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The Barely Blur
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Three Times



The first time it happens it’s October, and I’m driving through Utah with this young Filipino guy named Liandro. We’re passing a joint back and forth, handing off over the head of Flip the dog who is asleep on the seat in between us, but we’re not really talking. Liandro is miffed because his ankles are shackled.


I picked him up at the Chef Cheng Diner in Elko, Nevada, and I told him then that it was just best practices, nothing personal. I had him sit down in the passenger seat of the pickup and take off his shoes and socks; then I bent down and applied the cuffs.


“Dude,” he said, flexing his toes. “This is so unnecessary.”


“I know it is,” I said.


Ah, well. I reckon he should be glad he’s got his hands free, but he’s not grateful in the slightest. He holds the nubbin of joint between his thumb and forefinger with delicate aloofness and takes a long slow draw. Puckers and exhales a little trail of smoke and stares out the window as if I’m not even there.


I hope he’s enjoying the view. We’re driving through the Bonneville Salt Flats, and he might as well be looking at a blank screen. I hold out my hand and he passes the joint back without glancing at me. Tiny, glinting raindrops are sidling along the parts of the windshield that the wipers don’t reach, and up ahead I see a piece of sleet turn into a snowflake. It’s falling and then suddenly it becomes a weightless piece of fluff. Now it’s flying, like it just grew wings.


“Looks like it’s going to start snowing,” I say. “Must be from that typhoon they’re having up to Seattle.”


“Hm,” Liandro says, and he is about as interested as any of us are in hearing a fifty-year-old white man chat about the weather.


At that moment, one of the burner phones I keep in a plastic sand bucket next to the gearshift lights up. It’s set to vibrate, and it starts jiggling and flashing and bumping against the others.


I reach down and fish around for it. I pick it up and flip it open. “Hello,” I say.


“Hello!” says a chipper young female voice. “Can I speak to Will Bear?”


I roll down the window and toss the phone out. In the side mirror, I see it hit the surface of the interstate and bust apart, shards of plastic and metal bouncing like marbles. Liandro looks over his shoulder wistfully. “Dude,” he says. “Why did you do that?”


“Nobody’s supposed to call me on that phone,” I tell him. He blows on the lit end of the joint, but it has gone out. “Such a waste,” he says. “You could’ve given it to me. I don’t got a phone.”


The second time it happens, I get a little prickle of concern. I have nine phones in that bucket, and they’re all supposed to be anonymous. I guess I’m looking at some sort of breach? But it could be a robocall. Nothing is safe from those. I dip my hand in the bucket and root around for the little vibrating rattlesnake egg and I snatch it up.


“Hello?” I say, and dang if it isn’t the same young female voice.


“Hi,” she says, talking fast. “Mr. Baird, you don’t know me, but don’t hang up! I have important information for you!”


Which is super alarming. I toss the phone out the window again, and Liandro looks at me sidelong.


“Problems, boss?” he says.


The third time it happens we’re pulled over by the side of the road. Visibility has gone to hell, the sleet-flakes are blowing in a horizontal stream like video static, and then a phone at the top of the bucket starts trembling and jostling. Liandro doesn’t look. He’s mesmerized by the storm outside, by the freshly rolled joint he’s sipping at. For a while, I think I’m just going to wait it out. The phones aren’t set up for voicemail, so I can just leave it ringing and ringing and ringing. Three minutes? Five minutes? Ten minutes? Let the dang thing hum for an hour, I don’t care.


But then another of the burner phones starts to buzz, and then another, and then all eight of them—Bill Behr, Bear Williams, Barry Billingsly, Wilder Barr, Blair Willingham, Liam Bahr, even Willie Bare Jr.—the names and identities that make up the Barely Blur—all of them zuzzing and trembling and shuffling around in the bucket like cicadas on their backs, and I seize one furiously.


“Who is this?” I say.






Best Practices



Later, Liandro and me and the dog are in the camper.


It’s a custom-built motor home that I acquired a few years back, and I must say that it’s a solid vessel. I’ve named it, the way ships are named: the Guiding Star, I call her, and she’s tricked out with three bunks, lots of storage, plus a pretty decent kitchen area. Outside, the storm is howling, but inside the Guiding Star, we’re warm and snug.


Liandro is sitting at the little dining-table booth, itching at the cuffs around his ankles as I bring a couple of bowls of macaroni and cheese. I hand one to him and put the other on the floor for Flip.


“Nice,” Liandro says. “I get to eat the same food as a dog.”


“Everybody’s equal here,” I say, and head back to the stove to scoop up some mac and cheese for myself. “It’s a democracy.”


“That’s not what democracy means,” Liandro says, and I clean off the ladle with my finger. I’m not going to debate politics.


“Right on,” I say. I sit down across from him and dig in, but he just sits there holding his spoon, eyeing me critically.


“What’s with the braids, Pippi Longstocking?”


And I don’t say anything, I just give him a tolerant look. I have rocked long braids since a teenager, and I am immune to rude comments. I’m a biggish man—six foot two, broad shouldered, bearded, and pale skinned, and I can stride through the world with little fear of being menaced. If you want to mock my hairstyle choice, be my guest.


“You want to play a board game?” I say. “We got Monopoly, Stratego, Risk, Trivial Pursuit, Scrabble, Battleship . . .”


“You have any cards?” he says.


“Yep,” I say.


“You know Egyptian Rat Screw?”


“Yep,” I say, and I may impress him by how quickly I can pull out a drawer and produce a pack of cards. “Listen, kiddo,” I say, “I can play any game that you can name!”


I’m a good shuffler, and I give him a little show; I riffle with a flourish, walking the cards between my fingers in a quick Sybil cut and then dribbling them between my hands in a long accordion like a waterfall. In another life, I was a magician, a card sharp.


“Hm,” says Liandro, and takes a glance around. I’ve done a lot of work on the interior, replaced the old paneling and cabinets with real antique wood, nice duvets on all the beds, muted, oatmeal-colored linens with a high thread count, some cute Día de los Muertos figurines for a touch of color and whimsy. Full bar, the bottles and glasses shining. It’s not like some dumps I’ve had to live in.


He points with his lips. “What’s in there?” he says, and his eyes rest on the long Browning safe at the far end, built in below my bunk.


“Nothing for you,” I say.


“Guns?” he says.


“You want to play for pennies?” I ask, and he gives me a hooded glare.


“How about,” he says, “let’s play for my freedom.”


“Sheesh,” I say, and pause in my shuffling. He’s an exasperating sort of person. “Young man, I’m not holding you prisoner. I’m just your driver. You can go anytime you want,” I say. “Open the door and walk out.”


