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Sobre el pecho de México


tablas escritas por el sol


escalera de los siglos


terraza espiral del viento


baila la desenterrada


jadeo sed rabia


pelea de ciegos bajo el mediodía


rabia sed jadeo


se golpean con piedras


los ciegos se golpean


se rompen los hombres


las piedras se rompen


adentro hay un agua que bebemos


agua que amarga


agua que alarga más le sed


¿Dónde está el agua otra?


OCTAVIO PAZ
from Vuelta (Return)







On the chest of Mexico


tablets written by the sun


stairway of the centuries


spiral terraces of wind


the disinterred dances


anger panting thirst


the blind fighting beneath the sun of noon


thirst panting anger


beating each other with stones


the blind beat each other


the men are crushing


the stones are crushing


within there is a water we drink


bitter water


water that increases thirst


Where is the other water?
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1     


Mexico.


This was Marder’s first thought when the doctor explained what the shadow on the screen meant, what the tests implied. Mexico meant unfinished business, put off for years, nearly forgotten, until this unexpected deadline: now or never. That was the decent part; the cowardly part was the terror of explanation, of seeing the faces of his friends and family wear that look, the one that said, You’re dying and I’m not and as much as I care for you I can’t treat you like a real person anymore. He could see this very look in the doctor’s face now, presaging all the others to come. Gergen was a good guy, a fine GP; Marder had been seeing him for years, the annual checkup. Something of a joke this, for Marder was hale as a bear, arteries like the bore of a Mossberg 12-gauge, all the numbers in the right zones, remarkable for a man in his fifties. They had a good relationship; if not quite pals, they’d always joked through the exams, the same jokes. Marder always said, “Tell me you love me first,” as the doctor slipped the greased, rubbered finger up toward the perfectly normal prostate.


And other humorous repartee before and during: current events, sports, but mainly books. Marder was a book editor of some reputation—he’d been editor in chief of a major house before turning freelance some years back. Gergen fancied himself a literary fellow, and Marder usually remembered to bring along the latest thing he’d worked on, a history, a biography; today it had been one explaining the origins of the financial crisis. That was his editorial specialty, doorstops dense as nougat that explained our terrifying new world.




Gergen was explaining Marder’s own new world now. The thing was deep in the brain, immune from surgical intervention, immune even from the clever methods by which a tube could be passed up the arterial pathways to fix the deadly little bubble. When Gergen finished, Marder asked the usual question and got the usual answer: impossible to tell. It could stop growing, which occasionally happened, for reasons unknown; the most likely scenario was leakage, stroking out, the hideous decline, stretched out over months or years; or it could just pop, in which case, curtains, and the next world. Marder had believed in the next world all his life, more or less, and did not entirely dread the journey, but lingering—in paralysis, helplessness, idiocy—filled him with horror.


They shook hands solemnly when Marder was dressed and ready to leave. Gergen said he was sorry, and Marder could tell he meant it but also that he was glad to see him go. Doctors are irritated by those beyond help; Marder knew the feeling—he’d worked with any number of authors who couldn’t write and wouldn’t learn. Irritating: death, like lack of talent, an embarrassment to be avoided.





Marder left the doctor’s office and walked toward Union Square, through the thronged streets, weaving in the practiced New Yorker’s way through all the people who were going to outlive him, who would be in their lives after he was not. He found that this knowledge did not depress him. His step was light; he cast his eye almost benevolently at the passing faces, so many of them bearing the grim mask of the New Yorker, guarded, intent on the next deal or destination. The world seemed sharper than it had when he entered the office just a few hours ago, as if someone had wiped clean his smudged glasses. He had almost reached the park when it struck him that the last time he had felt this preternatural clarity was years ago, when he was a soldier in Vietnam, in the night forests along the Laotian border. This, too, was strange: Marder almost never recollected that war.


Ordinarily he would have taken the subway home, but now he walked. The day was fair, sunny, cool, a nice September afternoon in the city; nature did not mourn for him, no pathetic fallacy on offer for Marder. As he walked, his mind bubbled with plans; it was free with the liberty of the void. This is the first day of the rest of your life, as the happiness advice books always said, but since there was also a chance that it



was the last day, the silly phrase took on a more interesting, more cosmic overtone, what the sages meant about living in the Now.


Marder was a deliberate man, a careful thinker, a detail guy, but now his mind seemed to be running with unusual speed, concentrated with the prospect of dying, at some date to be determined. So bemused, he nearly stepped into the path of a cab at Houston Street. Yes, that would solve it: the black bubble of suicide floated across his mind, quickly punctured. Quite aside from the religious objections, Marder knew he couldn’t do that to his children, not two parents checking out that way, but now came the thought that placing himself in a situation where he was likely to be killed was not at all the same thing, especially if by so doing he could accomplish his purpose down in Mexico. His mind steadied, plans started to jell. He didn’t know if he could do it, but it seemed right to die trying.





At Prince Street he passed a group of street musicians, South American Indians by the look of them, in woven ponchos and felt hats—a pair of flutes, a drummer, a woman with a rattling gourd who sang in a high and nasal voice. Marder spoke fluent, almost accentless Mexican Spanish, but her lyric was difficult to follow, something about a dove, something about the ruin of love. When the song ended, he dropped a twenty in her hat among the singles and coins, was rewarded by a brilliant flash of white teeth, in the shining obsidian eyes a look of amazed gratitude. She blessed him in the name of God, in Spanish; he returned the blessing in the same language and walked on.


Marder’s generosity here was not connected to his recent news; he often gave ridiculous sums away, although always privately. Proust, he’d heard once, habitually tipped 100 percent, and Marder occasionally did the same. Although born into modest circumstances, Marder was rich, secretly rich, through a stroke of luck so absurd that Marder had never accepted it as his due, making him different from nearly every other rich person of his acquaintance: wealth without feelings of entitlement was something of a rarity, in his experience. That he still worked at all, and in a profession not noted for excess remuneration, was a bit of uncharacteristic deviousness, a cover story. Only his lawyer and his accountant knew how much he was worth. His children and a number of other beneficiaries would be extremely surprised at probate.




Continuing south on Broadway, he passed a massive industrial building with an ornate cast-iron front. The ground floor of this structure boasted a strip of elegant eateries and boutiques; the rest of it contained luxury condos. During his boyhood, however, it had been a printing plant, where his father had worked for thirty years as a Linotype operator. It always gave Marder a tiny pang when he happened to pass by. Maybe it was mere nostalgia, but he thought there was something wrong about a city that had become largely a dwelling of the very rich and the people who serviced their needs. He missed the city of his boyhood, then the greatest port, the largest manufacturing entrepôt on earth. He recalled it as exciting and comprehensible in a way that the current city was not—a place that now shipped only digits, that made nothing but money. He thought he wouldn’t miss this aspect of the city in the time he had left.


The Tribeca loft he lived in was currently worth a bit over a million, but this was easily explained: he’d bought it back in the early eighties with an insurance payoff from his father’s death. “Lucky stiff!” was the usual comment. Real estate bonanzas were hardly unusual in the city, and no one thought it remarkable. It was even true, but not nearly as remarkable as the larger story.


Having reached this loft, Marder went to the area he used as his office, sat at his desk, and began to disassemble his life. He had a book in process, and this he passed off on a subcontract basis to another freelancer he knew, who had a pregnant wife and a pair of school-aged kids. Marder stifled the man’s effusions of gratitude; that was the easy part. Then he called the author and broke his heart, pleading unspecified health issues as an excuse, assuring him that the work would be competently done and that, to make up for dropping the project, he would reduce the contracted completion payment. He would have to make up this fee to the substitute editor (a wonderful man, several books on the List, you’ll love him, and so forth), but that would not be a problem.


Third call: Bernie Nathan, the accountant, who asked, when he heard what Marder wanted, whether he was in some kind of trouble. No, he was not, and could Bernie have the cash on hand this afternoon? Fourth call: Hal Danielson, the lawyer. A few little changes to the will. A similar question, similarly answered: no, not in trouble at all.


Fifth call: H. G. Ornstein answered on the first ring. Ornstein’s business, which was running a tiny left-wing journal, was clearly not pressing.



After the pleasantries and the usual damning of the condition into which our once-great nation had fallen, Marder asked, “So, Ornstein, you still living with your mother?”


Yes, and it was driving him crazy; wonderful woman, but not so wonderful living in the same house. Ornstein’s wife had, after many years of noble poverty, despaired of the inevitable victory of the people and filed for divorce. Ornstein, a decent man, had done the decent thing and moved out. Marder did not believe in the ultimate victory of the people either, but he admired grit and selflessness. He’d known the man since college, when Ornstein had also tried his hand at stand-up comedy in the angry lefty mode of Mort Sahl or George Carlin. The man was a dead-on mimic but lacked edge, and had failed at that too.


When Marder told him he needed a friend to look after his loft for an indefinite period, the phone line hissed silence for nearly thirty seconds, then another undesired gush, to which Marder replied, “No, don’t thank me, you’ll be doing me a favor. I’ll drop the keys and paperwork in the mail today. Can you move in Friday? Great.”





