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For C. K. Williams




The thrust came first, accurate, deft, to the quick, its impetus and reasonings never grasped.

Then my pain, my sullen, shocked retort, hashed, but with nothing like an equivalent rancor.

Then the subsiding: nothing resolved, only let slide; nothing forgiven, only put by.

—from “The Insult,” C. K. Williams


1

I’m a kind of rat. I take it as a compliment. Generally it means I’m not to be trusted. You know, sneaky, always padding along after the cheese, always looking out for number one. Expediency for me is what Disneyland was for Premier Khrushchev: a must-see kind of place. I’m what you call a high-on-pragmatism, low-on-ethics kind of guy.

But I don’t start out to be bad. Somehow it just happens, like an accident, a slip on the peel of the moral banana.

Rats themselves, the animal variety, are virtuous creatures. They look after each other and lead upstanding lives. Can they help it if they have pointy noses and beady eyes? Unlike human beings, rats almost never kill each other. I make this distinction because in what follows there are lots of rats, both the human and animal variety. The animal rats were just rats, even though I jumped two feet when the first one darted across my sneakers. The human rats came in all shapes and sizes, and some were better than others. Compared to those particular rats, maybe I’m not so bad after all. But that’s what any human rat would say, right? I mean, aren’t we in the business of sticking up for ourselves?

My name is Victor Plotz, and I’m fifty-nine years old, or thereabouts. The age when they say you don’t waste a hardon, trust a fart or bust your noggin on dumb ideas. Anybody who tells you I’m any older than fifty-nine, don’t listen to him. I’m an entrepreneur in Saratoga Springs, New York: the kind of guy with a lot of irons in the fire. I got some investments, some rental property, some little jobs I do. A buy-low-sell-high kind of guy. I spend a lot of time on the phone, a lot of time driving around. I shoot the breeze, drink a lot of coffee and keep my ears open. I know a few women who trust me with their investments and I even make some money for them. It’s a life-style that suits me. I’ve done that nine-to-five stuff and I have learned that it goes against my genetic makeup.

When I was a young man I worked at Schultz’s Men’s Furnishings in the city, that’s New York City, and spent my days lying to a bunch of glad-handing businessmen about how well they looked in a particular suit before my life changed and old Schultz decided that drunkenness on the job was no way to sell men’s clothing, meaning I got fired. I’ve done this and I’ve done that, and my life has proceeded as smoothly as a guy falling down a flight of padded stairs, and this occasion with the rats, which I’m now telling you about, began in Saratoga around noon on a sunny Friday in May: May 14th, it was.

I got a friend, a best buddy who lets me walk all over him, and even though I’m a kind of rat, he forgives me. His name is Charlie Bradshaw and he’s a private detective. Now, I’ve done some of that work, but I don’t like it. Most of what you do as a private detective is sit around, like you spend a whole week staring at a doorway waiting for some bozo to stroll through it. That’s eighty percent of the job. Then there is a less boring fourteen percent when you’re driving all over hell’s half acre trying to find out what doorway to stick yourself in front of—that part of the job at least gets you into the fresh air. Then there is a dangerous and anxiety-ridden five percent when you actually confront the bozo. This can lead to bruises. I’ve had that happen, and my entire being rises up in protest against it. Bruises are an intrinsic insult to human flesh. Then comes the scant one percent of the private detective’s job when you get paid and patted on the back, which is the part I am best at. There is something about the feel of a nice fat check being placed in the palm of the hand which combines the most pleasing aspects of sex and Valium.

It was Charlie Bradshaw who got me out of New York City nearly twenty years ago and brought me to Saratoga Springs. There’s no way to avoid saying it: he saved my life. I worked for him for a while. He’d been a Saratoga cop, then head of security for a stable outside of town, then a private detective. His mother has got a hotel in Saratoga, the Bentley, and I worked for her as well. But Charlie is a maintenance-level kind of guy, meaning he tries to keep his life on a certain steady course: few peaks, few valleys. He’s got a small house out on Lake Saratoga, a girlfriend that keeps his clock clean and he’s got a stack of books about the Old West. Charlie is in his mid-fifties and has a swimming regimen. In fact, he’s got a lot of regimens, and if someone came along and offered to hitch Charlie’s wagon to a star, he would say no thank you. I may be talking through my hat, but sometimes I think Charlie believes that if he didn’t keep his life under tight control, then he would just go whanging off into partyland. Dance all day, dance all night. His father was a gambler and his hero is Jesse James, like he can tell you Jesse’s collar size and how he brushed his teeth. On the wall of his detective office on Phila Street in downtown Saratoga Springs, Charlie has hung a big poster of Jesse James just like the post office has hung a big picture of President Bill Clinton.

