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Chapter 1



I call this one ‘Ode to a Trainee Manager’.


When you enter this town of ours, I would want you to read the following, to enlighten you as to how it is here with us at this time in history. It seems only right. Even in medieval times they used to put up signs that said, ‘Plague! Keep Out.’


This is what I’d say …


We have made nothing in this town in over a decade. It’s as though a plague befell our men, as horrible as any of the plagues that fell on Egypt. Our men used to manufacture cars, sheet metal, mobile homes, washers and dryers, frame doors, steel girders for bridges and skyscrapers. Our town had contracts from Sears and Ford and General Motors. Everybody worked in the factories, bending metal into the shape of car fenders, gaskets, engine blocks, distributor caps, sewing vinyl seats for Cadillacs and Continentals. We had hands throbbing to make things. Factories were our cathedrals, pushed up out of the Great Plains.


The din of sound, the subterranean rumble of machinery filled our consciousness once upon a time. You would have felt the buffeted sound of hammers in our encasement of snow when winter gripped, us locked away from the world outside, making things as snow fell heavy across the plains, isolating us. Our furnaces bled against the snow, a crucible of fire amidst the plains. There was peace, then, and security, all of us moving under the bowls of streetlights on ploughed streets, proceeding slowly home in our cars, exhausted, as the machines of our existence ate the night shift. You’d have seen the slow trundle of trains full of gleaming cars we built snaking out to the great cities on the East and West Coasts.


If you happened to come upon us in the summer scorch, you would have seen our men in stained yellow T-shirts, dripping sweat, eating down by the river from steel lunch boxes, guzzling ice-cold Coca-Cola or buckets of cold beer. You would have seen the way they used to drag their forearms across their mouths with easy satisfaction, rise and stretch and walk the perimeter of the factory yards, smoking in long deep pulls. You might have heard the pop of a bat at the lunch break, our men out in the fields behind the factories rounding bases, sending balls over the brownstone perimeter of our existence. There was cheap beer in the dark shade of run-down bars for men who needed it, and an allotment of whores down by the vast labyrinth of viaducts and foundry cooling pools. We had a chocolate factory, too, where our young women in confectionery hats pasted fudge and caramel drops and taffy brittle on wax baking sheets. You would have come across them smoking against the blackened brownstone walls, pale ghosts covered in flour. They had that luxurious odour of cocoa and cinnamon ingrained into their pores.


And on a warm summer’s night, you would have found us in the collective destiny of a drive-in movie, us in our machines in the humid air of summer heat; heard the shrill cries of the drive-in mesh speaker filling our heads with the horror of living in the Cold War, as giant ants from a nuclear holocaust attacked New York City.


It had a perpetual motion, this town of ours, compact and inexhaustible, self-sustaining, the eternal stoking of furnaces went night and day with us in splendid isolation, the keepers of industrialism. You would have believed, like us, that the means of production would never stop ticking, but you would have been wrong.


Our factories by the river are abandoned now, windows smashed, sprouting tufts of grass through collapsed roofs. We are at war with ourselves in the greatest calamity our nation has ever faced. We kill each other in deals gone wrong, in a black market of drugs plied in the shadow of our abandoned cathedrals. Our adolescents slink amidst these ruins, scale the chain-link fences, rip the copper piping from the Factories, sell it. Rusting fire escapes lead to stairways to oblivion and darkness. There are prehistoric-looking machines dragged out into yards, cannibalised of anything of worth, carcasses of industrialism. Our daughters spread their legs on shop floors where once our men pounded steel. We are encircled by a perimeter of corn fields, hemmed in by crops that it doesn’t pay to grow any more. The commodities exchange has gone to hell. There are butter mountains and wheat mountains, rotting stockpiles of food that need to be destroyed because of overproduction and bottoming prices.


We are now a town of trainee managers. Oh, happy are ye that inherit the deep-fat fryer! What we do now is eat. It has become our sole occupation, our idle hands have found something to take hold of. We take hold of burgers, mostly, in a carnivorous display of sublimated longing for our dead machines. We have McDonald’s, Burger King, Arby’s, Hardee’s, Dairy Queen, Shakey’s, Big Boy, Ponderosa, Denny’s, International House of Pancakes …