Now Marder’s finger brought up the contact list on his cell phone but hesitated above the next necessary number. Time for some procrastination. He went to the closet in the loft’s bedroom and pulled out a battered leather gladstone bag of Mexican manufacture. He had not used it in some time, for now he traveled with a black nylon roll-aboard like the rest of humanity, but he thought that this one was the right container for his truncated new life. Into it went lightweight shirts and trousers, the usual underwear and toilet articles, a linen jacket and a leather one, leather sandals, several softly worn bandannas, a real Panama straw hat, the kind you could roll up. He hung his best suit in a garment bag, providing for any formal event or to be buried in. He placed the packed bag at the foot of his bed and then opened a tall, narrow steel safe.


Marder was not exactly a gun nut. He disliked the policies of the National Rifle Association and thought the general availability of powerful semiautomatic weapons in his nation was insane, but, despite that, he liked guns. He admired their malign beauty as he admired tigers and cobras, and he was a wonderfully proficient shot. From his gun safe he brought out a rifle and two pistols, together with all the boxes of ammunition he had on hand. It was irrational, he knew, but he did not want his survivors to have to dispose of them. Besides, it was always convenient



to be armed on road voyages through the regions of Mexico where he intended to travel. He asked himself why he cared, since the thing in his head was more or less in charge of his life. Mr. Thing, as he now decided to call it, had its own agenda. Mr. Thing could discharge him from his life without notice, but in the meantime he would remain Marder, although a Marder who would not be an occasion of pain to the people he cared about.


In furtherance of this goal, he now placed himself at his computer and shopped for a truck, for he did not want to fly commercial, which could be traced. It took him only half an hour to arrange for the purchase of a Ford F-250 fitted with a seven-foot hardwall Northstar camper, model name “Freedom,” which Marder thought pretty amusing under the circumstances. The seller was in Long Island City, and Marder made an appointment to pick it up late that day. Another call to Bernie: courier a check over to the dealership. This time Bernie did not ask questions.





Marder spun on his chair and looked around the office, reflecting that he’d spent an extraordinary amount of time within these walls. Two of them, the ones in view of his desk, were painted eggshell. Set into one of these was the big industrial-scale window looking out on Worth Street. Behind him, the rear wall of the room and the remaining sidewall were painted bloodred. That had been Chole’s section of the home office. He had his elegant steel-and-rosewood desk, his back-saving leather chair, infinitely adjustable with little wheels and levers. Her desk was the antique rolltop with pigeonholes he’d bought her for their fifth (or wooden) anniversary. She had used a wooden office chair she’d brought in from the sidewalk in the days of their poverty, its cushion upholstered in bright serape cloth. Above her desk, a broad section of the wall was covered in thick cork panels, on which she’d stuck family photos, posters, found objects, cartoons, newspaper and magazine clippings from the Mexican press. The report of the murder of her father and mother, for example. A photograph of Esteban de Haro d’Ariés, that father, when young and smiling and holding his daughter, aged four, for example.


She’d been doing this for a long while, and the corkboard had become a palimpsest of her life in exile, untouched in the three years since her death. Marder had long since stopped looking at it closely but had a good look at it now. On one side of the cork hung a torero’s shining cape



and on the other an enormous crucifix, its corpus gray-skinned, bloody, twisted, agonized, nailed to the rough wood of the cross with real iron nails. It looked as if it had been sculpted from life, and considering that it had come from Michoacán, it might have been. A lot of strange things happened down there, where she was from.


He removed the newspaper clipping about the murders. It had been torn roughly out of the pages of Panorama del Puerto, the newspaper in Lázaro Cárdenas; on it his wife had written lines from a poem by Octavio Paz on the occasion of the famous massacre of students in 1968. He translated it silently:





Guilt is anger


turned against itself:


if an entire nation is ashamed


it is a lion poised


to leap.





Maddened by grief—an antique concept perhaps, but Marder had seen it played out in this very dwelling, this room. No one had been punished for the murders, just another pair out of the forty thousand or so that the narcoviolencia had claimed. Everyone knew who had done it, and by all reports he was still enjoying his life, buoyed by an ocean of dollars and his apparent impunity. Marder carefully folded the clipping and placed it in a slot of his wallet, as if it were a set of a directions for the operations of a complex mechanism. A trap of some kind—no, an ambush: a lion poised to leap.


Marder had no corkboard. Instead, he had a whiteboard, inscribed in dry marker. It listed book schedules, chapter outlines, things to do. He took a rag and wiped it clean; so much for his life. A transient weakness passed through his body, and he had to sit in his chair for a moment and catch his breath. Then he turned to the file cabinets. His and hers: twin four-drawer wooden models. Hers was empty—the kids had cleared it out after she died. The upper three drawers of his contained his professional life: editorial notes, contracts, and so on, most of them from years ago, before the world turned digital. A good proportion of the paperwork was in Spanish because, for the last ten years or so, Marder’s fluency in the language had led him into the business of arranging Spanish translations of works in English. For many big Latin



American media firms, Marder was one of the go-to people in New York. No more, obviously.


He got a black forty-gallon trash bag from the kitchen and opened the top drawer. Out went the impedimenta of former labors, plus the financial stuff, old tax returns, business letters from before email arrived—rustling and thumping into the bag. The bottom drawer held more-personal papers. Here was an old-fashioned red cardboard file marked RICHARD on the index tab in his mother’s parochial school cursive.


He flipped it open. It contained his birth and baptismal certificates, report cards, school awards, a collection of handmade Mother’s Day and birthday cards of increasing competence, right up through his elementary school years, until he had money enough to buy from Hallmark. Then there were the letters he’d sent from his time in the military, scrawled in ballpoint on cheap PX stationery, several smeared with the red soil of Vietnam. He recalled the ones she’d sent him in return, one every few days: quotidian cheerfulness, a recounting of prayers she’d sent up from St. Jerome’s for his safety, and, unconventionally, a series of commentaries about the Catholic antiwar movement, of which Katherine Devlin Marder had been an ornament. He didn’t know where those letters were and felt a pang of regret.


A thin file was marked DAD in Marder’s own neat capitals. This contained a sheaf of papers from Augie Marder’s own military service in the Good War. Here was the honorable discharge in a tattered, yellowing envelope printed with the army seal. He’d been with the Sixth Army under MacArthur, in New Guinea and the Philippines, that grim, inglorious campaign of which no movie with major stars had yet been made, of which his father had hardly ever spoken. He’d been leg infantry all the war long, discharged as a corporal with two Purple Hearts and a Bronze Star. That had been one of the only two pieces of advice he’d offered when his son had gone off to the Less Good War: stay out of the goddamn infantry. Marder had followed it, had entered the air force to beat the draft, but, ignoring the other piece of advice (never, never volunteer!), had ended up in an outfit compared to which the leg infantry in New Guinea was a day at the beach.


There were also pension papers, union papers, canceled savings passbooks, a couple of yellowing photos with deckle edges: a stringy young man, bare-chested, smiling by a howitzer, jungle in the background; the



same man, now unsmiling, with two others of the same age, in their liberty duds, on some dusty street, three of the legion of teenagers who had destroyed the empire of Japan. And an insurance policy, the word PAID punched through it in tiny holes.


His father had been no fool. He’d known what happened to men who spent their whole working lives punching out hot type, sitting next to pots of molten, fuming lead. All linotypers died nuts, he used to say; he even joked about it, until it stopped being funny, until the rages and paranoia ate up the decent workingman he’d been and he’d died at sixty, raving, in a state hospital. But he’d taken advantage of the insurance program run by his union and never missed a payment, and after his death came the astonishing letter and the check for $550,000, of which a hundred fifty grand was Marder’s. The rest went to his mother, and it turned out to be just enough to pay for the best possible care during the following year, the final year of her life.


Another, much fatter file, marked APPLE STUFF on a machine-made label. It contained decades of broker’s statements. They wanted to send them over the computer now, but Marder liked the paper in his hands. He looked at the latest one: the balance was a colossal, an unbelievable sum, forty times more than his father had earned in a lifetime of noisy, filthy, deadly toil. And all Marder had done to earn it was to walk into a Merrill Lynch office one day on his lunch hour, knowing nothing about stocks but having seen the famous 1984 commercial during a drunken Super Bowl party, and use his insurance money to buy thirty-five thousand shares of Apple, Inc., at $3.22 per share. And he’d held on to it, feeling stupid for decades as the stock stayed flat, dipped, rose, dipped again, but clinging to his faith, until the technology had blossomed in recent years, sending the stock into financial heaven and making him a multimillionaire. Dumb luck, yes, but Marder also thought of it as the Linotyper’s Revenge.


The Apple file went into the trash, but he returned RICHARD and DAD to the drawer, for the kids to find. He thought of these as a part of their family history, no longer his to destroy. There were files marked with the children’s names too, Carmel and Peter, although the Peter one was empty. His son had taken all his stuff out of the loft after his mother died, the circumstances of Chole’s death having estranged father and son, and Marder no longer had any hope that they’d ever connect again.



