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PART ONE


The River




ONE


So here you are, writing at last. After two days in strangers’ cars, listening to conversations drop into memory and out, thinking all the while what to write when you had the chance. Here’s the chance. Tell where you are at this important moment: Georgia, a motel, November. Describe it, a machine noise, muffled sound of a television set, an audience laughing. Go into detail: a slamming door, a Coke can dropping into the slot, chuckle of ice, feet. Silence wraps these noises like a doughnut. You have now written a paragraph.


The story spreads out, delicious and full of woe, hungry to be written. You have told it often, but only in speech, where it disappears into other people’s vanishing memories. Oral. You told parts of it to the hitchhikers and more to Jack Rome and Bonnie Brown and others, a lot of people. Your tellings narrowed it into a track which served your purposes in one situation and another, but writing is different. The story waits for you, you look forward to the words that will settle it: what it was like to swim out of the river, to hitchhike across the country without a name, to receive the fortune Jack Rome gave you and live in the mansion that fortune bought, all those surprising adventures.


Decisions to make. Where to begin—which depends on whose story you try to tell. If it’s Peter Gregory’s, you could start anywhere, with the Sebastian case, or Linda his wife, or Florry Gates, or his birth. Your birth was different. Think about you. You came into being in the crisis of drowning, alive in the body of a dying man. Discovered like a prophet in the water where he tried to submerge you, without name, only the irreducible sentient you, and you came into life by asserting your refusal to be drowned. You swam and crawled out on the other side of the river like the first amphibian up from the sea. If the story is about you who did that, that’s the place to begin.


Writing can record and then ignore the skepticism of someone like Bonnie Brown. When you told Bonnie about drowning in the Ohio River, she thought you made it up. When you described your Long Island Sound mansion and the fortune which came to you so miraculously, she laughed. Wow, she would say, what happened to it? We could sure use a little of that around here. Why, Bonnie would ask, would Jack Rome endow a nobody like you? A nobody, she called you, a con man inventing picaresque adventures to bolster a weak ego. Her words: con man, picaresque, weak ego. There, you’ve written that, and now it’s part of the story too.


To you reading this, whoever you are—whether you are the one you were meant to be, who has answered and followed up the personal ad with your name in the newspaper and thus returned to the world, or if you are just some stranger: apologies for the confusion of second persons. It’s just one of those ambiguous linguistic things one falls into, unless you prefer it to mean that there really is not much difference between you, you, and you—the you who reads, the you who writes, the you written about. Your second person sets all of you apart from some invisible and undecipherable me, and it’s through you that I exist. Looking at you, thinking through you, writing to you.




TWO


In the beginning, water. Closing over you whistling, cold and black, tasting of mud. You broke through and found air. The city lights were going by in the waves. In heavy clothes, you found yourself swimming. The current was carrying you toward the bridge. Moving downstream in the middle of the river, the stadium parking lights gliding by, the suspension bridge almost overhead. You and he. He had never been a strong swimmer, but the question was whether you in coat, pants, shoes, could make it across. Not urgent, just curious. Under the bridge, trucks rumbled in the waves. Red and green marker lights high up. The steady rhythm less tired than before. Each stroke brought you a few inches toward shore, while the current carried you parallel. The concrete pier of another bridge aimed at your head, swept by, you were surprised how fast. Now you were tired, the way he used to feel, heart swollen under a column of water. Maybe the drowning had only been postponed. You grabbed a rotten log sticking up. It had holes, a light coating of slime, remains of some old dock. From here to shore only twenty feet. Wait, catch your breath, take a look. A chain link fence enclosed a pile of coal, two floodlights on stilts, two parked trucks. Stay out of the light. Just downstream a barge with coal tied up without lights. Then trees growing out of the water’s edge. You made for them. Your hands in the mud, you scrambled up. Found dry ground in the bushes, flung yourself down, rolled over, closed your eyes. Now we can drown in peace, you said, without all that racket and all that water.


You, imagine that night. An unmarked time, neither before nor after, when you became aware of place. Darkness and water flowing, lights on bridges, tiers of lights in a parking garage upriver, back there. Nearby, near the quiet slopping shore, cold and wet in heavy soaked clothing, someone was alive surviving someone who had drowned. If you were going to drown you would have done so before, not resting in a wet body on a hard shore.


That time faded into others with no before or after. A loud near automobile fart without muffler, outside of time. A parallel time when a diesel noise moved a blind spot across the opposite configuration of lights, a gliding clot, an embolism with square orange windows, then the original lights restored.


Again time changed, though still the clothing was wet, necktie, trousers, a mess of wet rags clutching your parts, with a need to pee. Light of the early morning, chilly, ambiguous, a pale white glare full of dark lead, pigiron, and coal. The river visible now, close to his feet, silver and black, a smooth current flattening left. Conveyor belts on the other side, black giraffes arching next to the highway loops into the bridge. The white sky was undifferentiated, dull, dark, tired and bored. Jesus Christ, the man said, what am I doing here?