I’ve seen customers come into Charlie’s office, sit down and stare at Jesse’s rattlesnake eyes, finding something vaguely familiar about them. A famous policeman? they wonder. Perhaps a relative? And when they finally make the connection, they tend to look at Charlie in a new light. Some even get up and walk out without ever stating their business. And Charlie doesn’t mind this. They walk out, so what? That’s what it means to be a maintenance-level kind of guy. He pays the rent, pays his mortgage, keeps his clock clean and breezes through his week as easily as a trout flopping around in a mountain stream. Me, I’m more ambitious. I like the peaks and endure the valleys. I worked for Charlie for a few years, then struck out on my own, except for occasionally helping him with odd jobs. He’s happy driving a little car, I like driving a big car. Don’t think I’m being disrespectful. Charlie is someone who is who he is no matter what. Like his personality fits him like a condom. This is nothing I wouldn’t tell him to his face. Even in a raging blizzard, he’s Charlie Bradshaw. Me, apart from being a kind of rat, I don’t know who or what I am from one day to the next.

This particular Friday in May I was sitting in Charlie’s office around twelve-thirty using his phone while he was off at the YMCA swimming his laps. I had some tenants in a duplex who’d been breaking up the furniture and hadn’t been paying the rent and I had to explain how their ankles would get busted if they didn’t shape up. I find it hard to be threatening on a cellular phone, so I was using Charlie’s square black old-fashioned one. And of course it was his nickel and I had other calls to make as well. It was a bright spring day and the windows were open. A couple of pigeons were making cooing noises on the window ledge and I could hear the sound of traffic from Broadway.

Charlie’s got a drab sort of office over a used-book store. Two windows look out on Phila, facing the big red brick building across the street. A scratched oak desk and gray metal file cabinet, a safe, some visitor chairs, linoleum on the floor and this big poster of Jesse James in an ornate antique frame behind glass. Originally, he had the poster tacked to the wall, but I kept fooling with it: drawing on an eye patch or giving Jesse a handlebar mustache. Charlie would get mad and stamp around. That’s another problem with Charlie—he’s got a sense of humor like, a gambler’s good luck: it comes and goes. So Charlie went out and bought himself a new poster and bought this big frame from an antique store and he screwed the whole thing to the wall just like in one of those upscale fern bars where they are afraid the yuppies will steal the artwork.

Anyway, I was sitting at the desk making my phone calls when there comes a tap tap at the door. Charlie has a small anteroom separated from his office by an opaque glass wall with a door in the middle. On the top half of the door is a sheet of frosted glass with the word OFFICE printed in big black letters, although seated at his desk you see the letters backward so it looks like ECIFFO. And it was against these letters that I saw the knuckles of a hand go tap tap. Tell you the truth, I’d never heard anyone enter the anteroom—that’s how caught up I was in my threatening phone call.

“Come in,” I called, then I said my rude goodbyes to my tenant and hung up. My tenant is a biker and he revs his Harley in the living room: he says he’s tuning it. Tire slashing is too good for him.

The guy who entered the office was a little guy maybe a few years older than me. He was little without being small, or maybe he was small without being little. In any case, he seemed very sure of himself and he walked up to the desk without even glancing around the office and he kept his back straight. He wore a natty blue suit, a necktie that didn’t call attention to itself and his lackluster gray hair was scattered across his balding scalp like fragments of grass on a school playground. His eyes were sharp. He looked like money. He looked like he was used to giving the orders and paying the tab.

“Mr. Bradshaw?” he asked.

“I’m his partner and financial adviser,” I said, taking my feet off the desk. “Plotz, Victor Plotz.”

“Will Mr. Bradshaw be back soon?”

I don’t know what it was about the guy’s tone that irritated me. Maybe I felt he was being dismissive. There’s no sucker you want to catch as much as the sucker who doesn’t want to be caught. “That depends,” I said. “Mr. Bradshaw’s a busy man and I screen his appointments.”