“Right. My feet are shackled.”


“Those are my cuffs,” I say. “They’re expensive, quality material, and they will not go with you. If you want to leave, I’ll take them off and you can be on your merry way.”


“It’s a blizzard out there,” he says.


“So stay, then,” I say. “But I’m not taking the cuffs off. House rules. Look, I’ve had people attack me in the past. I’ve had to tase aggressors. I had to fend one nimnut off with a soup ladle!”


“Hm,” Liandro says unsympathetically.


“Best Practices,” I say. And I begin to deal, letting the cards fly smoothly from my fingertips.


But then one of the phones rings again. It’s the one in the drawer by the stove, with the spatulas and tongs and whisks, and Liandro and I both look over toward the cabinet that is emitting a muffled throbbing.


“This is an outrage,” I say.


This is an outrage: It would make a good tombstone epitaph.






Worst-Case Scenario



There is some unpleasantness when I drop Liandro off. He’s experiencing a lot of emotion, and I realize I probably shouldn’t have let him smoke so much weed. Too late now: I watch out of the corner of my eye as he sucks down the better part of his third blunt, and his hands are shaking hard.


“There’s our destination up there,” I tell him. “Bear Lake. Look,” I say, but he doesn’t, which I suppose is not the greatest loss. It’s not particularly pretty under these weather conditions—just a line of blue ice under a haze of fog, the snowy hills melting into heavy white cumulus clouds, all of it blotchy and abstract. You can’t tell that it is a magnificent body of water, a hundred square miles in size.


“Hm,” Liandro says, which is just about all I’ve been able to get out of him for the past few hours.


“We’re about fifteen, twenty minutes from Rendezvous Beach, and then I’ll just pass you off to your sponsor and you’ll be on your way.”


“Rendezvous Beach,” he says, under his breath, disdainfully. “Jesus. This is a nightmare.”


We drive in silence down Highway 30, past a somber field of Black Angus cattle, their backs dusted with a stripe of snow. The storm has passed, but there’s a thick wet fog hanging low to the ground.


“Listen,” I say, after a while. “You won’t have to be on retainer forever. Just till you get that debt paid down. You’re resourceful. You’ll figure it out.”


He turns to glower at me. “Gee,” he says. “Thanks.”


“I’m trying to lift your spirits,” I explain.


“Fuck you,” he says, as we turn onto Rendezvous Beach Road and head into Bear Lake State Park. “I hate your fat guts so much,” he says. And then he starts to cry. Up ahead I can see a red pickup sitting in the parking lot with its motor running, Utah license plate MT1 L47R—that’s the sponsor, all right, and the old white gent behind the steering wheel lifts one finger in greeting.


Afterward, I can’t help but feel a little misgiving. It wasn’t the worst or most upsetting drop-off I’ve ever done, but it makes me reconsider my habit of socializing with deliveries. A lot of drivers just sedate them, and that’s probably not a bad idea. I swing through the radio dial until I find a station that’s playing old-time sixties music, Connie Francis singing “Where the Boys Are,” and Flip glances at me skeptically. I keep thinking about the way Liandro cried—the way boys cry in grade school, that hitching, shamed noise, half swallowed. Tears running out of your nose.


“Ugh,” I hear myself grunt, and I try to center myself with a 4–7–8 breathing exercise and I focus my gaze on the license plate of the SUV in front of me. Life Elevated is the motto Utah puts on her plates. I exhale with a whooshing sound to a count of eight, and then I pluck my Willie Bare phone from the plastic bucket and give Friend Monte in Provo a call.


“Monte,” I say, “I’m done with that drop-off.”


“Yessir, Mr. Bare,” he says. He has the sandpaper voice of a wise old cowpoke, and I picture him with an elegant shock of white hair and a particular kind of wind-burnt wrinkling, though of course I’ve never seen him. “The client has confirmed. You’ll have the credits transferred to your account here shortly.”


“Thank you kindly,” I say, and breathe out, 1–2–3–4. Some Utah license plates say: The Greatest Snow on Earth. Some say: This Is the Place.


“Listen, Monte?” I say. “Do we still have that friend in Straub, Wyoming?”


“We sure do,” Monte says. “Friend Riordan. He’s at the Walmart from ten p.m. to seven a.m., Saturday through Wednesday.”


We stay off the interstate, stick to Highway 30, rolling into the treeless western Wyoming hills, not hardly a house in sight, and I breathe 4–7–8 again, and I think about the way Liandro was shuddering when I put the Guiding Star into park and the skinny old white man got out of his truck grinning grimly. Light glimmered bright blue off Bear Lake.


“It’s not my fault that kid messed with the wrong people,” I tell Flip, and he gives me a long, considering look—who am I trying to kid, he wonders, and rolls on his side so the heater can blow on the back of his neck.


Then out the window I see a big billboard for Little America—not far across the Wyoming border—and I think, hell, yes, maybe I’ll stop early for the night, get me and Flip a motel room with a good shower in it.


I’ve always had a fondness for Little America. It’s a vintage truck stop, with a filling station, a 140-room motel, and a travel center where you can get some food and buy some trinkets. Legend has it that in the 1890s, when the founder of Little America was a young man out herding sheep, he became lost in a raging blizzard and was forced to camp at the place where the Little America now stands. I read about this on a plaque in the motel lobby when I was a child, and it caught my fancy, and even today I can practically quote whole pieces of that plaque, how, shivering in the midst of the blizzard, the young shepherd “longed for a warm fire, something to eat, and wool blankets. He thought what a blessing it would be if some good soul were to build a haven of refuge at that desolate spot.”


Honestly, I don’t know why I was so taken with the place. It was maybe mostly the billboard advertising they did—they had billboards all along the Lincoln Highway and I-80, featuring a cartoon penguin with an outstretched, welcoming flipper, and the more billboards you saw the more you felt that the place was exciting and an Important Landmark, and possibly magical.


My mom and I stayed there maybe five or six times when I was growing up—sometimes only a few days or weeks, sometimes a month or more—and it has a little homelike glow of nostalgia for me now. There’s a green Sinclair Brontosaurus outside the motel, a cement statue about the size of a horse, and kids are allowed to climb on it. When my mom and I stayed there, I was always king of that Brontosaurus, just sitting astride his back and riding the hell out of him, and of course other children would come along and want to get up on him, too. So I met kids from New Jersey and Chicago and Houston, kids going on vacation to Yellowstone or Flaming Gorge, kids fleeing with their mothers from dads who wanted to kill them, kids who wanted to convert everybody to Jesus, kids who had an eye out for some animal or small creature they could torture. I even met a little girl from Japan once, she didn’t speak any English but I talked to her in my language and she talked to me back in hers, and I remember this being one of the most pleasant conversations I have ever had.