Not that you’ll ever read this on any signpost outside our town. I’ve been writing that requiem for years. It was a piece I wrote in journalism class. Ever since I joined the Daily Truth last year, I’ve been trying to slide it into an article. I’ve been polishing that bit of philosophy like my old man used to polish his ’62 Olds. I’ve been trying that philosophy on for size like women change dresses. I kind of sneak it into conversations down at bars, or at career day at the local junior college. It’s like looking at the innards of my own consciousness, that philosophy of mine, a haemorrhage of memory, the entrails of feeling, all raw and bloody. Last year I thought, hell, it can go into the town’s time capsule, but my editor, Sam Perkins, this fat irascible asshole, took me back into his office and chewed my ass real good. He said, ‘We got a history that ain’t about words in this town.’ And this from the goddamn editor of our local newspaper … ‘A history that ain’t about words. Jeez almighty!’ I just had to shake my head. What they put in that time capsule was parts of a washing machine, a sewing machine, fenders and steering wheels, tyres, a switching mechanism from the old railway yard, and a baseball hat from the local UAW, among other things. They buried them in this sealed crate and then covered it over down near the baseball diamond out on County Road Five. Sam Perkins says, ‘Language changes. It ain’t worth a damn. But this here is the immutable architecture of our past, the machines of our age.’ He said that to the people gathered there around the pit. Sam’s the editor primarily because he knows words like ‘immutable’, and because he presses the flesh like a politician. He is the Truth in this town, at least he was, once upon a time. Sometimes I call him the Truth behind his back. I’ll say things like, ‘The Truth has spoken. You must accept the Truth.’


See, we’re fighting a losing battle here in our town. Sam’s taken me aside over the last few months. He says, ‘Circulation ain’t worth a damn.’ I like that word, circulation, the analogy to blood. It hints at what we once were. ‘I’ll be damned if this folds …’ he says when he’s drunk. I already have the final headline in my head – PAPER FOLDS.


I still mess with that essay of mine when there’s nothing to do, when I’m stuck at my desk waiting for the AP wire to feed some lifeline into the paper that must now be filled each day. We don’t have a war, so it makes my job hard. I kind of wish we had a war. We have lots of good kids here who could die beautiful, patriotic deaths. Shit, you have to miss Vietnam from a journalistic point of view. But things are more insidious now. It’s not hard to find casualties, what’s hard is to get people to admit they are casualties. It’s hard to get them to admit there’s a war going on. I tried that line, just like I said it there, the ‘It’s not hard to find casualties, what’s hard is to get people to admit they are casualties,’ down at Lakeview Junior College Career Day assembly, and Dean Holton just about shit his pants. I was shouting into the microphone. ‘You ever wonder about Japanese cars, the names they give them – Accord, Cressida, Corolla. It’s like the Japs are only getting into the English alphabet, like they’re just learning the ABCs.’ Dean Holton got the school band to start playing right over me there in the auditorium. Three cheerleaders flipping across the stage raised an uproarious cheer that I like to think was for me, but it wasn’t. You know, maybe Sam Perkins is right about language not being worth a damn. The Japanese speak a language of equations and numbers. Two plus two will always be goddamn four.


I get away with all this here in the town because nobody wants my job. The Truth really serves as a repository for the court systems to file public notices. My grandfather, the ice monster, started the paper, as he started much of the social fabric of this town, years ago when he made his fortune selling ice, hacking out blocks of ice for all the homes in town and out on the farms. Then he got in on the ground floor of refrigeration units. Made a fortune all over again. His legacy still hasn’t melted. And there’s the house he left behind, a mansion really. It’s what brought me back home, the anchor of my heritage.


Television is where it’s at these days. The written word is dead. They got this Linda Carter doing Eyewitness News. She’s got legs that go to the ceiling. She’s the new town oracle, with these lips that were made for sucking cock. Hell, even I watch her, the enemy. She’s always on location. The town is just a backdrop for her radiance.


Sam’s scared shitless we’re going under. ‘I want to retire with dignity,’ is what he says. He gets all shaky sometimes. He says softly, ‘You know I’m dying, Bill. I got the cancer inside me,’ but that’s pretty much bullshit. He’s lost. He wishes there was something that would kill him. He drinks warm bourbon late into the night behind the bubbled glass of his editor’s office. He keeps this banker’s lamp burning all night. Down below us is the old foundry works, a scaffold of towers and walkways covered in rusting sheet metal, a labyrinth of massive snaking pipes and chimney stacks that have done no work in ages. Sam’s taken me to the window at night, surveyed the nightmare. Down there in the yard is where most of the drug deals go down. It’s where you get sucked off at night. ‘Right under our goddamn noses,’ is what he says in his shaky voice. He wears this typesetter’s leather cap sometimes when he gets all weepy. ‘We need a scoop!’ is what he says, just shaking his head. There aren’t any scoops left, not here anyway. His father, Jasper Perkins, ran the paper for years. I know this story ad nauseam. Blah, blah blah … What I’d like to say about him in his obituary is – THE TRUTH IS DEAD.


