



[image: Cover Image]





Paroxysm


Matthew Hughes


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com



      
      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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A casual visitor would never have suspected that the low-rise, blond-brick structure on the outskirts of a small town in one of the fly-over states would be the source of so many deaths. But the place had never had any casual visitors.


Officially, it was a repository for outdated military records, and that description tallied with the utilitarian, floor-to-ceiling shelving that filled its windowless interior. Each shelf was crammed with alphabetically ordered file folders that bore authentic, color-coded labels.


A closer inspection would have revealed that the electronic security around the building was much more sophisticated than its purported contents warranted. The armed military police might have seemed too many and too vigilant to be safeguarding nothing more than a collection of manpower reports and convoy manifests that dated back to the Korean War.


But there had been very few close inspections during the more than two decades since the facility had been constructed, equipped and staffed. The inspectors had ignore the camouflaging paper stored above ground. Instead, the focus was on the work taking place in the three stories built beneath its government-issue surface. The first inspection had come in 1973, just before the installation’s commissioning; a team of specialist engineers had fine-toothed the intricate matrix of gaskets, traps, filters and vacuum pumps that hermetically sealed the lower floors from the rest of the world. The pumps and fans had started up, and had run continuously ever since.


The last inspection, undertaken in mid-2007, had been much more casual. A major general and his aide wandered around the labs and data processing center for fifteen minutes, idly fingered the equipment, stared at the staff, then announced that the facility was to be permanently moth-balled. The visitors did not go down to the ultra-secure lowest floor – referred to by the scientists who worked there as “the well” – because there was not much to see, except for steel containers stored behind triple-sealed safety glass. And no matter how many stars the major general had on his collar, if he went down the well, he would not be let out again before enduring a tedious half hour of decontamination.


Between the first and last inspections, the installation had been of interest only to the small group of carefully chosen people who worked in it, and to the fewer than ten very senior people in the military and the government whose need-to-know status encompassed its existence. Not even the soldiers who guarded the place knew what went on underground. But they knew that any inquiries in that direction would mean a quick transfer and a damaging paragraph in the permanent record.


Six months after the major general brought the order to shut down, with most of the salvageable equipment already stripped and shipped, and with most of the staff pensioned off or reassigned, the brigadier who had commanded the unit for almost all of its existence arrived for his last day on the post.


The MP at the front gate came out of the guardhouse as the car pulled up, and bent to look in the windows. He recognized three of the men in the car: the brigadier, a lean, hard-faced career officer, coming to clean out his desk; his aide, a smooth and sly-eyed major, who would be following the general into retirement; and the plump, balding man who had been chief of civilian scientific personnel. The guard noted that the scientist looked nervous and unhappy; but then that was nothing unusual. Each man held up a plastic laminated security pass worn on a chain around his neck.


The driver was new, a middle-aged man in a cheap suit fresh off the rack. To the military policeman’s observant eye, the man’s style said former soldier; the puffy flesh under the eyes said active service boozehound.


The general leaned forward from the back seat. “This is Raifort, my new driver,” he said.


The guard leaned over to the car window. “I’ll need to see his pass, General.”


“Of course. Show him your pass, Raifort.”


Everybody on the post knew that the long-service noncom who had been the general’s driver for several years was away on emergency compassionate leave. His wife had been severely injured in a hit-and-run the week before. The general had declined a replacement from the unit’s dwindling complement, saying he would instead hire a civilian for his final days, someone who could continue to work for him after he retired.


Raifort proffered a plastic-laminated blue card. The MP studied it. It was a temporary pass, allowing the man onto the post as long as he was escorted. It had been signed by the general.


The guard opened the gates and waved the car through. It rolled to the end of the driveway, turned and passed down the side of the building to where a ramp sloped down to a roll-up steel door.


The door opened, and Raifort wheeled the car carefully into the underground parking garage, putting it in the general’s marked space next to the glassed-in guard post beside the elevator. Here the four men left the vehicle and went through the same procedure of showing their passes.


The MP in the booth pushed a button and the elevator door opened. The four men entered and the aide used his key to unlock the control panel and press the bottom-most button. The elevator descended silently for thirty seconds.


When the door opened again, they exited into a concrete world. Floor, ceiling and walls were a uniform hard gray. They came into a space ten feet square, containing a steel desk, chair and lockable filing cabinet, the key to which was on the belt of an MP master sergeant. The belt also carried a holstered pistol. The noncom saluted, then inspected their passes.


“Last day, Ted,” said the general to the sergeant. “Sorry to see it end. Been good duty.”


“Yes sir,” said the noncom. “Good duty.”


A steel door was set into the wall opposite the elevator, an electronic key pad beside it. The sergeant tapped in the day’s code and stepped back.


The moment the door swung open, a draft of air was sucked from the lobby. All of the space that lay beyond the door was negatively pressurized, so that air blew into it from the outside. For thirty-four years, air had only moved from out to in. Had it ever moved the other way, alarms would have screamed, automatic doors would have slammed shut, and anyone on the wrong side of those doors would have stayed there a long time. Perhaps forever.


But that was back when the facility was active, back before the convoy of specially fitted trucks had come to carry away a small sample of each carefully engineered micro-organism and precisely constructed molecule that had been made down the well. The samples had been put in storage in a vault whose security apparatus made Fort Knox look like a five-and-dime store. The rest of the material – enough to make life thoroughly miserable if not impossible for a billion people – was boiled, irradiated, scorched by ultraviolet light, chemically disassembled and neutralized, then finally flash-incinerated at steel-melting temperatures until nothing much remained. The nothing much was nonetheless sealed in lead lined concrete forms and buried in a disused salt mine in Utah.


Now the labs were empty, the personnel reassigned or retired, the equipment stripped away. The guards continued to carry out the security procedures because no one had told them not to. So the four men followed the wafts of cool air through the steel door and into a room where they disrobed and hung their clothes in green lockers. Rings, watches, even the security passes, were stored away.


An MP watched from a glassed-in enclosure, and did not press the button that opened the door to the next room until he saw that all four men were completely naked. He noticed that Raifort’s left thigh ended just below the hip, where it met a government-issue artificial leg.


The next room contained benches and shelves of clothing, loose fitting shirts and pants, underwear and slippers. The four men dressed, then the major opened the door – this one an ordinary wooden panel – and they stepped into another concrete corridor. It led them to a suite of offices.