I’m adrift in these reminiscences when some crap begins to fall out of the sky. It’s not sleet or snow this time, but something I’ve never seen—dark flakes of some kind of substance come down like leaves from a tree and they make a muddy smear when my windshield wiper pulls them across the glass. I can squirt it off with the windshield wiper fluid, but at this rate I have to wonder whether the fluid will last another nineteen miles to Little America. A few drivers are already pulled over to the side of the road, and I pass a family van with all their belongings in cardboard boxes roped to the top of their vehicle. The boxes look like they’ve seen some extreme weather conditions, and also they are spotted in a way that suggests that they’ve been passed over by some flocks of birds.


I don’t know what, exactly, is raining down this time. Maybe detritus from the typhoon off the northwest coast, or ash from the Mount Silverthrone volcano up in Canada. But I reckon we’ll all get used to it and adjust our expectations accordingly. It’s true that the world isn’t in great shape, but I’ve read that it’s not the worst it’s been—not as bad as it was in 536 C.E., when catastrophic volcanic eruptions caused a short-term ice age, devastating famine, and so forth. Probably not as bad as it was in 1349, maybe not even as bad as 1520—but we all sense that worse times are ahead.


No doubt, a day of reckoning for mankind is coming, yet even for those of us who accept the inevitability of mass human death, there’s still a cautious hope; we’re waiting to see how Armageddon plays out, keeping an eye open for ways it might turn to our advantage. Even in the worst-case scenario, odds are that at least a few of our kind will struggle on long enough to evolve into creatures suitable for whatever new environment is ahead. I’m no evolutionary biologist, but I have faith in our species’ stick-to-it-iveness.


I put my head down and keep driving, leaning forward over the steering wheel, the better to squint through the translucent smear of silt that the windshield wipers leave as they make their sweep. I may only be going ten miles an hour, but I am a man hell-bent on a destination.






Small World



The dog and I walk into that Walmart just outside Straub, Wyoming—the giant twenty-four-hour one—but at this time of night it’s nearly empty. Two thirty in the morning. Flip’s toenails click against the tile floor as he ambles along behind me.


He’s a heavily muscled dog, is Flip, with a stance like a wrestler—about sixty pounds, a pitbull mix, with black and white patches like a Holstein cow, and ice-blue Malamute eyes. He was a fighter once, before I rescued him, and he still bears some scars and some shotgun BBs are lodged beneath his skin, but generally he’s a gentle fellow. He has some lingering post-traumatic stress: doesn’t like motorcycles or uniforms, hates fireworks and the smell of tequila, is terrified of thunder and belts and pinwheel lawn ornaments. God knows what he’s been through.


He’s not the sort of dog who will abide a leash, but he’s a faithful and focused follower, and I’ve rarely had to call him to heel. One customer glances at us sidelong as we go past the Aisle of Women’s Makeup. She pauses with a jar of unguent in her hand, keeping an eye on us as we continue on toward the back of the store.


We come to the wall of fishies. There are rectangular tanks from floor to ceiling, and each contains interesting swimming things: guppies and angelfish, neon tetras and Cypriniformes, cherry barbs and harlequin rasbora. Leopard-spotted suckermouths that suction themselves to the surface of the glass. Plecostomus, they are also called.


Flip sits, and I clasp my hands behind my back. In one of the tanks, a pirate’s treasure chest opens and closes, emitting bubbles that the fish dodge and avoid. I touch Flip’s broad troglodyte skull as the fish slide along the pane of glass, never knowing that they are contained in a box.


Small world, they think.


Then an employee slinks out from one of the side hatches near the fish tanks. I look up as he comes forward. A tall, heavyset white man of early middle age, with shaggy hair that is prematurely gray, a spotty beard, an oddly kind face. He is wearing the bright blue Walmart smock, his name tag pierced to his heart: Riordan, it says, and below that the words How may I help YOU? are jauntily embossed. He holds out his hand.


“Mr. Bayer?” he says. He glances down at Flip disapprovingly, but doesn’t linger.


“That’s right,” I say. “I’m Bill Bayer.”


We shake hands. “What can I get for you?” he says.


“I’m in need of eight to twelve fresh burner phones,” I tell him. “And a full blotter of hundred-microgram LSD-25. And a case of those little airplane-size bottles of vodka? Miniatures, I think they’re called. And if you can get Tito’s brand, that’s my preference.”


He inclines his head thoughtfully. “Well, I can get you the prepaid mobile devices right away. The others may take . . . forty-five minutes? Can you wait?”


“Sure,” I say. “No problem.”






Steely Human Resolve



First you submerge a hundred-microgram tab of LSD in a 150- milliliter miniature bottle of vodka, then you give it a shake and leave it in a cool, dark place for forty-eight hours or so until the LSD dissolves.


I like to take what they call a microdose every couple of days. Just a few drips from an eyedropper, maybe a fifth of a tablespoon. It’s sub-perceptual: you don’t even hardly notice it in the day-to-day, but it does a nice job of bringing the wonders of being alive to the fore and pushing the horrors a tiny bit back. Which is an important survival technique. Voilà! The bliss of temporarily giving a shit.


I open my eyes and it’s maybe ten in the morning. I could stand to sleep longer, but the dog is yawning and stretching beside me, then giving his ears a flappity-flap to make sure I’m good and awake.


So I stick my bare foot out from under the covers and test the warmth of the day. It’s a chill morning, no doubt, but Flip has already bounded down and he’s doing a little dance in front of the door, grinning that wide, tongue-lolling pitbull grin, and he’s pushing out past me even before I get the knob all the way turned.


The camper is still at the edge of the Walmart parking lot, which is as big as several football fields but mostly empty. Flip strolls around seriously, looking for strategic places to drizzle his pee on, and I have a seat on the stoop with a little ladyfinger joint, sorting through my stack of license plates until I find a Colorado plate with unexpired tags. Colorado is but fifteen minutes to the south, and in my experience their highway patrol are not keen on out-of-state vehicles.


At last, Flip finds a place by the fence to bestow his morning bowel movement upon, and comes running back to me, pleased and ready for breakfast. When you travel as much as we do, it’s good to have a routine. Flip gets four raw eggs and toast, and I settle down to French-press my coffee and do the crossword or the sudoku from the newspaper I bought on my way out of Walmart last night.


As it turns out, the crossword is on the same page as the Opinions in the Straub Star-Herald, which I think is a bad sign. The headline says: “Another Quake, Another Hurricane: Evidence Not of End Times, but of Steely Human Resolve!”