Scramble to your feet. Shifting soppy clothes, ugh. A house with tacked-on green siding directly above, two screened windows looking down. Everything was closer than last night, the barge, the bridge almost overhead. The bushes were thin scraggly things. The people in the house could hear your pee exploding on the dirt.


A rusty play set, a swing, a slide behind the house, fifteen feet from where you had slept. You sat on a knob of earth. Across the river to the left, beyond the giraffes, houses patching a gray hill asked questions. Why don’t you go home? The pale bored morning has returned, curing you. You sat plunking sticks, arguing with somebody. Go back to the car, he said. The public landing, use the bridge. But a man was coming along the barge, walking with a purpose. Better get out of here. You went back, past the bushes where you had slept and the house, up a dirt path to the road above, where you paused.


Small houses on both sides of the road, mailboxes at the edge, no sidewalks, overhanging trees. Further down it widened with signs and shops. You went that way. Though you couldn’t remember why you couldn’t go home, you knew there was a reason.


A post office, schoolyard, quicklunch, everything closed except the quicklunch. The sign said EAT. You saw light inside, people in back. You entered in your dark soppy business suit, muddy necktie. A long narrow room, brightly lit with an old man in white in the kitchen and waitress in yellow at the counter. Men in work clothes in the booths. A faint steamy smell in your clothing. Once you were in there was no way out.


The waitress was solid and stout, with a nice face. What would you like, honey? You still had the wallet in your pants. The money would not be hurt by wetting, and you ordered bacon, eggs, juice, coffee.


She was talking to everybody. Some people are born mean, she said. She came back with your juice and asked you, Ain’t that right? She leaned her elbow against the coat rack. You can’t change your basic kid. The man in the next booth spoke up, a single word. Permissiveness, he said. Naw, honey, the waitress said, you don’t mean that.


You ate your meal and paid for it. Now what? Back to the street, busy now with school children holding hands to cross and cars trying to park. You saw a path going down between two houses. There was a little park on an embankment with a row of green benches. You sat down there to look at the river or think about this strange new life you found yourself in.




THREE


The day had cleared. The park bench was green, the sky blue, the grass around the bench green. The water close to shore brown, the middle blue, the warehouses dark red and brown. The city skyscrapers beyond the bridges were brown and tan and beige, and the hill to the left green with slabs of white houses.


You sat on the bench, clothes almost dry, a slight crusty stiffness. Up river beyond the bridges, on a slope descending into the water, was a sparkling screen of bright points, the whole slope jumping with fragments of sun: windshields. The public landing, all parked up in the morning. If Peter Gregory’s car has not been discovered yet, it could go unnoticed all day.


The situation includes an imaginary or real policeman on the public landing, preparing to write a ticket for overnight parking. Tomorrow he will come back and find the same car with the same ticket still on the windshield. Then he will see what he missed before: the keys, the envelope. Policeman says, Uh-oh.


The news spreads quickly, giving little shocks as it goes. Did you say Peter Gregory? Students, colleagues, neighbors examine their memories. Did you see it coming? Mrs. Gregory will say she’s not surprised. But you on the green bench, looking at the color of the river, you are surprised. You always thought suicides were different. Suicides I have known: Dr. Holman, May Glesser, Harold Hastings. Trying to understand them always too late, the split between you and the severed friend, deceiving you all your life. Now it’s the same question about Gregory: did you, his intimate for thirty-five years, see it coming? Peter Gregory added to the list, defined by a word.


You looked for something to explain his suicide: Disgust, shame, intolerable frustration. Long low depression. The unbearable process of living—irritation of the senses, light on the eyes, skin, mind. Whatever was wiped out by the drowning: you couldn’t remember.


Maybe you weren’t trying to remember. Maybe you didn’t realize there was a gap. The sun was bright. It shone warmly. You watched a motor launch—a family boat—moving up the river with children aboard. Across the river the conveyor belts moved. A string of coal cars passed slowly along the railroad track, its flanges screeching across the river. You remember that but not what you were remembering then. Maybe it’s not possible to remember an act of remembering. Maybe you merely substitute what you remember now. You do remember this: the sudden fright of wondering if he had forgotten to leave the note.




To my colleagues, children and ex-wife.


By the time you read this





Such a fright on the bright green park bench would make you try to remember, recapitulate the night before. Recapitulate: downtown in the car, twice around blocks, past hotel lobbies where late night people waited for taxis or the airport limousines, past the square (fountain turned off for the night), naked mannequins in department store windows, waiting for traffic lights.


The public landing was a broad concrete slope descending into the river along a front of several hundred feet. In the day-time cars parked in rows, but at night it was empty and dark. Peter Gregory drove out to the middle point in the slope, turned off the engine, fastened the parking brake. Breathing more heavily with a thumping heart, waiting.


No memory, though, of how long he waited and what finally brought him to act. Such knowledge went to the bottom with him. You remember Peter Gregory blushing in the dark, a fiery burn, fiery enough to put the car into neutral, fasten his seat belt, release the brake, let it roll.