All I’m left with is creating postscripts to a dead town that I hash out in full-page spreads for the Auxiliary Firemen’s Wives’ charity bakeoff. The bakeoff is the story we’re going to lead with for tomorrow’s edition. I was thinking of a headline – AUXILIARY FIREMEN’S WIVES SELL THEIR BUNS FOR CHARITY – but, shit, you can’t slide anything by Sam Perkins. Maybe in a hundred years someone’s going to read my article on the bakeoff, and they’re going to understand just how fucked things got here in our town in the late twentieth century. That’s the thing about language, all right, you have to deconstruct its meaning, you have to decode Auxiliary Firemen’s Wives’ Bakeoff into an almighty fucking roar of despair.


And then comes a call from Pete Morris down at the Police Station on West 12th. We go way back to Elementary School. He said, ‘We got a situation, Bill,’ which is something he never used to say. It was just something they said on cop shows, ‘a situation’, but now, when Pete calls, it’s always about ‘a situation’. I’d been thinking about writing an editorial about that, about the accretion of new words into our subconscious, but I’ve been having to write up too many goddamn bakeoffs to get any real work of my own done.


Pete said, ‘You know that Ronny Lawton, that troublemaker out on Pine and Sixteenth?’


I said, ‘Yeah, what about him, Pete?’


‘I’ll tell you what about him. He just called in a missing persons on his father,’ Pete said. ‘Looks like it might be time to drag the river.’


I said, ‘Pete, Jeez almighty, you got anything more definite than that? I’m leading with the Auxiliary Firemen’s Wives’ Bakeoff for tomorrow’s edition. You have to come up with a body to get that off page one.’





Chapter 2



On the ten o’clock news, Linda Carter was live outside the County Courthouse. I was putting finishing touches to the bakeoff article. I worked this lopsided schedule, the long hours into the night, an induced misanthropy. Sometimes I wish I had no past, no inheritance. There’s no reason a guy like me should be prostituting his genius to a dump like this.


Ed Hoskin was down in the darkroom developing prints. We had less than an hour lead time to get things to press. I had gambled and lost big on the Ronny Lawton story.


I had the small black-and-white television on my desk and the police dispatch hissing in the background. They were sealing off the Lawton house. The soundbites were coming in all evening. Ronny Lawton was in for questioning. There was footage of him surrounded by three troopers leading him into the courthouse for questioning. He was in a baseball hat and T-shirt. They kept looping that footage into every commercial break. ‘Linda Carter has the latest on this breaking story at ten o’clock.’ She was out at the Lawtons’ property one minute, she was out at his old high school the next, she was outside the county courthouse live. She was omnipresent, a destiny spliced together.


Sam Perkins called and roared that things were heating up down at the County Courthouse. ‘Forget the goddamn bakeoff. You’re not still working on that bakeoff?’


‘I’m just about to put it to bed, Sam.’


‘Forget the goddamn bakeoff.’ He was really pissed. He went into this speech about how you’ve got to have a nose for a story. How I didn’t have it. How I was a goddamn ass. How my college degree wasn’t worth shit. ‘You don’t send a pig to college to snuff out truffles.’ I just held the phone away from my ear. I was trying to come up with a way to describe the airy lightness of Mrs Polski’s sponge cake delight from the bakeoff. I was looking for that one metaphor to end things. I was like a dog with a meatless bone, gnawing at marrow.


Ed Hoskin already had a grainy blow-up of Ronny Lawton in his hands when he came into my office. I put my hand over the phone. ‘Wasn’t Ronny in the Rifle Club? Check the yearbook again, Ed. This is getting bigger all the time.’


Sam was still bitching when the ten o’clock news came on, a panoramic shot of the courthouse. I could see Sam there on the television shouting into the phone at me. That was my idea of irony, the story from within the story, but all I said was, ‘Sam. Sam, listen to me. What do you want me to run? We got less than an hour.’ I was speaking to his image on the television. Then the camera left him and found Linda Carter on the steps of the courthouse. I had the volume down. They cut to the footage of Ronny Lawton in a T-shirt and baseball cap surrounded by three state troopers. It was the same shit they’d shown all night.


Sam shouted into the phone. ‘I’m sending a guy over with the transcript of the phone calls from Ronny Lawton about his old man’s disappearance. Run that verbatim, you hear that?’


I mean, there was nothing definite yet about any murder, but somehow, Sam was going wild. I guess that’s the kind of intuition I never had. I was still thinking bakeoff, but I said, ‘I got his senior year shot from the yearbook all ready to go here. We can lead with that.’


‘Now you’re thinking like a newspaper man.’