The brigadier and the major had adjoining rooms, their dimensions and contents conforming to the specifications laid down in a Pentagon manual. The junior officer followed the senior into the larger office, but the brigadier waved him away. The major then went instead to his own cubicle, while the brigadier instructed Raifort to assist the scientist.


The general’s office contained a desk, three chairs, a filing cabinet and a credenza – all supplied by the military and all to remain where they were. The only non-issue items in the room were in frames on the walls: a citation for efficiency, a certificate attesting to the brigadier’s mid-class standing at his graduation from West Point, and a few photographs.


The general quickly took them down and stacked them on the desk. A moment later, the major came in with a similar pile of memorabilia: his had fewer photographs, and the citation was for marksmanship. The major piled his stuff on top of the brigadier’s and picked up the pile.


The general did not give the office where he had spent most of the past twenty-three years so much as a parting glance. He strode out into the hall, followed by the laden major.


The scientist and Raifort came out of the former’s office down the hall. The balding man carried a plastic box filled with the kind of paraphernalia that accumulates on some people’s desks: balanced steel sculptures that rotate when touched; ball bearings hung by wires from a metal frame, so that they clacked together in syncopated rhythm; colored liquid gels trapped between panes of plexiglass that imitated wave action when tilted. The driver held a second box that contained more of the same.


They reentered the corridor, but went past the door by which they had entered from the dressing room. They stopped at a steel portal next to a glassed-in booth, where yet another armed MP pressed a control that made the heavy door slide open.


Beyond was a tiled room with benches where they undressed and deposited their “inside clothes” in bins. At the far end of the room was another guard in a booth, a steel exit and a hatchway with a hinged panel set into the wall. After disrobing, the major passed the pile of framed documents and photos through the opening. Raifort and the scientist did the same with the boxes of bric a brac.


Naked, they walked to the exit door next to the hatchway. The door did not open. The brigadier looked at the MP corporal in the guard booth. The man was clearly trying to make up his mind.


“Sorry, general,” the noncom said after a moment, “but I have to ask your man to..., well, to put his leg through the hatch, sir.”


The brigadier looked at Raifort. The driver went and sat down on a bench. “What the hell,” he said, and began unstrapping the prosthesis. When it was loose he handed it to the major, who carried it to the hatchway and passed it through.


The one-legged man stood up on his remaining limb.


“Could you help me, sir?” he asked the major. The officer allowed the driver to put his left arm over his shoulder, and supported Raifort as he hopped to the doorway. The guard opened the door and they went into the decontamination suite.


The procedure here was thorough, but much less comprehensive than if they had been returning from the well. They showered in chemically treated water using specially formulated granular liquid soaps – long showers that involved particular attention to the parts of the body covered in hair, and to folds, wrinkles and indentations. They dried themselves under hot air vents, then stood with eyes closed for five minutes in a room lined with intense ultraviolet lights. The major helped support Raifort.


While they were so occupied, the items they had passed through the hatchway were carried by a conveyor belt to a small sealed chamber. Here the officer’s documents, the scientist’s knick-knacks and the driver’s leg were subjected to similar procedures. The goods were sprayed, doused and scrubbed by technicians who used remote manipulator arms to reach through the chamber’s glass wall.


At the end of the process, the objects were delivered by conveyor belt to two security officers, who carefully inspected each item, even to the point of removing the cushioned pad that capped the artificial leg. The officer tapped the end of the hexagonal steel rod that descended through the plastic body of the leg from its top to the knee joint. Its top was flush with the plastic surface. It was solid.


The items the four men had brought from their offices were compared one by one against detailed descriptions on a list. Nothing that was not pre-approved as personal property and authorized to be removed would be allowed to leave the premises.


The security personnel delivered the goods to the locker room where the brigadier’s party had left their clothing. But the four men had one more procedure to endure before they were reunited with their possessions.


They entered a small room whose exit was controlled by another guard in a booth. An MP lieutenant rose from a desk. He saluted, then carefully maintained a poker face as, beginning with the brigadier, he ran his fingers through the hair of each man and asked each to open his mouth. Then he put on a disposable plastic glove, and went back to the general.


“Sir,” he said.


The brigadier about faced and bent over. The lieutenant made sure that the general had nothing to conceal. The MP discarded the glove in a bin, got another from the stack, and approached the major.


The scientist, when it was his turn, said, “Here’s something I won’t miss.”


“Yes, sir,” said the MP.


When Raifort had been checked, leaving him red faced, the lieutenant nodded to the MP in the guard booth, and the door to the locker room swung open. Raifort hopped to the bench where his artificial leg lay and strapped it on. They dressed and picked up the items they had brought from the offices. The general opened the door to the lobby, and they left.


The master sergeant with the pistol and MP brassard stood to attention and saluted. The brigadier took the salute, and said, “Goodbye, sergeant.”


The man moved the control that opened the elevator doors. “Goodbye, sir,” he said.


Two minutes later, the brigadier’s car was through the front gate and heading toward the interstate highway. It traveled north for twenty-five minutes at the speed limit, being passed by every other vehicle going in the same direction.


“I don’t think we’re being followed,” said the major.


“I agree,” said the brigadier. The scientist let out a trembling breath. Raifort said nothing.


“Take the next exit going east,” the major said.


The driver nodded. A mile further on, he eased the car off the interstate and onto a two-lane blacktop. For the next half hour, the major occasionally issued terse instructions, and Raifort followed them until the car pulled into a played out gravel pit, next to an abandoned farm that was scheduled to be bulldozed for a miniature golf course.


At the center of the place was a roughly circular, water-filled hole twenty yards across and more than ten yards deep. The gravel excavators had long ago struck an underground spring; when there was still gravel to be taken, a pump had kept the hole from filling up. Now the pump had been hauled away, and the pit had filled with opaque green water, on which floated a mat of algae.


Raifort stopped the car near the slimy pool and switched off the engine. He opened his door and swung around in the driver’s seat so that his feet touched the ground. Grunting, he pulled up his pants leg and unstrapped the prosthesis. Meanwhile, the major got out the other side and walked around the car. Raifort handed him the leg.


The scientist was in the front passenger seat, with a box of his desk toys on his lap. He reached into the box and brought out one of the devices. It was a three-dimensional lattice-work of stainless steel rods, with a cap and base of dark, polished wood; when it was tilted, a polished brass ball rolled from level to level.


The balding man wiped his sweating hands on his shirt, then gave the toy’s top a clockwise twist. The wood separated from the metal with a click, and the lattice-work of bars collapsed in on itself, the ball rolling free. Most of the rods remained connected, but two separated and came loose. The scientist handed these two past Raifort to the major.


