postcards which showed two boots, boiled and set out on a plate.


  “Dear Leonard,” we began. “Out of state is not out of mind! Is there any crying? Is there any spilt milk?” Then Will wrote: “No losses in Las Vegas, though Collin managed to break his nose.” Louisa wrote: “Lenny! We taught Collin to drive! Look both ways when crossing the street!” And I wrote: “Leonard! Utterly harassed! Wish you were here!” On the bottom, Will penned a short recipe for breaded chicken which he copied off the back of the menu, and we all signed it.


  We also sent Ardean the news of the day and a dotted-line map of our travels on the back of a picture card of the salt flats. The card had a little bag of salt affixed to one side.


  Louisa was further annoyed by a young girl at the counter who was eating soft ice-cream during our lunch, holding the spoon upside down, and staring at me. It was really quite flattering and I savored Louisa’s disgust.


  When we left, I asked Louisa if she wanted to wear my ring, but she declined claiming to have no string, adding she thought the whole business uncomfortable.


  “Well,” I said. “That’s okay. I don’t realy have a ring, yet. But,” I added, “I could get one.”


  “You be careful with rings,” Will said.


  “Drop me a card,” was all Louisa replied.


  I started to drive for the next while, but faded fast and Will took over. The sun in the windows, as the day warmed, was suffocating in that lovely way, and sleep sounded like tires on pavement, wind over fenders. I was swung awake by a drumroll beneath us as we rapped across a metal cattle-guard in a wide turn off the highway. We dropped onto a two-wheel dirt road, and Will drove us through a sunny, green pasture which narrowed into a pink stone canyon.


  “Jesus!” Louisa said. “Where is this? Where are we?”


  “Just going up here to a lake I remember,” Will answered.


  Our two-rut detour wrapped itself along the canyon wall, above a little stream. The Lost Planet. After twenty minutes up the rocky road, the canyon broke and opened on a small lake. When Will stopped the car in a thin aspen grove at the lake’s edge, Louisa asked, “What is this?”


  “This is a nice place. We’ve gone far enough for today.” And Will got out of the ticking car.


  When Louisa slammed her car door and stood in the new landscape, four deer splashed out of the far side of the lake and stepped up the grassy slope into the pines.


  “What the hell is this place? Those are wild animals!”


  “This is where the bear lives, Louisa,” I said. “These are the woods. Want to make some inquiries?” She was staying pretty close to the car.


  Will was testing the water. He came back shaking the water from his hands and saying, “Oh, this is a nice place. I’m glad we came. We’ll see a hundred deer later on.”


  Louisa said, “Camping, right? This is just camping. I can do this.” She jumped back onto the Chevy’s front fender. “I can camp.”


  The afternoon was divided between a brief woodgathering session and the diving lesson, which I hesitate going into. Briefly, it was decided that I, despite the condition of my nose, needed to learn how to dive into a cold body of water, and, as an amateur in what is normally called experience, I agreed.


  First, there was this thin ruse. Will, stripping his skinny self, swam out in his shorts to mid-lake, waved, and swam in, arriving somewhat rosier than before. He announced, “Wonderful! Just right! The last day of swimming up here.” He rubbed his face with a towel. “Well,” he said to me, “quick, get in!” Like any cheap trick, it worked. I mean, his face looked so good, bright and sharp, alive, how could we possibly know that his euphoria was the result of surviving the ice.


  I ditched my pants behind a tree and ran into the 32-1/2-degree water. I can only describe the shock as being massive; that I could still swim in such cold stuff was a miracle. I committed six strokes out, and coming to my senses, turned and swam right back to shore.


  Then for a while, there was the shivering question of whether or not it was colder in or out, but before that debate was settled to my body’s satisfaction, Will began the diving lesson, and I was sunk.


  He had me on an outcropping of rock, or near it, and was saying, “Your body follows your hands in a good dive.” For some reason, known only to older men speaking to younger men who are freezing, he was laughing. “Your body follows your hands.”


  “It hasn’t so far,” I said.


  “Do it!” he said.


  “Just lean forward until you are off balance.”


  I did three false takes, hands up like a skinny Buddha, and then stepped back. I was much better at leaping before I looked, I realized; and I sat on the rock waiting for my gumption to come back from Antarctica.


  Meanwhile, Louisa had undressed in the car, and I watched her run into the water. I was not able to match Will’s casualness about Louisa undressing. I was not casual in the least part. I tried and I could not be casual. They can say that a girl’s underwear is just the same as a bathing suit, but to whom? I really want to know. Not to me. They are not the same thing at all. My imagination is limited in this regard. When Louisa came out of the car, I gasped. There is a girl in her underwear. Women on earth, I thought, granting myself a generous look at Louisa. Women in bodies, swimming on earth.


  Then, speaking of gumption or something related to it, Louisa came over and walked out onto the rock ahead of me, her wet cotton underpants adhering everywhere, and she slipped into the water in the world’s first splashless dive and emerged smiling, flesh in a lake.


  So I stepped up quickly before she or anybody else could see that I was getting hard despite the crippling cold. I leaned into the air, until I was “committed,” and, though I forgot to push with my feet, I fell and broke the water magnificently (I thought). On my closed eyes under the ice, I could see hot circles, a silver girl on a wire in a circle of light riding the sky. Somehow, later, I came up.


  “Good!” Will said. The water felt thick, viscous in its cold.


  Louisa was out sitting in a blanket.


  “Now, again.”


  “No, not again.”


  “Want to learn or not,” Will went on. “If you quit now, you’ll be a beginner every time you step on a board.”


  The short story of it has me doing eleven more dives, numb to the cold, as the advice slowly—so slowly—became acclaim. My final dive was a tribute to the stiletto, and though I was underwater when it occurred, I’m sure the splash was but a tender ripple.


  Will had a fire going in a ring of stones, so the icebergs among us could thaw, and I will admit now that toward twilight, which came early in those mountains, all the empirical evidence improved sharply. My skin felt sized by the water, tight, quick to the fabric of my dry clothing. Will pointed out the wild animals (deer) as they loitered in the near dark on the far hill. Finally, with no grudge, I thanked Will for the lesson.


  “It’s only too bad we didn’t have poles and line; I could teach you how to fish.”


  “We’d need whiskey and frogs for that,” Louisa said.


  Full dark brought the white posts of the aspens closer to the fire. They rose and fell in the light. I was enjoying being sunned by the fire, though I did check my face every so often, counting my eyebrows by hand.


  “I can do this. This is our camp, right?” Louisa said.


  And, in fact, I was just settling down to camping with a relish only the oversheltered can bring to it, then Will said, “Listen.”


  We listened, but all I could hear was something like a distant trickling.


  “What is it?” I asked after five seconds.


  I still couldn’t hear anything, but Will said, “Somebody’s coming … That’s odd.” And soon, even I could hear a rumbling and see headlights darting off the canyon below. It was an old International pickup.


  It pulled behind our car and stopped cockeyed on the road. Three people got out of the cab. In the weak light I thought we were hosting three Elvis imitators, but when they came closer I could see they were much too ragtag for such ambitions.


  “Howdy,” Will said, getting up.


  They looked us over three times.


  “What can I do for you?” Will asked again.


  “This is my land,” one said.


  “And what’s your name?” Will said half friendly, half in challenge.


  “Oster.”


  “This is not your land.”


  “We seen your out of state plates, Arizona,” Oster said.


  “And?”


  “And we come round.” His logic was dizzying.


  “Yes?” Will wasn’t giving a bit.


  Another of the trio said, “We seen you swimming.” This statement seemed to carry some significance, since they all shifted weight. “We seen you swimming in our lake,” he went on.


  “Look,” Will said. “You live around here?”


  “Right here,” Oster came back. “This here’s our lake.”


  “If you live around here I’d look out.” Will was getting taller. “Now this lake, none of it is yours. And I think you boys ought to go home before you say something you’d be ashamed to have your mothers hear about.”


  The three boy-men laughed. Uneasily.


  A guy in the back, who hadn’t spoken, said, “We seen you swimming.” He was looking at Louisa.


  “Go home, fellas,” Will said.


  “Naw, we ain’t goin’ home.”


  Will sighed and set his hands on his belt. Without turning he said to us, “Get in the car.” Louisa was already inside, rolling up the windows. I backed into the front seat. And locked the door.


  “Now,” Will said, still fronting the three, “drive down that road and then into the town five miles south and tell them that there’s a guy Oster and his two regular pals up here at Reeve’s Lake harassing the campers. Describe them well, and give the license number of their truck.”


  “OWP 914” I said loudly out the window.


  “Go on, Collin,” Will went on. “You know how to drive.”


  I started the car.


  The three men slid back to their pickup. I could hear them shutting the heavy doors. Then the lights went on, and the truck swept a broad U-turn half through our camp.


  “Say, we’ll see you again, gramps!” a voice said.


  We watched the custom tiny purple taillights joggle down the dirt road. A guy would have to be deranged to choose to install purple taillights.


  “Will they come back?” Louisa asked.


  “I don’t see why they should,” Will said. “You and I and Collin will be gone.” And he started to load our little gear into the trunk. Louisa stopped him with a hug. She held her arms around his waist and burrowed her head into the hollows of his shoulder; I shook the blankets and folded them into the open trunk.


  Will and Louisa still stand as a black and white photograph in my mind. I can see it if I close my eyes.


  We motored down the canyon road, dropping from rock to rock, tossing the wild beams of the pearl Chevrolet’s headlights across the stone cliffs. And happy as I was to be in transit again, I still stared hard for the slightest glint of purple.


  “Those assholes didn’t scare me,” Louisa said.


  “Do you think we handled it correctly?” Will asked her, smiling as he drove down the rutted road.


  “Well. You know, sure. I mean, for the situation, probably. I personally think we should have taught them a lesson—bashed their teeth in.”


  Bashed their teeth in. I love phrases like that. Will’s eyes bobbed comically to mine in the rear-view mirror.


  Louisa continued, “Like you did on that train. I mean, just fight those suckers.”


