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PART ONE

Escape



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One  

A Smollet
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Mabuhay

1989

smollett (smaal-let) n. a self-engineered act to further one’s own purposes; a hoax [after Jussie Smollett (1982-)]

The Caribbean island Mabuhay is not large enough to appear on maps, but it is large enough for the purpose of our story. To Mabuhay, pristine and treasure-laden as the twentieth century drew to its close, fled an American of European descent, mourning the death of his nephew. When Matthew was a child, Travers had taken him to the playground, to the movies, the zoo; then, like the coming of night, he let his nephew slip away, he let himself slip away.

Travers Landeman was thirty-eight years old with nothing in Ohio for him to go back to and much for him to flee. On Mabuhay, he was a fugitive from others—from the prison of a loveless marriage, from the lunacy of bureaucrats who tyrannized his failing business, from unknown and unnamed others who promised him harm, but no longer was he a fugitive from himself. 

Who among us has not dreamed of going to the corner store for a carton of milk and simply disappearing? It was imperative that he seize the moment and seize it when he did for it was still dawn and not yet full sun of permanent revolution. Yes, the good news was that communism was dead, but the bad news was that capitalism was very much alive. The new millennium would come and with it would come GPS, DNA, voice and face recognition, and, on viaducts and lampposts, the cyclops blue light of surveillance cameras lurking to track and tally men, women, and children in the far from unwithered State. In 1989, airplanes had not been crashed into buildings; Travers Landeman could and he did slip away. The question was—would he get away with it? Would his smollett stick or unravel? 

He had not happened upon Mabuhay by chance, for there was a direct correlation between his nephew’s suicide and Travers’ journey. He carried with him bibles, prayer books, and hymnals, gutted and stuffed with cash, and, although he did not know it, his nephew’s diary—a tale of betrayal to call from the past that he break his vow never to go back to his old self, for it tells the true story of his nephew’s death.

His first nights on Mabuhay, Travers sat by the fire in the middle of the central clearing. There was singing and dancing and stars. He had come to the island to bring provisions to a missionary, Father Chester, who, like himself, had fled a purposeless life. Babies bounced on knees while Travers listened as Father Chester talked of his priesthood, of Mabuhay, and of the greatest sin of all, the failure to love, which is always the failure to act. Across the way in the shadows a woman named Marguerite sat on her verandah, paused between emotion and response, as she studied the priest and the intruder in the bitter ash of her withered heart. She was the color of coffee with cream, her hair was flowing and black, and her face was the burn of a wine-red rose. You shall know of all of this and more—how Travers was attacked by the great shark, Kintura; how Travers and Marguerite came to love one another and build their home on the side of a volcano at a place called Schugara. 

For now, it is enough to show that under a sky that was a net of stars Marguerite takes Travers to the bend of many rocks where they hide a canoe—there beneath the roots of the caoba tree that leans like a scarecrow into the water. Marguerite had selected this forested place, stepping stones of moss and root, because it is where the island of Mabuhay bends and its great river becomes sea, Caribbean currents churning the waters into angry whiteness. 

“Once Hernando’s boat is there,” Marguerite said, pointing to beyond the white fury, “it will be swept around the bend. To return to search for you, Hernando’s sons will have to fight the mighty currents.” 

“How long will that take?” Travers asked. 

“There will be enough time,” Marguerite answered, “if you do not drown.” 

An image of his dead nephew came to him. “I will not drown,” Travers said. 

“Kintura ...” 

“The great shark will not harm me again. Kintura has had his way with me.” 

“How can you know?” 

“I cannot say. But I know.” Travers reached for her. Under the thousand stars of the caoba tree’s leaves, they held each other. 

In the morning the people of the village came to say their goodbyes. Then it was time. Father Chester raised his hands in blessing. Emblazoned with bold colors of bright paint on his forehead and cheeks, he lifted his face to the sky. 

“Great Spirits,” Father Chester prayed, “we thank you for our brother, Travers, for his kindness and generosity. Nourish his journey home with gentle wave and tranquil sky. Keep him close in the bosom of your sheltering warmth. We ask this in the name of the forest, in the name of the sea.” 

“Namaste Mabuhay!” the villagers chanted. The Spirit in me respects the Spirit in you! “Jituwa da duka!” Harmony for all! 

Travers stepped on to the pallets that floated on the bottom of Hernando’s boat. His left leg throbbed; the teeth of the great shark came again to his mind. With an intuitive touch, he reached to his bandaged thigh. Its pain reminded him of the world he would leave behind. 

Marguerite was no longer on the beach. Good. Hernando’s sons, Eufusio and Rafael, fussed and discussed in the patois Travers did not understand and then, in a staccato of white puffs, the small engine of the small boat coughed itself alive. Overhead came large white seagulls like kites and other birds whose names Travers did not know. The ocean burned like the brightest candle. At last! Hernando’s boat came to the bend, just beyond the place of many rocks. Travers’ heart was a land mine buried in the desert. 

“I would like some water, please,” Travers said. 

Eufusio opened the red cooler nestled between his knees. Travers stood as if to walk towards him and then Travers was not in the boat. As he fell, his left leg scraped against the boat’s side, ripping loose the bandage from his thigh. Is this what death and birth are like, plunging from a world of sky alone? The water took him and he felt reborn. Blood poured from his thigh as pain came, aftershock echoes of when the great shark had attacked him ten days before. Travers saw that there was blood in the water; he knew that it was his blood and he knew, too, that he should be afraid. He went under the water and stayed as long as he could. In the red silence he saw clearly—fish, coral, sand. He came to the surface near to where Marguerite waited in the canoe. Then he lay in its bottom as Marguerite paddled into the mouth of the river. Neither said a word, but their eyes spoke. Now there is no going back. My life was one of dying, Travers thought, now by dying I shall live. Marguerite’s long arms danced with the oar as the canoe moved up the river and was gone. 

Hernando’s boat, as anxious as a crow, came back around the bend, just beyond the place of many rocks, straining against the currents, slow in its swiftness. The ocean was an unbroken spell, as primal at the eye of burning sun. Eufusio saw it first—gray sheen of triangle, lucent and lethal, a knife in the moon of the water’s turquoise dream. Kintura, the great white shark! An instant later Rafael saw it too and its deathshadow also. 

“Kintura! Kintura!” Hernando’s sons shouted in one voice. Then fin and shadow were gone. Hernando’s sons stood together, shielding their eyes with salutes of their hands. There was blood in the water. 

“There! A bandage.”

Eufusio reached over the side. Sudden clouds darkened ocean and sky, yet the waters became still as stone. In the new calm of gray, he lifted the bandage, leaking red. 

“Namaste, Mabuhay!” Eufusio said at last. 

“Jituwa da duka!” Rafael answered. 

The brothers stood in the small boat, palms pressed together in front of their chests. Slowly, they brought their hands upwards to the tops of their heads and bowed. There was blood on Eufusio’s hand and there was blood in the water. 

“The American is dead,” Rafael said. 

“Yes,” his brother answered, “the American is dead.” 
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Chapter Two 

Pursuit
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Albert Sidney McNab took a final look at the lobby of the New Papagayo Hotel. Its stone floor glimmered, rectangles of pink marble, one of the few natural resources indigenous to the island of Frederique, the Caribbean island he had come to and come up empty-handed. He studied bench-like chairs and settees of hand-carved caoba, clusters of schefflera and palms, and explorations of pothos and moonflower veining the thatched roof with trumpets of green fire. His look was one of instinct. He did not know what it was he was looking for, this stoop-shouldered white American who seemed like just another tourist. Had he stood straight, he would have been six feet tall. He was forty-five years old. His hair was in the crew-cut style of the nineteen fifties. He wore tan shorts, sandals with orange socks, and a bright blue short-sleeve shirt, crowded with multicolored geometric shapes—triangles, circles, trapezoids, rectangles. His brown hair was thinning. His glasses had thick black frames and thicker lenses. He was overweight, approaching obesity, and he had a weary way about him. He looked like a hastily made king size bed. With a tentative grasp of his suitcase, brown leather shiny from use, he headed to the front entrance where a minivan waited to take him to the airport. Had he come all this way for nothing? To the smaller neighboring island, Mabuhay, he had taken Hernando’s boat, a shack with a tin roof, water above his ankles. This risking of his life had continued—there was no end to danger!—as ashore on Mabuhay he traversed jungle on sandals and mule through clouds of kamikaze mosquitoes. And for what? Albert Sidney McNab had no clues, no leads. Nothing. Day followed sunny island day in languishing Caribbean rhythm as if Travers Landeman had never existed. Five months had passed since his alleged demise. Maybe, as Eufusio and Rafael insisted with the intensity of youth, the Ohio businessman was dead. Perhaps a shark had eaten him. Yet, even as this possibility skipped about in his mind, like a stone across water, Albert Sidney McNab felt the old feeling—the feeling that was never wrong. 