“That’s the spirit,” I say, and fold the article over so that I can focus on 1-Across:


“Very funny.” Six letters.


I lick the tip of my ballpoint pen.
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. . . possible tombstone epitaph?


After my coffee and my puzzle, I wash out Flip’s dish and make myself a breakfast smoothie. I like to be adventurous in this, and so today I have a carrot, turmeric, a clove of garlic, frozen mango slices, half a banana, apple juice, and a shot of whiskey. Blend the shit out of it, and then gulp it down! In another life, I’d have a food truck in Los Angeles that I’d call “Adventurous Smoothie,” and my motto would be See how far I can go!


It’s probably eleven o’clock in the morning, time to get going, so I fire up one of the fresh burner phones and call Harry Longbeck.


“Hey, Harry,” I say. “It’s Bear Williams. I was checking in with you to see if you had anything for me?”


He does. A transport job, but it’s down in Texas, north of Abilene. I ask if they’ll pay mileage and per diem, and he thinks they will, so it’s agreed and I say it looks like twelve hours on I-25 south and he says it would be better if it was not more than eight hours and I say I’ll do my best.


At times like these I wish I had that satellite radio, but then again it’s probably not a great idea for someone like me to connect himself to a transponder in outer space that can follow my every move and potentially transmit that information to the government or other parties. I have to keep myself clean—that’s one of my main selling points: I don’t officially exist. I don’t have an address or a social security number or a credit rating, I’ve never had an email, or a Facebook page, or a wifi-connected phone. I’m a blank Scrabble piece, and that’s not easy to find these days.






Amnesiascape



Slightly empty, slightly lost, slightly delighted: Holding it in my chest like a sustained chord. Driving ninety miles an hour.


We leave I-70 and merge onto US 287 South. They say that tornados roam across this stretch all the time, but we don’t see any. In Campo, Colorado, we stop for a moment to pee and buy meat sticks and gas, and then we stand in the gravel parking lot of the truck stop, staring out. The town of Campo looks to be no more than a hundred souls, and God knows what they do with themselves here. It’s flat, gray-yellow sod all the way to the horizon, barbed-wire fences and transmission towers, kind of like the way amnesia would look, if it were a country. I unwrap a meat stick and take a bite, then give a piece to Flip, who mouths it thoughtfully from my fingers.


You have to wonder about these settlers of the Great Plains. These white people who in olden times killed the natives and laid claim to this dirt and stuck to it; who stranded their children and grandchildren with a birthright of dust. A collection of clapboard shacks with backyards full of unmown pigweed and junked cars and abandoned swing sets and withered, thirsty trees. Was the genocide worth it?


I think this and then I check myself. It isn’t a fair way to think. The customer service at the Campo Truck Stop is excellent. There’s a polite, round-faced teenage girl behind the counter, who smiles sweetly at my compliment. A tired-looking bald manager with a set of worries on his shoulders hunches over his laptop. Who am I to look down on them, after all, even if they are the offspring of murderers?


No doubt in the great scheme of things we are all of us the offspring of murderers. Right? If we weren’t, we probably wouldn’t be here.






Kickin Chickin



We’re just north of Abilene, Texas, and I park behind the gas station like I was told to. It’s an old Texaco station in the middle of the desert, a little stucco box with a couple of bare pumps and an impressively large logo sign on a pole.


We made it in just under nine hours, which is a miracle, but it still means that we’re a little late, and when we pull up, the metal back door bangs open and the silhouette of a woman stands in the doorway, her fists on her hips.


I clamber out of the cab of the Guiding Star and lift my hand. “Howdy,” I call, but already she is turning over her shoulder to emit an angry string of—what?—Russian, it sounds like?


“Здравствуйте!” I say. “Прошу прощения за опоздание!”


“Fuck you, motherfucker,” she says. “Don’t you speak to me in your dirty Russian. I’m fucking Ukrainian, and I can speak English just as good as you, so take your Russian and shove it up your lazy ass. You’re late!”


She comes into view under a security light that looks over the back door and the dumpster, a dark-haired woman—in her late thirties, maybe? A grimace of scorn so tight that it must actually be painful to wear, and I perform a little bow of apology.


“Traffic,” I say, and try to think of a compliment I might give to her, but already she has turned her head. She yells in Ukrainian or whatever, and a short, broad-shouldered Mexican kid comes hurrying out carrying a cardboard box that says Kickin Chickin on the side.


In the box, in a nest of blankets, there is a tiny Caucasian infant.


“This is supposed to sleep for eight hours,” the woman tells me. “And we were told you would be here two hours ago!”


“Yes,” I say, and the kid holds the box out to me. “Delays beyond my control.”


“Tough luck! Now you got six hours before it wakes up!” the Ukrainian woman says. “Then it’s your problem!”


“Well,” I say. I’m a little taken aback as I hold the box in my arms. The poor creature is literally the size of a stewing chicken. “How old is it?”


She waves her hand vaguely.


“A boy?”


“How do I know?” she says. “When it wakes up and you have to change its fucking diaper, you’ll find out, eh?”






Friend to Babies



So there’s the baby—the infant—I imagine it’s three weeks old, give or take, and I set it down on the floor of the front cab, beneath the passenger seat. It doesn’t wake up. Ideally, I guess, I would have been given a car seat of some sort, but at this time of night there’s not really a place open where you could purchase one. Also, they might have given me some bottles of milk or whatever, but nobody offers me anything, and we set off.


I figure it will probably be fine. Even if the wee one does wake up, we can make do: I’ve got some coffee creamer in the camper that I can warm up. Dilute it a little with water and put it in an eyedropper.


I’ve always had a fondness for babies, and I think they can sense it because whenever I’ve been around them they get very calm. You could say I have a magic touch, they just naturally think of me as their friend. It’s the same with dogs. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had to break into somebody’s house and their dog just came up to me wagging its tail, not uttering a single bark.


Probably it’s an under-the-table adoption. Those happen all the time these days, and I think it’s only fair that the mom receives some recompense for her trouble. I like the idea that I’ll pass the little guy off to someone who will sell him to some nice wealthy couple who will raise him as their own son. I picture a movie star and her kindly, infertile husband, or some gay guys in short-sleeved shirts, hoping to make themselves a family in Minneapolis, and I picture them walking along through that rose garden in Lyndale Park with a toddler between them, and they pass that big pretty fountain with the cherubs on it and they let him dangle his feet in the water.


It could end up being nice for our lad, is what I think, and I don’t really imagine that he’ll find himself in a laboratory of some rogue government research facility, or in the hands of some cult that plans to sacrifice him to their dark god, or on the butcher block of one of those organ-harvesting outfits who will slice him up and put his parts in saline jars. Honestly, I don’t believe most of that stuff really happens that often. That’s just hysteria whipped up by the media.