  “Well,” Will said, “I’d just as soon drive tonight, wouldn’t you?” He wheeled us across the cattleguard and up onto the highway. “We should be in Salt Lake by morning, and we can rest at my brother’s house.”


  “Fine by me,” Louisa said.


  “How did you know it wasn’t their land?” I asked him.


  “How could three punks own that?” That made sense. “Besides,” Will added, “we own this from the highway back. I taught Robbie to swim up there. It’s all his now.”
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  The night


  I remember that night as being many nights, many times. We were to spend lifetimes in that car in our three-cornered discussion group. We had stories, discussions, interviews, and question and answer periods. We talked at night the way people can, disembodied, thinking aloud. I remember that night well, and not at all; I do remember tingling—or seeming to—from swimming, and feeling happy and whole. And I remember the light in the car, the reflected hush of the dash lights, and I remember saying, “I’m happy,” aloud, and Louisa catching my eyes in the mirror and saying, “You’re not that good a diver, asshole.”


  I don’t remember the names of places we slowed to pass through; the towns, clusters of lights, maybe a tavern with a red neon oval advertising beer, maybe the highway patrol car sitting in the only gas station with his parking lights on while the officer sat inside, writing his memoirs. Upstairs above every dark café, a waitress danced in her slip before the dresser mirror. One of these nights. I can only offer the excerpts from our night, the pieces of Will and Louisa I remember best.


  “I didn’t really expect anything at Robbie’s,” Will said at one point. “Who am I? Some old stranger comes to the door.” He laughed. “It was stupid. I don’t blame them. What would I do, if I were young … like them … in their shoes.”


  “Forget it,” Louisa said. “Don’t take it personally. They’re just assholes like everybody else.”


  Later Will added, “But I am glad to be away from Blue Mesa. This is better: driving around Utah. I know I’m taking you kids a day out of your way, but it will work out. I think George will help you get to your father.” I remember Will turning here and looking in my face as if to say I see you; I know you, and saying: “Okay?”


  My reaction was the worried cringe I’d been practicing for ten days every time I started thinking. My father watched from behind the camera as his stuntman drove the Mercedes off the pier; my father discussed the fundamental axioms of acting with the director. They stood with their arms folded and looked serious.


  Later sometime, Louisa became giddy and started playing with everything, punching me, “Come on, big boy. It’s a punching game. Come on.” She was punching my legs with her small hard-boned fists. I tried to cover her giddy face with my hand and push her away, but she would bite my fingers almost too hard, and squirm out of it laughing and punching all the time.


  I remember the touch of her face on my palm. It brought back the wet spot on my neck where she had placed her mouth that night when we walked out from Blue Mesa.


  Later that night I noted this scene: Louisa sat cocked defiantly against the passenger door, one arm on the seat back, the other along the closed window ledge. She held her head at a slight angle, her chin poised. She was always one of those girls who can do more with her chin than the Greek playwrights could do with a chorus. The other face in the dashlight was Will’s. The small light made the comb tracks in his white hair even more distinct. The other face emerging from the back seat was a screwy countenance, almost handsome and certainly confused. This face could have been that of a misplaced dog. This face could have been that of a softened criminal. The face could have been mine, and is most of the time, if you want to know.


  Will said, “How’d you really get to be such a tough customer?”


  “I told you,” she said.


  “No you didn’t.”


  She reached for the radio knob, and switched it on.


  “Want to listen to the radio?” he followed.


  “Leave me alone. Okay?”


  The radio warmed and a ballad emerged bearing only the lyrics “Closer, baby, closer … ”


  “I mean, what’s your view of the world.” Will said this, not mocking her.


  “Assholes. A swarm of assholes. What’s yours?”


  The radio went on “Closer, baby,” etcetera, and I wondered why Will didn’t turn it off.


  “Oh, I know,” Louisa pointed at him. “We’re born, marry somebody, raise children, grandchildren, grow wise, and take the bow. Right?”


  “Grow wise,” Will said, trying out the words for what they were. “No. No growing wise. Children. Yes. Raising them. Driving around with your friends rather than growing wise, rather than taking the bow.”


  “Oh yeah?” It was more a challenge than a question.


  “Well, what do you like?” He changed directions.


  “I don’t know. I know the things I don’t like. I don’t like all those horny fucking bastards swarming around. I don’t like being yelled at and looked at and made to ride the unicycle. And then the fucking trapeze. I don’t like my father, the rotten sonofabitch. I don’t like being scared.”


  “I don’t blame you.”


  “Thanks, old man,”


  “You like this? Driving with us?”


  She leaned forward, with a bit more authority this time, and turned off the radio.


  “Going with you guys is okay.”


  “Okay? Isn’t it something you like, something you’d choose?”


  “What is this?” Louisa began. “Who do you think you are, the fucking police?”


  “I just …”


  “Going with you guys is okay, because we’re going away. I like that. You’re okay, but he’s screwed up … going to his father. He’ll grow out of it, maybe. But times being what they are, this is okay.”


  “What are times?”


  “Hard. Full of swarming assholes.” And with that she shifted in her seat. End of interview. To avoid the new silence she tried the radio again; I was beginning to understand the uses of media.


  But the radio only confused me. On center-dial stations, wayward disc jockeys played rock music, blood-thud ballads recounting sexual intercourse between sophomore dropouts. I preferred the distant signal radio stations found only at the crumbling edge of the dial: 1650, 1666. On these, some earnest soul broadcasting out of his basement in Pocatello, Idaho, would be yelling bad news from the Bible, and giving his address five times an hour so that we could order prayer blankets and autographed religious calendars. The word “A-Men!” was a lament and not a benediction.


  The lessons fought. One said: Don’t grow up! The other: if you do, REPENT!


  There’s a world out there, I thought, listening to the radio, but I’m not sure it’s ready for me. Or vice versa.


  Later still, Will started talking, telling a story that I thought was going to be another tall tale, ending with little creatures running the show. But it was not.


  “Her father despised me.” He was speaking about his late wife, Elizabeth. “He knew my brother ran a ‘tavern’ and that I was just a plumber, and when he found out that my dad had worked for the railroad and we weren’t Mormons, that about sealed the deal. Four strikes against me.


  “One night when I took her out to her farm after a dance in Salt Lake, her father was sitting in his old Buick with the motor running. He told her to go in the house and me to get in the car. On the way back to the “M and M,” George’s café, he told me that it was the last time he expected to be taking me home, since it was the last time I was welcome at their place. What a ride! I think I may have said, ‘Yes, sir,’ maybe a few times.


  “When I got out of the car in front of the M and M, and he wheeled that big old car around and headed home, I thought, ‘broken heart.’ “Will laughed.” I mean, I thought my heart was broken!


  “The next morning, I found my car parked in front, where he’d delivered it, and I got embarrassed all over again, but I wanted to see that girl.


  “So I had to court her right under her old man’s nose. In the fall I would fire my old L. C. Smith double-barrel so she could find me near the river basin, half a mile from their house, and somedays we’d hunt and somedays not.


  “The next time I went to the farm proper was for the wedding, and he treated me right, because he knew Elizabeth was okay and that I was a good plumber.” Will looked at Louisa. “He’d asked around. But that was excitement, hunting through that river basin with her, a rifle shot from the farmhouse.”


  “You should have just shot him,” Louisa said.


  “No, we became great friends,” Will said. “Though he never came to the M and M, because George served beer. But time lets people do that, become friends.”


  “I wouldn’t know.”


  Then Will went on to tell a story about the engagement ring that he almost lost in a pumpkin at Halloween, and he laughed a lot about how clever he had thought he was to deliver the ring in a jack-o-lantern.


  As Will was speaking, I began to get a very real sense of time, of time running, of time running out, and I felt the acid burn on my neck where Louisa had kissed me, or had tried to, three nights before. In fact, everything in my body from my eyes to the blood beating backward in my heart told me that I wanted to kiss her. I felt it as a thrill in the back of my legs. I was sure the feeling was tangible in the car, sure that she felt it anyway, but when I moved toward her, tilting my head like an actor, I guess, she caught my face in her palm like a volleyball and my lips met only her hand. It was salty.


  “What are you doing?”


  I desperately wanted her to interpret my enthusiasms correctly, as a vague tenderness and not as part of the cosmic horniness she saw the world promoting. So I said honestly, “I don’t know. I thought I’d lose my head for a moment. It’s small and I’m not really using it for much these days. I like you; I want to kiss you.” Saying the word kiss multiplied the charge.


  “Sure you do.” Her hands were still up.


  “Look,” I said, raising my own hands as a gesture of truce, “I’m going to kiss you. I know you’re going to hit me, but I want to kiss you. Okay?”


  “Try it.”


  I did try, and in the ensuing tussle, I think I might have actually kissed her. Or part of her. She was wrestling fairly actively, and I can’t now be sure if my lips found her face or not. My efforts were brought to an end by her fist, which wound free of my hands, and punched my breastbone in a breathtaking way.


  She leaned back into her corner of the seat, as triumphant and scornful as the heroine of a thick novel, but I won the moment by saying, with the little air I could purchase, “It was worth it.”


  It was always late in the car at night, late and it grew later, until we were the only car on the road for hours. Then, when the light started to come so slowly and so suddenly that you couldn’t see the change, I always felt as if I had slept, even if I hadn’t. The change of light gave me energy. Time expanded and contracted that way staying up all night; morning came too soon or was it days late? The first car would pass us going the other way, and we knew it was tomorrow.


  So I drove until we passed the first semis headed south, and then Will sat up and asked me if he had been asleep. I told him it was a hard question for me to answer. I told him that he had at least been slumping for about an hour. That was all the evidence I had. The way he shook his head at me made me wonder if he might know me too well after all.


  Will used the first light to tell me how he made his fortune in the swimming-pool business. He made it sound like the jump from plumbing to installing swimming pools was just a natural evolution, something that any plumber would do sooner or later. I liked the way Will told his stories, a step at a time, as if he were laying bricks or setting tile, carefully.