He had to hit the big one and hit it soon. He couldn’t go on much longer dealing with two-bit scams. He knew that much. His feet were too sore all the time and his back was too tired. He worked for a company by the name of Middlebury Adjusting, Fire, and Insurance Advocacy. The MAFIA. Working for such an outfit—he smiled at the pun—is a younger man’s game, he thought. No question about it. I have to hit the big one. Why not the BIG big one? Why not indeed? Twenty percent of three million dollars is a whole heap of money and in my pocket if ... if I find the missing businessman and bring him back alive! 

He supervised the manhandling of his suitcase into the luggage space behind the rearmost seat of the van. Then he stepped back to study the New Papagayo Hotel one last time. His eyes gave scrutiny to balconies stretching seaward. He searched the cliff that was the hotel’s backdrop. Nothing. He looked out towards the sea and down to the beach, a horseshoe of green crystal cove. Nothing. He stepped into the van. Albert always gets his man, he thought, eventually. Posturing or premonition? 

“I’ll be back,” he said in a low voice. Premonition. 

“Beg pardon?” the driver asked. 

“Nothing.” Albert Sydney McNab squeezed himself into the rearmost seat of the van, slipped off his sandals, and massaged his feet. “Nothing at all.” Next time, he vowed to himself, I shall bring proper footwear. 
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Chapter Three 

Ace Boon Coon 
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Joe Rogers

Chicago, Illinois 

1986–1991

Little did I know when I fled Chicago’s winter for a few weeks in the Caribbean sun that I, Joe Rogers, bookseller, an American of mongrel European descent, would return months later as Midwest Consul of the world’s newest nation, the Commonwealth of the Island of Mabuhay, that I would find a buried treasure, that I would be taken by love. 

Until that fateful journey my Chicago life, a mooring of vodka and cinema, of theaters and restaurants, looked neither out far nor in deep. It was a tributary incapable of a flood. No more. Now there is Marguerite, the color of coffee with cream, hair flowing and black, beauty tinged with the haunting of deep sorrow. There is a man known as Quince, once the Ohio businessman Travers Landeman, whose life was transformed on Mabuhay even more deeply than mine. There is a priest by the name of Father Chester, whom I, agnostic when optimistic—considering the twentieth century only we must dread the notion of God—came to respect. There is the unlikeliest of heroes, one Albert Sidney McNab, knockabout ne’er-do-well, an erstwhile detective who, like me, had meandered his life along, transformed on Mabuhay, as we all were, by the power of love. We share a bond, Marguerite, Quince (Travers), Father Chester, McNab, and myself; for you to understand any of this strangest of strange stories, I must first explain my own journey—how it came about that I, Joe Rogers, bookseller, Chicago to the core, found myself carried on a stretcher to a place called Schugara to recline high on a balcony like a Roman emperor at a banquet, serving as arbiter and alchemist, on the Caribbean island Mabuhay, on the eve of its independence, with my ankle broken, drunk and getting drunker. 

My position is that my low tolerance for alcohol is a blessing. I get there quicker and cheaper. In my early twenties, a wise friend, bless him, introduced me to vodka. The best vodka, he insisted, is the cheapest vodka. It is impossible to distinguish the most expensive Lithuanian, purest spring water triple filtered through succulent Florentine juniper, holistic lavender, and exotic lotus leaves, from the cheapest American rotgut.

“Just can’t be done.” Bert would squint his eyebrows together, an eleven in the middle of his forehead, snort his head back, and savor the silver, pedigree or mongrel, as it slid down his throat. My many years of battlefield testing have disproved this egalitarian hypothesis but overproofed another Bertism of true worth—stick to vodka and the hangover tiger becomes a pussycat. In my cups I am, as my friend Zero Washington puts it, “Ace Boon Coon.” Bosom buddy. Mensch. A satisfactory epitaph. Beats HE HAD POTENTIAL. 

Even now, after the many long years, my mini vacations with vodka have, at least in part, something to do with my ex-wife, Valerie. Stylish, self-confident, accomplished, the essence of WASP, Valerie. By profession, an attorney. Valerie—I called her “the sea urchin”—was, quintessentially, one of the swarms of the supposedly gentle sex who in the 1970s began shoving their way to the front of the line. The walls of the fortresses Success, Celebrity, Status were breached; in skirts and high heels, bankers, surgeons, newscasters, politicians, and yes, attorneys came marching through. 

A child of the sixties myself, I never doubted that Valerie and her conquering sisters were to be cheered. Saluted. Even this most military of verbs only approximates our unctuous mindset, flower children all, who thought the same correct thoughts at the same correct time. We had the answers. It was easy to have them, too, because we also had a lot of money, or, if we didn’t quite yet, never doubted that bounty beckoned just around the corner. We squatted like hogs at the trough while the generation to follow would elbow for room. Riding the crest of the biggest of waves all the way in, we told ourselves that ours was the force of the moon pushing and pulling the waters ashore. We were the post-war generation, the Big One, Baby Boomers, hell-bent to bulge all the way through the snake’s belly. 

Val’s and my marriage was a match made in limbo. Nothing was ever in your face nasty; seldom was anything noteworthy of joy. Flaccidly we trundled along, the sea urchin and I, Joe Rogers stumbling after a Ph.D. in American Studies, which I never got, and Valerie Furlong-Rogers, excelling and re-excelling at the paper chase of law. I became a drunk and Val became a grunt. Inertia held us together. Then Val passed the bar. The university handed me a master’s degree on my way out, decent et decorum est. Val and I moved from Manhattan where we had lived like serfs, to Chicago, where we lived like petite (extremely so at first) bourgeoisie. Chicago! The place of stinking onions, etymologically speaking, or, perhaps, as revisionists claim, of stinking garlic. Allium tricoccum to be precise. More to the point, Chicago is the home of Checkers, Strawn, and Calahutty, LLC, Attorneys at Law. Its glorious founding predated the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. It reaffirmed its pre-eminence a century plus later, as I saw it, primus inter parasites, by hiring Val. 

Our marriage survived an additional two years, years when Val was ever more advancing, while I muddled about, pretending to write, but in truth, spending most of my time hunting obscure brands of vodka and equally obscure bookstores. I came to realize with sadness that my generation would be the last to love books—fully, passionately, obsessively. The promise of paper! The intensity of ink! The electronic beachhead established by cinema and radio before my birth exploded as I approached adolescence in the atomic age of television. I found myself staggering around as one of the walking wounded. By this I mean that I am a turner of pages. I read. Newspapers. Magazines. Big, bulky, books! My friends are amazed. However do I find the time? Their amazement amazes—and depresses—me. They stare as if I have disease—not communicable. 

The marriage survived, as I said, another two years until my mother died, God rest her soul. I found myself for the first time with some money thanks to Ma’s shrewd and parsimonious ways when it came to her own welfare and her generosity, as expressed in her will, when it came to mine. God bless Icelandic Air Lines! Icelandic’s low fares brought Europe within Ma’s vacation reach. The first thing Ma did when she returned from Cathedrals of Italy, Spain, and France in Twenty Days was to change her will. The Pope had beaucoup plenty. I got it all. I told Val of my melancholy bounty. Val said she wanted a divorce. The timing of Ma’s passing she found fortuitous. It relieved the sea urchin of any guilt she might otherwise have felt. Val always said that guilt is unproductive. She was wrong. 