It’s beginning to sleet a little bit and I turn on the wipers and the defroster. Our lad is still fast asleep in his box, and low to the floor is perfect for him. He’s vibrated by the velocity of the wheels against the highway asphalt, you can actually see him juddering and he loves it. The rhythm probably reminds him of the womb or something, and his little face is mushed up, sleeping hard, and the dog, half asleep on the passenger seat, gives the baby a stare I’d call rueful. He flares his nostrils, then flicks his eyes to me without lifting his head from where it’s resting on his paws.


“Don’t look at me that way,” I tell him.


Up ahead on the left is a big wind farm, and it seems that a couple of the turbines have caught fire, despite the sleet. The propeller blades are still turning without a care but the nacelle behind them is ablaze, and it’s quite a sight. Three hundred and twenty-eight feet tall they are, and their crown of flames ripples back like long hair in the wind. The propellers take the smoke and whip it into a helix so it goes looping out in spiraling circles. It puts me in mind of that traditional Chinese dance they do with silk ribbons.


“I reckon lightning must have struck them,” I tell Flip, but he doesn’t raise his head. He’s still disgruntled about the baby.






Our Lad



We cross the border into Louisiana and I huff a little something to take the edge off, but I don’t want to overdo it. Being too awake is just as bad as being too sleepy. You want to try to find a zone that’s a little bit outside of your body, kind of like you’re following yourself and keeping an eye on things from a short distance away.


We’re passing billboards for a place called Gators and Friends Exotic Animal Petting Zoo, and for a moment I think that if we had more time I might make a pit stop. Pluck our lad out of his box and take him for a stroll, let him look at some llamas or monkeys or potbellied pigs or whatever exotica they might have to pet. Not that he’d remember it, of course, but he might enjoy it. I picture his baby hand reaching out and clutching at some soft creature’s fur.


In the midst of this reverie, I happen to glance over at the actual infant.


I’m not an expert on sleeping babies, but to my eye he seems unusually still. He’s on his back in the Kickin Chickin box, and his little hairless head has a kind of bluish cast. The limbs appear to be rigid in a way that concerns me. I feel my chest tighten.


“Hey!” I say, loud enough to make Flip startle out of his dream with a quiver, but the child doesn’t stir. “Hey!” I say again, still louder.


Nothing. I can’t tell if the child is breathing, and I have to keep glancing up from the road to the baby and I’m starting to feel a panic rising inside me and whatever Adderall or Mydayis or other amphetamine I snorted begins to circle around in the center of my forehead in a way that feels like joyless, tuneless singing and prancing. The tiny hands of the baby seem to be rigor-mortised into gnarled tree-root shapes, grasping upward.


We’re coming up on an exit for Flournoy and I’m guessing there’d be a hospital there, but I’m also thinking that it’s not a good idea to go to an emergency room with an infant that you don’t have the title for. And without wanting to I’m already thinking about how I might dispose of the remains.


Over the years, I’ve had to deal with my share of corpses, but I’ve never had to concern myself with a dead baby. I can picture myself taking his little body back to that petting zoo, with the gators and friends. The gators would definitely take care of it, but is that the kind of person I am?


“Flip!” I say. “Dang it! Wake up that baby!” And Flip lifts his head and levels a bejowled, somber look at me. His bobbed tail gives a hesitant, uncertain wag.


I gesture hard toward the baby in the footwell. “Wake him up! Go on!”


I know very little about what goes on in Flip’s mind, but I can tell you that he is a highly intelligent being, and that he has previously given indication that he has powers beyond those of a mere dog. He doesn’t know English, exactly, but he understands more than you would expect.


“Wake it up!” I say. And then the Adderall or what-have-you turns my words into birdsong, and I hear myself repeating: “Wakeitup wakeitup wakeitup!”


Poor Flip gives me a puzzled, disapproving stare, but follows my finger and points his muzzle toward our lad. He sniffs, and after a moment, gives the baby’s mouth the most delicate of licks.


The little hands jerk up and make a spastic wingbeat. The tiny mouth opens wide, like a cat yawning, and emits a wail.


It’s okay. He’s okay. Thanks to the Heavenly Father that I don’t usually like that much. Our lad is alive!






Shitty Times Ahead for Some



Just north of Vicksburg, Mississippi, there’s a decent truck stop off Highway 61 where I can park and recharge, get some sleep. Red Hot Truck Stop, it’s called, and I like this place because it’s not judgmental. No one says a word if my pitbull follows me through the aisles as I look for candy bars. No one cares that I’m wearing sweatpants and flip-flops and a Vancouver Grizzlies beanie with a pom-pom on it. A young woman who sells me fried catfish and onion rings tells me to have a blessed day.


“End Times are a-coming,” she says, and I smile and nod.


“They are,” I say. “For some.”


I’m in a lousy mood. Ever since I dropped off that baby, I’ve been feeling disgusted with myself. I just don’t think I did a good job taking care of him, and I keep picturing that tiny old-lady face, all squinched up and reproachful. Passing him off in a hospital parking lot to a matron with one of those beauty-parlor haircuts that conservative conspiracy cult ladies always seem to have, her face botoxed into a permanent sneer. The minute she laid eyes on me she seemed ready to ask to speak to my manager, and she gave our lad a dubious look as if he wasn’t the exact color that she’d requested and I felt a blink of sorrow for the life that lay in front of him and a part of me wanted to grab him back out of her hands. But instead, I was just exactly the trashy flunky that I seemed to be, and the matron tucked him into the crook of her arm and hurried off toward a waiting SUV, and though it was no different from a hundred other drop-offs I’ve done over the years, this one made me feel lower than I have in a while.


I’m sitting at the table in the camper and the catfish and onion rings are polished off, but I lick my pointer finger and use it to poke at the pebbles of fried breading that still remain, squishing them onto the pad of my finger and lipping them off irritably. There are things that I’m not proud of, but I’m far from the dirtiest hand in this country of ours. I have certain standards, and it makes me regret not saying something to that woman with her prissy, scorning look. Baby merchants are the worst.


There’s a cold rain outside, pattering on the roof, and so I turn on the space heaters. I should probably be asleep by now—I think I’ve been driving for sixteen or seventeen hours?—but instead I just sit and pick at crumbs, shuffling cards and staring out at the parking lot. At a certain angle, the tractors of semis seem to have faces. Dumb-looking—bovine—but patient in a doleful way. Sometimes animals and machines look more human than people do.