  After twenty-six years building pools in Salt Lake City and the nearby Utah communities, Will’s company, under the new management of Robbie, his son, moved to Las Vegas to expand and more efficiently serve the tri-state area. “It was a good plan,” Will said. “Robbie’s put more pools in Vegas than I ever set here.”


  “I’m not impressed,” Louisa said.


  In the new daylight we could see that we’d entered a region dominated by mountains. I had to lean forward to the windshield to see their tops and the snow there. The huge plate of pea-green water opposite the mountains was Utah Lake, Will told us. Then we passed the steel mill which made the lake pea-green. We passed a mammoth “Y” stamped white into the mountainside. It resembled a martini glass, and held me oddly: letters on the mountain. Will explained it as the Y for B. Y. U. Institutions of higher learning place their letters on mountains. The concept attracted me. We could have built a W at Noble Canyon. For Wayward. An O at Blue Mesa for Old.


  Then we mounted and crossed a broad sandy moraine deposited by the last intermountain glacier, one million years B.C., and we glimpsed the green channeled valley of Salt Lake City. The city itself grew right up the far hills, and on one brown hillside I was satisfied to read: U. Undecided. We descended into the valley gradually, on the freeway, motorhomes and motorcycles passing us left and right.


  Will gave me explicit traffic directions and I drove us through the swampy result of a zoning squabble west of the city, past theaters and homes and boat factories and Arctic Circle drive-ins and junkyards. His last instruction—“left”—was coupled with the benediction, “Spared again!” And we turned into the abandoned parking lot of the Redwood Mortuary and Memorial Park. Next door was Heavy Equipment Sales and yellow bulldozers rusted in the morning sun.


  “We’re going to have breakfast here?” Louisa said.


  “I’ve a little business,” Will said, stretching out of the car. “I’ll be back in five minutes.”


  “Five minutes only,” Louisa yelled at him. She turned to me. “What’s he doing in there?” She looked scared.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, I don’t like this shit. Redwood Fucking Mortuary City.”


  When Will came out, he carried a manila envelope. He waved it at us as he came down the cement steps. “My fortune!” he said. “Now we can eat.”


  “You’re as screwed up as he is,” Louisa said to the old man. “Crazy people sit in back.” And she climbed in the driver’s seat.
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  George Clare and Sons


  After breakfast—another real-life drama featuring a lethal encounter with uncooked pork—we walked to the post office to mail another card to Leonard. The food sat on my all-night excitement like a sumo wrestler, dragging me to earth. The sunlight called, but I could barely answer.


  I was getting accustomed to Will winking at me over lunch counters and saying, “Go ahead, order the pork.” I had already suffered from things worse than trichinosis, but still I deferred. “Live dangerously,” he’d add before ordering his eggs and bacon. “Take a chance.”


  “I am by hanging around with you,” was the best answer I could come up with.


  In the lobby of the post office, I paused to rifle through the wad of FBI-wanted poster sheets. Most of the individuals were wanted for taking firearms to family reunions. Louisa saw me.


  “Nobody I know,” I said.


  “Yet.”


  Will had gone inside to mail our card to Leonard. (“ … remember us? … ”). Seeing a coin photocopy machine in the lobby, I decided to send Steele a missive as well. I stalled for a moment, unable to cook up anything thrilling. Finally, I placed the car keys on the glass plate. Then, before I pushed the button, I pressed my hand to the glass with Louisa’s.


  “Oh? Is this symbolic?” she said as the machine hummed and flashed.


  “No,” I said. “It’s a legal copy of the current artifacts for the criminal archives.”


  “You’re no criminal.”


  “You don’t know.”


  Our sheet came out, a negative photograph. It looked like a map.


  “Steele will love it.”


  “You love it,” she said, following me to a window where I bought a stamped envelope. “Why not make another copy and send it to your father?”


  I dropped the letter in the slot and walked out through the double glass doors ahead of her.


  Send one to my father. My father. I’d seen him in advertisements, and as the third bad guy in television shows, and I expected, as we drove into the center of Salt Lake City, Utah, I expected him to step out of a crowd of extras on the street in the crosswalk and take my arm, call my name, perhaps just look my way. I’m waiting, I thought, for something to happen that can’t. I am trying to do something impossible by driving around the United States of America. My father steps down the long bright drive in California to his mailbox and finds a Xerox copy of my hand. I couldn’t picture it.


  Will drove us down through the grid of Salt Lake City, explaining the geometric street system. The streets became wider and wider as we moved into the center of the city. “Wide enough to turn a wagon and a team of horses.” And to support his history, he wheeled our car in a U-turn on a wide street three blocks west of the Mormon Temple, and parked in front of a warehouse. CLARE AND SONS REFRIGERATION AND HEATING.


  Louisa jumped out of the car and said, “Spared again. Right, old timer?”


  “We’ll see.”


  Will looked over at me, his eyes smiling. Getting out of the car, he said to her, “You think driving around with us is just okay?”


  At a counter inside, a husky man with rising curly hair was dealing with a customer. Behind him at steel desks, two women typed. The rest of the gymnasium was full of refrigerators, air-conditioners, and heaters, rows high, in crates.


  One of the women rose and asked us if she could help us. Will said we’d wait for Bo. When he said Bo, the young man turned a moment, puzzled. He guided his customer across into the neighborhood of equipment, opened the back hood on one of the heater units and returned for us. He gave Will a strange look and said, “Can I help you?”


  “Bo?”


  “Yeah.”


  Will extended his hand. “Will Clare. Clare Pools.”


  “Uncle Will? God, I haven’t …”


  “Seventeen years. You work here now, eh? The old man put you to work at last.”


  “Right.”


  “Where is he? Could we see him?”


  “Of course. In his office. He’s still around.” And he directed us through the counter, into a back office where an old man with the telling thick white hair sat at a bare steel desk. In fact, the whole office was bare except for the phone and a Clare Refrigeration and Heating calendar.


  “Got a new sign out front,” Will said.


  “Will! For christssake. It is you!” The man stood and clamped Will’s hand. “Where have you been? I thought you were dead like everyone else.” He laughed, “I thought you were in South America!”


  “How are you, George?”


  “Old! I got old like everybody else and I don’t particularly care for it, ha, ha. Do you? I added ‘And Sons’ to the sign. And I moved ‘up.’ I guess I’m the con-sul-tant now.” He made a two-handed gesture toward the door.


  “Well, what are you up to?” He motioned for us all to sit down. “You called from Vegas, right? How are the kids? How’s Robbie?”


  “Good,” Will said. “They’re all good. Those kids are out of control. Actually, we didn’t have much time to spend with them, since we were traveling.” When we didn’t contradict him, Will said, “We came to see you about some real estate. I want you to buy some land from me.” He tossed the big envelope on George’s desk. “Two plots out at Wasatch Memorial on Redwood Road. I just can’t use them; Liz is buried in Vegas.”


  George looked at the papers. We could see the green borders through the onion skin sheets. “Well, ha, ha, I don’t really do anything here. I mean, Bo lets me keep the office so I don’t stay home and drive La Rae nuts.”


  “That’s good,” Will said. “I couldn’t keep a desk. I’d forget where it was.”


  “I don’t really have any authority anymore, Will.” George slipped the deeds back into the envelope.


  Will stood. “George, I need the money. I can’t ask Robbie for it, not right now. Can you talk to Bo?”


  George shifted in his chair.


  Will went on, “They’re valuable plots.”


  George put his palms out to deflect further argument, and then pushed himself up from the desk. “I know they’re valuable, Will. I just don’t know what Bo will say.” George walked out of the office leaving the door open.


  “We’ll wait here,” I said to Will’s back as he followed. Louisa stood and leaned against the wall, nodding her head sadly as if this was a wrong address but she’d been here before.


  After a while, George came back and shut the door behind him. I could see that he looked like Will from the eyes up, the forehead, the hair.


  “Who are you?” Geroge said to me, coming around the desk. He cocked his head, waiting for the answer.


  “I’m Collin Elder and this is Louisa Holz. We’re friends of Will.”


  “What are you up to?” This question was to Louisa.


  “We’re traveling. We’re …”


  “Hey,” George said, jerking his thumb toward the door. “He’s eighty-four years old.” Resting his case, he added, “Now, do you want to tell me what you’re up to?”


  Louisa pointed her chin at the old man, and she said, “Wouldn’t you like to know,” and then she walked out.


  When George turned back to me, I checked out my shoes. I said aloud to them, “We’re traveling.”


  Will came in. “Thank you, George. That’s a great help.” George still had remnants of some shame-related expression on his face. Will asked me, “Where’s Louisa going?”


  “Out to the car. I guess I’ll join her.” I thrust out my hand to George. He took it. “I’m glad we finally met,” I said. “Good luck with the business.”


  Outside Louisa was sitting on her favorite fender (front-passenger), leaning on the hood.


  “You … ” I said, but she shook her head at me. I went on anyway. “You were good in there. What you said.”


  She got into the back seat of the car. “We shouldn’t have come here. It wasn’t fair to Will.”


  George had walked Will to the car. “See you later?” he asked.


  “We’ll call,” Will said casually. “Don’t look for us until you see us coming.”


  That day Will seemed happy to be in a place he knew well. He showed us a few of the pools that he’d installed in Salt Lake. It’s a lovely city, really, so different from Phoenix. All the citizens were raking leaves, no cacti, no skulls. We drove through the residential sections, stopping at certain driveways to walk back and see the pools. Most were already covered, but at each he’d point out some detail of the tiling or the plumbing which was unique. He showed us a pool where he had broken an arm; he showed us the first pool his company had built. It was still operating, along with the small motel it centered. And he showed us the largest pool he’d installed.


  It was at this site, in one of the city’s parks, Fairmont Park, where we talked everything over. We sat on a stone wall just outside the drained pool, watching leaves dive into it through the sunny air.


  “Now look. This money I got this morning is a bonus,” Will began. “Now you two can fly to California.”


  Louisa said, “On the plane?”


  “What will you do?” I asked him.


  “I can do lots of things.”


  “So can we.”