It was the only thing I’d learned in college. You begin with the yearbook, that unequivocal moment of adolescence, and work from there. That’s the moment of incarnation for any journalist’s story, the shot from which all stories emanate.


I phoned Pete down at the station. He said, ‘Shit, have we got a developing situation. This ain’t released yet, Bill, but the troopers found blood out at the Lawton place. This asshole did it. I seen him down in the interrogation room. He looks like he’s going to crack.’


‘How much blood, Pete?’


‘I don’t know. I just heard one of them troopers talking is all. Forensics over in Kale County is going to run a test tomorrow morning.’


I said, ‘Pete, we’re under the gun here. I don’t have shit to print. You think you could drop me over Ronny’s rap sheet? We need it like yesterday, Pete. Ten minutes, Pete. That’s all the time I got left.’


‘I already pulled it for you.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘Bill?’


‘What?’


‘This is probably nothing. We don’t have access to birth and death certificates until tomorrow morning, but can you check your old papers for a death notice on Ronny’s mother? Seems like she passed away round this time last year.’


The line went dead in my ear. The crickets in the foundry yard filled the sudden silence. I don’t quite get it, but there was this infusion of blood rushing through me. I mean, it was late as hell, a dead time when I usually turned away from the office for a slow night of watching the Tonight Show and falling asleep. Maybe it was some subconscious urge to rise out of the shit my life had become. I wasn’t beyond becoming some vulture to pull away at some corpse if it came to it. I was shaking there at my desk, sweat running down the inside of my legs. I poured a strong black coffee, tasted the bitter tar. Outside there was a low rumble of thunder. I opened the blinds and let the downward rush of cool air pour into the office.


I went to the steel cabinet of old microfiche, found the spool from last year, pulled it through the feeder and checked the old death notices. July 8th. One year ago to the day. I looked at the date again. I suppose it depended on how you looked at things. It might have meant Ronny Lawton’s father was out getting drunk in his wife’s memory. It might have been nothing more than that really. If I’d had time, I’d have checked the graveyard. By now, the sky was flickering with lightning. Rain hissed outside the window. I felt myself brace for the onslaught of a storm, stood in the slash of a blue shard of light. The hair on my arms stood on end as a cannon blast of thunder hit.


There was one other interesting thing in Ronny Lawton’s mother’s obit. I got another roll of microfiche from 1970–73, scanned through the Vietnam War years obits until I found what I was looking for.


A guy pulled up downstairs and came up with the transcript. I read it slowly. What was known was simply that Ronny Lawton filed a missing persons report on his father via telephone at 8 p.m. July 7th. Ronny stated he’d left his job as a short-order cook at Denny’s at around seven o’clock, went home to find nobody home, called the police, told them he wanted to file a report, then left to go night fishing at around nine o’clock. When he returned home this morning, he found his father’s bed hadn’t been slept in. That’s when he says he got real concerned. He called again at about 9.30 a.m. and said, ‘My old man, he’s missing, been missing since I called yesterday evening. I seen his bed. It wasn’t slept in last night. I called yesterday ’bout this. He’s gone. You hear me? How long does it take you assholes to realise he’s missing?’ There was no mention of his mother’s anniversary. Maybe year four, five, six, you forget those things, but the first anniversary?


In the darkroom, Ed buzzed over the intercom. ‘You want to see what we’re getting, Bill?’


‘Sure.’


This felt like work. I was smiling to myself. I was sort of hoping Ronny Lawton had killed his father.


Ed brought the apparition of Ronny Lawton into slow resolution. I was leaning over him in that sanguine light, him hunched over adding chemicals. ‘What you got there, Ed?’ My breath was filled with the odour of coffee. I was jittery. I needed to piss real bad. ‘We need something quick.’


‘We’re getting something.’ It was a hundred degrees in there, a small dark box of trapped heat. Ed seemed to sift through layers of meaning, adding an alchemy of chemicals, bringing Ronny Lawton’s face to the fore. I stared at Ronny Lawton, the disembodied head staring up from a tray, the culled yearbook photo. The jaw faded with more chemicals, the lips lost their fullness, the mouth became an austere slit. I said softly, ‘I just found out Ronny’s mother died on this day last year.’ I was breathing down Ed’s neck. I touched his arm, coaxed him, felt the flex of sinews under the skin panning the print for its hidden mystery. I said, ‘I got the rap sheet on him. Domestic violence. Ronny beat up his father.’ It triggered something deep in Ed’s head, touched his gift, his clairvoyance. I whispered, ‘They found traces of blood at the scene, Pete was telling me. It’s off with forensics in Kale County.’ Ed instinctively darkened the eyes, imbued an infinite blackness where there were once pupils, until there was nothing but a death mask of grim fatalism staring up at us.