I hope I didn’t deliver that little one into the hands of bad people. I’d like to believe that he’ll be fine, and he’ll get adopted by a nice mom and dad. And he’ll have a happy life, and I even bring out the Tarot deck to try to convince myself.


I wouldn’t say that I believe in Tarot entirely, but I can read it. There was a professional psychic I knew once who lived in Margate, Florida, name of Mrs. Wetz, eighty-year-old woman who was a holder for some Mafia people, there was loads of cash stored all over her house, so I’d have to drop by every now and again to check on her. She was living in one of those half-abandoned retirement communities, lots of derelict and straight-up-ruined houses, and hers was the only occupied property on her block. Poor thing, she was bored out of her mind.


I’d mow her lawn for her and trim back some of that Florida foliage, and then we’d sit on her little screened-in porch and drink tea out of porcelain teacups, and she’d show me the cards and tell me about them like they were dolls with individual personalities. From her I learnt an appreciation of the Art of Tarot, as well as the game of Mah-jongg.


So I bring my old Rider-Waite Tarot deck to the table and shuffle it for a while. The heaters are humming and sending out that peculiar hot wool-and-metal odor they have, and once I’ve shuffled my way into calmness, I lay out a simple three-card spread, just for meditation purposes.


Eight of Cups. Six of Pentacles, reversed. The Hanged Man.


I scratch a dried droplet of ketchup. This doesn’t look very good, at first glance.


But before I can even begin to ponder the Tarot’s message, one of those phones that I got at Walmart starts buzzing. I look up from my cards toward the drawer where the phone is coffined.


Bzzzt. Bzzzzt. Bzzzzzzzt. Like a June bug trapped in a bottle. I lift my head and then I slowly put those three unwanted cards back into the deck, one by one. I would describe my mood as extremely nonplussed.


And dang if another isn’t vibrating from some unknown place in the camper, and then the one in my jeans pocket starts up and it startles me so bad that I jump up from the table and swat my thigh like something’s stinging me.


But the seriousness of the situation has now at last dawned on me.


Someone, apparently, knows my location. Someone, apparently, is able to track my unregistered burner phones, and that means there’s been a pretty serious compromise of my privacy. Someone is bound and determined to get my attention, and so after a hesitation I pull the phone out of my pocket and flick it open.


“Hello?” I say, and there’s a distant hissing, burblings of computer tones. And then a young woman’s voice says: “Is this Davis Dowty?”


Davis Dowty is an old, old alias. The situation is worse than I thought.


“Please don’t hang up,” she says. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
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Birthfather



“So . . . I think you might be my biological father?” she says.


I’m still sitting in the parking lot of the Red Hot Truck Stop in the camper of the Guiding Star, and I can feel my mind unbuckling and unfolding into several minds as I sit there with the phone against my face. Dissociation, I think it’s called, but I’m very focused. I’m aware of floating outside my body, slightly above and to the left, and I hear myself speak.


“Anything’s possible, I suppose!” I say, and I see myself pick up my crossword pen and a napkin and my hand writes clear connection no static and I say, “But what makes you think I’m your dad, honey?”


And this seems to fluster her. I reckon “honey” is an awkward and somewhat aggressive choice on my part, but I’d like to think it’s intended in a fatherly rather than a creepy or threatening or condescending way. But anyways, it puts her a bit off balance.


“So . . .” she says, “. . . so, I know this must be very uncomfortable. It’s very uncomfortable for me, too, so maybe I’ll just lay out the information I have and we can proceed from there?”


My hand is writing in cursive in blue ballpoint on the napkin: female voice—approx. 18–25 yrs with childlike affect—slight lisp when pronouncing esses—vocal fry.


“My name is Cammie, by the way,” she says. “I can’t believe I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m sorry, I guess I thought I was better prepared than I actually am.”


Actress? CIA or corporate intelligence?


Somehow she’s gotten access to one of the aliases I used back in the early days. When I hear that old pseudonym, my hair goes on end, and it stays up straight as she cites the name of a fertility clinic in Evanston, Illinois, where Davis Dowty had contracted his services.


It’s true: I did sell a lot of sperm back in my younger days, back when I didn’t know how important privacy was. I’d thought I was anonymous with my Davis Dowty alias, and since masturbating was a skill that I’d gotten reasonably good at, I’d figured out a way to game the system so I could make a living wage traveling from clinic to clinic. It’s not completely unlikely that a child might have been produced.


But how did she connect those fertility clinic records to the Barely Blur, how did she come by the numbers to various phones that were supposedly anonymous and untraceable and unconnected, right down to the Chinese one I haven’t used in eighteen months? How would she know they were all the same person?


She doesn’t offer that information.


It was probably a mistake to engage in the first place. I probably should have just kept tossing those burner phones until I was able to figure out how to slip away and hide again, but I imagined it was smarter to find out what exactly I was dealing with. Now I’m not so sure.


She’s a hacker, that’s my main thought, likely some kind of independent contractor, using me to trace her way toward one of the bigger fish in the network of associates I do jobs for. There are plenty of public and private entities who would like to get hold of me—a number of med-tech corporations that I have done business with over the years, for example, who could have gained access to those old medical records and DNA, maybe just as a tool to blackmail me. But I also have enemies among the Raëlists and Los Antrax and the 14/88, and there have been members of the Kekistan Liberation Front trying to trace me, and I’m pretty sure I’m on the Gudang Garam Corporation watch list as well. That guy Adnan who worked as a middleman for Hezbollah would like to eliminate me, probably. I could make a spreadsheet out of the many who wish me ill. Point being, this could be the bait for some kind of Rube Goldberg trap and I just can’t see the larger machinery of it yet.


Still, claiming to be my daughter seems like a weird game to play. I have to admit there’s a small part of me that would like to believe there’s a child of mine out there who wants desperately to find me. There’s something inside me that swoons a little, half enchanted by the idea. I’d like to know what she looks like, for example, if we resemble each other. If she’s my daughter, does she take after me in some way?


I picture her in pigtails, and maybe there’s a touch of pink or turquoise dye at the tips of her hair. She’s got freckles, no makeup, and I imagine that she’s one of those young women who likes vintage clothes with whimsical patterns on them, and her eyes are green with gold flecks, intense eyes, reflecting the blue glow of her computer. It’s dark in her apartment, just a string of little Christmas lights above her bed. Where is she? Brooklyn? No. Portland? Ann Arbor?


Maybe she’s in some basement office in Quantico, dressed in a pencil skirt and sensible shoes, hair short and severe, and she’s fiddling with buttons as she records my voice.


“I’m sorry that this is so creepy and stalker-y,” she says. “I wish I’d figured out a better way to make contact.”