  “Look. I can stay with George and La Rae. He’s my brother.”


  “You don’t want to do that.”


  “It might be easier for you kids.”


  “Nothing’s easier for us,” I said.


  “What’s he talking about?” Louisa asked me.


  “I thought we’d drive. Together,” I said.


  Behind and above Louisa a million molecules of cotton from the monstrous cottonwoods dragged the air. Everything in the goddamned afternoon was falling down.


  “Want to try the board?” Will said, pointing to the high steel scaffold of the high dive.


  “I want you to come to California with us.”


  He looked at me. I sensed that he knew California meant impossible, which it does. We would never get there. Louisa jumped off the wall and walked to the fence around the pool.


  Will called to her, “400,000 gallons.”


  She said to him, “Well?”


  I went to Will and took his arm. Everything from now on was my responsibility; I was accountable and would have to stand up and figure things out. I had started this journey, and there was only one choice now.


  “Come on,” I said. “Come with us.”


  His gaze ran up my arm to my face, and he smiled, “If you want to drive, we could tune the car, at least.”


  And so we spent the afternoon doing errands. I only mention this because errands are activities that you do with your own family sometime before a trip to gain a new sense of accomplishment, of going forward. We bought some thermos bottles and a small cooler. In the automative section of a large discount store, Will selected tiny packages of tools and parts for our tune up.


  The automotive readjustment itself took place in a weedy alley on the west side of the city. Louisa sat in the driver’s seat alternatively starting and stopping the engine at Will’s command, while he and I bellied into the hood. He replaced the sparkplugs, handing the old ones to me, one at a time, asking for the wrench every two minutes. When we’d screwed in the new plugs and attached the wires, Will showed me how to adjust the tolerance so that the sparkplugs fired correctly. He had me set the last one, using the small knifelike tool, and when Louisa started the engine the final time, it rose and settled into a fine hum.


  That night we did not go to George’s house. We took a room at the City View Motor Court, out near the airport, and we ate a chillified dinner on the Formica counter of the City View Café. Later, I shared a bed with Will, and Louisa sprawled across the other double bed. The two of us stayed up and watched Invasion of the Body Snatchers.


  I knew it was going to be a great movie when Kevin McCarthy narrated: “I was scared for the first time. Dr. Kaufman’s explanation of what was wrong with the town did not explain the body on Jack’s billiard table.” Louisa had the covers up to her chin, a strangely comforting image. I began to understand: this is life at home.


  My father was in every commercial, modeling jackets, and strolling through furniture showrooms, and inviting the general public to become bank depositors.


  Even later we watched another movie about two people in love in Europe. They kept getting separated by their families and wars. The movie was mainly about the two saying goodbye.


  “Run after the train, buddy,” Louisa said to the man in the scene at the railway station. “Touch her hand out the window.”


  He did.


  “There she goes! Now wave goodbye, you simple shit!”


  And the guy started waving.


  When the movie was over, Louisa looked at me as if to say: Try something, you turkey. But I would not try something. I had kissed her in the car once and we’d had dinner out tonight. I did not know what was going to happen to us, but I vaguely ached to cross the next few bridges before we came to them. I remember confusion and contentment meeting in me and turning into sleep.
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  West across the salt flats


  Turning west, as we did the next day at dawn, posed certain problems for me, as any good counselor would say. I had a terrific stomach-ache and my vision was blurred. If we went straight west, through the gray desert of Nevada, logic had it that we would certainly enter California and the end of the future as I was beginning to know it. I would confront things I was not prepared for, and could—in no way—prepare for. I thought it all over, and I felt exactly like opening my door and dragging my feet.


  I knew what Nevada meant anyway; Salmon had taught me Latin at Noble Canyon. Ne-vada: don’t go. Oh, Salmon, you leaping visionary.


  As it was to be, however, we would all go, but we would face first things first, and some last things, I guess, just off the Dwight D. Eisenhower Highway only a sharp stone’s throw from the Nevada border.


  Louisa drove, singing a song of her own composition called “Palo Alto,” bouncing in the seat, changing lanes frequently on the empty morning highway to demonstrate our improved car’s verve which almost matched her own. The Chevy did run more quietly, and it seemed, as we slipped west, from lane to lane, that the car could make the whole trip without a deep breath. Now Louisa was playing the radio, staying on a station long enough to back talk the announcer, then turning to the next victim. I was glad she was driving; I’d seen the same spirit take the form of “punching game,” which I could never win.


  We began to see where people had spelled out their names with rocks in the salt along the roadway. They had slanted the names, BOB, JEFF, BLAIR, REGAN, SKIP, SUSAN, but still it was hard to read them because we were going so fast. We were moving right to left at sixty-two miles an hour, and I only read left to right at about eighteen miles per hour. Every tenth name would snap into focus DAVID! HI! and then we’d have a blur of littered, rocky names.


  In the distance, the horizon consisted of low blue mountains cut out like alligators, ruined and reruined by mirages. The traffic was only large and small: oversize loads, semis carrying road-moving equipment, travel trailers, tandem semis, car carriers, U-Hauls pulling Volvos, and a sprinkling of motorcycles. The trucks would pass, taking half our lane, creating a vacuum menace out of the wind; the motorcycles would slip by unnoticed until we’d hear the blurring rip of their motors, sounding like a child imitating a motorcycle. Everyone was headed straight for the ocean, six hundred miles away, to relax with a cold glass of milk and a jar of honey.


  Since it was the Dwight D. Eisenhower Highway, Will told us about Ike for a while, and we had a pretty good argument about whether it was better to have a dam or a highway named after you. We decided the worst thing they could name after you would be a toll booth. My first vote had gone for a sanitary landfill recreation park.


  We edged off the highway onto the sloping bank which led down to the flat salt plain. When I got out, the wind took my hair in a sudden blast. Louisa and I jogged down the bank and onto the white crust. I jumped down first, making inch-deep footprints in the new planet. When she joined me, I held out my hand and said, “Welcome to the salt flats, windiest place on earth.” Her hair was winging.


  “And saltiest.”


  “Want a taste?”


  “Let’s spell something,” she said. “Let’s spell something!” She called to Will, “Come on!”


  While they gathered rocks and began arranging them, I walked out through the R in CURT 1978, farther onto the desert. It was gray-white and damp and took my footprints one by one. There was not a plant, weed, twig, leaf, bush in sight. I walked in large circles checking my trail from time to time to see if it was still following me. That was the way it was: a blank salt slate ahead, not a landmark, not a roadsign, and behind: my tracks. I could see little Will and little Louisa by our little car. They were arranging stones I couldn’t even see. The highway drew the horizon between the gray-white planet and the blue-white sky. The hard wind made it seem as if we were on the face of the earth. If I could only be in this wind a while longer, I thought, I might figure something out.


  But even as we drove away and I turned to read the rocks, it was still too late. The stones swam in my vision, mixed, and slid behind. They would be future reading.


  Will flexed his arms toward the windshield in appreciation of the recent work on the salt flats. When he finally folded them, he looked out and said, “Look at that.”


  It was his old tone which I had first heard on the porch at Blue Mesa: notice this: look; listen. He was always telling us: look, listen. But now it was too clearly my turn. Ahead the landscape pulled the road under our car like a penny arcade driving machine. Eating me, I thought. Some big thing eating me. I remembered an old cartoon of a woman calling out from her hut to her husband: What’s eating you? His head was in a lion’s mouth.


  What’s eating you. I have a confession to make: we have nowhere to go. I was kidding about my father. No, I wasn’t kidding. I was lying. I was kidding myself.


  What I needed to do, instead of slumping like a beanbag in the backseat was to lean up and say to Louisa and Will: Listen to me: I’ve got some news. And spill the beans.


  What I did instead, which could be the title for all my activities, was lean up on the seat and inquire, “What?”


  “Over there.”


  At first I thought he was indicating another of the mountain mirages floating like unstable hovercraft off the horizon but this was another shape. It was more solid, low in the sky, some trick of the desert or the distance.


  “Rain?” I asked.


  “Sand,” he said in kind of a wonder. “Sand and salt. Look at that.”


  “Rain,” Louisa said.


  “It’s a sandstorm.”


  “Five bucks,” Louisa said to him. “A little rain.”


  Will smiled: “Look at that.”


  It was what is called a regular sandstorm. The weather fell flat, the pressure grew weird and the color of the sky became gray and then ocher. We could see the semitrailers in front of us listing in the wind and Louisa responded energetically by hauling our own steering wheel around a quarter turn to keep us on the highway. The traffic stepped it up, everyone going sixty-five, seventy. The speed was senseless or suicidal, since the storm crossed the highway miles ahead of us exactly like a brown curtain in a big yellow room. Will told us to roll up the windows and he managed to firm the vents closed. A 1952 Chevrolet was constructed before planned obsolescence, and sealed like that the old machine rode eerily quiet. When the brown wall of sand swallowed the sun, and we slipped into the wall, it was like space travel. Louisa turned on the lights effectively creating two yellow spots on our fenders. Ahead, we could only see the two feeble taillights of a huge gray truck we’d been following. All else was deep twilight.


  It was like driving underwater, except for the noise. The sand blasted across the car in a continuous friction; it was misting the windows.


  It flew by in thick runs, hiding the lights sometimes. We all squinted forward for the red dots. We were traveling twenty miles an hour.


  “What do I do, follow this guy?” Louisa asked Will.


  “Yeah, stay with him,” Will said. “Watch that he doesn’t stop.”


  The windshield matted with a million sand scratches, making it hard to see.


  “Jesus! What is this stuff?” Her face was up over the wheel, craned forward. The brown sand would pile on the wiper blades and then blow away, pile up and blow away.


  Like snow. I had seen snow once. My father had taken me fishing near Flagstaff in late September, the last September I was with him, and it had snowed. Where he got the idea to go fishing with me remains a mystery. Father Takes Son Fishing as Last Resort. I don’t know if he knew what fishing was; I didn’t. He was very low-key about the outing: “Just get away for a day or two … get … out.” And: “It should be fun. Give us a chance to talk.” It did give us a chance to talk, mainly in the damaged BMW as we drove north: “Looks like rain,” etcetera. We both knew that when people start saying Looks like rain to each other, they are desperately hoping the next sentence will be the one: I’m sorry or I love you. Or even: What’s the matter?