For a moment he thought of calling his son and, presuming Peter would even take the call, telling him about the medical thing and . . . and what? I’m dying; you have to forgive me for what happened with your mother? No. He’d screwed up and he’d have to take the fall. Carmel was a different story. He could call her. Not to tell her the truth, of course.


Before he could chicken out again, he grasped his cell phone and touched her name. A couple of shaky rings sounded, and when the call went to voice mail he felt a shameful relief. He knew she’d call back as soon as she was free of whatever consuming thing she was into at the moment. She was like her mother in that regard. Peter however, was like Marder—cool, cerebral, a harborer of grudges. While he waited for her callback, he turned to his computer and went to a website for a firm called Su Hacienda. It was a property agency that sold villas and estates to wealthy Americans who wanted to vacation or retire in Mexico and bask in the sunshine and the plenitude of cheap servants. There were a number of such agencies, but for Marder’s purpose only one would do. He took the phone number from the website and dialed a number he hadn’t called in three years.


He felt sweat flow in his armpits, on his forehead, while he listened to the ring.


“Hello, Su Hacienda, Nina speaking.” A wonderful throaty voice, slightly accented; this had been the first attraction.


“Nina, this is Rick.”


A pause on the line, a crackling etheric hiss in his ear. He could imagine the small solo office with the framed pictures of properties, and he could imagine her, although he didn’t want to, for she was the one pathetic infidelity of his long married life, an affair of six weeks.


During the last of which his wife had mixed up an unusually powerful version of her usual cocktail of prescription drugs and tequila, after which it had seemed good to her to climb to the roof of this very loft building, remove her clothes, and go dancing alone on the parapet, in a driving snowstorm. She’d landed in the air shaft and been covered by the drifts, had lain there for the better part of a week, a period during which he was with Nina Ibanez, in one of her properties south of Acapulco, screwing his brains out.


Amazement in her voice. “Rick Marder?”


“Yeah, it’s me.”




A chuckle. “Well. Someone I never thought I’d hear from again. It’s been years.”


“Yes. Look, Nina, I want to buy a property.”


Another pause. “Ah, Rick . . . if you want to see me, you don’t have to buy a property. A drink will do.”


“No, it’s not about that, us. I really want to buy a property, a house, a nice one, isolated, on the coast. You know, as a getaway.”


“You’re not thinking of that house, are you? Because it’s been sold, and it’s not on the market as far as I know.”


“No, I don’t want it in the Acapulco area. I want to buy a house with a good chunk of property in Playa Diamante.”


“Playa . . . ? You mean Playa Diamante in Michoacán?”


“Yeah. Do you have anything? I need it sort of now.”


Dead air on the line, for so long that Marder thought the system had dropped the call.


“Hello?”


When she spoke, her voice was chillier, more businesslike and precise.


“Sorry . . . It’s just hearing your voice after all this time. I’m a little rattled. Getting dumped with the three-line email was a little harsh.”


“Nina, maybe this was a mistake. Should I call someone else?”


“Oh, not at all. Frankly, I could use the commission. Second homes in Mexico—you know, a slightly shrunken market since the crash. And the violence. Not to mention the mortgage situation—”


“I don’t need a mortgage. I’ll pay cash.”


“Oh, in that case, I tell you what—let me do some research, we’ll have a drink somewhere, and I’m sure I’ll have something nice for you to look at.”


“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Nina.”


Another, shorter pause. “Well—all business, then. As a matter of fact, something just came to mind. Are you near a computer?”


“Yes, I’m in my office.”


“Then I’m going to let you look at the Guzmán property. Did you know Manny Guzmán at all?”


“The name’s sort of familiar but I can’t quite place it. Who is he?”


“Was. He came up here from Michoacán in the eighties, made a fortune as a lawyer and property developer. He went back home a few years ago and built a big house on the coast in Playa Diamante. He had plans



to build a resort, poured some concrete for rental units, but . . . he sort of disappeared. The house has been vacant since, but apparently it’s been maintained. I’m sending the photos and specs now.”


Marder waited in front of his computer, while Nina chattered on, trying and failing to generate a conversation. Marder liked Nina Ibanez well enough, a charming and sexy woman, but he never wanted to see her again. Images rose unbidden, her face and body, yes, but it hadn’t been just about sex. It was the lack of all the tangles, the relief from what his life with Chole had become since some men had snatched his father-in-law from his car and chopped him into pieces and left them in a pile on the side of a road in Playa Diamante. And, being careful about witnesses, they’d shot her mother too.


Which was Marder’s fault, ultimately, he having removed Chole from Mexico all those years ago. Marder had not been prepared for that, for his wife going crazy, and he’d cracked a little himself, the fling with Nina Ibanez being one result.


A shudder ran through him thinking of it, and then the email tone pinged. Marder opened the attachment and studied the set of pictures. One was an aerial view of what appeared to be a small island connected to the mainland by a short causeway; the property was listed as 112 hectares—277 acres. The other photographs were exterior and interior shots of what the accompanying copy described as a two-story six-bedroom concrete-block stucco house with a separate unit for the servants, a four-car garage, and a swimming pool. Some hundred yards distant from the house, built on a curve facing the sea and a broad shining beach, were what looked like bungalows in various stages of construction and behind these an excavation for another, much larger swimming pool. The listing claimed the house had seven bathrooms, a modern kitchen, air-conditioning throughout, a desalinization and sewage treatment facility in operating order, and a diesel generator in its own little building. The house was square, with a flat roof and a squat tower at each corner. It looked like a Spanish colonial fortress, which suited Marder very well. The asking price was a reasonable $1.2 million.


“This is available immediately?” he asked.


“They’ll kiss your hands. The family, I mean. They’ve been paying maintenance through the nose ever since Manny disappeared. They’re terrified it’ll be looted and stripped. There are some people living in the



servants’ wing, watching the place, but you don’t need to feel responsible for them. The taxes are practically nothing. If you let me talk to them, I’m sure they’ll come down a little.”


“No, I’ll take it,” said Marder. “I’ll have my accountant send you a check for the asking price.”


He heard a sigh over the line. “It must be nice to have money,” said Nina Ibanez.


After that they discussed the details of the sale in a businesslike way and then Marder’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. He said a quick goodbye and pressed the call-accept button.


“Hello, babe,” he said to his daughter. “I’m not interrupting anything important, I hope.”


“No, I was just in the fabrication lab, running some trials. Is anything wrong?”


She always asked that when he called, and he wondered why. Perhaps he should have called her more often. He knew other parents had more contact with their kids, but he’d always felt that after they were grown, excessive contact was an intrusion. Or maybe it was because his own father, in his madness, had called Marder oppressively often, full of paranoid complaint and mad schemes to reform the world. Chole had always been the caller, the main contact with the children.


And even though something was wrong now, and even though he’d always tried not to lie to his kids, he replied in a cheerful tone, “Not at all. I just called to find out how you were doing and to tell you that I’ll be traveling for a while.”


They’d had enough misery dealing with their mother’s sickness and death, and he told himself he was actually doing them a favor.


“Where are you going?”


“Not determined yet. I thought I’d buy an open ticket and take some time off. There’s a lot of the world I haven’t seen, and I’m not getting any younger.”


“But you hate to travel. You’re always bitching about airports and the food.”


“I changed my mind. Anyway, I’ll be leaving in a day or so and I didn’t want you to worry.”


“You’ll keep in touch, though, right?”


“I always do. How’s work?”


“We’re having tempering problems. Three-D printing in metal’s



easy if you’re only doing art stuff or prototypes, but if you’re trying to manufacture actual machine parts, it’s a different story.”


“I’m sure you’ll solve the problem, dear,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll be in at the end of mass production as we know it,” and she laughed. Marder was constantly amazed at how both of his children, the spawn of two literary types, had become engineers, and brilliant ones by all accounts. Carmel was in grad school at MIT; Peter taught at Caltech, as far as possible from New York and his father.


“Still keeping up with the swimming?” he asked.


“Every day. Still with the shooting?”


“Every week. How are your times?”


“Static. I’m devoted but not that devoted. Don’t expect me at the Olympics. I hope that doesn’t break your heart.”


“As long as it doesn’t break yours. Meanwhile—anything new on the social front?”


“The usual. Don’t rent a hall.”


“So you’re saying no grandchildren anytime soon.”


“When they have cloning maybe. I’d kind of like an instant ten-year-old with freckles and a gap-tooth grin.”


He couldn’t think of any response, couldn’t think of any final paternal words of love or advice. “Well, I’ll let you go now. You’ll let Peter know, yes?”


“You could call him yourself,” she said.


“I could. But if he doesn’t take my call . . .”


He heard her sigh. “Okay. Have a great trip and keep in touch.”


He said he would, said he’d loved her, said goodbye, pushed the button to end the call. For an instant he felt he’d switched himself off, as if he’d already died. Not staying in touch was the whole point.