Well, the reason he didn’t do that was that the letter would have been lost too. Which proves the letter was on his mind. So it must have been there, on the seat of the car as planned. Remember coming to that conclusion on the sunny morning park bench, and feeling relieved. Though he should have left the letter in the motel. You can’t remember what was in it. Powerful reasons, no doubt, to explain to Linda and the world what had happened to Peter Gregory.


Well, what did happen to Peter Gregory? He walked down to the river and when he got there kept going until he slipped, fell, and drowned. He was tired when he drowned, and glad to go.


A towboat with barges was coming upstream, daytime equivalent to the blind gap in the night. You watched this one, crisp and enamel white, man standing on the deck, looking at the shore—looking at you. Since you couldn’t see his face, he couldn’t see yours. Engine humming, water churning at the stem. Peter Gregory would have considered it a machine, all energy and power, impersonal as rivets, but to you it was as much a blossom of life as a bird’s nest in a tree.


You looked at your hands, felt your high forehead, scratched the thin curly hair on top and in back, the body that had escaped from the river. Peter Gregory’s body now belonged to you. There was a danger, a risk of being mistaken for him. It made you nervous. Time to go. Why? Because you can’t just sit here. Why not? Move, man, move. Where? Two possibilities, back to the river or the road. The road then, but then what? To avoid Gregory, you needed to get away from here, the city, the region. You had forty dollars which Peter Gregory had left in your wallet along with credit cards. The credit cards, unusable, had his name on them. But the money was free, it would sustain you for a few days, while you figured how to get more.


The quickest way out would be to cross back over the bridge and take Gregory’s car. But then you would have to mail the suicide note. They would wonder what happened to the car, and then you would no longer be a suicide but a missing person. You were on the narrow road above the river, concealed from the river by trees, headed out from town. Cars passed occasionally, going slow on this road. You could hitch rides, like the kids. You turned to face the traffic, raised your arm, put out your thumb. You acquired an identity and a name: Hitchhiker.


With inherited politeness, Hitchhiker tried to look civilized, pleasant, human, like one of you. A big car stopped, man in a business suit and bright tie. Where you going? Hitchhiker hadn’t thought about that. Try East. New York, Pennsylvania.


Mister, you better get over on the other side of the road. You’re headed in the wrong direction.


Hitchhiker wondered why he had said East. It was not that he wanted to go there. But he crossed over anyway and thumbed the other way. A pickup truck stopped, dirty white. A boy and a girl in jeans, both with long hair. He sat beside them in the seat. They didn’t say where they were going. In a moment—how fast it was—they passed EAT where you had breakfast and the green-sided house under which you had spent a night long ago in clothes that had subsequently dried. Where to?


New York? Pennsylvania? The boy laughed. Take you through town and leave you where the Millyville road intersects the Interstate.


Across the bridge and through the city. By Long Avenue past familiar roads up the hill to the University area. Hitchhiker knew what those streets would look like now in the bright middle of the morning. Delivery trucks doing business on the hillside, wives going to the grocery store, heads of families teaching classes in the high school. Children at school, a fat boy, a skinny girl, both with glasses. Messy apartments of lonely males separated from their wives. The archetypal young separated widow had a red Volkswagen of her own and worked in a college office. One particular street went up to a group of houses, immediately obscured.


The girl with long hair said, If you cut them back, that makes them grow more thickly. You have to keep cutting them back so they’ll shape up and get full. The houses were gone, they were waiting for a light on a broad industrial street between warehouses and a yellow brick factory opposite a playground. In the bleak bright sunny morning, an invisible storm was gathering.


The girl with the long hair said, I’m going to trim those lilacs in the back and give them one more chance. Another thing, I’m going to divide those peonies—


Which peonies?


The red ones next to the shed. I’m going to divide them and put some of them around the garage.


He was disgusted, he had been so careful to calculate the emotional costs. It was a big storm, high tide. The girl did not notice. I’ve got to get at those dandelions, though. Maybe you should do that.


I still don’t know which peonies you’re talking about.


The red peonies.


Which red peonies?


Idiot, Hitchhiker said, furious with your grief. You denied it and tried to blame Gregory, but Hitchhiker said it was you and even accused you of grieving for him. The girl noticed. Jesus Christ, are you all right?


Allergy, he said.




FOUR


Later, after Jack Rome made you rich, you liked to look back, scorning people like Hitchhiker. You knew he was allergic, but whether any brighter than Gregory—that’s still to be decided. He watched the children disappear down the Millyville road, their white pickup truck skimming along above the flat farms on both sides, babbling about him.


They had left him just beyond the overpass where the Millyville road crosses the Interstate. All the country was flat, fields divided by lines of brush, with clusters of trees around groups of farm buildings, widely scattered. He stood slightly above the general level of the fields. Just here, where the eastbound ramp descended to the Interstate from the Millyville road, was a gasoline station with a high sign (TEXACO) on two white legs, writing in the sky for motorists ahead. The wind whistled against the pipes. Another sign said TRUCK STOP, and another, FOOD. There was a low single-story building, sprawling back from the asphalt lot toward a little stream at the edge of a field. The building had orange shingles, a solid plate glass front, and the lot was parked with tractor trucks and automobiles. Hitchhiker crossed the lot, glanced in the window (counter, souvenirs, cash register, women in slacks), and went in.