“After all, I do have some obligation to you for the law school days. Even if you were drunk most of the time.” 

I took issue with her use of the word most. 

“Much would be more accurate.” 

“That’s what we called pettifogging in moot court.” 

The consonants came at me like bullets from a machine gun. 

We divorced. I got the car, most of the furniture and housewares, the stereo set, half the L. P.’s, and most of the books. Val got the newly bought color television set. I kept the apartment, seven months remaining on its lease. Val purchased a condominium in the newly constructed Prairie Towers in the Loop, (Chicago’s downtown). Prairie Towers was designed by Z. Z. Goldfube, whom I met at one of the dinner parties Val dragged me. Goldfube proclaimed that Prairie Towers captures Chicago’s “prairie essence,” whatever that is. I told Val the towers reminded me of giant dirty sponges, or, better yet, of a herd of beached whales, chunks of their flesh pecked away by ravenous cranes. I was about to work in one of my favorite words, palmate, when Val interrupted. 

“Well, pal, your ex-mate is plunking down her money Tuesday.” 

You understand why I miss her to this day. 

Inside I found her condominium—the word was new then—dark and foreboding. It had low ceilings and skimpy windows. I made the mistake of telling her so. Rarely is honesty the best policy. 

“The concept is sound,” Val said. 

“What in the hell does that mean?” 

“You wouldn’t understand, but ...”

“Leave me in bliss,” I interrupted. 

“Here and hereafter, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Dum spiro, spero.” 

“Enlighten me.” 

“‘Whilst I breathe, I hope’. For what it’s worth, the motto of South Carolina.” 

That look again. Then gently, “You must accept the fact that I have succeeded in seceding from the union.” 

We had a great divorce, at the very top of the charts. Every few weeks we’d get together. Of course, the sea urchin’s career—no verb suffices—zoomed. I found myself writing more than I had in years, mainly articles for short-lived journals of academic aspiration on topics such as “The Sexual Barter Economy of Fourteenth Century Cornwall.” Fascinating stuff! 

We had lunch to celebrate the second anniversary of Val’s secession at Shandy’s—A Place for Eating—as well as a place to see and be seen until Jimmy Rittenschmidt, its managing general partner, and one of Checkers, Strawn, and Calahutty’s clients, was found dead in the alley behind with bullets in his chest. Chicago. 

“I have given much thought to your situation,” Val said as the entrees were ‘presented’.

“Are thoughts considered the same as telephone calls? So much for each fifteen minute increment?” 

“Not in this case. This is strictly pro bono. I am the pro. You get the bono. I have a specific recollection, of course, of your mother’s will not to mention the divorce settlement. Generous as we both were, you’re going to run out of money soon.” 

“Soon?” 

“In three years. Maybe four.” 

“I realize, Val, that to you handmaidens of justice three or four years is a mere blink of the eye, expedited hearings, summary judgments and the like, let alone, God knows, an actual trial. But three or four years is a good chunk of time. After all, we were married for four years.” We both laughed. 

“You do make a point. Except for that puerile crap about ‘handmaidens of justice.’ About the marriage. It does seem a long time. I give you high marks for putting up with me ...” 

“And even higher to yourself for putting up with me?” 

“Nolo contendere. The simple fact is you can’t hold down a job. A real job. No, I am not thinking about your bosom buddies—Smirnoff, Stolichnaya, Kirov, Finlandia. Which am I leaving out?” 

Resolutely I kept my mouth shut. Val threw her hair over her right shoulder with a flick of her neck as she was wont to do, closed her lips over a spoonful of pasta primavera, and winked. 

“Ah, yes, absolutely, the absolute truth ...” 

“In vodka, veritas?” 

“Something like that. Your absolute lack of seriousness about things. How you don’t give a damn. Makes you totally worthless job-wise.” 

“I object, your honoress. This is hearsay.” I finished my vodka and tonic—Gretchenskaya if you must know (redheaded lass in pigtails and pinafore on the label)—and signaled the waiter for another. “It’s just that I don’t like to work. A four-letter word ending in ‘k’ and not my favorite. Seems perfectly sensible to me. When you come right down to it, who does? Besides I did have a job once.” 

“How could I forget? When we first arrived in Chicago. You survived all of three months.” Val pronounced the name of the Second City (slipping fast, angels hovering over both big shoulders) as if Chicago were the name of a bacillus. The gravel of her groveling disdain was like chalk on a blackboard. Val was and always would be the most native of native New Yorkers. “The City News Center. You got fired.” 

“I object again. The record shows I did not get fired. I quit.” 

Again, the machine gun. “Pettifogging. You knew you would be fired, so you quit. Can’t say I blame you.” 

“A morsel of empathy! You do recall that my assignment, the strawberry as it were that broke this mammal’s back, was to survey the anointed of ice cream fooderies in Chicagoland. As guaranteed by the First Amendment, free people have the right to know: which tutti-frutti is tutti-fruttier? It was, my editor insisted, ha-ha, going to be my big scoop!” 

“To be fair,” Val said, “let the record also note that it was the hottest July on record. But enough. By your own admission, you prove my point. You can’t or won’t, doesn’t matter, follow orders. You won’t do as you’re told, D.A.Y.T. The formula for success. You always have a better idea. New and improved is generally neither. Employers don’t want better ideas. Charlie Calahutty doesn’t want better ideas. The Big Double C is scared to death of better ideas, especially mine, if I were foolish enough to let him know I have any. So I don’t. I do as I’m told. I adhere to what is expected of me and I make a lot of money. You could too, except that you can’t. Or won’t. As I said, it really doesn’t matter. Let’s face it. You’re a nice enough guy with more chunks of completely useless knowledge crammed into your head than most of us have red blood cells. About all I can think of is for you to be a perpetual contestant on television game shows except that you’d refuse to follow the rules. You’d just blurt out the correct answer and be disqualified.” 

“Without saying, ‘Simon says’?” 

“Something like that. Anyway, the fact is you’re unemployable and, sooner or later, your nest egg will run out.” 

“A runny nest egg is over easy?” Gretchinskaya had found her voice. 

“Cute. Pay attention. This is what I’ve decided.” 

I am a man who acknowledges the superiority of women. Everything would be set right. Mother’s warm hands would tuck me into bed. Dishes were cleared and coffee poured. 

“Since you can’t work for anyone else, you’re going to have to go into business for yourself. Here. I have it all worked out.” The sea urchin reached under the table, plopped her briefcase in her lap, and handed me a sheet of paper. “I.S.B.D., old boy.”

Again, the lawyerspeak of C. S. & C, Checkers, Strawn, and Calahutty—I.S.B.D. It shall be done. There were columns of numbers on the page.

“What’s this?” 

“It’s a financial projection called a pro forma. It shows the taxable profit which isn’t, which is good, good, good, as well as the cash flow for The Yellow Harp, down on Langley, which is yes, yes, yes.” 

The Yellow Harp! One of the city’s oldest book stores. Thousands and thousands of books, wonderful books, old books, out-of-print books, tattered and torn books. Classics and masterpieces, titles little known and never heard of, shelves and shelves full, the Kasbah of Chicago book stores, with enough dust to make Lake Michigan the Sahara! 

“You see,” Val continued, “C. S. & C. is handling the estate, what there is of it. Old Trampwell finally turned his last page.” 

“I wasn’t aware. I’m sorry.” 

“No need. Trampwell kept the place going—God knows how—these forty years or so, ever since he inherited it from his grandmother, the legendary Cissy San Souci, one of C. S. & C.’s clients way back when. The only heir is some third cousin once removed. What does that mean, third cousin once removed? Shouldn’t a third cousin be at least three times removed, in which case he’d be a third cousin thrice removed? Sounds redundant. Never mind. Don’t tell me, even though I’m sure you could. Anyway, as I was explaining, this however many times removed cousin wants to remove himself one more time. He wants nothing to do with The Yellow Harp. We are handling everything. Wrapping up the loose ends.” 