“Well, it’s pretty impressive work on your part,” I say. “Tracking me down couldn’t have been easy.”


“Yeah . . .” she says. Her voice is modest, circumspect, almost regretful. “And I know you’re wondering how I found you. Obviously, you’re a very private person, and I’m sure it’s kind of alarming to be—breached?”


“I’ll admit,” I say, “it has caused me some concern.”


“Well sure, yes, of course,” she says, and most of all I’m impressed by the balance she strikes between awkwardness and poise. It’s a disarming tactic. “I mean,” she says, “you’ve got to be worried that I’m working for someone or that I’m going to try to blackmail you or scam you or rip you off. I get it, you know?”


“Unfortunately, trust is an issue,” I say. Flip is sitting by the door of the camper waiting, and I go over and let him out and then I sit down on the stoop and light a j, the phone pressed tight against my ear. Flip paces thoughtfully, deeply immersed in the question of where best to sprinkle his pee.


“I have to tell you,” I say, “the idea that you’ve been hired by somebody, or that you’re running some kind of scam—honestly, that seems a lot more likely than the idea that you’re my daughter and you just happen to have hacker skills like somebody who works for an intelligence agency.”


I’m trying to keep this conversation light and bantering, I don’t want to sound paranoid or panicked. I look out across the parking lot and imagine that there’s a sniper there, a mercenary assassin in a camouflage jumpsuit crouched atop the trailer of a semi. I can almost feel the red light of laser crosshairs crawling across my forehead.


“Well, then!” says Cammie. “I guess my first job is to convince you that I’m for real, right?” There’s a bright, deadly earnestness in her voice that makes me suddenly think that actually, she might be unhinged. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle.


“S-u-r-e,” I say. I parse my words carefully, letter by letter, like I’m filling out a crossword. I realize I should be trying to draw her out, I should be trying to get her to drop some bits of information so I can figure out who she is, where she’s calling from, what her objectives might be. How she might be vulnerable.


“I . . . well. I think it might help if I had a clearer idea of how you went about finding me?” I say shyly. “If I knew your process, it might ease my mind.”


My face smiles hopefully and earnestly toward the screen of the phone, even though I don’t think she can see me, and Flip turns from his patrol of the Red Hot Truck Stop parking lot and wags his tail.


“I hear what you’re saying,” this girl says sympathetically. “And I really believe that we’re going to get to a point where I can walk you through the whole thing. Once we get to know each other better. But at this time, I have to be kind of stingy about what I tell you.”


“Because you don’t trust me, either.”


“Exactly,” she says, regretfully.


“Well, that’s a screwed-up place for a relationship to begin,” I say. “If we can’t be honest with each other, what’s the point of it?”


“We could start by just having a conversation, maybe?” she says. “Like strangers sitting next to each other on a plane, right?”


“That’s just role-playing,” I say. Flip has finished his patrol of the periphery of the Guiding Star, and he comes back and sits beside me. He noses my hand and I scratch his ear. “Look,” I say. “If you’ve come this far, you must know what kind of person I am. What are you after?”


“I just,” she says, “I just want to make a connection. I want to get to know you. We’re not so different, you know—I’m not on the grid, either. That was one of the reasons I decided to reach out to you. If you’d been, like, a high school principal or the owner of a Buffalo wings franchise, I probably wouldn’t have been interested.”


“Uh-huh,” I say. “So what exactly are you interested in?”


“I think we might be able to help each other,” she says.


“I don’t need any help.”


“Yes, you do,” she says. And then she hangs up.






The Illustrated Encyclopedia of the Animal Kingdom



I remember that clinic that Cammie mentioned—the clinic where she was concocted, or however you would put it. “Conceived” seems wrong.


I haven’t thought about that segment of my life in a long time, but it comes back vividly after she hangs up on me. Lying in my bunk in the Guiding Star, I picture myself on the second floor of an old three-story Victorian mansion that had been turned into a kind of boardinghouse. I can see that room, with its rusty radiator and the single bed I’d loll around on at all hours of the day. The whitewashed, warty plaster of the walls I’d press my face against, the water stains on the ceiling that I’d find faces and figures in.


The arrangement was not entirely legal, I don’t think—there was no contract or lease, just an old lady who decided to start renting rooms in her house. Mrs. Dowty was her name, and she lived alone on the first floor with her parrot. She was a widow, and recently her son, Davis, had committed suicide.


Soon after I moved in, I was able to harvest Davis’s social security number and so forth, and within a few months I had acquired a “Davis Dowty” driver’s license and passport. Meanwhile, I paid Mrs. Dowty up front, in cash, monthly, for a furnished room, shared bathroom, and limited use of the kitchen. This was in Evanston, Illinois, thirty years ago. Not long after I first escaped.


* * *


Above me, I would hear a woman on the third floor, walking. Her floorboards—my ceiling—would sigh as she paced, as if she was stepping over shifting ice. I didn’t know her name but I thought about her a lot. She walked above my bed at all hours of the night, and sometimes through the heating vent I would hear her listening to music on the radio, or reading her son a story, her voice stumbling and sweetly awkward. “Goodnight, moon,” I often heard her say.


Most of the tenants in Mrs. Dowty’s house were on their way down in some way, and I imagined that maybe this woman and her boy were on the run from an abusive husband; or maybe the dad had died tragically, cancer or something, and she was saddled with doctor bills she couldn’t pay; or maybe—more likely—she was just a single mom with limited resources, and this was the best she could do.


For a while I would dream that I was holding a baby. The infant in the dreams was wrapped in a blue hospital blanket, with only its round face peeking out, and I would feel its limbs squirming beneath the swaddling as I smoothed my palm against its cheek, as I said, “Hush, hush,” and then I would wake and the woman’s footsteps were creaking above me and I imagined—I believed—I could see the outlines of her bare feet as they pressed down.


In some ways, this dream was partially hers, a seed her restlessness had planted in my sleeping mind. And maybe it was partially her fault, too, that I decided, against good common sense, to start going to these clinics. Was it the woman upstairs, or the dream, or maybe simply the fact that I was alone in the world—unemployed, selling drugs sometimes to make ends meet but mostly lying on my bed in my underwear with a beer growing warm on my belly? I reckon it was some combination of these things, the feeling that I was separated from the rest of the people of earth by an invisible wall, like a fish in an aquarium.


Selling sperm was dumb, the way twenty-year-old boys are dumb, and maybe there was a kind of magical hope attached to it, too—like buying a lottery ticket or tossing a coin into a fountain.