Try lunch. He ordered a hamburger and chocolate shake, sat in a booth, and ate slowly. Went to the men’s room. Mirror there, a shock, the exposed view of ugly Peter Gregory gaping at him. The high balding forehead, yellow curly hair, eye bags, bloody eyes, anyone would recognize him. It took courage to go back to the booth, but no one noticed. Sat a long time, delaying. Then out again into the sun. Noticed a poster tacked by the door:


HEAR THE WORD OF GOD


Rev. Osgood Landis


Miranda Landis


Coliseum, 8:00 pm


That would have been last night, the big windowless amphitheater over the river where Peter Gregory drowned, the believers worshiping in their lighted vault while you struggled for watery rebirth below. That too was past. Soon I must hitch rides again. Because that’s what I have been born to: a hitchhiker. With all the time in the day and no place to go. Let’s sit in the sun a while at that table in back. Someone will come from the kitchen and chase us away, but until then, tables for travelers tired from the road.


This particular bench, splintery and reddish brown, had a crust of dried ice cream at one corner, flies working on it. Flies all over. The discussion at the picnic table was lethargic, dazed by the sun. Questions without answers. Mainly this one: in view of the sudden allergy in the truck this morning, why can’t you cross back and raise Peter Gregory from the dead?


It was the sun, bright shining at midday on the back of your head, making a sharp shadow of whoever you are on the red painted picnic table, stunning your eyes with the sharpness of contrast between sunlight and shadow. This sun was warm, but the air was cool as it came across the flat land undeflected, stirring the grasses, flapping the banners at the gas station next door, whistling on the pipes that held up TEXACO and TRUCK STOP and FOOD. See how the land stretches away from you in all directions, miles and miles, how the sky runs away from you into that blue beyond all horizons, out of sight. On the Interstate, cars zip past, down below the bank, zip and silence and thdrumm a truck and more trucks, while nearby people you do not know drive into the lot, unload into the building with the orange roof, come out again, get into their cars, descend the ramp to zip again.


Waiting for an answer. No inside sound at all, only the whistling pipes, some live squeaking of birds in the grass. Then suddenly, Peter Gregory at the door of his house, walking into the kitchen and saying to Linda, his wife, Linda, I’ve come home: She looks at him with shocked joy and clattering plates: Oh my dear. Children, fat boy, skinny girl, climbing onto him in a tableau of reconciliation.


Chasm in your brain, black hole. Try again. Linda in the kitchen doorway, looking at him straight. The delicate face, pale diamond eyes. He tries to explain: I’ve just come back from killing myself. She stares. Stop, don’t let her speak.


What a jolt. No projections could alter her direction, hastened by his falling into the river, not to be reversed by jumping out again. No allergy in a stranger’s pickup truck could hide what Peter Gregory knew. Which Hitchhiker, dozing in the windy afternoon sun on the picnic table, could not remember. Warmed by the sun, watching the flies, listening to the zip and thdrumm, this man neither young nor old in the dark shapeless clothes put his elbows on the table, rested face in hands, brooding while the metamorphosis struggled to undo itself. Peter Gregory groping back to life, threatening all your joy, all the effort of the wet night and zest of the bright morning. Yet if he can’t go back, you ought to know why. All you know is Peter Gregory against Peter Gregory, who had made a botch of things. Peter Gregory whose dislike of Peter Gregory arose out of Peter Gregory’s own fine and finicky judgment. Piling manure on his head until it was difficult to distinguish manure from Gregory.


But you, it wasn’t your disgust, your hatred, your rage. You try to remember, help him remember, because you need some excuse for being here. Some history to explain why he can’t go back and start over again. But it’s too hard. He took you into the river for reasons of some sort. Remember how sweetly the river washed away that crusted pile of disgust and soothed the angry disturbance. This question remained: If Peter Gregory drowned in the river, who are you? Did you plan this? Did you deliberately arrange to leave him in the river and you here?


Never mind. It was impossible to tell what was on your mind when you were Peter Gregory. He knew his weakness, inability to swim, and despair would be enough. With the water in his shoes, socks, pants, shivering and defying his natural repugnance, he slipped, fell, and was in. Head under for a second—the slosh and pressure in his nose, bubbles streaming through his ears—and then he swam. It was Peter Gregory saying I’ll swim out far enough so I can’t get back. So much for Peter Gregory.


For you meanwhile, something else. When you found yourself swimming better than expected. You had the struggle with the water, but also the lights on the shore. You were seeing those lights for the last time. It occurred to you it was Peter Gregory who was preventing you from seeing them again. It was Peter Gregory who was taking the night away from you, as he meant to take away also the morning and the countryside. The realization shocked you. That was a big sacrifice he was asking of you, to satisfy his ego. It woke you up, angry like a revolutionary with the possibility of a coup, kicking him out, letting him drown while you made your way back to the lights and life.


The revolution was successful. Which puts you here now, with the sky and the sun and the cool air blowing the pennants and whistling against the signs. Whoever you are has no name and no place, free to go wherever you like except back. If it proves too difficult, if you have too many fits of grief, you can say it was just an experiment. You can always go back to the river, you told him then: it will still be there.