“Loose ends?” 

“Burying Trampwell. Liquidating the estate.” 

Val was on her third cup of coffee and I, I think, on my fourth Gretchenskaya.

“What’s happened to you?” I raised my voice perhaps too much. “A man’s life. An honorable life. A life given to books. The Yellow Harp, an oasis in the stockyard city. Books among the bile! Books among the blood! And to C. S. & C., Trampwell’s death is just a loose end.” 

“Cute, again. Don’t lecture me. If it weren’t for people like me and Charlie Calahutty, the entire system would come crashing down. We keep it going. We oil. We are the great lubricators. You and a dwindling raggle of antediluvian others may care about The Yellow Harp, but all the market cares about is dollars and cents. Jacksons and Benjamins. The place isn’t worth spit.” 

“That shows what you know!” I shouted. From across the room two of Chicago’s society matrons, diamond fingers and bosoms of pearls, scowled at me. I scowled back. They retreated into their bouillabaisse as I went on in a slightly lower voice. “Who knows what invaluable first edition of Fitzgerald or Hemingway lies hidden in Trampwell’s ruin? There very well might be, you know.” 

“Yes, we’ve thought of that, Charlie Calahutty and me. The chancellor of the university asked C. S. & C. to handle this. She, the chancellor, would like to see The Yellow Harp carry on. Perhaps you remember the protest over the university’s expansion a few years ago?”  

I nodded my head. 

“Well, the chancellor is planning another expansion, even bigger. Last thing she wants is self-appointed ‘community activists’ raising hell over a dump like The Yellow Harp. Specifically because it’s located on the wrong fringe at that.” 

What the sea urchin meant was this—back in the sixties everyone knew it was merely a matter of time until the university packed its bags and fled Chicago’s ever sprawling southside ghetto. The university had, it was widely believed, purchased an option on a large chunk of what is now the suburb of Downers Grove, which back then was mostly farmland. But, wonder of wonders, the university had confounded the experts and cast down its bucket where it was. Ever since, every few years, it gobbled off another bite of adjacent blackland. Usually just like that—occasionally with unsavory side dishes of ballyhoo, bribery, and bad press. But The Yellow Harp was located just beyond the southwestern-most edge of the university’s domain, a lonely outpost at the wrong edge of no-man’s land. Protected by Lake Michigan to the east and Washington Park to the west, the university, when it gobbled, gobbled north or gobbled south, clinging to its lakefront life jacket. It did not gobble southwest. 

“So, the university has no interest in books?” 

“Cute. The university has no interest in Trampwell’s books. A can of worms best left unopened ...” 

“Pages best left unturned?” I interrupted. 

“... but if its inventory were liquidated and the place sold,” Val continued, without missing a beat, “the chancellor fears that some fast-buck artist would get the building for a song and rent it out to a bunch of lowlifes. The last thing the chancellor wants near her domain is another shoeshine parlor, storefront Church of the Living Rock, or boogie shop.” 

“Boogie shop?” 

“Wigs, mostly. I think. Moisturizing creams. Potions to whiten. For crissakes, how would I know?” 

“No Negroes need apply?” 

“Nor pizza joints neither. Best to go with the status quo according to the Big Double C.” 

“Is your boss ill?” I asked. 

Val looked at me seriously. I made a mental note to find out if sea urchins ever sleep. 

“No,” she answered with surprise. “Why do you ask?” 

“I am intrigued by the notion of Charlie’s disapproving of fast-buck artists. Are C. S. & C.’s clients now busboys and deliverymen?” 

“Bus staff and delivery people,” Val corrected. “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous. People like that don’t need attorneys.” 

“Blessed are the few in number.” 

“Look, Joe. Be serious. For once in your life.” 

“I was serious when I married you.” 

“Well, try again. No, not me. God forbid!” We both laughed. “Look, if we do nothing and The Yellow Harp becomes a liquor store or another goddamned storefront church, the self-styled community activists will stir their radical pot big time.” 

“Double, double, toil, and trouble?” 

“And then some. They’re short of causes right now. The Yellow Harp is the ideal bone for them to chew on to protect their funding sources. It’s a matter of self-preservation.” Val reached for her napkin and rubbed her hands. 

“The worst are full of passionate intensity?” 

“Precisely!” Val signaled for more coffee. “Look, this is where you come in. It’s perfect. You buy The Yellow Harp, lock, stock, thesaurus, and Cliff Notes!” 

“The Yellow Harp does not carry Cliff Notes,” I said with a whiff of condescension. The sea urchin ignored me. 

“All but anything truly valuable.” 

“You mean money, I take it.” 

“Huh? Well, yeah. Duh. Look, we could hire some antiquarian asshole expert who wouldn’t know half what you’ve forgotten about books and pay him a fortune ...” 

“Pay him or her a fortune.” 

“... and maybe our client, Trampwell’s cousin, might actually behave. He might even pay C. S. & C. without our having to litigate. You have no idea the kind of people we deal with.” 

“I thought the university was your client?” 

“The university is our client. It has always been our client. Pray God, it will always be our client. But Trampwell’s cousin is our client, too. The university recommended C. S. & C. to him. We will represent his fiduciary interest as well. Vigorously.” 

“No doubt. Fiduciary vigor vigorously fiduciary.” The sea urchin sat in the front pew of the Church of Statutory Integrity and Codified Ethics. 

“It goes without saying,” Val continued, in a lower voice, “that this is in the utmost confidence. We’ve advised Trampwell’s cousin as to our ongoing relationship with and representation of the university. But, still, you never know. If the expert we hire were to make a mistake or puts his—or her—hand in the till, Trampwell’s cousin might sue. Gross negligence, conflict of interest—despite our disclosures—legal malpractice. It’s all the rage right now. There are beaucoup sole practitioners without a pot to piss in on late night television shilling their wares. No fee unless you win! C. S. & C., let me tell you, gets tired of being a target!”

“No doubt.” 

“On the other hand,” Val paused and looked me straight in the eye, “if there are no first editions of Willa Cather or Gertrude Stein, why, then, we’ve shelled out a whole pile of Trampwell’s cousin’s money for nothing. Some junior associate fresh out of law school with Bohunk and Nobody, starts yelling, ‘Vitiating the estate! Vitiating the estate!’ and there you have it. Litigation.” 

Litigation. Sounds like the name of a disease. As in Chronic litigation was epidemic in late twentieth century America; there was no known cure. 

“A conundrum.” 

“Indeed. However, I am looking at the solution. One thing I can say about you, Joe Rogers, one thing I’ve always said, is that you have integrity. Even when you’re drunk. For the life of me I couldn’t imagine what use it might be, your integrity, that is, but here is the perfect fit. You buy The Yellow Harp. Keep the place going. Catalog all of Trampwell’s leavings. Anything of value ...” 

“Monetary value.” 

“... say any one book worth at least three hundred dollars, you set to the side and we split three ways.” 

“Three?” 

“One-third to Trampwell’s cousin. One third to you. One third to the university.” Val bestowed her most indulgent look—a look that I remembered, that I remember still. 

“I have assured Charles and the chancellor that they can both count on your scrupulous integrity.” 

So there it was. The answer to the eternal Chicago question, “Ubi est mea?” 

“Trampwell’s cousin is on board and the chancellor. So too the Big Double C. His exact response was ‘N.S.M.G., old girl.’”

C. S. and C. speak again, Enough Said Among Gentlemen. 

“What do you say?” 

“I say that I find it all incredibly quaint.” 

“Quaint beats can’t. This is win-win-win.” 

“Indeed.” 

“Look, it’s all here,” the sea urchin said. She handed me a stack of papers. “Purchase price based on an M. A. I. appraisal ...  “ 

“M. A. I.?” 

“Stands for Master of the Appraisal Institute. But it really means Made As Instructed.” Val laughed, “And, if he knows anything, Charlie Calahutty knows how to instruct! The financing is from University Freedom and Trust. An attractive interest rate, you should know. I have assured the Big Double C and he has assured the chancellor that the man and the hour have met ...” 