  We had packed down to “Hidden Stream” in a rocky gorge to fish and camp and talk, I guess, and the enterprise grew near worthy when we started walking down the steep canyon over the genuine boulders. I mean it was real walking; we could have fallen or something. As I said, he didn’t really know what he was doing, despite his map, but his spirit was right and it was downhill, going in. He played his life by ear; he could figure this out. I remember his back in front of me, lurching carelessly down from rock to rock the way you’d climb over furniture on moving day. And though he may have not known what he was doing, at least he looked right, like an ad for Pendleton shirts. He knew how to look.


  At Hidden Stream, he prepared our fishing gear as best he could, allowing that he had forgotten the last segment of my pole, and in the deep gray mountain weather before the first snowflake could fall, we actually fished. At first we fished the same hole, an eddy the size of a double bed, but that got quiet and standing strangely there holding that equipment over the water, we should have talked. Even: “What am I going to do with you?”


  So he moved upstream two holes, and it started to snow. The weather came over the mountain. It didn’t build up; the snow just came over us.


  My father, already frustrated with the stupid trip which one of his pals had probably suggested as the antidote, blew what he could of his top. Fortunately, his rage found the borrowed equipment first, and his pole now lies eternally hidden in Hidden Stream. We gave up the concept of camping overnight.


  The car was already crested with quilts of snow and the road gone. He was angry and, brushing the snow from the car, yelled, pushing my door open from within, “Get in!”


  I did and I looked at his face, red from the cold, and he looked at me. His hand came over my head, pushing the snow off.


  “I’m sorry,” I said to him in the little car.


  He backed the car into the ruts of the mountain road and began easing us down toward Flagstaff.


  “I know,” he said. But he never said, So am I.


  The sand whipping the metal surface of our car became a harder buzz, a rushing sound. There was no sand in the car, but you could taste something, a dryness, almost dust.


  “Is this the right road?” I asked.


  “Road?” Louisa said.


  “I don’t think so,” Will said. “We must have veered off or that truck led us here.” Louisa continued at fifteen miles an hour, the car at times tilted far left and far right. The tilting was my least favorite part.


  “No,” Will finally said. “This isn’t the right road. We’d better pull over and wait it out.”


  “Yes, and where?” Louisa said. “Maybe we are pulled over.”


  “Ease the car right a bit and park it. Be sure to turn off the lights.”


  We were enclosed like people in a tent and I should have told them right then. I should have gathered my vibrating bones together and confessed.
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  Rowena’s home


  Will was talking to Louisa, explaining that we turned off the lights to avoid someone running into us, which is how people are killed in sandstorms. He went on about the fact that we were probably north of Wendover, Nevada, and that he did not know how long the sand would blow. He asked us if we knew about the Enola Gay which is a weird question anywhere, and then he told that story about Paul Tibbets, the pilot of the B-52, named Enola Gay, and that Enola Gay had trained for its Hiroshima run at Wendover, Utah, and that Enola Gay was Paul Tibbet’s mother’s name. He asked if we’d like bombers named after us. I said just a small one and revised it: just a bomb.


  “His mother?” Louisa said.


  The sand rushed and lulled. It sounded as though we were aboard an aircraft, over an ocean, headed far away. I went into a bad, dry, carsick sleep and later, when I sat up, the sandstorm seemed to be abating.


  “Try your door,” Will said.


  I unlatched it, but it wouldn’t budge. Sitting on the seat, using posture I’d once assumed to try to pull a phone cord from a wall, I pushed it with my feet open to a six-inch space and the sand started blowing in. So I quit that, crunched the door closed on the sand, and exited through the window, in a motion I’d once used to leave an automobile aboard a train. The air was still dusty and charged with something else, an electricity, something, but it was good and clearing.


  We were not, according to any visible evidence, on a road. I pulled great portions of the fine dust away from the driver’s door, scooping room to open it. It was the kind of hairy dust which gathered around the corners of our house in Phoenix when I was a child, the kind of dust you couldn’t even keep in your fist.


  Louisa roused, looking surprisedly at Will when she saw her arm clutching his. “Yeah,” she said as if she hadn’t been out. “What is this? Are we camping?”


  They joined me outside the car. Night was coming up fast, the bowl of low mountains which ringed us rose higher every minute.


  “Well,” Will said, after looking around. “Here we are.”


  “Where?” Louisa always had to ask.


  There was one light in the world, a speck below us, and we fell silently like soldiers on patrol, our mission understood, and kicked down the slope through sand and across the sage plain. Stepping high, plunging into the sand, I thought, this is it: Life on Antarctica. But it was better, walking, moving, being explorers, survivors, I was sure.


  Louisa grew perverse and started a little conversation with herself that mainly consisted of the phrase: “Hey, sandy enough for you?”


  She’d lag and Will would laugh and push her forward, and she’d take turns pulling his arms, the way the pioneers pulled handcarts. Oh, we were having a fine time out in the sandy night.


  “I hope it’s not just some rancher’s lightpole,” Will said. “We’ll have to go back and stay with the car.”


  “I hope it’s a phone booth. I’m going to call the police and report you two guys.”


  I didn’t say anything as I was now chronically unsure of my hopes. So far the things I’d hoped for couldn’t be trusted.


  The light focused a bit and became square as we approached, but it wasn’t clearly a small window until we were fifty yards away.


  “A house,” I said. “I think it’s a house.” And I ran ahead.


  No, not a house. It was an old truck-camper sitting in the ground, looking like tornado litter. Except for the light.


  Before I knocked at the door I felt the nose behind my knee, and I reached down and found the dog’s head with my palm, just to measure his size and move him back a bit. “Oh Wolf,” I said. “Good old Wolf.”


  The door opened. A shadow loomed out of the smoky interior.


  “Lost again!” the shadow laughed. It was a husky voice, a woman’s. “Lost again! Come on in!”


  I stepped in and fell across onto the bed because of the way the floor tilted. I couldn’t see her features for the sage smoke that filled the place, but she had red hair, years long. The entire residence listed heavily to starboard, and the lantern that hung crazily from the ceiling rocked to our every step.


  Taking a firm grip on the edges of the bed I said, “We are lost.” And I added, “Again.”


  The woman bent toward me, the red nimbus of her hair oranging in the light, and she peered closely at my face. “Why you do make the water look just like itself.”


  “We were wondering,” I went on, renewing my purchase on the furniture in case I had to leap away from this demented woman.


  “Let’s bring your friends in,” she said, going out the door. “Eat some fish and hear the story.”


  This large, red-haired woman took us in.


  “Rowena,” she said her name. And she maneuvered the little propane stove suddenly, and we were eating platefuls of bacon and trout—with tomatoes for dessert. We ate the tomatoes like apples and passed around a saltshaker. I wanted to ask her where she got her salt.


  The close crooked room made everyone talk, and before Rowena finished distilling a viscous residue she cheerfully called coffee. She had heard the whole story; except for the dark side of mine, of course.


  She moved constantly, humming, producing utensils, napkins, combs from the many large pockets in her skirt, but when she stopped, bent over her mug of coffee, leaning toward me to listen, her head tilted, her eyes asquint, I thought: I’ve been seen. This woman has seen me. I fully expected her to say, “Now tell me the real story,” but she stood after a while, gathered the dishes and taught Louisa a new song: “Work for the Night is Coming.”


  In the morning I woke on one shelf in the camper and looked across into the open face of Louisa. She was lying on the bed.


  “Hi,” she said.


  Having someone watch you sleep is an embarrassing experience. There you were asleep and someone is inspecting you. I mean, you were unconscious, right. It’s embarrassing because, I guess, it’s intimate. Maybe, I could explain this if I had an hour. All I can say is that somehow I warmed to the idea of former daredevil Louisa Holz watching me sleep.


  “Where is everybody?” Will and Rowena, if that was her real name, were not in the little space with us.


  “Where are we?”


  “Oh, I see.”


  “Sorry. I don’t know. They are gone, don’t you think. I mean, we’re alone; they’re not here.” She waved her arms. “Is that a better answer?”


  I decided to experiment and mimicked her words: “We are alone.”


  “Yep.” She raised her chin at me. “Try something.” It was the same nasty challenge which she offered everyone, but this version was graced with a smile. She smiled genuinely at me. Do you see what I am saying? It was a real smile. I mean, she could have been flirting with me it was that good. I returned it, keeping part for myself.


  I did not think it would happen that way, in some tin shed in the plain morning light. Actually, I did not think. It was morning; this girl whom I had been through a sandstorm with, had been watching me sleep, and I was awake, somehow bold, and I did not think.


  I slipped off my bunk, my bare feet padding to the sandy floor and my bare legs meeting hers. Her legs were so smooth, so sudden. Her hands were cold under my shirt, but her back was warm under my hands, and her legs—her legs under mine as we pressed against the side of the cabinet. I leaned back against the counter and it was cold; some water from the dishes sopped into the back of my shirt as she was in my arms fully.


  I don’t know. Memory is okay in time sequences, but when time heats like that, like water in an instant, and vanishes, memory won’t help. I could make something up, but it wouldn’t be right, it wouldn’t be fair. The other parts that I do remember, I keep to myself.


  I hadn’t thought it was going to be like that. And I hadn’t anticipated her silence afterward, her jumping back into her bed, the camper mattress, and pulling the covers up to her knees and her knees up to her chin.


  I dressed. It was morning, I was supposed to. Still it was an activity conducted with an air of emergency. I stumbled pulling on my pants; it was as if it were the first time I had dared such a feat.


  “Say something cynical,” I said to her. Her arm supported her head as she lay in the rumpled bed, eyeing me.


  “Nope,” she said. “Say it yourself.” There was that smile again, across her eyes.


  I bent and tied my shoes.