“Isn’t this his office?”

“Let’s say this is the office you get to before you get to his real office. I don’t think you told me your name.”

The little guy in the blue suit was looking at the picture of Jesse James. I guess if Charlie had other pictures, like a picture of me for instance, then it wouldn’t be so striking. And the frame is big and black with gold filigree. Stuck up there on the wall behind Charlie’s desk, Jesse James looks like the founder of the firm. The little guy was looking at Jesse as if he were just about to articulate the words “Isn’t that…” but he was the kind of guy who believes that Doubt is a kissing cousin to Weakness and he wasn’t about to show any weakness. Tough—that was the impression he wanted to make.

“I’m Bernard Logan,” he tells me in a way supposed to make me think I’m supposed to recognize his name. He gives me a card that says Battlefield Farms and a P.O. box in Schuylerville, a pokey town on the Hudson about ten miles east of Saratoga. “I want to hire a private detective.”

I rubbed my hands together in a soothing manner. “Take a seat, Mr. Logan. Mr. Bradshaw is pretty busy right now, but if I know what’s bothering you, then maybe I can twist his arm.” This was a downright lie, because Charlie hadn’t had a case all month, apart from some insurance stuff. I knew for a fact that he was broke. On the other hand, he’s got a little garden around back of his house on the lake and in May he likes to spend the warm days fooling with the lettuces and weeding his snap peas.

Logan put his hand on the back of the visitor’s chair but couldn’t quite bring himself to take the plunge. “This is a sensitive matter,” he said.

I shut my eyes, leaned back in the swivel chair and nodded slowly. What was it about his tone that made my skin itch? It seemed to suggest a group of people from which I was excluded. “I see myself as a sensitive kind of guy,” I said. “You own this place, this Battlefield Farms?”

“I’m the major stockholder.” Logan sat down. It was as if he had just taken the hook into his mouth, and I waited to give the line a tug. Still, there was no anxiety about him, no nervousness. Most people who turn up in a detective’s office show some discomfort. After all, they’ve got a problem. Logan had gray skin, like wet cardboard, and his face showed all the emotion of a guy buying a pair of shoes. “It’s a family-run business,” he continued. “My wife, plus a son and stepson from my first marriage. We have a lot of horses, both our own and those we train or breed for others.”

“And you’re near the battlefield?” This was the place where General Burgoyne lost the Battle of Saratoga for the British and where Benedict Arnold played hero. Now it’s a big national park a few miles south of Schuylerville right on the Hudson.

“Our land abuts the park. You must know it.”

Sometimes in summer the park is full of all kinds of crazy guys with muskets and old-timey uniforms. They run around trying to stab each other with rusty bayonets and shouting like wild men. I wouldn’t go near it for a million bucks. “Like the palm of my hand,” I said. “You must feel proud living next to the place where history took such a big step forward. I mean, where would we be without the Battle of Saratoga, right? We’d be Canadians, most likely. Or Brits.”

Logan gave me his glassy stare, like history for him was just so many dead calendars. “My wife wants to kill me, Mr. Plotz. That’s why I’m here.”

Well, there were a lot of humorous things I could have said in response to that remark, but I kept my mouth shut and looked concerned. Personally, I think most spouses want to kill one another. It’s what marriage is all about. Death practice—that’s marriage, which is why I specialize in girlfriends.

“She’s younger than I am by almost thirty years and she’s got a lover, my own foreman. I guess you’ve heard this story before, correct? We’ve been married eight years.”

Instead of looking ashamed or embarrassed, Logan looked angry. His fingers were curled into tight little fists and he glowered as if daring me to disagree. I figured I could also make a few wisecracks about the foreman poking his wife, but I hung on to my sympathy face and pursed my lips. After all, I was trying to do Charlie a favor. “What makes you think that she wants to kill you?”

“I heard her talking to Randall, he’s the foreman, Randall Hanks. What do they think, that I can’t see what they’re doing?” Logan’s body grew stiff for a moment as if from an electric charge. “She has an insurance policy on me, a big one, and it’s new. She and Randall have been carrying on, I don’t know, maybe for a couple of months or longer. I heard her talking to him on the phone. She told him that very soon their problems would be over and they’d have the farm. The only way for that to happen would be if I was dead.”