“Are you cognizant of the purport of that allusion?” Gretchenskaya liked words like cognizant and purport. 

“Something, if memory serves, that Ketel One shouted out at the dinner inaugurating Charlie Calahutty as president of the Chicago Bar Association.” 

“‘The man and the hour have met’ was first shouted out at the inauguration of Jefferson Davis. You do remember how that venture turned out.” 

“Jefferson Davis you’re not. More like ... more like ... help me out here.” 

“Modesty prevents,” I said modestly. “I should say the post-war William Tecumseh Sherman. ‘If nominated I will not run; if elected, I will not serve.’ But I gather that I am conscripted and at a time when there is a dearth of unwashed Irishmen newly off the boat.” 

“Whatever that means. No, don’t. Look, you’d be with your first, and if you’ll forgive me, your only true love, bookmaster that you are, happily ever after. The cash flow should be sufficient to sustain you in your abstemious lifestyle.” 

“Abstemious.” Gretchenskaya and I savored the word. “A word worthy of note. I am compelled to point out that every vowel appears in sequence.”

Again, the indulgent look followed by a flash of brightest smile. 

“Don’t be facetious.” 

One had to be impressed. 

Val threw two twenty-dollar bills on the table. “I’ve got a two,” she said, glancing at her watch. She kissed me on the forehead and started for the door. I took her by the wrist. 

“Sorry, Val. There’s one more thing.”  

“Enlighten me.” 

“I don’t know what a third cousin once removed is either!” Val laughed and let go of my hand. With a turn of her head she tossed her long auburn hair over her right shoulder as she was wont to do one last time. It was silk and sunshine, brown and red and gold. Near the door she turned and waved. Val always wore great clothes. She looked the way she always looked, as if she had stepped off the cover of Vanity Fair. She cupped her right hand to her mouth and blew me a kiss. Then she was gone. That was the last time I saw her. Six weeks later, on LaSalle Street, she was hit by a Brinks truck and dead in a flash. 

***
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CHARLIE CALAHUTTY HANDLED the closing himself. According to Val this was a great honor. She would be in Seattle, but I had nothing to worry about. Wear a suit, clean shirt, and tie. Smile. Say “please” and “thank you.” Sign wherever the Big Double C said “sign.” So I went downtown on the L and sat at a big oval table in a large room paneled with the finest cherry. It was the habitat of money. On the walls were splashes of colors by names I recognized. The scent of caviar and champagne lingered in upholstery and drapes. This is where we hang out, the ghosts of tycoon millionaires whispered, conjuring up images of cigar smoke and brass spittoons. Charlie said I did fine. He was immensely pleased. A good time, it seemed, was had by all. It was a bright August day, in the eighties. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky that stretched through the windows towards the blue gray waters of Lake Michigan, so close I thought I heard its waters lapping. In summer, Chicago is the most alluring of lovers. We started at two and were finished by four. 

Val had telephoned that evening. Seattle was another triumph. The codicils cooperated and the addenda behaved. There was a god, after all. Double taxation had been averted. When Val returned to Chicago, she would move into a coveted corner office with a full view of the Picasso. 

“How is The Yellow Harp?”

“Fine,” I said. “Except that I have yet to find any of Edith Wharton’s erotica.” 

Val said she would make a reservation at Shandy’s for Saturday night for my first “progress report.” Three days later she was gone. 

The funeral was a funeral. We all met at her sister Irma’s house afterward. Irma lives in a garish Moroccan style “villa,” as she calls it, in Highland Park, one of Chicago’s tony north shore suburbs. It is a short walk to the lake. From its second floor you can see water. As Irma describes it, she got the villa and three children for the exorbitant price of twenty some years of marriage to Hal, a muckety-muck who works at the Board of Trade on LaSalle Street. Irma never tires of confiding how house poor she is. But over her dead body will she part with the place, no matter how much they raise the property taxes. Wouldn’t give the muckety-muck the satisfaction. When Irma isn’t in court trying to squeeze additional alimony out of Hal, she runs Mongoose Adventures, a travel agency that specializes in custom designed tours off the beaten path. Irma brags that she has a vested interest in ecology. 

Irma and I never really got along, in no small measure because I sensed Irma’s resentment of her baby sister’s success. Irma was three years older than Val with forty pounds’ extra mileage. Her irritation wasn’t overt, but it was there like old clothes in an attic. Irma would grill me about why I was so stand-offish, but I pretended I had no idea what she was talking about. Another factor, silly as it seems, is how Irma pronounces her name. “Err-Ma.” As if it were spelled E-R-M-A. The first time we met, I made the irrevocable mistake of calling her “Ear-ma.” Irma hates “Ear-ma.” Irma is “Err-ma.” It didn’t help matters any when once, after more than four vodka and tonics, I lectured that the Spanish verb ir, which means to go, is pronounced ear. Ear-ma? Or Err-ma? To go or not to go? 

I believe you should call a person whatever it is they want to be called. I like Joe; I do not like Joseph. Yet I can’t seem to remember which it is that Irma demands. Whichever I choose, “Ear-ma” or “Err-Ma,” I know I have a fifty-fifty chance of causing trouble. Once I tried “Sis.” Irma really hated that. Whenever I guess wrong, which is about half the time, Irma insists I do so on purpose. 

“How Val could ever have married you is something I will never understand,” Irma would sputter, like a hot water heater about to explode. She’d jab her spangled arms wildly in front of her ample bosom. Irma wore lots of shiny circles of bright aluminum, iridescent blues, greens, yellows and reds, on her forearms, which looked like the bowling pins you see in ring toss booths at the carnival, rings and all. 

As I said, Irma and I never really got along. But as the days passed after Val’s death, something approaching warmth happened between us. I made a point of taking her to dinner every now and then when my nephews and niece were with the muckety-muck. I’d telephone from time to time so that Irma could weep and wail about how house poor she was. It made her feel good to rant and rave, so I’d pretend to listen. Irma seemed to have remarkable success in squeezing more and more out of Hal, but I never said so. 

Val was right. I fell in love with The Yellow Harp. The building was built in 1882, a classic Chicago balloon frame structure, twenty feet wide and one hundred feet deep, two full stories plus an attic a person could easily stand up in, and a full basement with eight plus feet of ceiling height. In the forty years of Kincaid Trampwell’s stewardship, books had conquered the entirety except for Trampwell’s bed and, as I was soon to discover, a small room in the basement. My father fought against crabgrass his entire life. Trampwell surrendered to Tennyson and Kierkegaard without a fight. 

I went from the closing straight to The Yellow Harp. I approached the front door, fumbling with the gangle of keys in an old coffee can that Charlie Calahutty had handed me at the grand finale. Someone—an undergraduate?—had framed the front windows in purple bunting. 

“Want it gone, boss?” I turned. There, hat in hand, stood an enormous black man. Everything about him was large. He looked to be in his fifties. He was at least six and one-half feet tall. 

“I be Zero Washington Roosevelt Lincoln,” he said, “and you are Joe Rogers. I’ve been waitin’ for ya.” The colossus extended a hand as large and black as a cast iron skillet and crunched mine within. He reached into his pocket and slid a key into the lock. “Want it gone, boss?” he asked again, pointing to the purple. 

“I suppose so,” I said. I stepped inside. A few minutes later, as I stood sideways overcome with awe in the only trickle of aisle I could find, the black giant was back, bunting neatly folded to be presented to me with both hands. 

“‘Spects we ain’t abouts to need this here no more, boss. Let us pray with favor.” 

“I hope not,” I replied. “Put it there, please.” I motioned to the top of a pile of books. Zero Washington Roosevelt Lincoln made it through the narrow path as lithe as a panther. When he returned, I tried to hand him a five-dollar bill. I wanted him to leave and he knew it. 

“Tanks but no tanks, if yous knows what I mean,” he said. 

“No,” I replied, trying to mask my irritation. “I do not knows what you mean. I mean, I do not know what you mean.” In spite of myself, I joined in his laughter. 