  When I looked up, she still held her glance, and we had what is called “eye-contact” which is a term and an activity which drives me crazy. Eye-contact. My face warmed.


  “You’re sweet,” she said. I wasn’t sure at that moment if I rose to anger at that remark because she meant it and it scared me or because she meant it and it neutralized me. It just didn’t seem a thing to say.


  “Oh, is that what you say? Is that what you say to them afterwards? ‘You’re sweet?’ Is that your postcoital patter?” I moved to the door with a self-righteous step; the action was possible because I was angry and because I had my shoes on and she did not.


  I walked out into the white and I squinted out across the broad valley floor, a sandbank rising against the west side of every sagebrush. It certainly looks like a planet, I thought. Will and Rowena were motoring toward me in our old pearl Chevrolet. How they had dislodged the vehicle from its own bed, I’ll never know. But the car looked different. It was silvered and slid down the padded dusty road like a new rocket, bright and noiseless, leaving a little plume of dirt behind. When they wheeled into the yard, I could see they were laughing. Will hopped out, and I mean that: he hopped. A teenage act. He acknowledged me with a Howdy and Rowena called “Hey, buddy, you lost?”


  They both went to the front of the vehicle and Rowena dropped to the ground and pulled most of herself under the front. Will, just as quickly, popped open the hood and looked into the chamber. From where I stood it appeared that they were looking at each other through the car.


  Before Rowena had crawled back out, Louisa opened the camper door and hollered out at me, “No, it isn’t!” And then she added with a snide laugh: “Post-coital! You and your words!”


  “What’s she saying?” Will asked me.


  “Better be something about breakfast,” Rowena said, standing up. “Unless she’s going to change the oil in this heap.”


  My reactions to the woman Rowena marched through the day. She was a huge woman, the layers of her mounting each other like Alaskan mountains toward the aurora borealis of her hair. When she moved toward me, I was caught by her magnetism, actually her gravity, and found myself moving also toward her. When she walked back and forth from our sand-rubbed car toward the sinking camper, she did what, at first, struck me as a strange thing: she put her arm around Will. And he, caught in the tangible warmth and naturalness and humor of the act, placed his arm in return around the mammalian girth of her own middle drift. As I have noted elsewhere, he was a giant, standing above other men by half a head and the white width of his combed hair. But Rowena dwarfed even him. Perhaps she was his mother, I don’t know. But his face, as they both constructed a day around the rehabilitation of our blasted vehicle, was a changed face. I’m guessing—my forte, right?—but I think he was in love.


  She produced, in her incessant motion, every kind of implement known to boy from the many pockets of her skirt: a wrench, a short bit of hose, wire, a brush, a jar of bolts.


  “Oh, my god!” she’d cry from underneath the Chev, “these things are easy.” And she’d hand me a bolt.


  The mysteries: where she got the oil to replace ours during “the oil change,” a duet she and Will performed on our car; how she knew the method for polishing our windshield clear of its mist of microscopic abrasions; why she sang hymns (in English and Spanish) all the livelong day; who she was; and where she obtained the trout we ate for lunch, after the car was made roadworthy once more.


  The final touch on the restoration was whisking the sand out of the thousand small grids in the radiator. For this task I had used Rowena’s stove bellows which did a thorough job of blasting the particles away from the car and into my eyes.


  I flushed the cooling system with clean water, using a funnel Rowena handed me from her skirt pocket, and rinsed my face, and we all went back into the dining car for a luncheon of baked and flaking trout (and the obligatory and delicious tomatoes).


  Will reclined on the bed on one elbow, working his face with the other hand. He looked tired, having come down from the exhilaration of the morning.


  “All set?” he said.


  “You’re going to rust, entirely,” Rowena said. “You want to stay a day and paint the thing, go fishing, have some fun?”


  “Of course,” he said. “But I’ve got to deliver these kids to California.”


  “They’re old enough to take care of themselves.” Rowena looked at me.


  “Want to bet,” Louisa said. Then she too addressed me with another of her blatant, smug, nasty smiles.


  In a rushing anxiety attack I folded my arms and inspected my shoes. Do you know what it’s like to have your mind in revolution? I mean, certain factions storming the capitol, which is on fire, while other factions run in circles inside burning the files, eating the important letters, the codes. General looting in the streets and criminal elements waving anarchistic multicolored banners from every balcony?


  I stood there in my shoes.


  “Yeah, well, what the hell do you do out here?” Louisa said. “I mean, besides fish and fix cars.”


  “Everything,” Rowena said. “Make fossils.”


  Evidently, Rowena did make fossils. She extracted a dresser drawer full of the coin-size impressions of ferns and primal scarabs and was showing the display to her pal Louisa.


  “Look,” I said to Will. “If you want to stay, no problem. I know how to drive.” For some reason, Rowena laughed at this.


  “No, I don’t think so,” he said. He turned to Rowena and extended his hand. “Thank you very much, Ma’am.”


  She just kept laughing and took the hand and pulled him up in a hug. “Lost again,” she said.


  Rowena gave Will a red stone with a trilobite etched in it, kissed Louisa, and took me by the shirt and said, “You’re something. Your life may not be all you want, but it’s all you’ve got so stick a daisy in your hat and be happy.” I didn’t know if she was going to close with a slap or a kiss, but she just looked at me. Then she hollered at all of us, “And don’t stop in Wells, for god’s sake. It’s a terrible place!” When we left she had mounted a song (in Spanish), the kind of huge song which was obviously going to take the rest of the day to finish. This was at Rowena’s, no street sign, no zip.
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  Absolution


  Louisa was wicked with energy, as she always was when she left places, and so I drove to avoid the gas- (and adrenalin-) wasting swerving, to which she was prone. Primarily she sat beside me in the front seat, staring at me.


  “Act embarrassed why don’t you,” she said. “Avoid me, you queer asshole.”


  Then: “How’d you enjoy Rowena’s camper, big boy?” Things like that.


  I would tell them. I would tell Louisa and Will, end the charade. Sure I would, and then what? I would tell them when we arrived in Wendover. And then what?


  You’ve got a great profile, for a boy,” she kept on.


  I threaded the car along the sinuous dirt roads, choosing the most defined branch when it forked, heading southwest, toward Wendover. But late in the day, regardless of how prominent the ruts we followed, I could not shake the feeling that we were lost again. When I’d turn to Will, he’d just nod and say, “You’re fine; this seems right to me.”


  After a series of rising hills, we mounted one last knoll at dusk and found ourselves on a bare bluff a half mile above the town of Wendover, Utah/Nevada. I could see the lights going on in the gas stations.


  Will got out. “What a road. What’s a road doing up here?”


  Louisa was toeing the kind of obscene litter one associates with lovers’ lane. Or lovers’ leap. Or the Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls. She laughed a croaky little laugh. She was cranking up for some malevolence when Will walked to the edge of the bluff.


  “Some storm,” he said. “They got the worst of it.” Along the highway, the only real street in the town, the lights flared from every drive-in and gas station, but there was enough of the evening light to see that Wendover had been ruined by the sandstorm. Directly under our noses a Shell oil sign lay shattered into a million yellow plates on a gas-station roof and we could see newly boarded windows along the single business route. The coin-operated car wash had been crushed like a cardboard box.


  At the far end of town, one foot across the Nevada state line, the ten-ton cowboy sign for the State-Line Casino was imbedded in the highway. The red light in the end of his cigarette still pulsed on-off, on-off, and, due to reasons the men scrambling over the sign and between his legs (where two wreckers were parked, their yellow flashers snapping around) could not ascertain, his right arm still thumbed up and down for a ride, repaving a forty-foot arc of the asphalt. The sign had blocked all the lanes of traffic and we could see the cars easing through the Cut-Rate gas station across the street to avoid the tragedy. The men crawling over the cowboy were apparently trying to figure out how to disconnect him and prevent his thumbing from crushing despondent citizens out for a post-gambling stagger.


  I closed my eyes and opened them again. It was all still there, glowering.


  “Did you see all this shit?” Louisa indicated the orgasmic rubbish. “I mean where are we? Look at this!” She picked up the flattened rag of an old bra.


  I closed my eyes again. This is it. If it is all still there when I open my eyes, I will tell them.


  I did. It was.


  It was the one point in our travels when I understood myself to have a distinct choice.


  “Listen,” I said.


  The moment pooled on me, went deep, and I saw in a tenth of a second my father saying the last thing he ever said to me: “I’ve put you in a school.” I saw Steele laughing at my stories of my real home. I saw myself and all the waiting others call growing up. And oddly, I flashed a vision of Morning Flight, the sculpture that had killed my mother.


  “Why would some cat use a golden rubber?” Louisa said.


  I turned openly to Will.


  It was a little easier not being able to see his face. And yet. Before he had met me, his life had run in a sensible chronology, an understandable process, which, for the most part, I guessed, had been full of kindness, if not charity and good faith. If I’d left him a boarder in Blue Mesa, he would still be wheeling around the place advising the Mayor.


  Wherever my father was, he was doing his smile. Wherever he was, he was being a boy. I would see him again. I would see him up the aisle reading the oxygen instructions to the passengers on a transcontinental flight, and when he recognized me I would ignore the “You’ve grown!” and “How are you!” and I would only say: “You missed out,” and order another cocktail, double. Whatever that means.


  But now, parked hazardously at what was clearly the end of the trail, mid-sentence, I wanted him. He should have written me the letters. It is what should have happened. He was my father. He was the measure between Steele and myself, and without him, I felt, I was lost. Without him I had only illusion, that dread illness, which I had been carrying around in my pocket like a letter for too long.


  “Listen,” I said. “Louisa. Will. I don’t know where my father lives. I never had any letters or addresses.” And then I was able to choke out: “He never wrote to me … I … don’t know.”


  Through tears, I saw Will’s silhouette melt and the glimmer of Wendover behind him go gummy in the distance. I was in Utah, a skull’s throw from Nevada and the tears came up in waves. Eleven hundred miles, three people, my fault, and no reasons anywhere.