FIVE


In the afternoon the fairweather clouds began to thicken. They passed in front of the sun and took away its warmth. The afternoon is moving on, you said, night is coming, you’d better do something. You went down the ramp to the Interstate. It was not a decision: something within said Now and you obeyed. Where are you going? you asked. No reply. It was not an adventure yet.


At the point where the ramp touched the highway, you turned to face the cars. For misidentification of Peter Gregory this was the most dangerous thing yet, for it was the main exit from the city to the Northeast. Come on, you said, get your ass out of here.


A car stopped, the color of apricots, driven by a woman in a copper-gold dress. I’ll take you to the Cleveland turnoff, she said.


The car smelled clean and new. Windshield tinted, motor silent, it rode like a boat. She was a pretty young woman, not as young as you first thought. A coppery necklace, earrings, gold-colored bracelets. What’s your name? It came high pitched out of the silence between you and the rock music on the radio. The question stunned you. You had no answer. You grabbed the first name flying by. It was Thomas Sebastian, but you checked that, looking for another. Osgood Landis, you almost said, catching that one too just in time, so that it came out Gilbert Osmond. You remembered too late the book that came from.


But the air remained silent, not shocked, and that moment it became an adventure. Your life was an adventure, you realized it suddenly, and it was totally new.


Gilbert Osmond: aesthete collector, effete snob, private in the recesses of his home, the last person in the world you would meet hitchhiking on an American highway. You felt wonderful, full of meringue and ice cream, just as you had hoped.


Most people call me Gil, Gil said.


All right, Gil. Who are you?


(Still, you would need a name more usable than Gil Osmond. You would have to think of a good one, that you could answer to without effort, that you would not forget. Names: Oscar Chapin. Stanley Trumpet. You would also need a job.)


The reason I ask, look at your clothes. What happened to you?


Better names, quick: Jack (Mississippi) Cousteau. Neanderthal (Ned) Truckee. That won’t do.


Jobs: Truck driver. Postman. Reference librarian.


She watched you. You noticed what had made you think of Osgood Landis when she first asked your name. She said, why are your clothes so all gummy and stinky? Your pants are covered with mud.


That? I fell in a ditch.


How come?


It’s a long story.


Forget it. She looked irritated, but since she’d asked your name you felt free to ask hers, hoping she would say Isabel, the free spirit of America turning its freshest face to the world.


No reply. Her mood settled in like weather. Suddenly she didn’t want to talk. Is something wrong? You saw her shiver, hold herself in. At the next intersection she pulled off.


You get out now. There’s something wrong with you.


What’s wrong with me?


Get away from there. I don’t like you.


You watched her drive off, afraid of you, and you felt like an escaped convict wondering what she had seen.


What you had seen was the decal on her windshield, showing a television screen with a large silver cross and shiny gleams of angel hair superimposed upon a castle with spires, all inside a legend reading LANDIS COMMUNITY. She had come from Cleveland to hear the Word of God but had found the devil in you.


Late afternoon, the sky fading. He walked (Harold Hastings) into the town and stopped at a small restaurant for his supper. Meditating over his hot beef sandwich, trying to forget her evil message. The question was where to sleep tonight. He went into the delicatessen and bought a tin of canned meat, a chunk of cheese, and a loaf of bread, along with a shopping bag to carry them in. Tomorrow, Harold Hastings said, having discovered the future. Louis Bolero could mow lawns. Gus Tulips, highway construction worker.


How to find a place to sleep? The town was very small. He passed a dentist’s office (Forscht Sprinkel could dig in gardens), three gas stations, a store selling tractors and mowers (Mitchell Matchum), and a rooming house: ROOMS.


Did Hal Hastings want ROOMS? Could he afford ROOMS? A pair of elderly proprietors would call him “Son” and make him sign their guest book. They too would see something wrong in him. You had slept on the ground last night, you could do it again.


You went out of town along the road, up a hill, houses with lights in their windows. Late dusk. An open field, with a barn on the other side. Signs in the field, facing the road: Elks, chewing tobacco, a restaurant. Beyond the field, the woods came up to the edge of the road, with a grassy ditch between woods and road. The sign was small, white, posted on a tree: NO TRESPASSING. Just beyond it, barely discernible in the thickening darkness, the barbed wire fence. The road leveled off. Not far ahead, the fields began again, with a group of farm buildings. Another sign across the ditch: NO TRESPASSING. All the woods in this area have signs, are black and full of thorns, brambles, and barbed wire.


Car lights approaching, you went down into the ditch and waited for the car to pass. Eyes getting used to the dark. Fenceposts for the barbed wire, tall shapes of the trees beyond, stars through the tops of the trees. The floor of the woods was clean, not filled with underbrush as it had been further back, and you heard running water. You argued. The sign is meant for hunters—it doesn’t apply to you. It applies to everyone, Hal Hastings said: NO TRESPASSING means everybody. You insisted, nothing on signs applies to you. Written in words for people who use names. It doesn’t apply to squirrels or bears, it doesn’t apply to you.