“Well, sir, boss,” he said, “what I be tryin’ to say is this. Way I figure, you gonna need help. Now, seein’ as how Mr. Trampwell and me was partners as you might put it for nigh on twenty-five years, I was hopin’ things would jelly-belly go on happy-like, like they did before, before he up and died on me just like that.” The black giant snapped his fingers. He looked down at me full in the eye with large, liquid eyes, large black eyes in a round black face. 

“I don’t know who you are.” 

He looked as if his mother had died. 

“I told you,” he said, eyes downcast. “I be Zero Washington Roosevelt Lincoln.” 

“Well, thank you for your help, Mr. Lincoln. Here, please.” Again, I extended the five dollars. His entire frame stretched ramrod straight. I saw the burden of centuries and the weariness of his world. 

“Come with me,” he commanded. 

I’m not sure why but I made, I think, a conscious decision to do as he said. To get along, go along? He turned and I followed. We went around the side of the building through the gangway that separated The Yellow Harp from its vacant and boarded-up neighbor. We proceeded down a dozen or so steps. He unlocked a steel door and turned on a light. I followed through a dark passage to another door. He opened its padlock—a Master Lock Number 15, he would later inform me, made right here in the good old U. S. of A., Milwaukee, Wisconsin. We stepped inside. It was a small, neat room. There was a bed in one corner, a refrigerator and a small stove in another, a table, two chairs, a television, a sofa. He motioned in the direction of the sofa as he seated himself on the bed. 

“Take a load off,” he said. I settled into the quicksand of the sofa’s cushions. 

“Like Mr. Trampwell used to say,” Zero Washington Roosevelt Lincoln began. “The time is upon us now to throw the dead cat flat out on the middle of the table.” Again, he looked me straight in the eye. “Here’s the proposition. You don’t knows it, no sir, but I knows it, yes sir. You needs me almost as much as I needs you. Maybe even more. Mr. Trampwell, he let me stay here and he give me four hundred dollars walkin’ around money every month. Not a whole lot some might say, but a whole heap lots better than a poke in the eye, which cannot be argued for sure and for certain. This is what my proposition is. I will go on helping like I was doin’ for Mr. Trampwell and you don’t have to pay me nuttin’ for the first month, nuttin’ at all. Jess let me keep on keepin’ on with the place like I been doin’. Then, you ain’t happy for why so for, I will take myself up and git me away with never a how-de-mind, no sir, and I be a man of my word, that’s how my daddy raised me, yes sir. You don’t knows it yet, no sir, but I knows it already now, yes, sir; you ain’t about to be displeased like a frog stuck in a chicken coop, no sir, displeased and disappointed you will not be. But, like I said, to shuck the corn twice in a manner of speaking, if you was unhappy, why there wouldn’t be no such problem, not for you, that is. Not at first. But someday soon troubles would come, heaps and high-handed as sho’ nuff comes the rain. True that. Of course, if I was gone, that wouldn’t be none of my potatoes. True that, too. But, to flip the mattress over twice, if you was to ask me to stay on, I do believe I am of a right mind to consider such a request most favored nation status, as you might put it. You could pay me how so much you would wants to, trustin’ in all that you’re a fair man, which I hopes you are, cause, as my daddy always testified, the Bible says to build your house on a solid rock footing and not on slippery slope sands. ‘Cept I was due for a raise truth to tell.” 

There was a compelling fascination to this heartfelt peroration—no question about it. The dead cat certainly was flat out on the middle of the table. It was one of those Chicago offers you couldn’t refuse. Well, I couldn’t. 

“Okay,” I said, the magnets of his eyes pulling the word from me. 

We shook hands. 

***
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IRMA THOUGHT I WAS crazy. 

“You have lost your mind again,” she said. “What do you know about this Zero person? Nothing! There is more here than meets the eye. Or less.” 

“If less is more, how much is Zero?” 

This Irma ignored. She was as literal as a stroke. 

“You should have got rid of that Zero person straight off. It’s always better to use a shotgun than a pistol. Go in like Ma Barker! Hit’em with both barrels.” 

“After all,” I responded weakly. “The Yellow Harp is his home. He has nowhere else to go.” 

“Don’t you have troubles enough of your own?” 

It was paper—mine in the form of a deed—versus Zero Washington Roosevelt Lincoln’s twenty-five year homestead. It should have been no contest. It wasn’t. The truth is that Zero and I had entered each other’s lives as facts—like shipwrecks. For my part, I thought that Zero would clean the windows and mop the floors. This was an inchoate expectation, the sort of reflexive judgment we make about the strangers we share the planet with, an assessment based on the superficial, a mirror of preconception and prejudgment. We are prisoners of self. Only those who outwardly resemble us, in appearance, or speech, or manners, do we envision as worthy. Zero was black. He did not speak the King’s English. Therefore, he would push a broom. N.S.M.G.—Enough Said Among Gentlemen. 

It took less than twenty-four hours to put paid to this common wisdom. The next day I went early to The Yellow Harp. Already Zero had waged impressive battle against the army of books that the day before had seemed unconquerable. A few months later, Zero told me how he had gone to the library evenings to study the Dewey Decimal System. Mr. Trampwell fought him toofless and nailed, Trampwell preferring his own “I know that book’s here somewhere, gimme just a goldarned minute” system. Now Zero was freed to divide The Yellow Harp into sections according to subject matter. He would shelve each book alphabetically according to author. He envisioned a card catalogue. His printing was neat, each letter carefully made bold and black. 

“Like me,” Zero laughed. He prided himself on his lettering. “I may not talk the talk, but I sho’ nuff writes the write.” 

Within a week, I jettisoned my plans to hire a graduate student part-time. 

A month later, on a bright, glorious Wednesday, when I arrived at the Yellow Harp, Zero was waiting in front, hat in hand. He was dressed in his Sunday best. Then I remembered. 

“Why don’t we take ourseffs a walkabout?” 

It was a wonderful idea. We headed to the great plaisance nearby in the middle of the midway. 

Chicago surprises. An inland ocean. A lakefront forever open, clear, and free. Not for nothing Chicago’s motto: Urbs in Horto—City in a Garden. Did you know? Grand boulevards connect—Logan, Humboldt, Douglas, Independence, Franklin, Marshall, Garfield, King, Midway Plaisance, arteries of green song where balloons, balls, and blankets rule, where young people with dogs chase frisbees and fly kites. To those who know they know better, know this—here you would build? A parking garage? A transit center? Asphalt? Concrete? No. Here our grandparents played; here our grandchildren shall. 

Neither of us said a word until we came to Laredo Taft’s magnificent sculpture, Fountain of Time, at the western end of the plaisance. We leaned against the low wall which curves in front of Taft’s tight pack parade of humanity. Before the crag-like figure of Time, hooded and carrying a scythe, march men, women, and children. Priest, warrior, child, mother, baker, and, perhaps too bookseller, shoulder to shoulder, forward to oblivion. Carved in stone, the quotation reads: 

Time goes, you say?

Ah no!

Alas, Time stays, we go.

“I will pay you seven hundred dollars a month,” I said. “Needless to say, I am not going to throw you out of your home. But I think it a good idea to confine the books to the basement and first floor. We’ll rehab the second floor into an apartment for you and make a loft-type place in the attic for me. It’s time we both moved up in the world! Assuming, of course, that this meets with your approval.” 

The big black man spoke three words that sounded like one, “Sure do, boss!” 

“You know I don’t like you calling me ‘Boss,’” I reminded him gently. 

“Sure do, boss!” he said again and we both laughed. 

***

[image: ]


LEGIONS OF DOLLARS went missing in action as Zero fussed over the work. Three months later he moved into his apartment. Another three months and my own moving day arrived. Another lifetime—and fortune—passed before towel racks, doorknobs, and window treatments were in place. The ancient garage was wrecked and hauled away. The new one, with walls of cardboard, officially “pressed wood,” had space for two cars and an attic for storage thanks to a pull down stairway. Zero bought a 1977 Buick—“Deuce and a Quarter, Boss!”—and I had the Volvo Val bequeathed me when we called it quits. 