One of the rods ended in a hexagonal socket; the second had a hole through its middle that exactly fitted the squared off other end of the socketed piece: put together, they made a T-shaped socket wrench.


The major put them together. Then he removed the pad at the top of the leg and applied the socket to the end of the steel rod that passed through the plastic thigh. He pressed the socket down onto the plastic that surrounded the rod, and maintained the pressure steadily for almost a minute.


The pressure caused heat. The plastic had the particular quality of contracting when its temperature was sufficiently raised. As the major pressed down on the material surrounding the top of the six-sided rod in the center of the false limb, the plastic shrank and allowed the socket to slide snugly down over the steel. The major turned the T-wrench.


The rod did not run all the way from the cushion pad to the knee. Instead, it was a lock-nut that held the top of the artificial leg to the rest of the prosthesis. Now the top came off, revealing a cylindrical compartment six inches deep and an inch-and-a-half in diameter.


The major carefully upended the leg, and held his hand beneath the hole in its middle. An object slid silently out of the cavity. It was made of dull black metal, of a size and shape to fit precisely the space in which it had been hidden. Rounded on the ends, it resembled a giant version of the gelatin capsules the pharmaceutical industry uses to package individual doses of antibiotics.


The major hefted it gently in his hand. “Well, now,” he said, and looked at the brigadier.


“Very well, indeed,” said the general, and smiled.


The scientist looked away. He did not like to think about how he had carried the capsule from down the well up to the washroom beside his office. He had concealed it in his colon, knowing that body cavity searches took place only at the very last security check.


Before that, he had spent weeks watching and waiting for brief opportunities. He’d loitered, sweating, until his subordinates would leave the deep lab; or he’d send them on manufactured errands, to give himself time to steal, little by little, the substance that was now in the capsule.


The lab’s storage facility had contained ten flasks of the stuff, each holding five hundred centiliters of the agent. The agent was not part of any active research program. Field tests were over. The material was now in secure storage, kept against the day when someone in authority ordered its use.


To the ten flasks, he had contrived to add an eleventh. Who would notice an extra container at the back of the storage locker? Then, over a period of weeks, he had surreptitiously transferred fifty cc’s from each legitimate flask to his extra one. At the end it was easier, because most of the staff were gone, but sometimes it was hard to come up with a plausible reason for going down the well.


“Just checking a couple of things,” became his regular refrain. His colleagues, especially those who were lucky enough to be reassigned instead of forcibly retired, told each other he was in denial. Making work for himself, they said. Poor asshole.


Then, came the last-but-one day, the day before the trucks would come to haul away the ten flasks. He had gone into work, with the specially made capsule in its rectal hiding place, feeling like he was going to lose it – literally – any second. They never check you going in, never on the way in, he kept telling himself as he passed through the layers of security.


And then down the well, the capsule pressing on his anal sphincter like an enema with a mind of its own. Then getting it out – what a mess – and filling it from the bootlegged storage flask, which he then had to rinse clean in the lab sink and toss into the disposal bin.


Then reinserting the capsule into his rectum, thinking Christ, what if there’s a droplet of the agent on the casing?, knowing all too well what the stuff would do to him. Thinking about it all the way up to the washroom that was down the hall from his office. Then more distasteful mess, until finally the capsule was hidden in his desk, behind some papers.


The next day, the trucks came, took away all the chemicals, all the microbes. He’d supervised the loading and signed off on the ten flasks. Then he’d waited, and waited, and waited: for the knock on the door in the middle of the night, for the MPs filling his office doorway, for the handcuffs and the barred windows and the rest of his life in a federal penitentiary.


But none of that ever came. Instead, here he was on a fine, crisp morning in a beat-up old gravel pit, with the major holding up the capsule and the brigadier smiling from the back seat of the car.


And Raifort clearing his throat, in a meaningful way.


Raifort didn’t know what the capsule contained, and didn’t care. “Can I have the leg back?” he said. “And I think I got something else coming.”


“You do indeed,” said the brigadier. “Well done, sergeant.” He turned to his aide. “Major?”


The general handed the major a briefcase through the car window. The major gently placed the capsule on the ground, received the briefcase and opened it. Inside it was filled with foam padding, into which a space for the capsule had been cut. The major fitted the capsule into the cavity, closed the briefcase, and handed it back to the general.


Then, using the T-wrench again, the major quickly reassembled the artificial leg and passed it back to Raifort. The driver strapped on the prosthesis and got out of the car to make it fit properly by walking a few steps on it.


“This is a damn good leg,” he said. “Better than that piece a crap the VA give me.”


The major also disassembled the steel tool and handed it to the scientist. “Put it back together,” he said.


The balding man stared. “What for?”


The brigadier leaned over the front seat. “Because details count,” he said. “You do the details right, the big things tend to stay on track.”


The scientist shrugged and put the toy back together. It was easy; he’d practiced doing it so many times that he could fit the components together and snap the thing into shape in under fifteen seconds. The brigadier and the major had made him practice.


Raifort was clearing his throat again. The brigadier made a motion with his head, and the major went to the back of the car and opened the trunk. He came back to the front of the car with a zipper-top canvas bag, placed it on the hood and opened it.


Raifort looked into the bag and made a sound in the back of his throat. He pulled out one of the bundles of twenty dollar bills and riffled it.


“Whatever we just did, general, it was worth it,” he said, rummaging around in the bag.


The general got out of the car and produced a chased silver flask from his breast pocket. “And that was only the beginning,” he said, handing Raifort the container.


The one-legged man uncapped the flask, sniffed its neck delicately, then put it to his mouth and up-ended it. His Adam’s apple bobbed once, then twice, and was heading back for a third time when the major put a small-caliber automatic to the back of Raifort’s head and pulled the trigger twice.


With the muzzle pressed tight against the victim’s skull, the shots sounded no louder than a couple of vigorous hand claps. Liquor spewed from the driver’s mouth, but he was already dead before the first drops touched the ground.


The brigadier’s flask tinkled musically on the stones. He bent and picked it up, wiped its mouth and took a swallow as major went back to the car’s trunk and pulled out a length of heavy chain.


The brigadier called the scientist to assist the major. The civilian worked unhappily but efficiently to help wrap Raifort tightly. Then the scientist grabbed the corpse’s ankles – one flesh, one steel – and prepared to lift, but the major said, “Wait a second.”