As he often did when he was annoyed with himself and the world, Marder decided to go shooting. He packed his two pistols and their magazines and ammunition into their customized aluminum case and took a cab to the Westside Shooting Range on 20th Street. On the ride, he thought of a way to save himself a trip, so he called his accountant and told him to have the money he’d asked for ready at his office in an hour. The accountant asked him if he seriously intended to carry a hundred fifty thousand dollars in cash through the streets of Manhattan. Marder told him not to worry about it.




Marder had been coming to Westside for years and paid in advance by the month so he was always assured a lane. The firing line was crowded with nervously chattering newbies taking a firearms class, and he was glad he was wearing ear protectors.


He clipped a small paste-on circle target to the line and sent it a-flapping to the seven-yard marker, then loaded the first of the two pistols he was going to fire. This was a .45-caliber Kimber 1911, a high-tech, super-accurate version of the sidearm that American soldiers had carried throughout most of the twentieth century. He loaded it, took a stance, and fired a shot. A hole appeared in the center of the bull’s-eye, rimmed by the fluorescent-yellow paint built into the target’s paper. He fired again. No change was apparent, and he fired five more times, then placed the pistol on the little shelf and drew the target back. On examination, the hole had become slightly larger than the original puncture, which meant he had shot six bullets through the hole made by his first one. It was a feat he’d accomplished often. He loaded another magazine and shot at ten yards and again at twenty, each time blowing the center out of the target.


He now took from his case the elder brother of the Kimber, an actual military .45 his dad had brought back from the Pacific. It was still formally the property of the United States Army, but he thought they probably weren’t looking for it too hard. He shot three magazines with this, not as accurately as before but still well enough: at seven yards, all the holes touched.


Marder then did something he hadn’t done before. He slipped a fresh magazine into the old .45 and he stuck the pistol into his waistband, where it hung heavily, concealed by the raincoat he wore. Feeling a little foolish at this precaution, and in violation of the laws of New York, he cased the other pistol and left the range, for the last time, he supposed. He walked to Sixth Avenue, and in one of those miscellaneous-goods stores he purchased an aluminum suitcase and then took a cab to his accountant’s office uptown. He gave the driver a fifty and told him to keep the meter going, then went in and and collected his cash. Packed in his new suitcase, it felt heavier than he’d expected.


From the cab he called the last person he needed to contact before leaving. Patrick Francis Skelly was not at home. An old-style answering machine picked up, and Skelly’s voice said, “Skelly isn’t here, obviously. Leave a message.” Marder called back several times on the ride downtown



but reached only the machine. From home he called several more times, then gave up for the moment. He hadn’t eaten all day, had fasted before the doctor’s visit and found that, though dying in a way, he still liked eating. He liked cooking too. He grilled a steak and made a Caesar salad with a soft-boiled egg and lots of anchovies and ate it while watching the news, rather enjoying the idea that he no longer had to pretend interest in what was going on in the world.


He tried Skelly a few more times, then called the car dealer and learned that the check had arrived and that he could pick the vehicle up anytime. He spread an old towel across the kitchen table and cleaned his pistols, an activity that always calmed him, although not tonight. Perhaps it was the money. He placed the cash in his gun safe, double-locked his door, left the loft, and hailed a cab.


The driver was not enthusiastic about going to Long Island City, but Marder waved some large bills and off they went. At a small lot on a dull commercial boulevard, he bought his camper and truck. Marder had never actually been in a truck camper before and was favorably impressed when he stepped inside. To the right as he entered was a clever shower– toilet combination and to the left a large wardrobe. Along one side were arranged a three-burner propane stove and a sink, with a refrigerator below. On the other side was a padded bench with a dining table that swiveled out of the way so that someone could sleep on the bench. There seemed to be plenty of storage in the overhead cabinets. Up a stepladder, extending out over the truck’s cab, was a sleeping loft equipped with a full-sized bed. The thing was full of light and smelled faintly of plastics.


Marder had spent nearly all his life in the city and so was not much of a driver, and the bulk of his new vehicle was a little daunting. But after a bit of awkwardness and overcautious driving, he got used to the smooth power of the V-8 and the inability to see what was directly behind him. By the time he drove onto the Brooklyn– Queens Expressway, he had started to enjoy himself.


He soon became confident enough in his driving to use his cell phone but achieved the same irritating result. Skelly was the only adult of his acquaintance who refused to own a cell phone, and so it was always a pain in the ass getting in touch with him. Marder left the expressway at Brooklyn Heights and drove slowly through the prim green-shaded streets. He parked illegally in front of a modest brown-stone,



got out, and pushed the bell button next to a slot with no name in it. The door issued no welcoming buzz. He looked up at the top floor, where Skelly lived. It was dusk now, but no lights shone there.


When he returned to the truck, he realized he had forgotten that the previous day was September 19, and so of course Skelly would not be at home. He would be on his annual commemorative journey to oblivion on the anniversary of Moon River. Marder always forgot; Skelly always remembered.


Oblivion was in any case a regularly scheduled stop for Skelly. It was something they occasionally did together, but this anniversary trip was one that Skelly did alone. Skelly was Marder’s longest-surviving continuous relationship. Forty years now they’d known each other, but they were not what most observers would have called best friends. Skelly spent a lot of time out of town. He called himself a security consultant but was closemouthed about what he actually did, and Marder had learned not to inquire. Skelly must have made decent money at it, for Brooklyn Heights apartments were not cheap, and he always paid for more than his share of drinks and meals and tickets. Skelly did not like going to movies and sporting events alone, and Marder was happy to accept his invitations. Marder did not have many friends in his profession, and these few were not the sort to go to hockey games at the Garden and then tour the saloons, usually ending the evening in some bucket of blood in Greenpoint or Red Hook, at which Skelly often got into fights. Young men or bigger men would take him on and find themselves pounded into the ground. Marder often had to pull Skelly off a surprised and bloody opponent and scatter cash around to assuage complaints.


Now Marder drove south on Fourth Avenue, then cut over to Second, passing under the Gowanus Expressway. At a stretch of waste ground near the rail yards, he spotted a group of homeless men standing around a fire barrel. Dressed in the usual thick layers of clothing, red-eyed, their faces demonic in the lights of the low flames, they were passing around a bottle, laughing and joking. The fights and assaults had not yet started. Skelly always brought good times to these gatherings, and Marder thought it was fortunate that the evening was young and the crack pipes were not in evidence as far as he could observe. Skelly on crack was not amusing.


He approached the group, waved a greeting, and sidled next to one of



them, a small but powerfully built man with a shaved head partly covered by a filthy Red Sox baseball hat.


“Hello, Skelly,” Marder said. “Are we having fun yet?”


Skelly looked at him with a belligerent stare; his eyes were unfocused and he stank of peach schnapps. “Marder. If you’re here to join the party, have a drink. If not, fuck off!”


“Let’s take a little walk, Skelly. I want to show you my new camper truck.”


With the exaggerated diction of the very drunk, Skelly said, “Fuck you, Marder, and fuck the camper truck you rode in on. I’m having a little drink with some old army buddies. These are my good buddies here. Hinton, say hello to Marder. Marder isn’t an old army buddy. Marder was in the air force. He was rear-area motherfucker.”


The men laughed at this, Skelly loudest of all. If this anniversary celebration went the way of all the others, Marder would receive a call from a pay phone at three A.M. a couple of nights from now and he would call a hire car and drive to where Skelly would be waiting at some all-night place, sans wallet, cowboy boots, watch, coat, and other items, plus any number of bruises and abrasions. Once or twice he’d been standing there in his T-shirt and shorts. Marder no longer had time for that.


He tugged at Skelly’s coat. “Come on, man. I need to talk to you.”


Skelly pulled away so hard he staggered. “I’m busy,” he said. “Get the fuck away from me!”


The other men were observing this with interest. Marder started to feel crowded. Hinton, the buddy, a large person with a wild Afro escaping from his knitted hat, and eyes like spoiled eggs, growled, “Yeah, leave him alone. Skelly’s our friend. We having a good time here and we don’t need no rear-area motherfuckers, you know?”


This remark was funny too. Marder addressed the big guy. “Yeah, I get that. Look, I need to talk to my friend here, and I’ll give you each fifty bucks to help me get him over to that camper there. What do you say?”


Money changed hands. The men, ignoring Skelly’s protests, picked him up and stuffed him in the passenger seat of the Ford.


“Nice camper,” said Skelly. “Now can I go?”


“In a second. The thing is, I’m leaving, and I know you’d’ve had to call me later and I wouldn’t be here. I wanted to let you know.”




“So? I could’ve called somebody else. I mean, fuck it, Marder, you’re not my mom.”


“Somebody else? Like who? You mean I have a backup? I wish to Christ I would’ve known it sometime during the last—what is it?—forty years you’ve been pulling this shit. I would’ve told you, ‘Get fucked, Skelly. It’s three in the morning, call number two on the list.’ ”


Skelly was silent for a moment, and then asked, “So what’s with the camper? You becoming a Good Sam?” In a familiar way, he seemed to have dumped his drunk by an act of will.