Short-lived summer turned into endless winter. Zero and I cleaned the first floor until it sparkled. He and his buddies had packed nineteen thousand six hundred sixty-three books and trucked them over to Big O’s Moving and Storage on Stony Island. That’s the name of a street. Chicago has great street names—Cottage Grove, Arthington, Berenice, Throop, Kerfoot, Le Mal, Wabansia, Davo. Ernst, Flournoy. Hoxie! And, from seventh grade, the three that rhyme with vagina—Melvina, Paulina, and Lunt. 

I’d had misgivings but Zero insisted that the books would be safe at Big O’s and they were. Zero and his gang rolled and brushed thirty-five gallons of Benjamin Moore’s Oriental Silk onto walls and twenty gallons of its Antique White onto ceiling, trim, and baseboards. When the books returned and were properly shelved—oh happy day!—Zero said that The Yellow Harp looked as good as ‘the preacher’s wife on Easter Sunday.’ We made room for two six-foot-tall ficus and various ferns. Zero worried about having closed The Yellow Harp for nearly six months. 

“I hope we aint’ doing like my granddaddy did,” he lectured. “You see, Granddaddy, he had the best still for miles around up there in the hill country, down in Kainttucky. Granddaddy’s still was a still that never was still. It would shake like a washerwoman at prayer meetin’ time when the spirits took hole, but that there never still still put out the bess golddarn shine that side of the Blue Ridge. Old Granddaddy, he jess couldn’t keep his still workin’ round the clock enuff. But then one day he got this new lady come to live with him outta Nashville with her city airs and all. Loretta. That was her name, Loretta. Well, Loretta talked my granddaddy, Stetson Davy Crockett Jackson Lincoln— everyone called him the ‘Shine King’—into cleaning and polishing and tinkering with that still and fixin’ it up and makin’ it all shiny like so shiny in fact that you couldn’t look at it in the daytime without your eyes meltin’ into your cheekbones. It was that shiny, yes sir! And the business was never the same, no sir!” 

“The shine had lost its shine,” I said, mischievously. 

Zero gave an indulgent look. I thought of Val. 

“I can do better than that,” he said. “Still and all, time will tell. Remember, time stays. We goes.” 

***
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FINALLY THE BIG DAY arrived. The grand reopening of The Yellow Harp! For the first few hours, we were a big success. Irma and her jewelry came. Charlie Calahutty made his grand entrance. He surveyed the crowd, his eyebrows the ears of a hunting dog—not his kind (the men had long hair and the women short). A grasp of my wrist, a piercing of his eyes, sparse automatic words, and a deft pirouette to retreat to his limousine back to the north side and sanity. 

Wine, apple, cheese, and mushrooms floated by. Music pulsed. Multihued, we danced. Zero, his friends, and I raised paper cups to Trampwell. Most important of all, a mob of students showed up. Once again Zero was right. “They gonna come, boss, if you feed them free.” 

A procession of eight pale women appeared, in black capes and hoods, gypsy skirts of taffeta, thin blouses with billowy sleeves, hair pulled into buns. They did not wear make-up. A gong sounded the party to a stop as the women arranged themselves into a semi-circle, eyes closed, faces transfigured. One smushed a pamphlet into my hand, The Yellow Harp: Chicago’s First Feminist Center, before stepping forward like the conductor of an orchestra. Her sisters hummed like a deep forest. In the crucible of the room, hot in the abrupt stillness, she read from a scroll that shook in her hands. 

“A century ago, on this very spot, Cissy Sans Souci founded Chicago’s first feminist center.” Her voice scratched at our ears. “She named it The Yellow Harp. You may ask, ‘Why?’” 

“Why?” The voices of her fellows obediently asked. 

“Why was the sacred name, The Yellow Harp, chosen? Other names were not chosen. The Yellow Harp was. Not The Golden Harp, The Yellow Harp. You may ask, ‘Why?’” 

“They already did,” a slurred masculine voice shouted from the back of the room. “Get on with it.” 

“Why?” The women nonetheless asked again. 

“Because yellow symbolizes femininity. It lies between green and red, between the spectra of birth and death. We may rightly say, therefore, that yellow sustains. That yellow nurtures. That yellow is yin like the moon.”

“Yin like the moon,” the coven repeated. 

“But hers was a more delicate age. Female lushness is tucked safely inside. Yellow in the continuum of its ethereality is symbolic. The harp in its shape is also symbolic. It is uvonic. It is vulval and vulvar, uxorial and uterine. Yellow Harp is a double symbol to honor the plaintive cries Cissy San Souci heard for sisterhood justice, for sisterhood validation, for sisterhood power, for sisterhood unity. We, Sisters of the Sisterhood, say, ‘You are not forgotten, Cissy Sans Souci. We are the handmaidens of your vision. We are the servants of your truth. We pledge ourselves to honor your courage and be worthy of your name.’ Now I, Sister Emmeline, call upon Sister Medea.” 

Sister Emmeline’s testimony was clearly news to Zero as well for there was a puzzled look on his face which no doubt mirrored my own. 

Well, the building is more than a century old, I thought. Clearly Trampwell, Zero, and I are the wrongly gendered descendants of the sainted Cissy. 

The woman identified as Sister Medea stood next to the woman who had identified herself as Sister Emmeline. She threw her head back and closed her eyes. She started in a whisper that grew to a growl and ended in a shriek.

“Wellness of truth, Cissy Sans Souci!” 

The chorus before us moaned, “Wellness of truth.” 

“Scorned! Rejected! Shame, Chicago, shame! 

The chorus exploded, “SHAME! CHICAGO! SHAME!” 

Sister Medea: “Male genitalia are exposed! Unprotected! Weakness of flesh!” 

“EXPOSED! UNPROTECTED! WEAKNESS OF FLESH!” 

Medea again: “Female lushness is tucked safely inside!” 

“SO SAFELY INSIDE!” 

“We have cinnamon ears and lavender thighs!” 

“CINNAMON EARS! LAVENDER THIGHS!” 

All together now they chanted, “HOW CAN WE TELL THE FUCKER FROM THE FUCKED?” 

I scanned the first lines of The Yellow Harp: Chicago’s First Feminist Center. “At the turn of the century Cissy Sans Souci ran a literary salon catering to the cognoscenti of the budding metropolis. Her achievements now lost to history ...” 

That’s as far as I got for my attention was drawn back to the Sisters of the Sisterhood. A small hibachi grill had appeared, conjured from beneath the robes of Sister Emmeline. From under her cape Sister Medea presented a book, gripping it with both hands high over her head. It was Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead. She threw it on the grill, dousing with lighter fluid. Mailer illuminated. 

Zero was the first to come to his senses. He leapt towards The Naked and the Dead curling in smoke, but before he could reach Mailer afire, one of the Sisters tripped over her cape and fell against the grill. Like lightning bugs, bits of burning paper took to the air. The crowd panicked. There was a rush to the door. Hurly-burly, hurry-scurry, shelves came crashing down. The ficus tipped to the floor. 

I fought my way forward, but Zero got there first. He made good use of a fire extinguisher he had grabbed off the wall on what remained of Mailer. Then the real catastrophe. Lights flashing and sirens blaring, fire trucks came to our rescue. Windows and doors were smashed. Glass was everywhere. In great streaming arcs, Lake Michigan roared into The Yellow Harp. Sister Medea was blasted against one of the fallen ficus, her legs scissoring in the tumescent water’s thunder. I stumbled my way to a commanding figure in a red helmet. 

“Stop! Please stop!” I begged. “The fire, well, it wasn’t much of a fire, really, what there was of it, that is, was out before you got here.” 

“That may be,” the red helmet answered, “but we have to be sure. We cannot take chances. This is a bookstore. Books are made of paper. Paper is combustible. In fact, paper is one of the most combustible of combustibles.” The red helmet turned to direct another hose in the general direction of Sister Medea but then relented. 

“Okay,” he bellowed through a hand held megaphone, “it’s a wrap. The party’s over.” 