He went back to the trunk and brought out a long-bladed chef’s knife. The scientist looked away as the major slit the dead man’s belly. “Stop him from floating when he gasses up,” he said. “Okay, let’s put him to bed.”


He grabbed the shoulders of Raifort’s jacket and the scientist took the legs. They carried the body to the edge of the green pool, swung it together twice, and on the third time they tossed it so it arced out and down, broke the green surface and disappeared from view. The major threw the pistol and knife after it while the greasy ripples were still slurping at the rim of the pit.


The major drove them away from the gravel pit, the scientist beside him. The brigadier sat in the back, with both the briefcase and the bag of money.


They drove to the airport; the general had chartered a private jet. It flew them to Portland, Oregon, where a bank deposit box yielded three false passports. They put the capsule where the passports had been.


They bought a used car for cash, and crossed the border into Canada before dark, in plenty of time to catch their Air Canada flight to Hong Kong.


A week later, they were comfortably housed in a small commercial hotel on the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur, conducting exploratory meetings with the clients.
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Lou Meecham’s grip tightened on the Toyota’s steering wheel, and he kept his eyes on the winding, two-lane blacktop that was pulling him deeper into central Oregon’s Prescott Valley. With the windows rolled up, the only sound was the hum of the little white car’s dinky-toy wheels on the asphalt, and right now that was all he wanted to hear.


Then the soothing hum was broken by a sigh. Adele was not going to let it slide. He’d once told her she’d have made a great shortstop: she never let anything drop. So now Lou ducked his head a fraction lower, like a turtle trying to pull back into its shell, and waited for the inevitable.


“All I’m saying, Lou, is you don’t have to take that kind of thing from people.”


Her voice still had that same warm, honeyed sound that he remembered from thirty-five years ago, back when he’d been a raw buck sergeant waiting to ship out, and she’d been his new bride. He’d been flat bellied with a full head of hair, she’d been soft and rounded, and together they’d been heaven. He’d never got mad at her, not then, not now. How could he? She was his one true bearing on the world’s map, the single fixed point that let him navigate his way out and back again.


He kept his eyes on the road and his tone mild. “Can we drop it, Adele?”


She sighed again. “They had plenty of tables. If you’d just said, ‘Let me see the manager...’“


“Can we drop it?”


She turned and looked out the passenger window. Oregon’s low, folded hills eased by them. “Sure, we can drop it. Like we’ve been doing all these twenty years.”


He made a noise in his throat like a tired old circus bear being prodded to do tricks. She wanted to let it go, but habit set a hard rule. “Well,” she said, “you don’t have to let people push you around. Waiters and cab drivers and customers...”


He looked at her. “Adele, please. We took this vacation to get away from the hassles. So let’s leave it, okay? We’ll get lunch back at the hotel, it’ll be fine.”


His eyes hadn’t changed, still looked at her as if she was some kind of wondrous, technicolor vision that might suddenly fade and leave him back in sepia-tinted mundanity. She put a hand on his arm. “Ah, Lou,” she said.


He smiled. “It’ll be fine.”


“If only, just one time, you’d push back, let yourself get mad, you’d see that most people are just as scared as you are.”


He snapped back to the road again. “Whattaya sayin, scared? I’m not scared. I just don’t want any trouble. I just wanna be left...”


A roaring shadow fell over the little car, and a buffet of air rocked it on its suspension. A highway bus swept past them, the tops of its thrumming wheels level with Lou’s eyes. He gripped the steering wheel harder, as the Toyota was jostled by the larger vehicle’s slipstream. “What the hell?” he shouted.


A five-ton yellow rental truck zoomed past, riding the bus’s bumper, then a black panel van. Lou looked up as it passed him. The windows were closed and tinted black. He could see vague shapes behind the glass.


Four more identical vans followed, then came a carry-all with the markings of the state highways department. As it passed him, Lou looked across at the two men in the front seats. The nearer of the two, a lean jawed, crew-cut blond in his thirties, glanced down at Lou with disinterest, then turned to say something to his driver. The highways truck sped up, passing the other vehicles and disappearing around a curve ahead.


Lou eased up on the gas, putting room between himself and the vans. “Must be a convention or something, at the hotel,” he said.


“This road doesn’t go anywhere else,” she agreed. “I hope they’re not going to make a lot of noise tonight.”


A mile farther on, the road curved around a hill and continued across a low-rise concrete bridge that spanned the Prescott River. The highways department truck stopped on the gravel shoulder just short of the abutment. A few moments later, the bus swished by, rattling a loosely mounted road sign that informed travelers that the lakeside resort town of Prescott Springs lay beyond the river.


Not long after, the Meechams’ car followed the vans across the bridge, heading for the cluster of frame houses grouped in a few blocks south of Prescott Lake, and the town’s centerpiece, the granite pile that was the Prescott Springs Hotel. Halfway between the river crossing and the lake the Toyota passed a weather-beaten old brick structure, its front partially built of opaque glass blocks, behind a sagging chain-link fence. A sheet-metal sign dangling from rusty chains above the padlocked gate advertised the place as the bottling plant of the “Prescott Springs Mineral Water Company, Established 1892.” A smaller placard at eye level conveyed the additional information that the plant was closed.


Back at the bridge, the sound of the Toyota diminished into the distance, and the highways truck’s doors flew open. Six men got out, dressed alike in coveralls and orange vests with fluorescent stripes. Except for Wexler, the blond from the shotgun seat, all of them were in their twenties, hard-looking, easy moving men with flat eyes. They worked quickly and purposefully, not needing to be told what to do, arranging plastic cones and wooden sawhorse barriers to block the road at both ends of the bridge.


When the barricades were in place, two of the men lifted handheld traffic control signs from the carry-all, and went out on the road at either end of the span. The rest of the crew ranged themselves along the bridge’s parapet, and began a desultory tapping at the concrete with hammers and cold chisels, like geologists taking samples. Wexler unclipped a walkie-talkie from his belt and rapidly tapped the “send” button three times. The radio squawked twice in reply.


For two or three minutes, there was no sound or movement other than what the young men were doing to the parapet. Then a beat-up blue pick-up came around a bend in the road and pulled up at the barrier. The truck bed was piled high with bales of alfalfa, the driver a stringy old woman in overalls and a straw hat.


The blond man approached the driver’s window. “You live in Prescott Springs?”


The old woman nodded. “I run sheep on a place the other end of the lake. What’s the trouble here?”