“Yes. It’s always been my dream to tour America’s national parks and meet wonderful people along the way.”


“That’s good, Marder, I like how you’re easing into being an old fart. You need to get you some of those pants with no belt and wear more bright colors. And a plastic hat. Of course, it shouldn’t be much of a change—you were sort of an old fart when you were young.”


“I’m glad you approve. Should I drive you home or drop you off at the nearest saloon?”


“A saloon, thank you. If you cut right up there on Forty-Fourth Street, there’s Mahoney’s on Ninth Avenue.”


Marder drove as directed. After a while, Skelly asked, “So how long do you figure this trip is going to take?”


“I don’t know,” said Marder. “It’ll be a while. Ours is a big country.”


He pulled the truck to the curb across from the dimly lit little tavern. He held out his hand and Skelly took it.


“Goodbye, Skelly.”


Skelly gave him an odd look, a smile edged onto his mouth. “Yeah, well, I’ll see you when I see you. Have a safe trip, and I know you’ll obey all the relevant traffic laws.”


Skelly left the truck and crossed the avenue. More than anything else, more than giving up his profession and his home, more than bidding his child farewell, this parting told Marder that the life he’d known was truly over. Or not. It would depend on Skelly.











2     


In the morning Marder made himself a plate of eggs and bacon, toasted a bagel, and dripped a full pot of coffee. He had worked hard on making this kitchen as perfect and as well supplied as he could, and he had vowed not to miss it, but he knew he would. After eating his meal and drinking a couple of cups, he poured the rest of the pot into a thermos. Marder was traveling light, but it took several trips to load his truck. He put the rifle in the back of the wardrobe in the main cabin, together with his pistol cases, stuck his bag in an overhead, locked everything up, and went back for his laptop, the money, and the blue ceramic urn that held the earthly remains of Maria Soledad Beatriz de Haro d’Ariés y Casals, or Chole Marder, as she was known in New York. He placed this in a cabinet drawer, buffered by towels so it wouldn’t roll. His bedroll he tossed up into the sleeping loft. The time was just past dawn; the garbage trucks rumbled, a siren wailed from afar, the sky above the canyons of Manhattan was taking on a tint of blue. It would be a good day for traveling.


As it turned out to be, the weather clear and mild, the traffic light until he got to Philadelphia and caught the morning rush on the interstate. Yes, something terrific about leaving a city at dawn on a long journey. He planned to drive a simple, swift route, down 95 to Jacksonville, where he’d pick up 10 west, and then across the bottom of the country to Tucson, hang a left, and cross the Mexican border at Nogales. He would leave the interstate when he became tired, would stay at no-name RV parks and pay for meals and parking space with cash. He was behaving like a fugitive, he knew, although he had committed no crime under the law. But he often felt like a fugitive, like someone who would be found



out someday and brought to justice. He’d felt like that for a long time, since the war, in fact. Survivor’s guilt? He had that, and plenty of the other types as well.





He stopped at a plaza north of Richmond, Virginia, dashed in for just a moment to pick up a bag of burgers and coffee to go, looking nervously out the window at his rig. When he got back to it, he found it untroubled by thieves and Skelly sitting in the passenger seat. Marder was not surprised; he had counted on it, in fact, but now he assumed a hard face, stepped into the driver’s seat, and put his paper bag on the console between the seats.


Skelly said, “Hey, great! I was starving,” and lifted out a foil-wrapped burger. “So where are we going, chief?” he said around the first mouthful.


“To the nearest airport and put you on a plane back to the city.”


“Not a good plan, chief. You need someone to look out for you.”


“I need someone? That’s a laugh. Look, Skelly, no offense, but this is a one-man trip. For one thing, this camper has only one bed.”


“Bullshit! It’s rated to sleep three. There’s a padded seat in the main cabin that’ll do me fine.”


“Oh, the camper expert! No, I’m sorry, it’s impossible. This is not what you call a fun trip.”


“Really. What kind of trip is it, then? By the way, I was interested in your gear. A ton of cash. You’re packing enough artillery for a minor war, and I couldn’t help noticing Chole’s along for the ride. I peeked in there looking for something to eat. Unless that’s someone I don’t know.”


Marder cranked up the truck and rolled it out onto the interstate. So far, so good. Keeping Skelly in the dark as long as possible was part of the plan. He did not bother asking how Skelly had entered a securely locked camper and inspected a locked suitcase, because he knew Skelly would say, Hey, I’m a security consultant.


Skelly leaned back in the seat, adjusting its angle to a more comfortable slant. He pulled out and lit a cigarette. Marder rolled his window down.


“And you’re going to stink up my new truck too.”


“Am I going to get a lecture on secondhand smoke? Don’t pretend to be more of a pussy than you are, Marder. It’s unseemly. Face it—you’re going to Mexico and I’m coming with you.”




Marder snapped a startled look at the other man. “How did you know I’m going to Mexico?”


“I checked the email on your laptop. I see you’re still dealing with the lovely Nina. Are we still getting any in that quarter? No? A pity; it looks like a nice place. So you’re traveling to Michoacán with a lot of guns and a shitload of cash and won’t say why. That’s not characteristic of my pal Marder. So I’m thinking you’re in trouble and you need a friend to watch your six.”


“I’m not in trouble and I don’t need my six watched. My six? Now we’re talking army talk. Jesus, the war’s been over for forty years and we lost. Get over it.”


“You never get over it, and if you think you’re over it you’re more of an asshole than you usually are. How about passing this semi here, unless you want to breathe diesel fart for the next hundred miles.”


“There’s an airport in Richmond.”


“I’m sure, but we’re not going there. Look, chief, I saved your life. We’re mutually entwined. Why do you think I let you hang out with me all these years and do all the shit I do for you? Believe me, it’s not your charm. I’m responsible for you, end of story.” Skelly yawned, stretched, and said, “And now I believe it’s rack time. Actually, I fell into conversation with a young lady in Mahoney’s last night, and with one thing and another I didn’t get much sleep. Wake me when we arrive at a point of historical or scenic interest.”


With that, Skelly lay his cheek against the window glass and was asleep in thirty seconds. It was a talent he had, one that Marder envied. Skelly could sleep in a helicopter under fire. Marder had seen him do it many times; he’d seen him sleep through a rocket attack. He could sleep in mud, on concrete, and of course he’d be perfectly comfortable on the padded bench of the camper. His sleep seemed deep and genuine, but if anything occurred that needed his attention he would be instantly awake, focused, ready to receive information, act, or give orders.


Marder drove past the Richmond exits. Of course, he was not going to take Skelly to any airport; he was going to take him to the house in Mexico. Mutual entwining, yes.


The last time Marder had spent any extended time on the interstates was after the breakup of his first marriage a long time ago, when he’d driven a motorcycle from New York to Mexico, a fateful journey, and one that he was repeating now. The difference in mass between the



camper and the Harley Shovelhead he’d ridden then, with his every earthly possession in the saddlebags, was indicative of the draggy accretions of maturity. He always looked back on that lightness as particularly sweet, and he wished to taste it again, if but a little. He could have bought a bike, but the thought of old guys on motorcycles violated his sense of seemliness, like an octogenarian wearing a miniskirt.


He found that when alone at the wheel his mind spun free. The journeying being mere limbo, the mind of the highway traveler casts forward into plans or backward into memory. Marder’s plans were still too immature to bear much thought, quite aside from the death-at-any-moment thing, but his past was rich, solid, there for the viewing. Marder glanced over at his sleeping companion, and his thoughts rolled back through the years to the first time he’d met Patrick Francis Skelly and started whatever this connection was, farce or tragedy, he couldn’t be sure.





Marder had joined the air force right out of high school. By 1968, in the working-class neighborhoods of New York, boys Marder had known, who had been in and out of his mother’s kitchen, had returned in coffins or shattered, and he knew she could not bear the thought of her only child slogging through jungles. Marder would actually have liked slogging, despite his father’s experience in New Guinea, for jungle slogging was clearly what a real man did; besides which Marder was a reader, and much of his reading had been tales of manly adventure—Kipling, Hemingway, and their lesser epigones. Not to mention the war movies. The antiwar movement then roiling the media of the nation seemed an affectation of the higher classes, like golf or yachting.


From the start he’d done well in the military. It took him only a few days to understand that the service was a game, like baseball, and separate from real life. You had to take it seriously but not personally, and therefore it was as absurd to fight the system as it would have been to bitch and moan that there were only three strikes in baseball. He also understood that the USAF labored under the rep of being the most pussy service, so that its NCOs were at pains to be extra tough, although it was easy to see that this was a faux toughness and easily distinguishable from that of, say, the marines. After basic training and after blowing the top off the air force qualification tests, and after a certain amount of communications and radar training of a most select kind, he found himself at Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, at the huge air



base that everyone called Naked Fanny. He was attached to a unit of the Infiltration Surveillance Center, an outfit known as Task Force Alpha.