“Did she say how or anything like that?”

“No, just that it would be soon.”

“Did you actually hear her use the word ‘kill’ or ‘murder’? You know, a violent-death-type word? Maybe she’s just been buying Lotto tickets.”

Do you know those stares called glacial stares? Narrowed eyes and a curving trajectory down the nose. Even the chin seems more pointed and chilly. Logan gave me one of those, and I gave him a happy smile to show I was basically okay.

“They want me dead. They want the farm. They want the freedom to continue their sexual romp without my interference.”

“Where’s your proof?”

“I told you I heard her on the phone…”

“Look, Mr. Logan, Charlie Bradshaw’s a busy man. That’s why he’s got me to screen his visitors. If I go to him with a story about an overheard phone call, he’ll laugh me all the way down to Brooklyn. You got to have some hard facts.”

“The insurance policy…”

“Hey, I got a policy on my cat. It wouldn’t stand up in a court of law.”

Logan snapped his fingers at me. “If I had something that could stand up in court, I’d go to the police. I wouldn’t bother with a private detective.”

I figured he had me on that one, so I cleared my throat and sucked my teeth. “What happened to your first wife?” I asked.

“She’s been dead fifteen years. Cancer.”

I nearly said, Just like me, because my wife had died of cancer as well, although that was more like thirty years ago.

“And her son works at the farm?”

“There are two. The son we had together, Carl, who’s twenty-three and who graduated from Cornell last year. Then there is the son she had by a previous marriage: Donald Croteau, he’s thirty-five.”

Mentioning these two guys, it was like Logan was talking about warm weather and cold. I had the feeling that Logan didn’t waste a lot of love on his stepson, whereas this Carl fellow was the apple of his eye.

“And they all live with you?”

“It’s a big farm. There are several houses. Donald has his own place. So does the foreman, Hanks.”

“Anyone else?”

“The trainer, Frankie Faber.” Logan kept rubbing his hand across his jaw as if it itched.

“One big happy family,” I said, and again Logan gave me one of his arctic expressions. “Why don’t you just fire the foreman, this Randall Hanks?”

“I used to like my wife, Mr. Plotz, and I’m not much good as a husband. When they started their affair, I pretty much accepted it. Better that she has her fun at home, right? Or at least on the property. She’d had affairs before, but none of them were serious and I didn’t much worry about them. This one has become serious. She took another bedroom in the house. We don’t talk. We don’t get along. She wants me out of the way and by that I mean dead and she wants it to happen as soon as possible.”

“What’s the rush?”

“I’m not a weak man, and I have a temper. She can see that relations are getting worse. I’ll fire Hanks and get rid of her as well, but if you or Bradshaw can come up with evidence that she’s trying to kill me, then that will serve my purpose even better, especially in the divorce courts. For a while, even when she was having these little affairs, we stayed friends. Now we’re nothing to each other, just money and mutual bitterness. I want her gone; she wants me dead.”

“And what’s this treasure’s name?”

“Brenda Stanley. She used to ride show horses and she kept her own name.”

“No kids?”

“She didn’t want any.”

“What do you want Charlie to do?”

“I want him to come out to the farm and talk to people, make them worried. If Brenda gets scared, then maybe she and Hanks will do something to show their hand.”

“Maybe Charlie could yell at them, right? Maybe he could catch them in the act and smack their pink fannies.”

Logan looked at me as if I were a tomato splop on his white bucks. “You like your little joke, don’t you, Mr. Plotz.”

“It’s the bane and treasure of my life. When would you like this terrorist visit?”

“They’ll all be around tomorrow morning.”

“All?”

“My son, my stepson, everybody except Frankie Faber. He’s still down at Belmont and couldn’t come up. I want Bradshaw to clear the air. You too, the more the merrier. Then stay on for a few days and keep an eye on things. There’s some other stuff I’d like to show Bradshaw—a letter I found, and a rattrap.”

“What’s so suspicious about a rattrap?”

“This isn’t so much a trap as a cage. I just want to show it to him. I think it’s important.”

“You’re asking for a bodyguard, not a detective,” I said.

“I want someone who will let my wife understand that I know what’s she’s planning. I want her to be scared.”