“No trouble,” said Wexler, nodding to the sign holder to open the barrier. “Maybe some cracks in the pilings. We’re just checking it now. You can go through.”


The pick-up ground forward with a clash of gears, and the barrier closed behind it. Two minutes later, a Dodge minivan came around the curve, driven by a soft faced man wearing a designer shirt and a Cartier watch. His carefully coordinated wife looked alertly at the activity on the bridge, while the two kids in the back seat kept their eyes and fingers on their hand-held video games.


Wexler smiled at the driver. “Hi. You folks live in Prescott Springs?”


“No,” was the reply. “We’re just going to picnic by the lake.”


The blond man shook his head. “Sorry. May have to close this bridge soon. Since it’s the only way in or out of town, you could be stuck here a couple days.” He pointed with his chin back the way the minivan had come. “Saw a pretty nice spot back down the road, you want to try it.”


The driver spoke over his shoulder to the kids in the back. “Sorry, guys.”


The wife frowned, but the kids paid no attention. The man shrugged, said “thanks,” put the vehicle through a three-point turn, and headed back down the road out of the Prescott Valley.


Minutes passed and nothing more came down the road. The only sounds were the men’s aimless tapping at the parapet and the chuckle of the river washing past the bridge supports. One of the men picked up a pebble from the deck and dropped it into the water, listening to the “floop” it made as it broke the surface and watching the ripples rapidly break up on the moving flow. The man reached for another pebble; as he did so, he found Wexler’s gaze on him, and a shiver went up his back as he read the message in that furious stare. Then he saw something that instantly made him drop the stone, reach for his hammer and get looking busy. A black limousine with tinted windows eased into view around the hill and approached the barrier.


The squad leader turned to follow the other man’s gaze, then snapped to attention as the car came to a stop and the rear passenger window rolled halfway down. The face framed by the glass and chrome was of a man in his late fifties. The lean cheeks and thin lips bespoke an ascetic temperament, to which the dark, sunken eyes added more than a tinge of cruelty. Before his retirement from the military, Parker DeVoin had never been the kind of general soldiers would gladly follow into hell; he was instead the kind of martinet who would consign to perdition any man who failed to meet his exacting standards.


His eyes swept over the activity on the bridge, then came back to the squad leader. “Your report, Mr. Wexler,” he said.


“Phase one on track and on time, General.”


DeVoin nodded. “Carry on, Lieutenant.”


“Sir!”


The man almost threw a salute, but checked the reflex in time. The limo window rolled up and the car moved across the bridge toward town. The lieutenant turned to the man who had dropped the pebble.


“Hagen!” he barked. “Relieve Medford here.” He indicated the man with the slow/stop sign. “I want you where I can see you.”


Hagen left his hammer and vaulted over the barrier in time to catch the sign the Medford tossed to him. Another car was coming, and he walked out into the middle of the road. The squad leader came up behind him, put his lips close to the younger man’s ear and said, “This ain’t Bragg, asshole. There’s no company punishment, no confined to barracks. You fuck up, the general’s gonna tell me to put one through your useless, empty head, and you know I’ll do it.”


Hagen swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”


“Now stop the car and be polite.”


“Yes, sir.”


Bridge Road ended by curving into the town’s principal thoroughfare, which ran from west to east along the south shore of the lake. On the maps it was identified as Prescott Avenue, but the locals called it Main Street. It was three short blocks of small stores, taverns and restaurants that did eighty per cent of their annual business during the four months that Prescott Springs was filled with tourists.


The east end of Prescott Avenue was anchored by the town’s baseball diamond, beyond which it connected with Mill Road, still named for the long defunct sawmill that had provided the lumber for most of the town’s buildings. The west end was dominated by the chest-high stone wall that surrounded the Prescott Springs Resort Hotel.


The hotel had been built to ride the wave of health faddism that had enlivened some levels of American society in the late nineteenth century, producing cure-all “tonics” like Coca Cola and breakfast foods like Kellogg’s corn flakes, the latter being first touted as a cure for masturbation. Prescott Spring’s contribution to the mania had been its mineral waters, piped into the hotel from a naturally occurring source beneath an outcropping of limestone a hundred yards west along the lakeshore. When the hotel became a popular destination, its owners added a bottling plant and profited by shipping Prescott Springs water as far south as San Francisco and east to Chicago, until the “wellness” craze evaporated at the turn of the century.


After the initial enthusiasm passed, bottled mineral water never became as popular a soft drink in America as it was in Europe. Prescott Springs continued to supply a few specialty stores, and its outpourings enjoyed a mild resurgence with the post-World War II controversy over fluoridation of municipal water systems. By the 1990s, when the national taste again veered toward bottled mineral water, something more might have been done with what Prescott Springs had to offer. But by then the inheritors of the hotel and bottling plant had long since sold out to a chain based in the east, and the distant decision-makers had no interest.


In late 2007, with tourism slumping along with the rest of the economy, the chain downsized and put both assets on the market. It was more than two years before they sold. The new owner, an anonymous numbered company, immediately instituted cost-saving measures that resulted in severe cutbacks among the hotel staff and a flat-out closure of the bottling plant.


The damage done to the economy of Prescott Springs showed in the empty streets and boarded up houses. The PriceRite clothing store was bare, a “FOR LEASE” sign propped in the display window. At Sarah’s Gift Shop, above the display of flint arrowheads, folk art carvings and ceramic ashtrays, the sign read “CLOSING SALE – 50% OFF.” In front of Fung’s Groceries,a straggle of men had nothing better to do in mid-afternoon than pitch pennies. Outside Bob’s Tavern, two angry drunks in work clothes were pushing each other toward a fight, while a ring of beer drinkers had come outside to egg them on.


As the Meechams’ Toyota rounded the curve from Bridge Road and headed for the hotel gate directly across from the tavern, Lou knew that Adele’s eye was not on the street scene; he caught her trying to sneak a peek at her watch. The coffee shop closed at three, and they’d had nothing to eat since breakfast. She’d be wanting to nudge him husband, but would restrain herself because there was already tension between them. But because he had seen the surreptitious time check he considered himself nudged anyway.


The fight outside the tavern was escalating. The pushing had now become grappling, and soon both men were rolling on the sidewalk, flailing at each other ineffectually with blows that would have been haymakers if the combatants had been sober.


Lou indicated the brawl with a flick of his balding head. “There, you see?”


Adele looked vaguely toward the disturbance, now falling behind them. “See what?”


He shook his head. “Never mind.”