I shouted, ‘That’s it, Ed! Jesus Christ, Ed. That’s exactly it!’


Ed put the print on a peg and hung it. We went out into the hallway, under the soft yellow of a hanging bulb, and smoked. His eyes were watering. His balding head shone with a veneer of sweat. We yawned and rubbed our faces. We had Ronny Lawton in there. We were both exhausted. Maybe we were out of touch with what it was like really to work against a deadline, to put something on paper that people just might read. I was shaking somewhat, from the coffee I suppose, and other things, things that it’s not always a good idea to start into.


It had turned almost cold with the pull of rain outside. Flies clotted the hanging bulb in the hallway.


‘It’s like hearing a confession,’ Ed said. ‘I go in there, and they tell me stuff.’ He was pointing at himself, touching his breastbone.


He looked like a scaffold of bones, the skin drawn tight over his thin body. He had on chocolate-coloured polyester trousers with a white belt, the sort of clothes older men wore in Florida these days. Somehow they didn’t suit the severe look on his face, the grim regard he had for staring into things. I said, ‘You did good, Ed.’ I flicked ash onto the bare floor.


I was looking at Ed’s hands like they were instruments.


‘Before all that out there fell to shit, I was good, Bill. I used to do the features on the new car models. We had beauty queens from Detroit sent down here for photo sessions with executives, for year-end sales parties out on the riverboats. All high class. People wanted to capture it all on film.’


The hall led to a broken window, air sucking a curtain into the night, pulling the tendrils of smoke from our cigarettes. I said, ‘It’s a gift, Ed. What you did in there.’


Ed burped under his breath. His mouth got slack-jawed with bile that had come up. He seemed to hold the bile, got out a handkerchief, took it to his mouth and let the bile out. Then he took out a small bottle of Pepto Bismol, unscrewed the cap, and drank the pink antacid. I felt uncomfortable watching him, but it had become a ritual over the year I’d worked at the paper. Ed settled after that, stood quietly and let his tongue roam the dark of his mouth, cleaning his teeth. He looked at me again. His hands tried to grasp at something. He said softly, ‘I heard this once, “A single death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a statistic.” Maybe that’s what we got to do as reporters, find the single death.’


Maybe it was something, way back then at the start of all this, that I remember most, the certainty, the knowing that just maybe Ronny Lawton’s old man was dead. Sam and Ed had that gut feeling right from the start.


Thunder dimmed the lights for a moment, made us ghosts in the hallway. I felt the distant artillery of exploding rainburst clouds. All around the perimeter of our existence the corn fields were drinking the rain. It was one of those storms that lets men breathe easy, a cleansing rain that gives reprieve from the droughts that have beset us over the years. It was a cold damp that made you shudder. Rain pooled on the wooden floor under the open window. And then I got to thinking that, out by the Lawton place, physical evidence was being washed away.


Ed was counting slowly inside his head, waiting for the image to settle. He said, ‘I wonder what his old man looked like, I mean, when he was a kid?’


I said, ‘I’ll check his yearbook, Ed.’


Ed went in again to the sanguine domain of the darkroom, shut me out. I heard the door lock click.


I went down the hall and left him alone, flicked my cigarette out the window into the dark, watched its brief comet flicker and fall away. I felt things unfolding outside, something malevolent, a dark angel opening its heavy wings into flight over the derelict shit of our dead existence. I felt this transfusion of meaning filling the emptiness inside me. The damp fungal grain, rotting in the silos from the old brewery, had a sour stink that filled our old office. If you listened on still nights you could hear the squeak of rats feasting in the abandoned belly of the sagging silos.


In my office, I sketched the page mock-up, copied the death notice from Ronny Lawton’s mother’s obit, got out a shot of old man Lawton, and just busied myself until Ed came over the intercom and shouted, ‘Bill, get this motherfucker out of my sight.’


I called Pete one last time. There was nothing new. The storm had cut out power along the road going north, out by Ronny Lawton’s place. Ronny Lawton was staying the night at the county jail. He’d submitted to a night’s sleep, care of the county. Pete said that Ronny said, ‘Hell, if you’re going to throw in breakfast, I might as well spend the night.’


Pete said, ‘That sound like a guy who’s grieving to you, Bill?’