Leaving Hal Hastings behind, you crossed the ditch, inspected the fence, discovered it was down, and went into the woods. Picked your way through the trees, crunching the leafy forest bottom, and found a grassy patch next to a rock. You sat there, quiet. Occasionally the sound of a car, for you were still near the road. Also the running water you had heard before, and a remote roar over the fields and woods from the Interstate where you had left it at the other side of town.


After a few minutes, what to do? By Gregory habits it was still early. You could go back to the movie advertised in the town. A long way to walk, just to see something Peter Gregory would have scorned. Yet no one could do anything in this darkness except sleep. Sleep then. Creatures without names who live in the woods, living by the natural light and dark.


You wondered what rituals you still needed for sleep. This compulsion to remove clothes. Off your jacket, but the air was chilly, and you put it back on. Off tie, empty pockets, wallet on the ground. Rituals of washing and brushing your teeth, but no toothbrush, no water. You lay down on your side as if you were in bed.


Thus began your second night without a name, alone on the unmediated surface of the earth. You had to get up again in a few minutes for what Peter Gregory’s mother years ago used to call the Call of Nature. Find a place in the dark to squat, tear up the paper bag in which you had carried your bread, shivering, if not from disgust then from fear of disgust. Whose disgust? Gregory’s, of course, his fastidious ghost.




SIX


Nameless in the morning after a night of names. After jobs, biographies, obituaries, confessional letters, amid ghostly trees and witches and terrors of the woods, you woke to the early morning light thinking you had not slept at all. The experiment has failed, you said.


Wakened by the birds. Chickadees, cardinals, a distant cock crow. A woody grove, sunlight in the tops of trees. The grove sloped downward, and through the trees you could see the green slope of an opposite field, with the sunlight penetrating the dissolving mist. Forgetting the burials and arrests of the night, you were awake now with bird songs and a pleasant morning, saying, Well here it is: you asked for it, now enjoy it.


A piece of cheese, two slices of bread. Down the slope, you kneeled and doused your mouth in the brook, fresh and cold, splashed your face, the stiff growing bristles. Wild life, junco in the leaves, small olive green birds in the branches.


Sitting on a rock, you dozed, waiting for the wildness to come back. You stood up and stretched. You noticed how settled the trees had become since the night before, fixed like stars, placed for life. You were different. If you weren’t sleepy, you were bored. Though you weren’t going anywhere you would have to go. Back to the road, carrying your shopping bag. You began your long day’s walk.


That’s what legs are for. All day for miles and miles, fields with scattered woods, country rolling with gentle hills, the road going mildly up and down. When the sun was high you sat on a rock and ate canned meat and bread and cheese. You came to a small town and took a long drink from the water fountain in the playground. You went to the General Store and bought a roll of toilet paper, a shaving set, an army canteen. You kept walking.


Winston Topsoil, window washer. Newton Oldflower, garden weeder. Dozed on a bench in a village square and woke abruptly. You had forgotten to pick up your mail, then remembered who you were. Nicholas Rostov, no-count white trash. Day turned into late afternoon, afternoon into evening, evening into night. You prepared for another night in the woods.


In the night a thunderstorm. You heard him curse the rain. Wet clothes, again, complaining. Followed by a day in a ravine by a stream where you washed your clothes and draped them on bushes to dry in the sun. Maybe now people wouldn’t call you stinky and look at you strange and say, There’s something wrong with you. Gerald Carstairs, naked bellhop under the open sky. In the late afternoon your clothes were dry. Jake Barnes put them on, climbed up to the road, back to the town he had passed through late the day before, and spent the fourth night of his life in a small hotel. I owe this to myself, he said.


He signed the register as Dick Diver, and ate in the restaurant across the street. Late that evening he burned his credit cards in the wastebasket of his room and washed the ashes down the toilet. He slept deeply in the soft sheets and the pillow against his cheek.


Morning in the Paradise Hotel, where the cracks in the ceiling bounded rectangular fields in a map of farm country. From your bed you saw chimney pots on a roof across the square and branches of a tree shining in the sun. You heard automobiles below, cars starting, idling, going, and you heard voices, men greeting, a woman’s voice, talk. Dick Diver, diver, needed to earn money. He got up and went to the window. Directly below were two men in farm clothes, talking by a parked car. A clock on the tower: 7:30. You felt the grief coming on again, for the dead who could never come back to tell the living how they had signed a hotel register as Dick Diver or ridden in a car with Isabel Archer. A letter for Linda, damn you: If you change your mind, please write to me care of this hotel.


Quit that now. You’ve got to learn the difference between Gregory and you. Slice him away with a clean knife.


To work. According to James Green, handyman, your job possibilities were limited. The skills and training of Peter Gregory were not transferable because you would need credentials to bring them into view. You will have to go from door to door, asking for work. Admit your lack of knowledge, but show your willingness—polite, pleasant, helpful.


Consider the little restaurant where you ate yesterday. He could wash dishes. You went in the door, sat down at the counter. The fat waitress was collecting glasses in a large bin to soak in water under the counter. Excuse me.