He steered the car into the hotel grounds and parked in the lot on the west side of the building. As they walked toward the front door of the hotel, Adele urged him to hurry, but Lou stopped, his attention caught by the scene in the parking area.


“Wait a minute,” he said, and went to look.


The bus was parked against the hotel’s side wall, its baggage compartment beneath the passenger cabin propped open, so that a chain of men could pass duffel bags from the bus to the hotel’s rear doors. The five-ton rental truck was nearby, its back door open; men with dollies were manhandling heavy crates and spools of cable out of it and wheeling them into the building.


All of the men were young, none past their early thirties, Lou noted, except for a handful of older guys who were directing the work. They were casually dressed in denim and sweats, but there was nothing casual about the way they emptied the bus and stacked the bags just inside the hotel’s metal-covered service door. They worked quietly and briskly, with no banter.


“What is this?” Lou said, mostly to himself.


Adele took her husband’s arm. “I want lunch,” she said. “It’s almost three.”


He allowed himself to be pulled away.












  

    

3


Jeff Cameron could see right away that his boss was having an even worse day than usual. Jeff stepped lightly down the service stairs that spiraled down from the kitchens, looking good in his red, white and black waiter’s outfit the way he’d looked good in his high school baseball colors, thirteen years before when his pitching had almost made him all state, and the prospect of a try-out for the majors didn’t seem out of the question. But that was before Sharon found out she was pregnant, and suddenly it was marriage and little Trevor and the need to land a job – any job – to pay those bills that kept coming in, month after month.


It could have happened for him. He had the arm and he had the eye. He could pitch a respectable fastball and a reliable curve. And he had that indefinable something else: there were times when he would stand on the mound, and his whole being would seem to expand, as if he could project his spirit beyond the limits of flesh. It would reach out, until the ball and the strike zone and all the air between was one indivisible whole. Then he would throw, and time would cease. The ball would be where it was going to be – where it had to be – even before it left his outstretched fingers.


He never told anyone about those times, those moments when he lost himself in the purity of perfect action. He held them to himself. They were something outside the rest of his life, a gift that he cherished each time it was bestowed upon him.


But that was the past. The present was a wife and a kid and bills and a town that was wasting away.


So now he came down the back stairs of the hotel, still coordinated, the residue of that carrot-haired, small-town high-school hero still resident behind his green eyes, toting a bag of trash for the dumpster, to find the hotel’s perpetually agitated general manager getting in the way of a gang of tough-looking young guys who were methodically filling the freight elevator with stacked duffel bags.


Plump and always slightly moist, Herb Trainor did not so much manage the staff as constantly fuss at them while they did his bidding. Now he was going through his full repertoire of imperious noises and gestures, his ring of keys jangling on his Gucci belt, but the hard-bodied young men were paying him no more heed than they gave to the chipped green paint on the walls.


Two years back, when he had been promoted to general manager, after old man Gladhew broke his hip in a spectacular tumble down the main staircase, the hotel’s new head man had tried to get the staff to call him Mr. Trainor. But not even the youngest chambermaid could bring herself to do it, and so he remained just plain Herb – or sometimes “that sorry asshole Herb,” when he wasn’t around – to every member of the dwindling number of Prescott Springs citizens who earned their livings keeping the rooms tidy and the guests fed.


“What’s up, Herb?” Jeff asked. “We being invaded?”


Trainor spun around. “Out of here, now!” His voice squeaked a little when he was really cranked up. “This area is off limits to all staff!”


“Okay, Herb,” said Jeff, and handed him the trash bag that Zack Weaver, the catering manager, had told him to dump.


Trainor took the plastic sack without thinking, then thrust it back into the waiter’s hands. “Outside,” he said, his eyes bulging slightly more than usual, “then get back upstairs.”


Jeff worked his way to the open back doors, dodged a duffel bag being tossed from one link to the next in the human chain, and threw the trash into the dumpster. He ducked his way back through the doors, just as Trainor was urging caution on a man who was trying to corner a large crate on a two-wheel dolly. The man did not moderate his speed, but tossed off a “Yes, sir!” as he went by.


“The hell is all this, Herb?” Jeff said. “Who are these guys?”


“Guests!” the manager snapped. “Guests of the new owner, and he wants absolute security! Now, you get back to the coffee shop – no wait!” He looked at his watch; lunch was almost over. “I want you to round up all the management personnel and tell them to be in my office, fifteen minutes, no exceptions!”


Jeff shrugged. “You got it, Herb,” he said, and remounted the stairs. Some kinda shit is coming down on old Herb this time, he thought.


It had been coming down on Herb Trainor for a week now, beginning with a hand-delivered letter that had curtly ordered him to cancel all reservations from Friday, August 4 through the following Monday. The hotel, the letter said, had been block-booked by an unnamed organization. Trainor was to contact anyone who had a reservation and tell them not to come. Those who complained or threatened reprisals were to be offered a free weekend in a first-class suite with unlimited room service.


The letter had been signed by one Parker DeVoin, whom Trainor had never met, but who had been identified to him by the regional manager of the chain that used to own the property as the new proprietor of the Prescott Springs resort hotel, mineral springs and all. The missive had sent Herb Trainor into a three-day fluster of phone calls, e-mails, registered letters and faxes, until he was sure he had fulfilled its instructions.


Today, he had hovered about the lobby since noon, seeing that the last of the guests were checked out, fussing at every staff member who could not avoid him in time, and waiting for Mr. DeVoin to arrive. A brusque phone call early in the morning, from someone who had not bothered to give his name, had said that the new owner would come this afternoon.


Ten minutes ago, a long black limo had wheeled up to the main entrance, and out had stepped a spare man in his fifties, in a Brooks Brothers pinstripe, his lean face as forbidding as that of a sixteenth century Jesuit. He was flanked by three aides or associates. Trainor hurried to fling open the heavy front portal, with its leaded stained glass renderings of figures from pioneer days, while the aged doorman was still reaching for the handle.


The manager assumed his most obsequious expression. “Mr. DeVoin, Herb Trainor. I trust you will find everything is as you, er, wanted it to be.” He extended a perspiring hand, which DeVoin did not deign to notice.


The general took in the lobby, then his hooded eyes locked onto Trainor. “My guests are arriving downstairs at the rear,” he said. “You will make sure that they are undisturbed. Complete security.”


Trainor wiped his palms on his pant legs. “I thought you’d like to look the hotel over... take a tour of...”