Sister Medea sputtered to her feet. Zero took her by the elbow to escort her outside, a sequined black sponge glimmering with sharded glass crystals. The firefighters sloshed through the remains of The Yellow Harp for another twenty minutes. Then they too were gone. 

Zero and I set to work to salvage what we could. Sometime in the middle of the weary night a squirrelly man in his thirties appeared.

“Alex Bezanis the name; fire adjusting the game.”

I didn’t know what a fire adjuster is or does. The days of the frontier are long gone. We may still be on our own, but we are not on our own alone. We do not fix our own cars. We do not prepare our own tax returns. Our presidents do not write their own speeches. Hired guns for all! Sign on the dotted line, as I quickly did, and Alex Bezanis would gird himself with measuring tape, camera, and calculator, to do battle on my behalf with the ones in whose good hands I most assuredly as it turned out was not. 

He was a wonder of knowledge and energy. He did not say the insurance company or the insurance firm. He said theinsurance and Alex Bezanis could not open his mouth without saying these two words, which sounded like one, theinsurance. He took command. 

“No! No! No!” he exclaimed. “First I must take pictures, lots of pictures, for theinsurance. You have to put them back, back like they were before. The shelves. How many? How many?”

“Five or six,” I answered. 

“Theinsurance! Theinsurance! Didn’t you think about theinsurance? Turn them all back over.” 

Zero and I began undoing our undoing of the Sisters’ undoing. Alex Bezanis snapped away, photo after photo. Alex’s board-up crew appeared—$1,850 for eight windows and two doors! 

“Theinsurance will pay. You wanna leave this place open all night? In this neighborhood?” 

A look came over Zero’s face that I knew only too well. 

As it turned out, The Yellow Harp was lucky. We were able to salvage all but thirty-eight books. The cruelest loss was a first edition of Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s autobiography. The following afternoon “Sister Loltun” appeared. Zero, his gang, and I had cleaned up the worst of the mess. New glass gleamed, courtesy of Alex Bezanis’ cousin, who owned Second City Glass. Ficus and fern were none the worse, really, from their short course in gender awareness. Carpenters resumed their clamoring in the attic—the finishing touches were never finished—as November, chilly and wet, laid siege to Chicago. 

She wore blue jeans and a tee shirt which featured Erté’s Queen of Sheba. Alluring. Zero was sleeping and I was on the telephone with Alex Bezanis, who needed yet another copy of yet another addendum to yet another supplement of The Yellow Harp’s insurance policy. At the closing, I was handed something Charlie Calahutty called a “binder.” Blinder was more like it. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her fresh breasts breathing. She patiently waited until I was through. 

“I have to talk to you,” she said quietly. Her hair stretched along the sides of her head into a bun. She did not wear make-up. 

“So, talk,” I answered coldly. She had long arms and graceful legs. 

“I am Sister Loltun. Or I was until yesterday.”

Her eyes? The loveliest of light browns. 

“I’m sorry,” she said in a whisper. 

“Take your sorrow somewhere else.” I started to turn. A few freckles sprinkled beneath the softness of her eyes. 

“When I found out what we were going to do,” she blurted, “burn a book! A book! Well, I couldn’t do that. So, I stayed in my dorm. I saw the whole thing on television.”

Gil Scott-Heron has it wrong, I thought. The revolution will be televised. 

“But, truly, sir, I never, for a second, imagined that it, the book burning, that is, would be done inside ... inside The Yellow Harp, sir.” 

You can imagine how I felt about her use of the military salutation. 

“Not so safely inside,” I said, but she did not hear me. 

“The Yellow Harp! Even if ...” She did not finish the sentence. 

“Even if what?” 

“Even if it is being desecrated by male chauvinist mercantilism!” 

“That’s really none of your business!” I was too fascinated by the curve of her neck to come up with anything better. 

“But it is, sir! It is!” she protested with the vehemence and innocence and purity of youth. When a beautiful woman is being her natural self, is there anything in the force of nature equal to her power? I softened. 

“Look, I have no doubt you mean well ...” 

She cut me off. “What I thought was ... was that I should at least help fix, well, help fix the damage.” Her eyes were wide with feeling. 

“That’s not necessary,” I said. “I too was young once and full of conviction, believe it or not.” 

“I believe it,” she interrupted. “I really do.” 

Well, what more is there to say? She loved books. The feel. The smell. Plus, it would be an honor to walk on the same floors once trod by the sainted Cissy. So I relented. 

Her name was Alice Treiger. She was given the name Sister Loltun in honor of the famous Yucatan cave. 

“A powerful womb symbol,” she laughed. 

“I believe it,” I said. “I really do.” 

Disapproval spread across her face. 

“My coming to you now is strictly to make amends.” There was worse news. She had a boyfriend, Jimmy, who drove a cab. “Sister Medusa says I am a collaborationist.” 

“Collaborate away!” I said. 

“Strictly to make amends,” Sister Loltun repeated, breaking the brief lock of our eyes. She walked to the back of the room. To my approving amazement, she and Zero soon were humming about like two happy bees. 

It was just my luck that Jimmy turned out to be a decent fellow. He loved Alice and Alice loved him. So there you have it. Two’s company, three’s a crowd, four’s a party. Soon Alice, Jimmy, Zero, and I settled down into a comfortable ménage a quatre. I used the last of Ma’s bounty to buy the boarded-up building next door, to be used initially for storage. For, despite Alex Bezanis’ best efforts, theinsurance paid nothing. Nada. Zilch. Yes, the policy read: 

ATLANTIS FIDELITY INSURANCE

Special Multi-Peril

AAA

Comprehensive Deluxe Business Owner’s

Hazard, Fire, Liability, Business Interruption

FULL COVERAGE

But that didn’t mean anything. It was, as always, the small print that mattered, and the small print explicitly excluded “any loss resulting in any way under any circumstance from any act of any kind of any terrorism, anytime and anywhere and by any one.” 

“Anys from Hell we call them,” Alex Bezanis said. “Like pennies from heaven. Get it?” 

I got it. I wouldn’t get it. Theinsurance is wonderful, truly. It gives you key chains, flashlights, pencils, pens, scratch pads, paper clip holders, and calendars. And what do you do? You mistake its kindness for weakness. You file a claim! Even when, clearly, the Sisters of the Sisterhood are terrorists! 

It took two months to rehab all that the Sisters of the Sisterhood’s evening of herstory had wrought. (Rehab is a synonym for torture.) Alice graduated with a B.A. in philosophy, cum laude, no less. She was thinking about grad school, she was thinking about business school, she was thinking, God help her, about law school. The Vals already in line would have eaten her for lunch. 

“I don’t think so,” I said. 

“Well, I have to do something. I can’t find a job, especially now that I’ve graduated. Cum laude makes it even worse. I am over-qualified.” 

“We are the victims of our own success.” 

So we decided to fix up the place next door. Zero came up with the name. Daughters’ Domain. Alice and Jimmy would run it. It would specialize in all things feminist. As the months passed, everyone thought I was some kind of marketing genius. The symbiosis between The Yellow Harp and Daughters Domain was “great merchandising strategy,” according to the Daily Crimson, “likely one day to be a case study in urban marketing.” 

Its grand opening was a huge success. That is to say the Sisters of the Sisterhood behaved themselves, content with reciting their chant and taking credit for Alice’s, Jimmy’s, Zero’s, and my hard work. Every day thereafter a stampede of women laid claim to their new dominion while The Yellow Harp’s male chauvinist mercantilism babysat their boyfriends next door. Ka-ching! 

***

[image: ]


THREE YEARS PASSED. Alice and Jimmy got married. 

“Jumped the broom,” Zero said. 

We fixed up the second floor above Daughters Domain, Alice and Jimmy set up house, the money was fine. God was in her heaven and all was right with the world, except for Chicago’s winters. It is a lie that you get used to them. It is probably also a lie that they kill germs. So there I was, hunkering down for another six months of nasty cold and short tempers, rereading Richard Wright’s The Outsider when Irma called. As I said, Irma and I had both mellowed. She wasted no time in setting me up. 
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