  Having people watch you cry as you stand out on a hill in the desert is just a measure or two worse than having them watch you sleep, and the rush of confusion I felt was dizzying. Will moved, walked up and past me, pausing to run his hand across my back. He went to the sanded Chevrolet, opened the door, and leaving it open, sat in the front seat.


  Louisa joined him there and sat in the open rear seat, her legs crossed at the ankles. It was then, if I was going to, I should have leaped. But I walked back to them.


  Will was plumbing his ear vacantly with one or two fingers, and he was moving a little in what I didn’t recognize at first as laughter. When I came up, Louisa lifted her hands from between her knees and said in a deadpan: “No address?” And they were both laughing, the bastards, in a steady low vibrato, laughing in the car.


  The scene dismayed me like a flat slap, as I stood, arms down, and watched my associates giggle. But then after a while Will’s urgent laughing required that I too laugh, and soon tears, loitering near the surface, came again, helpless like orphans, thrown out for no reason, but happy to be getting out while the getting was good.


  Louisa rose, clutching her side, and embraced me, hugged my body. I reciprocated, an important verb, limited as I was by the emotional ransacking. It was a pretty good moment there on a black bluff above the broken village, the dark silence measured unevenly by the periodic ha ha ha’s.
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  **************


  Looking for ponies


  Two hours and three detours later we too were in a short line of cars swinging out around the big cowboy’s hat and thumb, which now lay inert, the workmen having found the switch and turned him off. We entered the State-Line Casino to have dinner and think it over, and I was already thinking: Nevada. Again. We seemed to be going out of our way to repeat ourselves. As we passed the glass cases in the lobby—full of cowboy hats, perfume, and what appeared to be a sizable spillage of Rowena’s fossils—we heard the first strains of the band thumping out a brassy upbeat version of “Yesterday” from the cave of the cocktail lounge across the casino.


  “Want to dance?” Louisa said, taking my arm long enough to press a breast against it.


  “I am dancing.”


  Will sat us in a window booth so we could watch the work on the fallen sign while we ate bacon and eggs for dinner. Louisa was in a state of malevolent titillation aggravated by the distant throbbing music and my recent confession. She was raging in ironic glee, and my first moments in Nevada were spent in the roaster. She took her clues from the other diners, most of whom ate with their faces in their plates while they outlined how to tell their children that they were now all penniless. Some of them may have been praying.


  “Could that be your father in the corner eating noodle soup? Did he like noodle soup?”


  I watched the workmen running cables to the large tow trucks between the cowboy’s legs.


  Louisa bobbed happily as she spoke. “Does he have a dog he takes into cafés? This is a small black dog with an oversize head. Do you remember a small mean dog?”


  And: “Could he now—or did he ever—have an Afro? What about neck jewelry, chains? Do you have any recollection of a jingling of chains?”


  Plus: “What about that guy with the broken arm … oh, forget it: that’s my father!”


  She was having a wonderful time, talking with her mouth full and her eyes going everywhere. Outside, they had begun to drag the corpse of the sign back into the parking lot. When he was up and half over the curb, we heard the crash which signaled his back breaking, but the trucks pulled away, drawing him, still and broken off the road.


  Will hadn’t said much during the dinner, except for his whispered “Order the pork,” when we first sat down. Later he excused himself and went to the men’s. Louisa and I finished eating and were loitering in the lobby, checking out the glass case full of fossils, when we realized Will had been gone a long time. I went and pushed into the men’s room, fully expecting to see Will giving some sore loser a lesson in lavatory manners. The attendant, who could have been Leonard’s brother, sat in the shoe-shine chair and watched me as I tried every stall.


  “Have you seen an old guy with white hair in here?” I asked him.


  “Naumph.”


  Louisa was not in the lobby when I returned. People are disappearing, I thought; the same old stuff. Then, through the fossil case, I saw her run by. In the parking lot, I caught up with her at the cowboy’s elbow. Her hands were up as if to fend off a blow.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I thought I saw him out here.” We scanned the lot. “Where the hell is he?”


  It was a good question.


  I ran down a couple of rows and she disappeared down another line of cars. I could feel it coming: this is panic, I thought, my heart is taking over again.


  “There!” she screamed when I found her way out by the highway. “He got in that camper for christssake. There!” She pointed at a brown and white camper on a brown pickup truck. The truck had turned into traffic and was headed west, toward Wells.


  I wish there had been another person with us that night; it would have been helpful to have someone who could remember everything; someone who could have held Louisa down in the back seat and prevented her from screaming the blame and hitting my ears with her fists.


  She wanted to know what was going on. She wanted to know who Will was with. She wanted to know what we were going to do. She wanted to know why I had done this. Each of these questions was posed in an angry scream and punctuated with a slug in my ear or my arm. And they were not playful slugs. This was not the punching game.


  But what stirred me most wasn’t the assault of questions or the battery of fists, but the fact that she would consider me qualified to answer anything.


  We dropped out of Wendover, Nevada, and out onto the flinty plain, no purple mountain majesties, no amber waves of grain, just a million miles of broken glass glinting moon-ward. The moon, a blasted shell, rode the southern horizon like a mushroom cloud.


  Ahead, we could see the distant taillights, each set spelling out Will’s name.


  The Chevrolet, full of new oil, ran up to seventy-five, seventy-eight, faster than we’d ever gone before on those old balloon tires, and it began to shiver a little. At eighty-five the shiver had grown to a permanent vibrato; it was as if we were in a steady forward skid. I couldn’t let up.


  This will be over. This will be over soon.


  This will have never happened.


  We passed four cars on that road, none of them brown, none of them trucks, none of them bearing campers. I tried to reason with Louisa. I tried to find out if she was sure it was Will. Could he be back in Wendover wondering where we were, waiting for Louisa to come out of the ladies’ room? Did she see any vehicles pull off the highway?


  We pulled off the exit and fell onto the flat streets of Wells, where we cruised hastily, up and down the main street. No brown truck. As a matter of record, we couldn’t see anything very well. The casinos were dark and so were the gas stations, and then we realized the magnitude of our fix: lost, in the dark, unable even to get gas. Which by this time we needed.


  Back at the truckstop, we found them pumping gas from a tanker truck into a long line of waiting vehicles. The line snaked around the huge truck garages in a double loop. We had less than a quarter tank and so I filed up behind the last car in the black and white truckstop panorama.


  As I set the gear back into first and turned the key off, Louisa screamed: “There!” She pointed to the vehicle slipping away from the head of the line, full of gas, across the spotlight: a brown pickup truck carrying a brown and white camper.


  “Oh, shit!”


  I backed softly into the grille of some big white car newly in line and we listened to his greeting as we pulled away.


  “We’ve seen worse!” I hollered back to him.


  Meanwhile, Louisa had traced the brown truck’s every move with her hand up near the windshield. Across the highway he had turned right, north, and we followed. After turning we slowed cautiously to check the side roads, but Louisa’s hand was still front and center, so I followed that.


  “He’s in there,” she said. And then the first gentle thing she’d said for hours: “Why’s he in there?” At this point, it was a rhetorical question.


  North, I thought. I remember north.


  Imperceptibly we slipped from the darkness of the town of Wells, Nevada, into the darkness of the unfruited plain. The taillights ahead of us made strong time against our own slow acceleration, through the shimmy which this time did not cease, even in the upper register.


  It was only a few moments later, on my mental clock, that we closed to within about a half mile of the camper; Louisa’s hand was still up on the dash when I felt the parachute stutter and open, and our speed collapsed into a limp glide. We were out of gas.


  “No!” Louisa yelled. “Not now! No.” And since the fact was irrefutable and yelling seemed as effective as anything else I might do, I too said NO and I added NO NO NO.


  Now time became very real, tangible as a stone. One hour and ten minutes lined up. Finally, an Indian cruising slowly up the shoulder stopped behind us and gave us five gallons of gas from his spare tank, asking us as we paid him if we had seen his lost ponies. We hadn’t seen any ponies.


  Though Louisa was all set to resume our chase with the speed and tenor it had previously known, I drove back onto the highway headed north with more reserve at sixty-five miles an hour. I did not know if I was resigned to things or not, because I did not know what the things were. Resigned. Look it over; it’s quite a word. It comes around when you realize that something you don’t understand and that is absolutely not in your favor can and will happen. It might not be your world, after all.


  At this steady pace we drove well past midnight, coming finally to the darkened hamlet of Jackpot, Nevada, a site where the road widens to accommodate three casinos and a motel and seventy mobile homes, all dark as the other side of the moon, the power cut off.


  Louisa confirmed my vision of our endeavors with a tired: “This sucks.” She, like myself, was sapped by our trip, and she slumped in the seat.


  With no plan, and no words spoken, we dipped slowly through the parking area, our heads searching the ranks of cars left and right. We must have looked like burglars.


  This time, I saw the camper. Parked blatantly in a row of cars imported from the Orient, it stood out like a lump, and when we drove over there it was the same brown and white we’d seen all night.


  Louisa was out and against the back of the camper before I could finish parking, and I saw the door swing open carelessly as she plunged in. When I joined her, I found her sitting on an ice chest, her fists in her eyes.


  “He’s not here,” she said. “He’s not in here.”
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  **************


  Will Clare


  Inside Cactus Pete’s, four lanterns glowed. They hung above the gaming tables across the wide room where people gathered as if to witness autopsies. All the slots were black, dead. The bent, little faces of the citizens around the tables looked spent, like doctors at dawn, sad and accomplished in their rolled-up sleeves.


  We searched the room, creeping along the dark aisles of slot machines. Nothing. No one. I found three nickels.


  Everyone was in the coffee shop, where we too deposited ourselves in the slick Naugahyde and ordered coffee.


  “No coffee. It’s cold.”


  “Cold coffee,” I told the woman. “Two cold coffees.”


  Louisa’s face looked swollen and garish in the candlelight, and as the light seeped up from the west, I saw the old blue bruises of fatigue under her eyes. We didn’t talk. We listened to a couple in the booth behind us whisper in German. The man was being very logical about something, and I was so tired that the words became things to me, little metrical blocks by which I measured the coming light.