Just a moment honey.


Excuse me. He opened his mouth. It came out. I’m looking for work.


He’s down at the garage. I saw him a half hour ago.


The expressionless cashier came over. You’ll have to see the boss, she said. Tomorrow. I doubt if he can give you anything. The fat waitress caught on. You want a job? You’ll have to see the boss. Tomorrow.


I already told him that.


James Green went into the hardware store next door, full of shelves up to the ceiling, the shelves full of goods. He went to the back and found a man trying to decide what to do about a large uncut sheet of glass.


This is a family operation, the man said. Myself, my sons, daughter, old man. Ever work in a hardware store? What do you know about hardware? Well, what do you know? What I mean is, what’s your brand of expertise?


In the garage, James Green in his coat and tie faced a man in blue coveralls, who had white hair and a heavily lined tan face. The name Work was stitched in red on his pocket. I need a mechanic.


I’m not a mechanic. What can you do? I can work a gas pump. I can check the oil and the batteries. The man was chawing. I need a mechanic. Guess I’d better try someplace else. Guess so.


James Green crossed the street and went around to the back stoop of a large white house. Round-faced elderly woman with white hair and pleasant face. You’re selling something I don’t want it.


I was wondering if you had any odd jobs I might do.


Well I’ll be. You remind me of the Great Depression. People don’t come round looking for work nowadays. Why it takes me right back.


I could mow your lawn. She laughed. Her face changed. She was looking into the ugly mug of Peter Gregory, which he had forgotten in the excitement of his adventures, the bullfrog eyes, the bald front, he couldn’t blame her. No telling what strangers might be in these changed times when it ain’t people looking for work you got to worry about. Sorry, we don’t have a thing.


A woman asked if he was an electrician. A man wondered if he had registered with the employment agency in Harristown. A dog barked at him. He turned down a side street where he saw a small stone bridge crossing a stream. He sat on the grass at the edge of the stream and watched the clear slow water. With a house on the other side of the stream and another house behind the bushes at his back.


Rustling grass, twigs—life around you, a cat coming out of the bushes—large, gray, striped. Well-fed. It came up to you, curling its tail in the air like a string attached to a balloon with gravity reversed. You asked its name and it told you.


You sat on the grass next to Murry Bree, and took the liberty of stroking behind its ears. Looked into its alien eyes, its face alert but not much surprised, the confident, cautious, slightly baffled expression you were accustomed to seeing on the faces of rabbits, antelope, cows, and mountain lions in the zoo. All the more expressive animals look like that, Murry Bree said. A robin lit on the grass a few feet away. Hopping along, listening for worms. Its round black eye had the same expression. The robin was calmly at work, while Murry Bree’s tail twitched and his kinship eyes brightened with hope. Yet he wasn’t sure, torn between his innate catness and the induced luxury of being stroked by his namesake. The robin clucked and flew away. Murry Bree relaxed and was glad, saved from decision. The second Murry was glad too, thinking how that robin’s simple honest expression would have looked if Murry had caught him: how without visible change in the plain round eye the simple confidence would indescribably convert into terror. The same simple universal terror you would see on any other animal, including Murry Bree, in the presence of a larger animal or pain or catastrophe.


He asked the other Murry Bree, who was washing himself, What’s it like in there? Much the same as you, the cat said. A little simpler. Harder to draw conclusions beyond the obvious inductions. Memory not too good, which you might consider a handicap.


Never mind the memory. Sitting there, warm and not too hungry, with still a little money in his pocket and unburdened by a serious name, Murry Bree thought he could live forever, for as long as that lasted, with no noticeable difference between forever and now.




SEVEN


A man gave the Hitchhiker a day’s work putting shingles on his roof. Took him out to his house in his dusty pickup truck. The man wore overalls over a red plaid shirt, his face was thin, and his eyes overlooked his nose like a bird of prey.


What’s your name? he said.


Murry Bree.


That’s a funny name.


It’s French, you explained. It used to be pronounced Bray, but my father anglicized it to Bree.


The man believed Murry Bree had just been released from prison. That’s why you’re bumming around for work, he said. I don’t care. You served your time and now you’re out.


Murry Bree (Ex-Convict) spent most of the afternoon on the roof of Roy Clements’ house. He climbed up a tall ladder that swayed under his feet. You could see across rolling fields and patches of woods. He smashed his thumb with the hammer and bumped the box with the shingles off the roof twice. In the middle of the afternoon Roy Clements invited him down for a break.


He had coffee in a thermos jug. They sat on the ground by the saw horse. How come you never learned to hammer a nail? A man who can’t hammer a nail, what kind of a man is that?


I can hammer a nail.


Sort of. The eye of Roy Clements, looking at him under thick red eyebrows, evil. Every man learns how to hammer a nail. How come you got left out?


That was a question only Peter Gregory could answer, but you faked it. I guess other things interested me more, you said.


The man’s eyes narrowed, deep in their shade. That’s a shitty answer. You hammer like a girl.


The man talked quiet and the look in his eye could be mistaken for friendly, but the words were not. So what did you do before you wound up in jail? Salesman, bank teller?