“I bet you’re a swell guy,” I told him. Still, I knew that even mean sons of bitches can pay you a living wage and the money from a mean guy and a nice guy smells just as sweet. “This won’t be for free, you know. Charlie will need a retainer.”

“How much?”

“A thousand bucks.”

Logan blinked twice. “That’s a lot.”

“The pros cost more. Anyway, you don’t want detecting, you want bullying, and that’s more expensive.”

I should say that Charlie usually asks for a retainer of one hundred and fifty, but he was short on funds and I had decided to do him a favor. Besides, I wanted to learn just how hungry Mr. Logan was.

He drew a tan pigskin wallet from the inside pocket of his brown suit coat. “I’ll need a receipt.”

“Sure thing, and if you want I’ll stand on the desk and sing ‘Your Achy Breaky Heart.’ ” That was a lie, I could only remember half the words. I just wanted to give the needle another turn.

* * *

But sometimes even one’s most charitable actions can land one in the soup, because it was no more than thirty minutes later that Charlie was saying to me in a kind of depressed voice, “Victor, you’ve got to return the money.”

He was standing in front of his desk and his hair was still wet from swimming. Some people have black hair, some people have blond—Charlie’s got sparse, like it’s a quality more than a color, sparse gray. He was wearing a blue seersucker suit that was a little tight on him and his blue tie looked like it had been yanked into about ten thousand Windsor knots too many.

“To ask for a one-thousand-dollar retainer is highway robbery,” said Charlie.

“Nah,” I tell him, “we were right here in your office.”

“Be serious, Victor.”

Charlie knows I like him to call me Vic, but he never does. I think he likes the two-beat sound of Vic-tor, like a one-two punch. Whereas Vic has a light and airy sound. Charlie stood with his arms folded like someone who feels he’s got reason and righteousness on his side. He’s not a big guy, no more than five-ten or so, a little shorter than I am; and he is thickish without being fat, like he’s got the build of a freshly baked meat loaf. But his eyes are what you notice straightaway. They’re sharp blue eyes and they remind me of Uncle Sam’s on those old-timey enlistment posters: “Uncle Sam Wants You!” They are not critical like Uncle Sam’s; they are just very attentive. Nowadays his eyes are partly hidden behind bifocals with thin wire frames. Charlie hates these bifocals and keeps taking them off and putting them back on. They make him look grandfatherly, which leads people to think he’s a cream puff. Boy, are they sorry.

“Charlie, I’m always serious about a thousand bucks. This Logan guy’s got a big problem. His spouse wants to waste him and he’s come to you to save his life. Be kind!”

“But I told you I had jury duty next week. There’s no telling how long it will take.”

“I forgot about that. Won’t they let you off for extenuating circumstances? Explain to them that you’ve got your period.”

Charlie sighed and shook his head. “I’m on the jury panel. They may not even choose me.”

“Well, there you are. Tell them you’re unqualified.”

“I still have to be there.”

“One thousand smackers, Charlie, there must be a way. Besides, he’s counting on us.”

“Tell me more about this Logan.”

So I gave him back his desk and took the visitor chair for myself. Even though it was past my lunchtime, I told him about Logan’s visit. Charlie already knew of Battlefield Farms. It seemed they always had horses running at the big New York tracks—Belmont, Aqueduct, Saratoga—and some of the smaller ones as well. Even Logan was known to him, although only by name, and he had heard of Logan’s stepson, Donald Croteau, also. “He was picked up last fall for speeding,” Charlie said. “He’s got a Porsche that he takes out around five a.m. and sees how fast it will go.”

I tried to tell him about Logan’s manner, which was still prickling me. It wasn’t that he was condescending or too sure of himself, nor was it that the only emotion he had shown was anger; rather, it felt like he was going through a part—not that he didn’t believe it, but that he had already practiced it several times. Me, I’m all spontaneity; Logan was studied.

“But I don’t see what he wants me to do,” said Charlie.

“He wants you to go out there and throw your weight around, to make the wife nervous. He wants you to find evidence against her that will let him breeze through a divorce court. He says he’s got it already, some kind of letter and a rattrap, and all he wants is for you to see it.”

Charlie had taken off his glasses and was polishing them on his tie. “A rattrap?”