But it was also true that I was constantly on the make, ever on the lookout for a new scam or scheme, and I wasn’t above being drawn in by an easy fifty dollars I’d heard about through a guy I knew, who was in the beginning year of medical school. Patches, he was called. We used to hang out together at a bar a few blocks from Mrs. Dowty’s place, and he would tell me all sorts of medical secrets.


He was the one who told me about the sperm bank. He’d been depositing once or twice a week, for beer money, and he gave me a number to call. “I don’t know whether they’ll take you,” Patches said. “You’re going to have to take an IQ test, and a physical, and then some gene testing as well, so they kind of run you through the gauntlet.”


He smiled. He was in the process of buying weed from me—this was back in the day when it was illegal—and the two of us were sampling the product together in an alley behind the bar, leaning near a sour-smelling dumpster and passing a little brass pipe back and forth. I could tell that he didn’t think I had the kind of pedigree they were looking for, he was just throwing it out there as a kind of brag, blond Northwestern med-school boy who believed in the meritocracy, who believed he had earned his place in the world.


The gauntlet, ha ha.


So I went in and got an application, and I spent several mornings filling out the questionnaire, sitting in Mrs. Dowty’s kitchen eating oatmeal, Mrs. Dowty’s parrot on its perch spreading its molting wings and preening them. I invented lie after lie about myself, and I tried to make my writing seem educated and poetic.


Out the window, I watched the upstairs neighbor woman and her son, who must have been about four, a thin, deep-eyed kid with a head like a baby bird. I stared out at them as they went about their business in the unmowed backyard behind the boardinghouse, watching as the boy built something with mud and sticks in the corner by the fence; watching as he flipped through his book: The Illustrated Encyclopedia of the Animal Kingdom. On the cover, there were drawings of a snake, a zebra, a penguin, a beetle, all the same size.


The woman sat quietly with a cigarette. She ran her fingers thoughtfully along the side of her bare foot, her dry, processed hair crushed flat in the back where she’d slept on it. She exhaled smoke and I wrote a story about myself like a man who deserved to have a baby, and Mrs. Dowty’s parrot said, “Hello! What’s your name?” in a high insipid voice and then took a nut from his dish and bit it savagely.


Still, it was a surprise when the fertility clinic called me in. A feeling of deep embarrassment as I stood there before the nurse. She was a girl about the same age as me—a shy, pretty girl who wore her hair in a way that made me think that she’d had an unhappy childhood. She couldn’t look me in the eye. She just gave me some more forms to fill out on one of those clipboards with a pen hanging on a beaded metal chain. I turned in the paperwork and the nurse led me down a hospital-smelling corridor, silence trailing down the long hallway until we came to a halt in front of a little bathroom. She gave me a test tube with a screw-on lid and cleared her throat, shifting her weight in those chunky white shoes, and she opened the door and said that there were some magazines I could look at if I needed to.


Some old Penthouse and Hustler magazines were stacked on a shelf next to the toilet, and I nodded. What was there to say? The nurse was trying to be professional about it but I could see she was secretly mortified behind her nurse façade, and when I tried to smile ironically, she just cleared her throat again and left in a hurry. Poor girl.


It was strange, because it was she, the nurse, who I ended up thinking about rather than the porn magazine girls with their tawny unreal shapes and unmarked expressions. When I brought the test tube out and gave it to her I felt a flutter in my stomach. Her eyes were so sad and horrified that it seemed she must have known I’d been thinking of her. Afterward I sometimes thought that any baby that came from it would be as much that nurse’s as it was my own.


But I never really truly believed that there would be a baby. It was just something I liked to daydream about, sometimes. In another life, I thought, there existed the possibility of a person—who might have a certain shape of their jaw or their fingers, or a certain way of smiling when they were sad, who might even eventually develop certain moods, a particular watery melancholy, slightly empty, slightly lost, slightly delighted—because of me.


* * *


A few weeks before I made my first donation, I happened to find a box of books. The box had been put out by the curb for the trash man to pick up, right outside a big old house that looked something like ours except it hadn’t been split up into apartments. There was nothing wrong with the books that I could see—an old set of children’s encyclopedias, not complete but nice nonetheless, with beautiful photographs. It didn’t even look like they’d been read! I glanced around to see that no one was looking and I lifted the box and carried it home.


After dinner that evening, I went up the stairs with the box and knocked on the woman’s door. “I found this,” I said, showing her the books and trying to smile like a normal friendly person. “I’ve heard you reading to your son and I thought it would be something he would enjoy.”


I’d practiced this short speech several times, but after it left my mouth I realized that it was a mistake to say that I’d been listening to her reading. It made me sound like a stalker, and I saw her eyes narrow. When she leaned down to look at the titles of the books, she wrinkled her nose. I was aware that they smelled a little like a basement.


“He’s a little young for encyclopedias,” she said, and I shifted my weight. The books were heavy.


“Right on,” I said. “But they’ve got nice pictures.”


“Uh-huh,” she said. She looked me over again, and her eyes came to a decision. I sensed that she saw something essential about me that she could never learn to like. I didn’t know what it was, exactly, but I could feel it in the air around me. An aroma.


“If you want to leave them,” she said, “that’s okay. I mean, he’ll probably just wreck them. Color in them and stuff. You could sell them.” She put a hand against her hair. “You don’t have kids of your own,” she said.


“No.” I smiled, hesitating because she made no move to take the box. I braced it against my hip. “No, not really.” After a second I realized that this was an odd thing to say. “None that I know of,” I said, before I realized that this made things worse.


“Oh,” she said. She laughed shortly. “You’re one of those, huh?” She looked at me briefly with something like, what? Flirtation? Sarcasm? Something familiar but not quite friendly. I couldn’t tell, but it made me blush. I set the box down.


“No, no,” I said. “No, it’s . . . it’s complicated.”


“I’ll bet,” she said. She gave me that same look again, and I watched her thinking—a whole complex set of unreadable things was passing through her mind. She opened the door a little more, and I could see the boy inside, sitting cross-legged in front of the television, his face lit unnaturally as he trotted a plastic elephant along the carpet. It would have been neat if the boy suddenly turned to look at me, but he did not.


“Well,” the woman said. “Thanks.”


At that time, before I became the Barely Blur, I was a fugitive from justice—wrongly arrested, imprisoned, and then institutionalized in a mental facility. I couldn’t tell you what the charges were, only that I thought they were ridiculous, and I said so, and soon an officer was leaning down with his sharp kneecap on the small of my back and applying handcuffs to my wrists, and once I was seen as recalcitrant and resistant, it was beyond hope. Further protests landed me in the psychiatric care division of the Hopewood Memorial Hospital, where I was pumped full of Thorazine and left to drift for eternity.
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