But DeVoin was already walking toward the elevators, followed by two of his party: swarthy, mustachioed men in expensive suits with a European cut – they had already dismissed Trainor with a glance. The fourth man lingered long enough to lay a grip on the manager’s soft bicep, hard enough that Trainor winced. He was in his late fifties, the blue eyes and bristle cut graying hair giving him the look of a Prussian staff officer in mufti, but the accent was pure American heartland.


“My name is Macklin,” he said, and cocked his head toward the trio who were now entering one of the elevators. “You’ll find that he prefers to be obeyed.”


He let Trainor’s arm drop and crossed to the elevator. The door slid closed after him, and the manager saw the needle of the old fashioned floor indicator rotate to the top floor. The letter had given instructions to prepare the Roosevelt suite – named not for FDR but for Teddy; he had once booked it, but then had to cancel the visit when some crisis in North Africa had ruled out an Oregon hunting spree.


Trainor wiped his hands on his pants again, hoped the champagne was chilled to the right degree, then headed downstairs to make sure the new owner’s guests were undisturbed.


The hotel coffee shop was almost empty. A few guests lingered over refills. Zack Weaver, the catering manager, was at a table near the lobby door, totaling receipts. A heavy middle-aged man with deep lines delineating his developing jowls and a bald spot the size of a saucer, he looked up as Lou and Adele entered from the lobby, then came out from behind the table to block their entrance.


“I’m sorry,” he said and checked his watch. “The luncheon serving is over. You can ask room service to send something up to your room.”


Lou wanted to look anywhere but in Adele’s direction. “Look,” he said, “we don’t need anything fancy...”


Weaver cut him off. “I’m sorry. The coffee shop closes at three, and...”


Adele spoke up. “And it’s not three. It’s five-to, and we are here. We are staying at this hotel, and we want lunch.”


Lou Meecham turned to his wife, with his hands raised and making gentle patting motions, like a man trying to push fog out of a room. “Honey, let’s not make a big deal.”


But Zack Weaver had more on his mind than two late and hungry coffee shop patrons. He had already received Herb’s summons, via Jeff Cameron, to be in the general manager’s office in a few minutes. He didn’t know what was going on – DeVoin’s letter had instructed Trainor to say nothing, and he had followed orders – but clearly something had kept the boss swimming in a pool of his own grease all week. Weaver hoped it didn’t mean what most of the staff assumed: a final shut-down and everybody out of work. Without the job’s medical benefits, he couldn’t afford to care for his chronically ill wife.


“Fine,” he said, and motioned the Meechams to a booth, handing them a pair of menus from the stack at the front counter. “I’ll get you a waiter.”


He stepped into the kitchen. Doris Auberon, the grandmotherly short-order cook, was wiping down the grill while Jeff Cameron sluiced plates and cups in the double sink.


Weaver said, “Two late-comers out here. Can you get them what they want and then out of the way?”


Doris voiced a short and not very grandmotherly comment, but Jeff dried his hands on a dish towel, said “Sure, Zack,” and followed the kitchen boss out to the coffee shop. He picked up two place settings and a carafe of iced mineral water from the server station beside the kitchen door and crossed to where the Meechams were sitting. He laid out the cutlery and napkins, put two tumbler glasses on their table, and filled both with the cold, sparkling water.


“There you go,” he said, “pure Prescott Springs mineral water. Best there is.”


Lou Meecham, took a sip, then a gulp. “This is good stuff,” he said to Adele, who shrugged. To Jeff he said, “You ought to bottle this.”


“They used to. I worked in the bottling plant maybe eight, nine years. My dad was there right up until he died. They ran it more than ninety years. Pretty well built this town.”


Adele was interested now. She took a sip of the water, liked it. “So, what happened?”


“Don’t know. Last year, some new people bought the hotel, closed down the bottling plant. Put half the town out of work. I lucked into this job when a buddy moved to Portland, but a lot of people didn’t do so well.”


“That’s a shame,” Adele said.


“At least you’ll all be healthy, drinking this stuff,” Lou said.


“No, sir. Only the hotel gets it, piped right in from the springs. Folks in town drink lake water.” He looked at his watch. “Anyway, I’d better take your order. Cook’s going to want to set up for dinner, soon. Got some nice smoked salmon.”


“Sounds good,” Lou said.


“Me, too,” Adele added.


It was not a happy group that met in the general manager’s office at three o’clock. The entire management staff ranged around Trainor’s antique desk on institutional furniture that looked better than it sat. Weaver was the last to arrive, and found chain-smoking Thel Parmentier, the housekeeper, in the only comfortable chair. Next to her was Ignatz Morens, the head chef, a thin and fractious man who looked as if at any moment he might start screaming, though he never raised his voice above a sour mutter. Tom Peebles, the morose chief groundskeeper, leaned against a wall, arms folded, staring out the window at the south lawn. Herb’s two assistant managers, a pair of interchangeable young men named Wallace and Stowe, perched on the edge of the love seat, leaning forward with identical postures, even to the way each laced his fingers together and clasped them over one knee.


Weaver settled himself on a side chair and waited for Trainor to speak. The general manager took a linen handkerchief from his desk drawer – the second of the day, he realized – and wiped his clammy palms. “Well,” he said, and was immediately interrupted by a buzz from the phone at his elbow.


The conversation was brief, and the other staff heard only Trainor’s side of it, which was limited to one “hello,” two “yes, sirs,” an “I will, sir,” and a “goodbye.” When he hung up, he had to reach for the hanky again, this time to wipe away the beads that had erupted on his forehead and upper lip.


“What the hell’s going on here, Herb?” said Thel Parmentier around a half-smoked unfiltered cigarette, her left eye squinted shut against the smoke curling up to her henna-dyed curls. “That some kinda army bunking down in the west wing?”


Trainor wiped his hands again. “I don’t know. It’s the new owner. I wasn’t allowed to say anything, but he’s up in the Roosevelt, and he’s personally block-booked the whole place for the week-end. I don’t know who the hell the guests are. All I know is the owner – his name’s DeVoin – wants the whole staff assembled in the grand ballroom at five tonight.”


Weaver hadn’t seen the busload of young men yet. “What’ve we got going here, Herb?” he asked. “This new guy bring in a bunch of Mexicans or Filipinos to take our jobs? Come five o’clock, do we get told it’s so long amigo and haul it outta here?”


Peebles pushed himself off from the wall. “Those ain’t no Hispanics. They’re Americans, and serious folks. Looked like Mormons or something.”