“He said it was a sort of cage. And he’s got more stuff besides. Charlie, jury duty doesn’t start till Monday. A fast operator like you can wrap this up over the weekend. He says for us to be there ten-thirty tomorrow morning.”

“Why ten-thirty?”

“Because that’s when they’re done exercising the horses. Don’t be so suspicious, Charlie! This’ll be a piece of cake.”

Charlie riffled through the ten hundred-dollar bills on the top of his desk. “A thousand dollars is a lot of money.”

“Nah, that was in the old days, Charlie. These days a thousand smackers is no more’n Japanese lunch money. I bet the Pinkertons get that all the time.”

Charlie has a number of sore points against the Pinkertons: one, because they blew the arm off Jesse James’s mother and killed his half brother, who was just a little kid, and two, because they once turned him down when he was looking for a job. On this particular occasion Charlie pretended that I hadn’t spoken. He has a round face and a stubby nose, not many wrinkles for an oldster. He stared over my head as if he were looking at some fat idea floating in the air over by the door like a cherub.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to go out there,” he said.

I stood up. “Great. I’ll pick you up about ten in the Mercedes.”

“I thought they had repossessed that.” There was a slight slyness to his voice.

“I got it back again. I need it to impress my clients.”

“Isn’t your granddaughter coming to visit next month? What’re you going to do about your clients then?”

I sat down again. Charlie had touched upon a tender issue. “I’m praying that my granddaughter will tumble into a well before her school lets out. That may be my only hope.”

“Is she stubborn?”

“A half-pint ayatollah.”

“I thought she was Jewish.”

“They’re the worst kinds of ayatollahs. I’ve talked to this girl on the phone. She’s got a missionary zeal that terrifies me. Charlie, I haven’t been to temple since my wife died back in 1962. The kid sent me a yarmulke for my birthday. I gave it to the cat. Even the cat won’t wear it.”

I got a son, Matthew, who works for a hospital in Chicago, a bright boy who’s in charge of his own lab. When he was a kid, I called him Matt. Now he wants Matthew, like it’s got more weight. He’s got a wife, Bernice, three kids and a nice brick house in Evanston. No dog or cat. Pets are dirty, he tells me. Bernice, on the phone she tells me she keeps a kosher kitchen, and I tell her that’s nice. Then I make a crunching noise with my teeth and tell her to guess what I’m eating. Carrots? Celery? Nope, I say, pork rinds. Their youngest kid, this twelve-year-old named Susannah, she’s the one who wants to come out and visit sometime in June: a nice Jewish girl with the soul of a Baptist missionary. You say, tell her not to come. I’ve already done that, I’ve done it five or six times. She says she’s already got her ticket; she says she wants to visit her grampa. Back in the late seventies when I had to get out of the city or die there, I nearly moved to Evanston. Matt and Bernice kept inviting me. They’re not bad people, they’re just dead below their noses. If you ask me, a little evil would give their lives a real boost. And I nearly went, that’s how bad those days were. Believe me, if I’d gone to Evanston, I’d be a corpse by now. Either that or in jail. Sometimes it seems that murder is the only way out of a bad situation. Instead of going to Evanston, I called Charlie, even though I hardly knew him. I wasn’t grasping at straws, I was grasping at something much smaller than straws. Charlie said, Come on up to Saratoga and I’ll get you a job. See what I mean? He saved my life.
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I got a girlfriend. Actually I got more than one but this is the main one, at least for now, and she’s been my main girlfriend for a couple of years and I’ve got no plans to tell her to take a hike. Her name is Rosemary. She runs a lunch counter out on Route 29 toward Schuylerville. Rosemary Larkin, and what she can do with a cheeseburger would melt your heart. She’s fifty-one. She’s big and plump and I call her the Queen of Softness. If you ask me, women only come into their prime after they hit fifty. Before that they’ve got too much bone and muscle: baby machines too easily distracted by what they have manufactured. They remind me of Japanese car companies: all style and no soul. Before menopause a woman can be a real nuisance, she’s packed full of hidden agendas and most of them concern her kids. But after fifty a woman’s kids are usually grown up and she can turn herself over to pleasure. And they get soft at that age, almost spongy. It’s the time when a woman gives up her figure and takes on a shape. Rosemary Larkin has a wonderful pear shape. No aerobics for her. Who wants a lady with a figure like a letter knife?