This was the heart of an immense project code-named Igloo White. Its purpose was to stop the flow of supplies along the so-called Ho Chi Minh Trail, a vast braided network of roads and tracks issuing from communist North Vietnam and threading through Laos and Cambodia to Vietcong supply points in the south. The theory was that if you interdicted the supplies, the communist resistance would collapse.


When Marder first arrived in Naked Fanny, he was amazed by the scale of the operation. The building in which the center lived was the largest structure in southeast Asia; there were hundreds of airmen involved and scores of aircraft flying and billions of dollars being spent. During the briefings that accompanied his arrival, he learned that Igloo White depended on large numbers of electronic sensors capable of picking up the sounds or vibrations of trucks or sniffing out human effluvia. The sensors sent their messages to circling aircraft, which in turn sent data to the analysts at Task Force Alpha, of whom Marder was one.


He spent his shifts in a darkened room with dozens of other airmen, staring at video screens hooked up to the IBM 360 computers that stored the data flowing from the circling aircraft. These men, known as pinball wizards, looked for activity in a particular string of sensors, seeking the patterns of sensor response that signaled the passage of trucks or personnel. Most of the time there was nothing, but when something did light up, Marder would seize on it and pass the information up the line. High above his own pay grade, intel officers would collate the information, make a decision, inform the airborne battlefield command-and-control center, and before too long the forward air controller would lead a strike to just that spot, more or less, and the jungle would erupt in flame. Marder was good at this work, careful and alert, although bored out of his skull.





With a start, Marder snapped himself back to the present. He realized he had been driving for an uncertain period of time with his mind in long-ago Thailand, watching green digits on a screen and not the lights on the darkened interstate. Marder shook himself, felt chill sweat on his palms and forehead. This was strange. He never thought about the war; he could not really recall more than a few incidents of his time in-country. He never dreamed about it, although sometimes it seemed as if it all had been a dream; sometimes a face in the street or a sound or a



certain situation would pluck a chord, give him a funny feeling—this was something that happened back then—but he could never quite pin down the source memory. Skelly, in contrast, was a walking encyclopedia of Indochinese events; his problem was that he recalled everything.


Marder had been driving for over five hours since his last stop. It now occurred to him that being hungry and tired was what was forcing up this buried stuff, that or the hypnotic effect of the moving lights on the highway, the glow from the instrument panel, the man sleeping in the seat next to him, all setting up a psychological predicate for a trip down memory lane. He didn’t like it. Marder preferred always to focus on the present, on the instant: why he’d been excellent as a pinball wizard at Task Force Alpha, why he was a good shot.


An exit sign glowed greenly in the near distance, a town he’d never heard of, and Marder took it, braking on the ramp, throwing off the near-hypnosis of the open highway, recalibrating his sense of speed. Going thirty felt like being parked. The ramp debouched on a state two-lane with the usual gas plaza and fast-food mills, the road stretching past these into piney rural darkness.


Skelly was up and alert in his usual spooky way the instant the wheels hit the exit ramp.


“Where are we?”


“Somewhere south of South Carolina. I need a piss and the truck needs gas. I could eat too.”


Marder pulled into a gas station, used the can, and came out to find Skelly filling the tank.


“There’s a Hardee’s over there,” said Marder, pointing.


“Yes, but the last I heard, Hardee’s didn’t provide a full bar. I’d like a drink before dining, as they do in civilized lands. Give me the keys.”


Marder experienced a moment of unaccountable panic. Things were getting away from him, his careful plans.


“Come on, Marder. I’ll find us a place, we’ll have a meal and a couple of scoops, and then we’ll get back on the road.”


“I thought we could find an RV park and start in the morning.”


“What’s the point of that? Yes, you look whipped, but I’m fresh as a fucking daisy. You’re forgetting we have two drivers and a camper. One of us can rack out in the back while the other drives. We can be in Mexico the day after tomorrow.”


Marder didn’t have the energy to argue. Skelly got in the driver’s seat



and roared off down the road, away from the highway and the lights. This was like something, thought Marder as he slumped exhausted in his seat: being driven down a black road toward an unknown destination.





It was Thailand again. He was in a three-quarter-ton truck with two other guys from his unit. He could not recall either their names or their faces; they were just a trio of young fellow pinball wizards on a pass, tired from staring at the screens, looking for action.


By agreement they’d driven away from the neighborhood of soldier bars and whorehouses clustered like crab lice upon the sweaty carcass of Naked Fanny, driven south into the tropical night. They were looking for the real Thailand, though even the fake Thailand had been thrilling enough for young Marder. Having been raised in a Catholic parish in Brooklyn in the late fifties and early sixties, his sexual experience had amounted to teenaged fumblings with the bad girls of the block, these fumblings dulled by the terror of pregnancy and the anaphrodisiac strictures of the old Church. And here he was translated overnight to a society in which sexual prudence was a risible and scarcely believed rumor. The quasi-Americanized precincts of the great air base had been electrifying enough—the thin brown girls and their elastic, willing bodies! What could the deeper and presumably more genuine country have in store? They drove, the tropical night fell all at once, they drove on, getting lost, driving through streams on increasingly poor roads, youthful bravado pushing them on into the warm, velvety dark, and then they’d seen lights ahead.





There were lights ahead. Skelly was slowing down to take a look. A roadhouse, a mean concrete block, pillbox windows lit by two beer signs, hairy guys and their blunt-faced smoking women hanging out in the dirt yard in front, and a row of chopped Harleys too, their chrome reflecting the colors of the beer signs. Skelly passed it, braked; Marder said, “Maybe not here, Skelly.”


But of course he backed neatly into the lot, as far from the motorcycles as he could. Marder didn’t even bother to start an argument. Instead, he went into the camper and came out wearing a flannel shirt with the tails out.


Skelly said, “You know, I don’t think there’s a dress code here.”


Marder said, “I was chilly,” and then Skelly took off, striding through



the parking lot with his cocky small-guy walk, waving, calling out, “Good evening, fine evening, gentlemen,” to the bemused bikers standing around, and the same inside, a low-ceilinged joint, thick with the stink of cigarette smoke and stale beer. In the rear a pool table, a jukebox pumping out a Merle Haggard song; behind the bar a manly tattooed woman with dyed blond hair, and behind her a large Confederate flag.





Walking into a strange bar in a strange country, feeling ill at ease. Again, unbidden, a memory bloomed, the recollection of when he’d first met Skelly. It was in a bar they’d found in a town forty klicks distant from the air-base fence, a large open shack raised on poles above the earth, with a rusting tin roof and a split bamboo floor, the sweet stink of rice wine in the air, and the culinary odor you smelled throughout that part of Asia: charcoal, rice water, grilled meat, oily spices. The darkness of the place was barely relieved by colored lanterns; everyone looked up when the three of them walked in, and not in a friendly way. The furnishings comprised a bar made of teak planks stretched across oil drums, two round tables made from wooden wire spools, and a scatter of miscellaneous rattan stools. Four men were sitting around one table, three of them small and thin and brown with close-cropped hair. They were wearing tattered plaid shirts and shorts cut down from jungle fatigues.


Montagnards, thought Marder. He’d never seen one before, but he’d heard of them, the highland tribesmen who fought for the CIA and the Special Forces. They wore the telltale brass bracelets on their wrists. You could buy crude copies of them in the Saigon markets, and a lot of American soldiers wore them, but he could see that these were the real thing, thin and intricately incised. The fourth man was an American, a smallish pug-faced guy with major muscles, his hair worn longer than was usual for the military but obviously a soldier. He was wearing some kind of light-green uniform shirt of a type that Marder hadn’t seen before, with the sleeves cut down and unraveling. He had a bracelet like the others.


This man stared briefly at the three young airmen and into the silence spoke a phrase in some nasal twittering language, and the place broke up in laughter. The two bar girls laughed, the toothless woman behind the bar laughed out of the dark hole of her mouth, the montagnards and the other men in the bar all thought it was hilarious. Marder wanted to know what the joke was but was too embarrassed to inquire. One of the men with him caught the vibe, pulled at his arm. Maybe we shouldn’t . . .




But Marder walked in boldly, went to the bar, held up three fingers, said “Bir khap,” and the woman, covering her mouth against the giggles, brought forth three bottles of Singha. As Marder drank his beer, his gaze kept turning back to the American. Without being loud or boisterous, the man was the center of the room’s attention. The bar girls vied for a word; the three montagnards clearly regarded him as the sun around which they orbited. Marder had never seen anyone like that close up before, but he’d read about such men, born leaders, natural warriors, not at all like his own officers, who were more like petty bureaucrats. He’d been fascinated by Lawrence of Arabia in the movie: here was another in real life.


After a period of sneaking looks, Marder found the American looking back. Blue eyes, but with the flat, uninformative gaze of the tribesmen who were his companions; uninterested, hostile, but only mildly, as if to say Marder was not significant enough for serious hostility. Marder felt his face flush, and he turned back to the quiet nervous chatter of his companions and his beer. Finishing it quickly, he had little trouble convincing the other airmen to seek out a more welcoming venue.