I had it all ready for press, the transcripts of the filing of the missing persons and Ronny’s police rap along with four shots, the rifle club shot, the yearbook graduation shot we’d manipulated, and the obituary on Ronny’s mother, along with a photograph of her from her yearbook. I set Ronny’s mother right at the heart of the page. Ronny Lawton’s mother’s face embodied something, like the innocence of soda fountains and bobby socks. She stared across the psyche of a generation, captured at a time in our history when we ruled the goddamn world. Ronny Lawton, the dark-faced patricidal killer, was her progeny. This is what she had unleashed into the world. I couldn’t have envisioned a more tenuous union. Then, down in the bottom right corner I inset the obit of Charlie Lawton, killed in combat in Saigon. I set the missing father on the other side, him staring out through the ages. You know, sometimes you step back from your own creations, and you know you’ve gone deep into something, you know you are roaming around in the collective nightmare of our existence. Shit, this was what I’ve been trying to say all my life. The bakeoff disappeared onto page two. I’d done it all in less than an hour, photos, transcription, positioning.


I put a call in to the typesetters that did up our paper. They sent over a guy to take it. It was a downpour outside. There were reports of power outages and downed trees on the police radio now, spreading out across the land. I called over to the typesetters again. They told me they had a back-up generator. They had things under control.


We lost power at the office half an hour later. I lit a candle, marooned myself in the smallness of the editorial room, smoking. I was there with the tools of my trade, desk and chair, typewriter, microfiche, a peg for the morning broadsheet, a blackboard and chalk, a coffee machine. I was feeling good, infused with something like self-worth. This was where language was created, where history skulked in the heads of reporters. It’s what I liked to think of most, that moment of creation, of mood and fact coalescing into wet print. You see, I had some things I wanted to say all my life. Problem was, I never had a story equal to my ideas.


Ed was watching me. He’d been alive too long, worked too hard. I knew his story. His tongue came out and tasted the air, then withdrew. He was nodding slightly at me, like he wanted something for me, something better than I had.


Then his wife called. When was he coming home? She needed milk and doughnuts. Ed came back and sat in the shifting dark with me. He smelt sour, like something inside him was leaking.


I looked at my watch. The paper should be coming back from the print shop soon. I was anxious to see how it looked. There was a long silence between me and Ed, the sky outside fractured in blue sheet lightning. The phone rang again.


Ed was on a good while. He ended with something said under his breath. Then he said what he’d said, again, louder. He said, ‘I love you.’ Then he said, ‘I love you with all my heart.’ Then he said, ‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’


I mean, the guy was pushing sixty and looked every day of it. It was like some amorous interrogation or incantation. I looked away instinctively.


Ed got off the phone. He hid himself in a puff of smoke. He said in his defence, ‘I go home at night, and she’s got a plate of something good to eat.’


Things slowed to a crawl in the lateness of the night. I waited for Ed to come around from being all self-conscious.


Ed got to telling me about his life. That’s what he did mostly those days. I listened without saying anything. The gist of it was simply that he’d missed out on escaping our town, stayed through the housing slump when all the factories closed, lost all that equity. ‘Same house, same walls, same roof, nothing different, but it was different in here.’ He pointed to his head. ‘It says it there on our money. Trust. In God We Trust. It’s all about belief. We stopped believing at some point. Same as your old man, I guess.’


I said, ‘I guess.’ I ended that line of conversation.


Ed said his wife, Darlene, started a beautician’s shop out of their garage when things got bad. ‘We did prom pictures during the worst years. That was Darlene’s idea, seeing as they were already there for their hair. We bought a big wicker chair up in Chicago, sat ’em in that, made ’em something beautiful for a night. We got this wallpaper backdrop of the ocean and palm trees, blue sky. Darlene came up with the idea of making Pina Coladas with these little tropical umbrellas. That’s how we survived.’


‘On the small vanities that keep us sane,’ I said softly, but Ed was off in his own world.


Ed looked at me, burped again, took up the bile again, winced and swallowed it. He stopped for hardly a moment, went on talking. ‘You ever really look at a woman’s body when she ain’t pretending or posing, when she’s just herself, being a woman in the dark, the shape of her back slumped forward?’


I nodded my head slowly.


‘You got that girl of yours, right? That all working out?’ Ed whispered.


I said, ‘I guess.’ A siren wandered aimlessly through the dark outside. I watched Ed’s Adam’s apple move up and down in his throat. He had his head in his hands. What I liked about Ed was that he gave credit to his wife. He recognised she’d saved his ass, saved their house. He didn’t build himself into something he wasn’t. That took a lot of courage, seeing yourself for what you are and living with it.