“Jesus,” said the housekeeper, removing the butt long enough to spit a shred of tobacco onto Herb’s maroon carpet. “They’re not making this place some kinda cult compound, are they? We got enough trouble in Prescott Springs without turning it into another Waco.”


“I don’t think so, but... I don’t know,” said Herb. “They’re not saying anything except ‘do this, do that’ and keep your mouth shut. And that’s what I’m telling you. Get everybody back here for five, and for god’s sake don’t start any rumors or feed any you hear. I don’t know what the hell’s going on, but right now we’ve all got jobs and with any luck we’ll still have them tomorrow.”


Jeff brought Lou and Adele a last refill of coffee and laid the check down. Lou took a sip. “Is that spring water in the coffee?” he asked.


“Yes, sir. All the water in the hotel comes from the spring. Folks, I hope you don’t mind me asking you to settle this now. You see, I’m on swing shift, got to leave now and be back for five o’clock.”


Lou got up, opened his wallet, handed Jeff a bill and told him to keep the change. “Wish we could take a few bottles of this water home.”


“Thank you, sir. So do I.”


Adele watched Jeff head for the kitchen. She stood up. “Nice kid.”


“Yeah,” said Lou. “Too bad he’s stuck in this nowhere town.”


She took his arm. “He reminds me of somebody.”


“Oh yeah, who’s that?” said Lou, and softly stroked her knuckles with his palm.


“You, when I met you.”


He leaned into her. “Feel like a nap?”


She put more honey in her voice. “Just a nap?”


“Well, maybe not at first.”


She chuckled and made the first move toward the lobby door.


Jeff left by the front door, walked down the driveway and headed along Prescott Avenue. There was almost no traffic, just a black panel truck with tinted windows that came out of the hotel grounds, drove down Prescott and parked by the baseball diamond.


As Jeff passed Bob’s Tavern, the street door opened, letting out a waft of cool, beer-flavored air, a mournful country song and two middle-aged men in old work clothes. Frank Tedesco and Joe Brzuskniewicz – Joe B. to everyone who knew him – had loaded the bottle trucks Jeff drove when he’d followed his dad into the Prescott Springs plant. For almost a year now, they’d been eking by on unemployment benefits and occasional odd jobs done for under-the-table payment. Their prospects did not look good, and they knew it.


“Hey, Jeff,” said Frank.


Jeff stopped. “Frank, Joe B., whatta you say?”


Frank shrugged. “Not much.”


“Whattaya hear at the hotel?” Joe B. wanted to know. “There was talk they might be taking on some more groundskeepers.”


Jeff shook his head. “Nah. Word is the new owner’s thinking of cutting back. Let the place run wild over the winter, clean it up in the spring.”


Joe B. spat. “Shit, ain’t that the way?”


“I heard you guys were up for one of them government tree-planting projects,” Jeff said.


Frank looked down at his cracked shoes. “Uh-uh. They don’t say it, but they’re saving those jobs for kids.”


“Bad times,” Jeff said.


“Least you’re working,” said Joe B.


“Oh, yeah, and I’m clearing about ten bucks a week more than I’d get on unemployment. And that’s with tips.”


Frank gave Joe B. the elbow. “Whyncha let the man be? He didn’t shut down the goddamn bottling plant.”


His buddy ducked his head. “Yeah, well, sorry, Jeff. It’s just, guys like us, we never figured to end up pushing fifty and on the bum, you know.”


Jeff laid a light punch on the older man’s bicep. “No sweat, Joe B. What the hell, it’s gotta get better, right?”


Frank sniffed. “Could it get worse?”


“Yeah. Hey, Sharon’s waiting for me. See you guys.”


“Come on,” said Frank, “let’s go feed the goddamn ducks.” He pulled a half-eaten peanut butter sandwich from his pocket and crossed the street to the shoreline park.


“Fuck all else to do,” said Joe B., and followed.


Jeff continued down Prescott Avenue to Arnie Fung’s grocery store. The bell mounted on a spring atop the half-glassed door tinkled as he entered. The place was empty except for Arnie, a lean and quiet man in his mid-thirties, and Alexander Macreedy, who had been Prescott Springs’ sole medical practitioner since he took over the practice, still located in a storefront two doors down from Fung’s, back in the late 1960s. The doctor was small, with delicate hands, and seemed to wear the same combination of tweed and flannels year-round. A shapeless old trilby confined an always unruly shock of white hair.


“Hey, Jeff,” said Arnie. The doctor just nodded.


“Arnie, Doc.” Jeff got milk from the cooler and bread from its shelf, and brought them back to the counter. A rack of comic books caught his eye and he picked out one that featured a spandexed superhero rising out of an erupting volcano.


The storekeeper totted up the doctor’s order, took the money and started putting the groceries in paper sacks. Macreedy looked at the printed cash register receipt, then pointed to two large bottles of Canadian water. “These have gone up five cents again,” he said.


“It’s what the distributor charges me,” said Arnie.


“It’s a hell of a thing when a man’s got to pay through the nose for a necessity like pure water,” Macreedy said.


There was a rack of rental DVDs near the comics. Jeff selected one and put it on the counter with the comic book.


“These are tough times,” said Arnie. “Things don’t get better by spring, I may even have to sell up and go into partnership with my cousins in Astoria.” His expression said the prospect was not a pleasant one.


“I’d hate to see you go,” said Jeff. “We go back a long way.” They’d grown up together, been more like brothers than friends. Arnie had been their school team’s catcher when Jeff had been the star of the mound.


“You’d hate it? You don’t know my cousins.” He finished the doctor’s packing, and handed him the sack. “How about you, Doc? You feeling the pinch?”


The doctor rested the sack on his slim hip. “Ironically, no. Doctors generally do better in hard times.”


“That right?” said Jeff.


“Fraid so. Depressed people tend to hurt themselves more. Or each other. Then they end up at my place needing stitches or a stomach pump.” He reached into the sack, broke open a package of peppermints and put one in his mouth. “Tell you something, though, I’ve never seen it this bad.”


“We’ve had tough times before. I remember my dad being out of work in the early eighties,” said Jeff.


The old man moved the candy around in his cheek. “Well, maybe it’s just cause I’m older and crankier now, but I don’t think it’s the same. Seems like these days so many people are always getting mad – no, I’ll tell you what it is, it’s like a lot of people want to be teed-off all the time. Like it was some kind of civic virtue to be all puffed up with righteous anger about the government, or welfare or the French.”
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