Rosemary has got this hot tub in her basement and we sit in it and play Elevator. I put my hands under her breasts—big white stocking-cap breasts with nipples like the eye of the cyclops who Kirk Douglas bumped off in that movie about Ulysses. I put my hands under Rosemary’s breasts so I can feel their weight, their very consequence and magnitude, and Rosemary calls out: “Eighth floor!” And slowly I raise her breasts up out of the bubbling water. Then she calls out, “Fourth floor!” And slowly I lower them again. Then Rosemary calls out, “Penthouse!” And we go up all the way to her eyebrows. Then she calls, “Bargain basement!” And we go down, down, down.

You can’t play that kind of game with a young woman. Not only don’t they have the physique for it, but they are too busy with their lives, their careers, their ambition. A woman like the Queen of Softness isn’t wound up tight about getting someplace or not getting someplace important, she already lives someplace. She’s arrived. She stands on her life with both feet. She doesn’t mind that I am fifty-nine, or thereabouts, and that I’ve got a Jewish Afro and have a figure that yearns to duplicate the Pillsbury Doughboy. We’ve gone beyond fashion. Our skin is squishy and yielding with black-and-blue marks and adipose tissue and varicose veins. Not only has it been around the track, it has been the track. It’s been trampled upon. It’s been jumped up and down upon. It’s got history. We rub each other down with body oil and we’re like two great seals flopping together on her big water bed. With thin girls you got to watch yourself. You can cut yourself on the sharpness of their bones. Get a bruise and bleed internally.

I spent Friday night at Rosemary’s place. The wind started blowing hard in the night and the windows banged: one of those warm southern winds that seems to carry all your yesterdays along with it. But I didn’t want the past. When a day is over, I say fuck it. I been a widower for more than thirty years and that’s a long enough time to forget, even though those old pictures can sometimes slap me across the face when I’m doing no more than looking out the window and smelling the breeze. I put on my cowboy hat and cowboy chaps and Rosemary and me played Hopalong Cassidy. I can lift parts of her, do you know what I mean? The flabby parts under her arms, her belly, the great cheeks of her buttocks, her thighs like sodden loaves of bread—I just lift them up and hold them for a moment. She’s got great weight. What with the lifting and the whiskey and the cowboy hat it was nearly dawn by the time we got to sleep.

I had told her about this Logan character, and when I left in the morning, she said, “You take care of yourself. I wouldn’t want my sweetie to get hurt.”

“A piece of cake,” I told her. “There’ll be no bruises on this job.”

Isn’t it always the case that when you make some fool remark like that, you almost always get your neck broke? It’s like an axiom or something. I mean, you should carry around a block of wood just to knock on when you need it.

When I reached Charlie’s house on the lake shortly after ten, I was feeling hungover and stretched pretty thin.

Charlie met me at the door. He was wearing a gray corduroy coat and a yellow polyester shirt that looked like it had been made by the same people who make Saran Wrap. His gray knit tie had a run in it. “You look like someone beat you up,” he told me, pretending to be concerned but not really concerned. His glasses were shiny and his sparse hair was slicked down like he was all set to do business.

“The Queen of Softness,” I told him.

Charlie has a girlfriend by the name of Janey Burris. She’s a nurse with three kids, all teenagers by now, I think. She’s sexy but she’s not my type. She has one of those tidy bodies and I’d be afraid I might cut myself on her hipbones, get my throat slashed by a rib. She’s got nice lips but has sharp teeth behind them. Nobody can pucker as prettily as a woman who has lost her choppers: it’s the softest kiss in the world. Janey’s been after Charlie to move in with her, to give up his place on the lake and move back to Saratoga. But there’s no way he will do that. If Charlie doesn’t have his time by himself, his solitude, he gets so gloomy that almost nothing will cheer him.

Isn’t it the truth that you meet someone and everything seems fine but then you start stepping on each other’s toes? Like I say, Charlie will be Charlie no matter what. Janey Burris loves him, I’m sure of that, but she also wants to change him a little, improve him, like someone who buys a nice suit of clothes and then proceeds to shorten the sleeves, add a ribbon here and there. The Queen of Softness hasn’t started any of that correction and restoration business, but if she did, then it’s goodbye to the Elevator, goodbye to Hopalong Cassidy and our long nights of pleasure.
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