Things dissipated to an excruciating stillness after that. I guess things have always had a way of incapacitating me, of overwhelming me. I got this tunnel vision, felt suddenly buried under the debris of our dead industrialism. We were occupying one of those gaps in history that go undocumented, that long silent stupefaction before some other means of survival comes along to save a civilisation. I mean, what can you say about a town where the river self-combusted into a slur of floating flame, where tongues of flame ate their way inland? If that isn’t prophetic, I don’t know what is. I don’t give a rat’s ass if you think you can explain it with the combustibility of petro-chemicals, with the globular fire of our smelting foundry. I say there’s something tragic going on here. I say, read between the goddamn lines of our industrial demise. Mankind has formed religions on less eventful happenings than a river bursting into flame. I wanted to say all that to Ed, but the phone rang.


It was Ed’s wife. He called her ‘Sugar Lump’. It was goddamn excruciating to see a man like that give in to love. I gathered from the conversation there was a coconut cream pie waiting for Ed at the end of the day.


Ed said he was going home after that. I went down with him to his car, cupping my hand over a candle as we went down the long stairway. Outside he said, ‘You only get chances like this once in a lifetime.’ The storm was still over us. ‘There’s a body out there hacked to pieces. I know there is.’ That’s what he’d seen in that darkroom when he shouted for me.


I said quietly, ‘I know there is,’ and the candle died on cue, set us both in darkness. Ed’s breath was sour from the bile. It made me flinch, that smell of infirmity, but I set myself beside him and didn’t move. He touched my back before he left. He said again, ‘There’s a body out there hacked to pieces. I know there is.’


I went up the long stairway. I tried not to think of Ronny Lawton, but all I saw was a river of blood pouring out of some nondescript darkness, an effulgence of blood and bits of a human body hacked to pieces. I kept having to shake my head, to empty that thought, but it came surfacing again. My legs burned with fatigue. I extinguished my cigarette in a red fire bucket filled with sand. The lights suddenly flared. The television materialised into a series of grey dots. Ed McMahon, that asshole, was laughing at something Johnny was saying. The Ronny Lawton story was dead for the evening. I felt this hunger stalk me, the kind of feeling men must have after a hard day’s work. My head was aching with that low-grade pain of anxious tiredness. I got up and yawned and looked out at the storm. There was a body out there hacked to pieces. Ronny Lawton was sleeping down at the courthouse with the secret of his father’s hacked corpse, or that’s what everybody believed.


I called my girlfriend, Diane, long distance to Chicago. She was out. I got her voice, this chipper college voice giggling life away. It’s one of those voices that belies the idea that there’s anything wrong in this world, that negates the fact that we have atom bombs and disease, that people are killing one another. It was near midnight. I left a message on one of those new answering machines. I said, ‘Hey precious.’ Then I lost it and said, ‘Where the hell are you?’ and hung up. Then I called back and said, ‘Precious, I’m just worried. Sorry.’ Then I called back and checked her messages with her secret code and erased the first message. All I can say is, thank God some histories can be obliterated with a code.


I made a grilled cheese sandwich in my boss’s toaster oven, opened a can of his mushroom soup and heated it. The soup tasted good, the soft melted cheese stuck to my teeth. I got a soda and washed things down, and then I slept with my head on the desk.


Sam came in late. He’d been drinking heavily, a pint bottle stuffed into his coat pocket. He had a pencil stuck behind his ear.


The guy from the typesetters had dropped off the edition on my desk while I was asleep. Sam took it into his hands. He said, ‘Let’s see what we got, Chief.’ That made me wince, that sardonic ‘Chief’ crap. Sam made this whistling sound and patted me on the back. He said, ‘Now that’s a goddamn edition we can be proud of. That’s goddamn journalism.’ He poured me a drink. He pawed at me in the way drunks touch other men. ‘That’s goddamn journalism, Chief.’ That’s when I first realised I had hardly written one single original word for the front page, it was all culled transcripts and pictures, all procedural bullshit, rap sheets and phone conversations from Ronny Lawton to the cops.


Sam pawed me again, said the same thing again. He set about making me one of his famous tuna melts, set the toaster on high, and we celebrated with whiskey and tuna melts. In the luxurious aroma of food, we sat and looked at one another. Sam was ripped. He kept eating and drinking and saying, ‘That’s goddamn journalism, Chief.’ I sat there in the flickering light of the candle and tasted the slow burn of irony and his bourbon in my throat.





Chapter 3



On any other morning after getting no call from Diane, I would have driven up to Chicago to see what the hell was going on. But the police found a small piece of a finger out at the Lawton place. Sam was shouting into the phone, ‘Our Ronny Lawton picture and the one of his mother have been picked up by the wire services. It’s in the New York Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, Boston Globe, Chicago Tribune. Jesus Christ. We’ve hit the big time! Bill, do you hear me? Get your ass over there now, and see this finger they have!’