In the biker bar, the only food seemed to be packaged bacon rinds, bar nuts, and the contents of large glass vats filled with murky liquid, in which floated pickled eggs and pigs’ feet. Skelly, meanwhile, was taking in all his calories via Jax beers and shots of Jim Beam. Marder sucked at the lip of a longneck and waited for the inevitable. Half a dozen of the bikers were in the back, playing pool, and ten or so were at the bar or at tables. They were ignoring the newcomers but also watching them, looking for an opportunity. On the neighboring stool, a big man in a studded denim vest kept jostling Marder every couple of minutes. He imagined a similar thing was going on on the other side of Skelly, delivered by a bushy-haired big-belly who had an SS skull tattoed on the back of his neck. It was not going to be hard to initiate proceedings.


“Madam, what is that flag there? What does it signify?”


This was Skelly, pointing at the Confederate banner, speaking loud and in the cultured tones of an eastern preppy, which, remarkably, he had actually once been.


“It’s a rebel flag,” said the woman after a scrutinizing pause. The place quieted down, waiting. The click of pool balls stopped; people started to drift in from the back, so there was a substantial audience for Skelly’s peroration.




Marder took a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket and stuck it, folded, under his beer bottle and eased himself away from the bar.


Skelly evinced curiosity as to why a respectable saloon would display the symbol of an atrocious treason, a symbol, moreover, of the right of rich guys to fuck helpless slave women, many of whom were whiter than the people in this bar, and to sell the daughters thus produced to whorehouses, but perhaps only after first encouraging their sons to fuck their half sisters. Yes, long may it wave, the glorious symbol of the right of sister-fucking by rich men and the fact that poor assholes could be deluded into fighting for that right, and in his opinion Bobbie Lee and every fucking treasonous rebel officer over the rank of major should’ve been hanged from the highest—


Mr. SS Skull swung the first punch. Marder had seen Skelly in operation many times and was always amazed at how fast the man still was, still a perfect machine of harm. Skelly time ran just a little faster than the time of everyone else and, up to a certain point, alcohol didn’t seem to slow him at all.


The punch landed on air, because Skelly had crouched down under the blow and had buried his fist up to the wristbone in the fellow’s crotch. The man screamed and fell on his side, retching heroically. Mr. Studded Vest attempted to throw a choke around Skelly’s neck but instead, mysteriously, found himself flying through the air into a table and chairs. At that point the bartender pulled a cut-down ball bat from under the bar and swung it at Skelly’s head. He deflected it with his left hand, which turned into a grip, pulling the woman forward. Her face smashed down on the bar with an awful crunching thump, a splash of blood, little droplets falling on Marder’s hundred, and now Skelly had the bat.


He was just wading into the crowd with it, clearly to his doom, since there were at least a dozen people armed with cues, chairs, bottles, one with a thick bike chain, when Marder pulled his fancy pistol out from the small of his back and fired a shot into the ceiling.


Everyone paused, and for an instant the place was as quiet as an art museum. Skelly turned and looked at Marder inquiringly, frowning a little, like a child called from the sandbox. Marder jumped toward him, embraced him in a bear hug with his free arm, shouted out, “You’ll have to excuse my friend, he’s still crazy from Nam, crazy from Nam! There’s money on the bar, drinks are on us. Sorry for the inconvenience.”




He dragged Skelly toward the door and out into the lot. The people outside backed off when they saw the pistol, but Marder knew one of them was bound to have a gun and it was only a matter of minutes before they started using it.


The first shot sounded and Marder heard the snap of the bullet. He shot out the two beer signs. People scattered. He let go of Skelly and they both reached the camper, putting its bulk between them and the crowd of bikers.


“Give me the keys,” said Marder.


“Oh, please!” replied Skelly, scooting into the truck from the passenger side, slipping into the driver’s seat, and cranking the engine. Marder got in. More shots and the sound of bullets striking the sides and back of the camper as they roared away.


Then Skelly slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel violently, sending the truck slewing across the road. It teetered for a hideous second, all four wheels crashed to the pavement, and they were pointed back toward the roadhouse, accelerating. A bullet holed the windshield as Skelly drove the big truck’s brush guard into the line of Harleys, which went over like dominoes, some skidding away, others crushed under the heavy tires. More shots: Marder could hear them thudding into his new camper.


Skelly did yet another 180, swinging across the two-lane and sending a road sign flying. Marder slid off the seat into the foot well and wrapped his arms over his head. A horrible metallic grinding from below, the sound of gunfire from above, Marder literally praying and then laughing inwardly at the absurdity of it.


Now they were heading at high speed back toward the interstate. In the side mirror Marder could see the glow of flame—perhaps the gas from the smashed motorcycles had caught fire. Amazingly, no one had shot out the tires, no one had sent a lethal bullet into either of them or punctured the fuel or propane tanks. Marder got up on his seat. Skelly said, “Christ, you know what? I’m starving. I could go for some Hardee’s. What do you say?”


“Hardee’s would be good,” said Marder. “To go, I think.”





He awoke with bright sunlight in his eyes. A shaft of it, thin and bright as a laser, was coming from a bullet hole in the over-cab compartment. It took Marder a moment to recall where he was and how he’d come to



be there. The truck was not moving. The only sound was wind and, faint and distant, the twang of a country song. He left the bed and slipped down into the camper’s main cabin. Well, so much for his fourteen-thousand-dollar investment. Most of the windows were shattered, and the cabinetwork was marred by bullet holes. The floor was covered in broken glass and splinters and bits of pink insulation. Besides the cosmetic damage, it seemed that the camper had not suffered functional impairment: the lights worked, the refrigerator was cold, the toilet swallowed his pee, and the shower gushed. He stripped and jumped under it.


Dressed in a fresh T-shirt, jeans, and worn leather huaraches, Marder left the camper. He found that it was parked in a small lot facing what appeared to be a public beach. He presumed that the oily green swells he observed rushing shoreward and pounding a slight surf against the sand were part of the Gulf of Mexico. He could see a large gray naval vessel moving slowly against the horizon. Skelly was nowhere around.


Marder used his iPhone to find out where he was. He ignored the many messages indicated and consulted the map app, which told him he was off Highway 90, in a park near Pascagoula, Mississippi. Skelly had driven well over seven hundred miles during the night and early morning. He must be exhausted now; Marder wondered where he was.





As he was not about to leave an unlockable camper with a lot of money and weapons in it, Marder busied himself with light housekeeping. He charged his iPhone. He used the little broom and dustpan that came with the camper to clear away the glass and debris from the floor and surfaces, made himself a cup of instant coffee on the stove, and ate a packet of cold, greasy fries left over from the previous night. Thus restored, he sat in the passenger’s seat, switched on the radio, and waited.


Marder was good at waiting. He had learned the skill from Skelly, in fact, long ago. Skelly said that survival in combat was largely a matter of knowing when to move and when not to, and not moving—becoming so still that you essentially disappeared—was a discipline hard to acquire, especially for the large, anxious, jittery Americans. But Skelly had acquired it and so had Marder, under Skelly’s strenuous direction.





Waiting in a truck, with the heat just starting to build, it had been early, just after first light. Marder had been ordered to report to his commanding officer, a bottlecap colonel named Honus “Honey” Folger. Folger was out on the



pistol range at Nakhon Phanom. One of his policies was that every person in his command be a proficient shot and that every person carry a sidearm when on duty, although the possibility of any of his airmen ever having to defend the base against enemy attack was remote—more than remote, absurd. Still, he was the CO of all the pinball wizards and they all had to qualify, including their leader. There he was in the approved stance, blasting away with his .45 while his aides stood in a worshipful little group behind the firing line.


After he was done and had cleared his weapon and stuck it back in the romantic leather shoulder holster he wore, an aide motioned peremptorily to Marder, who jumped out of his seat and moved smartly over to the line, where he saluted and reported as ordered.


Colonel Folger looked him up and down and indicated the holstered army .45 on Marder’s hip.


“Can you shoot that thing, son?”


“Yes, sir,” said Marder.


“Then do so.”


The pit crew set up a new man-shaped target at the ten-meter line, and Marder produced a single ragged hole in the silhouette’s head with his seven bullets.


Honey’s fleshy red face lit with a grin. “See? That’s what a little training can do,” he crowed to his assembled aides, and then in a lower voice said to Marder, “You didn’t learn to shoot like that in the goddamn air force, did you?”


“No, sir. I shot pistols as a boy. A lot.”


“Country boy, were you?”


“No, sir. I’m from Brooklyn.”


A surprised grunt from the colonel. He said, “Come on over here, I want to talk to you.”


They walked over to where a table and chairs had been set up under a distinctly un-military striped umbrella and sat down.


“Marder, I’ve had my eye on you for some time,” the colonel said. “You’re smart, and I think you’re tough. I have an instinct about these things. You’re not meant to spend the war staring at screens. Am I right?”