  Jackpot, Nevada. I drank cold coffee with non-dairy whitener and thought about Will. We have driven out of our way at great speed in the great night while he is waiting for us back in Wendover, sitting on the curb, wondering why Louisa and I chose tonight to elope. I could see the vision perfectly. His arms around his knees, he sat like a lost cowboy on the walk in front of Rowena’s fossil display. He thought: They were nice kids. Confused, but nice kids. They left me behind, but that is what happens.


  “Let’s go back,” I said to Louisa. In the near dark, she looked waxen, ninety, not wayward in the least.


  She didn’t respond. Behind me the Germans, having reasoned their way around the earth by laying extremely long words end to end like sections of a bridge, finally stopped talking. They stood to leave and the woman spoke in flat English: “Okay, I’ll get the check.”


  Outside, the darkness drained down, showing us the first edges of the two-story motel complex attached to the casino. The brick units rose like an underwater city poking through the surface of the Sea. The light grew to the consistency of dirty water through which we could see the forty doors and windows in a perfect perspective drawing.


  Sometime after five, the power in the casino surged on, and in less than a minute the coffee shop was thick with keno runners and the room resounded with the noise of coinage ringing in the slot machines. We heard one short siren and bell that indicated some lucky soul, for risking a nickel, had won a dollar and fifty cents.


  The graduating light of day brought up the stunning vista through our greasy window. The concrete steps rising to the second floor of the motel cut a distinct sawtooth in the gray light. The closed umbrellas around the swimming pool began to take color: blue stripes and red stripes. And in the paling vision was the form of a man in a deck chair, still as a silhouette, focusing in our eyes.


  “Holy shit!” Louisa pushed herself out of the booth and ran from the room. I paid the check, and followed her out the side door.


  He was sitting alone in the immense yard on a chaise longe, staring at the swimming pool. The stone-struck light was so clear it was deceptive and it took me a second to call, “Will!”


  He didn’t respond. That’s the sentence: he did not respond. I involuntarily ducked, sure I had the wrong person. But we went to him, Louisa first, and Will turned up to us with a surprised look on his old face and the surprised look never really went away again.


  “Will.” Louisa kneeled by him. “Where have you been?”


  I watched his face, his mouth open as he considered the question. He didn’t know who she was.


  “Here,” he said, waving his right hand toward the pool. There was a small red thermos cup on his first finger. It wasn’t our cup. He focused again on the turquoise water in the pool.


  I turned away, and as I did, I saw, between the units of the two-story motel, a group of six or seven ponies, small as rabbits, moving way out there on the desert shelf.


  Will sat on the chaise, holding the cup in his lap in both hands. I didn’t know whose cup it was, and I watched Louisa pry it from his grip. It was not our cup, Jackpot, Nevada 89825.
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  ****************


  Back to stones


  On the long journey back to Wendover, Louisa tried to reach Will. She told him the whole story: Blue Mesa, the diving lesson, Salt Lake and George, Rowena and Wendover. She located the fossil in one of his pockets and showed it to him, forcing it into his hands. She touched him, her hands on his face.


  Listening to her, I learned what we had been doing. It was an awesome recapitulation; at least someone had a hold on the past.


  When we climbed the last hill in Nevada, headed east and back into Wendover, Will finally spoke: “I believe you,” he said. His voice was not any different. “I do remember … bridges. The sound of crossing a bridge, the guardrail. The guardrail by the window.” The speech ended. He looked at her flatly. “I just don’t remember.”


  I worry about this story. That I haven’t remembered everything, but it’s all right: I didn’t know everything in the first place. I do know that it takes time for deeds to find their reluctant way into words, and that time allows a new acquaintance with old wounds.


  We rerouted down through Wells and headed toward Utah, and I thought: This isn’t it. We’re not supposed to be doing this. We’re not supposed to be going back.


  I remember sitting in that old familiar car in the parking lot of the State-Line Casino in Wendover and watching Louisa take Will out to the fallen cowboy sign. They walked away from the car and Louisa took Will’s hand like a parent with a child. Occasionally I could hear her pleading with him to remember. She pointed to the bluff above the town where we had stood. Once.


  And I remember my final argument with Louisa. That woman. We circled the car while Will sat in the backseat, and we yelled at each other. All around us, Wendover was cleaning up.


  Rowena had been right about the rust. A fine fuzz of rust had begun to rise like moss on the surface of the car, and it came off my hands as I brushed the car with my wild gestures.


  I waved my fingers in the air and listed alternatives for Louisa to see (as well as hear). Nothing, however, was satisfactory. Obviously Louisa had come to some silent decision during her conversation with Will.


  We rejected going on to California; we rejected going back to George’s house in Salt Lake. (Louisa said, “What for?”) I vetoed Robbie’s place in Las Vegas. We had not even considered calling The Noble Canyon Home for Wayward Girls or The Arizona State Fair, Daredevil Bureau. We had to take Will back to Blue Mesa; it was all we had. Unfortunately, we could not agree on the we part. Louisa did not want to go. At all. I didn’t want to go either; at last, I thought: you’ve got someplace to go and it’s a terrible place.


  I pleaded with Louisa in the name of Ardean and Leonard, but she would not give in. Her face was set, her eyes set, her lips set. She looked at Will, shook her set head: No.


  “I’m staying. You go. You do it. I can’t go back.”


  “What about Will?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “What about Will?” I pressed.


  “That’s not Will!”


  “Come on,” I said. “What are you going to do? What will you do?”


  “Not go back.”


  “Grow up!”


  “Why don’t you!”


  “Oh, teach me all about it.”


  “I tried,” she said.


  Well, maybe she had tried. I wondered whether she was arguing for or against herself; perhaps seeing Will this way just hurt her too much.


  “Really,” I began, “what will you do? You think you can find Rowena? Think you can hitchhike, you crazy bitch? What?”


  “I think I can do everything but go back.” She folded her arms and held the line. So, logically, I commenced yelling. If I make enough noise, she’ll have to see it my way. After the noise, I grabbed her auburn hair in my auburn hands and told her to her face that I loved her and wanted her to help me do this thing. I ransacked every nook of my limp arsenal; I wanted her to unfold her arms and say okay. Finally, I pleaded with her to at least give it one more try, to go back with us across the salt flats to where they’d spelled the stones.


  “Maybe it will bring him back.”


  This appealed to her. “Okay, right,” she said. “The stones.”


  We motored back out across the salt bed of a prehistoric lake, headed backwards, passing through the corridor of rocky names, occasionally passing an overturned Mercedes imbedded in the salt surrounded by men with metal detectors. Earth, sky, names, and disasters. Louisa not talking. Will not talking.


  It was a devil’s time finding the place. The Dwight D. Eisenhower Freeway runs hundreds of miles through western Utah marked by nothing but daylight and the miraged horizon. For me, more than the other places we’d been, this was no man’s land. We made two false stops before locating a section of highway that looked right.


  We parked and slogged through the salt sludge dividing the eastbound and westbound highways. Louisa had Will’s hand, and she explained why we had come. He seemed all right. Just all right.


  The three of us, strolling through the words on the far side of that road, must have looked ridiculous. I mean, certain things in this world conspire to make you feel small. From an airplane with any real altitude, we would have been invisible. I trailed along behind my two pals. It had been another world when we were here before.


  They stopped at last, and Louisa backed Will up before a series of stones, our series.


  “That’s your name,” Louisa said. “Remember? We put these rocks out here. Will. See it, Will? You made the ‘W.’”


  I read the words: there was a broad WILL over two smaller names, Louisa + Collin. The stones had sunk half an inch or so and looked as though they’d been there most of an eon.


  Louisa lifted a stone the size of a cantaloupe out of the L in Louisa and put it in Will’s hands. His posture did not indicate in any way that he had anything to do with the stone. Louisa fired a glance at me and then grabbed the stone from Will and threw it—bowled it is more like it—out onto the sand. She didn’t cry, then; she just began kicking the stones from their places. I ran to her and pulled her back: I wanted those words. I also wanted to keep her from breaking her toe. Looking back, I should have let her break her whole foot. She would have had to stay with us.


  She butted me with her head, which is actually a great thing for girls to do, but it did not work.


  “Two weeks,” I said. “His memory might come back in a couple of weeks.”


  “Two weeks,” she said right back.


  The embrace in which I held the accident-prone Louisa was the last one in my memory. As we struggled, she to exhibit a rage I already understood, and me to preserve her and my history, a Volkswagen bus pulled onto the shoulder and a woman asked us if we needed help. I don’t know what her interpretation of the scene was: Louisa and I doing our little dance; and Will sitting down right in the salt. We might have appeared to be the lost half of an acting troupe.


  “Yes!” Louisa called, and she flashed out of my grip. She ran over to Will and kneeled and kissed him. I caught her on the bank that rose to the highway.


  “What?”


  “I need a ride,” she said to the woman. I could see a man in the driver’s seat and two children in the rear of the bus. “To Wendover.”


  “Wait,” I said. I had no time to plan now.


  “No. You go, Collin. Take care of it. I can’t go back.”


  “Louisa!” And I could not help saying these words: “What about me?”


  “You’re fine. You’ll be okay. People take care of simple shits.”


  She started to go toward the Volkswagen.


  “Wait,” I said. “Okay. Okay. But you take the car. Will and I will hitchhike to Salt Lake. You can have the car. I’ll meet you somewhere.”


  She laughed and kissed me. “Oh! Take the car? Me take the car! And you get the house and the kids! Oh, no! You take the car. And then you can meet me somewhere! Shoot a shotgun, I’ll be there!” She kissed me again, and ran away and climbed into the vehicle. “You are such a simple shit!” she cried, and they pulled away.


  I took it as a compliment. I had to.


  I sat down. Below me I read


  
    WILL


    Louisa + Collin.

  


  I tried to memorize that little plus sign. Nine stones in a cross. Will sat just under my name suffering like you and me, like everyone else, from organic brain disease. It’s the gift. This is no place to be sitting around, I thought. I better do something.
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