The question referred to Peter Gregory and was irrelevant, but you were the one who had to answer. I didn’t go to jail. I worked just like everybody else.


That so? So tell me what you did. Schoolteacher? That’s you, I bet.


You got it. You felt yourself blushing.


No shit? Schoolmarm, hey? It figures. You talk funny. So how come you’re looking for work you can’t do? How come you ain’t giving the Pledge Allegiance?


I resigned.


Went to jail, you mean. Don’t shit me, I know your type. You think you’re better than folks. You think you’re so much god damn fucking smarter than folks.


No I don’t, you said, with loathing for Peter Gregory. You don’t know a damn thing about me.


I don’t hey? Okay professor, you tell me. You like the niggers and the Jews?


What?


You heard me.


What’s that question supposed to mean? You knew what it was supposed to mean. This was a challenge to Peter Gregory politics, Peter Gregory conscience. You wanted to be innocent, new in the world, untouched by the world’s guilt. I don’t make distinctions, you said.


You wondered who was talking for you now, while you watched this guy nudge you into the slot he had set aside for you. You know something? We don’t allow niggers in this town.


Watching for your predictable reaction, waiting to pounce. Any objections?


You didn’t say anything.


No objections? Come on, guy, no objections?


I don’t want to argue.


What? Look at you. I gave you a job. You would of starved without me. You want your pay? You’re fuckin right you do. You’re gonna finish this job, and do it for me, and I’m gonna pay you, and then you get your ass out of here and never let me see you again, got it? His eyes were gray under the red brows, looking at you straight, smiling like human eyes, with no visible connection to his words.


That night Murry Bree blew your day’s earnings for a room in the Crawley House in Badgerton. The room was not worth it, he slept so badly. Roy Clements was in his sleep, overlooking him, with tremors of rage and fear. To hell with Murry Bree, you said. If you don’t like the adams apple man standing over you sneering, in ignorance of who you are, you know how to stop it. You did it once and you can do it again.


After breakfast, you sat on a bench in the middle of the town square. You noticed the action at the garage across the street, cars stopping for gas, one car on the lift, another with the front wheels off. The attendant parked one of the cars on the street, leaving the keys in the car. Full of rage, Murry Bree was a Criminal like Roy Clements, thinking, gun, holdup, steal that car and drive away, serve him right, Bree, Gregory, serve them all right. Then you heard a voice behind you. You heard it a second time, louder. Hey Bum!


Man with blue T-shirt and heavy belly, big, coming this way across the square. He looked like a bum and he said, Hey Bum!


To you Murry Bree said, I’m not a bum. Who, me? You! Hey Bum! You went for a walk, the other way, around the square. Keep out of our streets, hear, nobody wants you around here, Bum.


Past the white column door of the Crawley House, you turned a corner. The bum was following. No running, just walking fast. His face was thick, wet, shiny. Lots of s and k and ch. I’m not a bum. A curious old man looked up from the hood of his car, you did not stop to talk. Down a gravel alley between two close houses, if you could get to the next street before he could see you, past the garbage cans and back garages and backyard play sets: it would not be nice to be caught back here.


So much for Roy Clements. Gravel road down a slope below the backs of houses, descending into a woody ravine. Across a bridge, a shallow vegetable field, a shed across the way, men loading branches into a pickup truck, unaware you were a bum. Beyond them, beside the road, you came to a row of cages, hooked up to each other on wheels, with wolves, foxes, a deer, a lynx, each animal in a separate one. No people around. The animals paced and looked at you, snuffling, thin, an empty food dish in each cage, floors dirty.


The road came to an end. A deeper ravine on the left, used as a dump, with plastic bags and faint white smoke and a putrid smell and below that the remains of old disintegrated stoves and pieces of chairs and junk. You turned and went into the woods. The slope climbed to your right, but to your left the forest floor was flat and clear of brush. You came to a place like a blight, where the raw bare earth bled into a crater beneath a bluff with streams of gravel, which your human mind recognized as a quarry. A wall of red soil and streams of pebbles rising beyond, an embankment for the quarry road. An animal at the foot of the embankment rooting and scratching around in the leaves, its furry tail up, white and black, a skunk. It was poking around a dull rubbery thing, a broken inner tube.


You stopped, realized your mistake, it was not an inner tube but the skin of some dead creature, quite large. It must be a big event when large animals die in the wild, yet how quiet this was with only the skunk paying attention. You came closer, carefully, not to disturb the skunk. He was gone now, and you saw your mistake again. It was the upturned hands alongside the body where it lay on its back, or the gray coon-like fingers curled up, or the little dust-coated dead eyes in the flat noseless face, or the flatness of the face itself with its matted black hair. Or the shoulders, the way the arms were attached to the body.


You approached to look at it, this dead thing like yourself. What to call it, he or she? Frailty of its shoulders and arms, for now you knew what kind of animal it was it did not seem so large. But the signs of its sex were buried under the leaves and mud, if they still existed. You wondered if the creature was still intact. You could not tell because of the mud and leaves in which it lay.
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