“Yes, sir.”


“So tell me what you think, son. I mean about Igloo White and Alpha. The air force thinks it’s a great program, a war-changing program. Charlie needs three hundred tons of supplies every day to function in the south, and



if we can strangle him on the trail, the VC will dry up and blow away. And we can, we can! I want to know every time a mouse farts along the whole length of the trail, and if that mouse is a commie mouse, I want to drop a bomb on him—not just near him, mind, but right on top of him. So tell me, son, why can’t I do that yet? Why in hell are those supplies still getting through?”


“I couldn’t say, sir. I’m pretty low down on the intel food chain.”


“That’s why I’m asking you, Airman. I want the view from the trenches.”


“Well, sir,” replied Marder after a moment’s thought, “the first problem is the whole idea that it’s a trail. It’s not a trail; it’s a whole road network constantly being expanded and improved by an army of workers. I mean, you can just look at the maps, sir. Plus, the sensors are scattered by aircraft, sort of approximately where we know they have road networks. Some of them supposedly go into the ground like lawn darts, and others supposedly hang from camouflaged parachutes in the treetops. But we don’t know that. It’s a crapshoot. And the other thing is, the VC are no fools. They have to know about the sensors; they’ve probably taken them apart and know how they work. For all I know, they’ve found a lot of them and moved them to where they can’t do us any good. And also, well, the whole thing you said about strangling them. Basically we’ve got million-dollar computers and millions of dollars’ worth of aircraft, costing God knows how much to operate, just so we can drop a bomb and blow up a World War Two Russian truck and a thousand bucks’ worth of rice. I mean, won’t we run out of dollars before they run out of rice?”


The colonel frowned. “Don’t you think that’s a little above your pay grade, Airman Marder?”


“Yes, sir. Like I said before, but you asked me—”


“Yes, yes, but the other things you said are quite true. Very perceptive, Marder. I see I wasn’t wrong about you. Now let me ask you this: What’s the solution? How can we know the location of every vehicle on your vast road network? What would we need?”


“I don’t know, sir. The logistics and routing schedule of the Central Office for South Vietnam in your pocket, updated daily?”


Folger laughed. “Yeah, that would do it. But failing that—and, son, I’m going to tell you something that maybe ten people in this theater know about—we’ve got something just as good. We’ve got a new kind of sensor a little bigger than a regulation softball. It gets buried by the trail, and when trucks or personel pass by, it sends out data on speed and vector. I’m talking exact location now. What do you think of that, Marder?”




“It sounds pretty cool, sir. Who gets to bury these softballs on the Ho Chi Minh Trail?”


“Ah, SOG has been tasked with that by MACV—you know, the so-called Green Berets and their little jungle helpers. I’d argued that the air force has the capability to get in there and do the job and place its own sensors, but unfortunately I was overruled. Basically, it’s the army’s war, and they get to do it their way. However, we did prevail in one respect. MACV has authorized USAF liaison teams to work with the Special Forces, to calibrate the equipment when emplaced and do maintenance on the repeaters.”


“The repeaters, sir?”


“Yes, like network amplifiers. The little balls don’t have much range, and for technical reasons I won’t go into, their signals have to be picked up by a man-portable stationary unit and relayed up to the EC-121s. These repeaters will have to be buried at precise locations along the road network, and that task naturally will fall to us. To, uh, volunteer technicians who will infiltrate with the Special Forces and their montagnard allies and do the job. You understand what this means, right? For the first time we’ll have a true electronic fence, with defined sensor locations, across the whole trail complex. Nothing will move south that we don’t know about. It’ll be an order of magnitude increase in accuracy from what we’ve got now. We’ll bomb the living shit out of the bastards. And one other thing: such a technician would have to, uh, ascertain that the VEDUUs were properly deployed.”


“Voodoos, sir?”


“Vehicle detection uplink units. The softballs. We don’t want the little friends to just toss them anywhere, do we?”


“No, sir. So let me see if I’ve got this straight. These volunteer technicians are supposed to go unsupported into the most hostile area on earth in the company of the most dangerous men we’ve got, to deploy an untried technology, which, if it works, will focus the attention of the entire People’s Army of Vietnam on these volunteer technicians, and, in addition, these volunteer technicians are supposed to spy on the most dangerous men we’ve got, who are the only people protecting them from the PAVN. Do I have it right, sir?”


The colonel stared at him; Marder returned the stare. “Well, you’re certainly a direct bastard, Marder.”


“Yes, sir. I try to be. It saves time, and I figure if you want ass-kissing you’ve got all those guys over there to do it.” He gestured broadly to the waiting staffers.


“And dangerously close to insolent in the bargain.”




“Yes, sir, but I try to stay on the good side of that line. I figured you for an officer that can handle a little straight talk. You know and I know that you’re talking about something very close to a suicide mission. On the upside, obviously, any volunteers would get a full step up in grade and hazardous-duty pay.”


“Obviously. But I want you to know that should any of these volunteers get into trouble, the entire resources of the Seventh Air Force would be devoted to extracting them.”


“That’s good to know, sir. In that case, I would be happy to volunteer for the mission. Does it have a name, by the way, sir?”


“Yes, we’re calling it Iron Tuna,” said Honey Folger. He stood; Marder stood. “You’ll report to squadron immediately for your new orders,” said Folger, now looking intently off at the horizon, as if he could with enough effort see the trail. “And, Marder? Not a fucking word about any of this to anyone.”





Marder reconstructed this dialogue in his head, found it interesting and satisfying that he could still do it. Whether it was literally true or not he couldn’t have said. He did recall the feel in his hand of the little devices, which they immediately rechristened “voodoos,” and of the grinding, Sisyphean weight of the man-portable repeaters on his back. His view of Honey Folger was conflated with other images: the man left the USAF in ’71, still a light colonel, went into defense contracting with Raytheon, made a bundle, ran for Congress in Arizona, won a seat, and then wrecked himself like so many others in the savings-and-loan scandal. Marder could recall the man’s face, fleshier than it had been, with the deer/headlights look they all had coming out of the courtroom after the indictment. He remembered that shot more clearly than he did the interview that had changed his life, that morning under the striped umbrella at the Naked Fanny pistol range.





There was one other vehicle in the lot, a large RV, the source of the faint music Marder had heard earlier. As the morning wore on, other cars and campers arrived. Marder was trying to think of the names of the other two volunteers in his volunteer group, one a tall pale boy from Tennessee and the other an Italian from Providence they called Sandhog. Sandhog and . . . ?


While he was thus engaged, the rear door of the RV opened and Skelly emerged, and after him followed a middle-aged woman with



teased blond hair and a tanned, ferrety face. She embraced Skelly warmly and her laugh rang across the parking lot, louder than the sound of the gulls. Then another woman stepped down, the same teased straw hair, the face less ferrety, pretty even, somewhat younger than the other. Marder figured them as sisters.


Skelly waved goodbye; the sisters blew kisses and waved back. In the driver’s seat of the truck, he inserted the key and said, “How about some breakfast, chief? I’m hungry as a mule.”


“So breakfast wasn’t part of the package over there?”


The truck roared to life and started rolling. “No, we were otherwise engaged,” said Skelly. “Those were the Cromer sisters of Amarillo, by the way. Sunny and Bunny. Touring this great land even as you and I are.”


“A little more mature than your usual taste, no?”


“Has nothing to do with taste, chief. That was what you all call an act of corporal mercy. I don’t believe those ladies have had a serious gentleman caller in some time. Good Christian women too. How often did they call upon the deity during our exertions! You know, I should’ve invited you in there. The gratitude of those girls would’ve melted your cold, cold heart. Whoa, there’s a Pancake House.”


“They must’ve been really hard up to settle for an old guy,” said Marder as they pulled in to the restaurant lot.


“You know, that kind of cruelty doesn’t suit you, Marder. As a matter of fact, they had all the necessary supplemental devices and chemicals, some of them that would probably shock your right-wing Catholic killjoy sensibilities, so I won’t mention them at this time.”


They got out of the truck, and Marder made sure to head for a seat with a good view of the parking lot. When they were seated, he remarked, “You know, speaking of Sunny and Bunny, I was just thinking about old Honey Folger. Do you remember him?”


Skelly wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, that douche bag. What made you think about him? You never think about the war.”


“I don’t know. Maybe hanging with you has unstopped the waters of memory. But it’s got all kinds of holes in it. For example, those two guys who trained with me. One of them was called Sandhog—”


“Sweathog Lascaglia. Edward G. The other one was Hayden, Ford T. They called him Patches, or Pinto, because of that white thing he had in his hair.”


“I didn’t have a nickname, did I? You were Skull, as I recall.”




“No, I don’t believe you did. We just called you Marder. You were too bland for a nickname, everything hidden away under your poncho, if memory serves, a cryptic person. As you still are.”


“Unlike yourself, as open as the southern skies.”


“Just so,” said Skelly, and to the waitress, through a blazing smile, “Yes, black coffee, miss, and a stack of pancakes as high as pretty you.”
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