I was sort of stunned, but you catch the news service on a slow day and, by God, you somehow pull off what you’ve wished for your whole lifetime. But it was more than that really. It was the lugubrious sadness of the anniversary of the mother’s death that triggered something infinitely tragic about all this, and that appended Vietnam history, the dead brother, that prompted the editors of these big city papers to carry the story. If you looked at all those family faces, they shared the same gaping jaw line, a look of having stared too long at something horrible, a physiognomy born out of the landscape. I knew it as that look of men who have stared at the sky too hard and long, praying for rain.


‘You get out there and check that goddamn finger out, Bill. I know Ronny hacked his old man to pieces. I just know it! They got the frogmen bobbing for Old Man Lawton right now in the pond in back of Ronny’s place. I want you out there now for when they start bringing in the head and torso and legs!’


I already had a headline in my head on the way out to the Lawton house, before I ever saw the finger – FATHER FINGERS SON FROM BEYOND THE GRAVE.


I went out on my porch in the early morning light. A hum of excitement filled my head. I think I was smiling. In fact, I was smiling. I caught myself in the sliding glass door in my underwear and T-shirt. I put down a pot of coffee and let the feeling sink into me. Across the back yard I heard the animals from the city zoo crying in the first light of day, awakening from the dark. I went upstairs and got out one of my greyish suits from the closet. It smelt of mothballs. Actually, it was my father’s suit, one of those fifties suits that are slightly oversized, with the pants that ride high, cinched almost at the navel. That’s what I like about these suits, the depth of the pockets where you can bury your hands almost halfway down your thighs and give that appearance of profundity, like you’re thinking hard and complicated things.


By eight-thirty I was out beyond the city. In a sea of corn, I listened to the tale of Ronny Lawton getting bigger and bigger, edging into the rural folklore of the area. He was ‘hacked up, awright,’ that’s what everybody was thinking, poor old Mr Lawton, out there in his fields, bits and pieces of him buried in the cornfields out back of his house, this awful harvest of human flesh. The radio was full of Ronny Lawton, crackling voices from neighbours who didn’t want to mention who they were, saying he was no good, worth nothing. I drove by a man on a tractor with a small radio up against his ear. I knew he was listening to the talk about Ronny Lawton. They said over the airwaves that Ronny Lawton used to drink like a skunk and shoot off his hunting rifle out on the property, just pump the night full of lead, blaring his goddamn music out in the cornfields. He shot Stop signs full of holes when he took his car out on the road at night. You had to take the long way around his property to avoid him. Ronny Lawton was no good.


‘He was drunk as a wheelbarrow most evenings! Don’t you know, dropped out of school at fifteen, ain’t never looked back on learning again, worked at Arby’s, Burger King, stint with the military, discharged without seeing any active duty, then back home to a job at Denny’s as a short-order cook. That’s what he learned in the army, how to cook and shoot straight. Got himself a wife that just wasn’t going to put up with Ronny’s bullshit, fought back, but he got the better of her, got her pregnant before it was all over, before she showed up back at her parents’ house in Jackson County, who just said to her to get her ass back to the man who’d got her pregnant, and back she went, and shit, the fighting and screaming. Damn near killed her one time. Saw her out on the road with that kid of hers, walking into town just cryin’. Oh yeah, I been following the Ronny Lawton story all his goddamn life … Him and his old man, let me tell you something. They sure as hell got into it every once in a while, especially after his old man lost his job when General Motors pulled out. Sure as hell fought like they wanted to die out there, fighting it out with words and booze, and Ronny firing his gun above his old man’s head …’


‘You never did hear from the old woman, God bless her soul. Heard she wasted away her last years with cancer up in the back bedroom, never saw the light of day, just died up there, all alone, after her son Charlie died over there in Saigon. They didn’t bring her to a doctor or nothin’. Both of them animals if you ask me …’


‘You got to ask yourself, what sort of animal is Ronny Lawton? The cops had been out to arrest him numerous times, took him in for discharging the gun, for threatening his father, but there were never formal charges against him. Ronny slept in the county jail like it was a Motel Six. Just checked out in the morning. His father always went on down and got him out, said there weren’t nothing that couldn’t be handled between him and his own son. Indignant, his father was, towards the law which saved his sorry ass more than once. I knew it was going to end up like this. I say, he brought it on himself. I ain’t saying any man deserved to be carved up by his son, but you can’t say it wasn’t coming all these years …’


I learned all that in the twenty minutes it took to get out to the property to see the finger. It’s amazing how the land holds these stories out here on the edge of our plains, how each person holds the mood of his community in a sort of unconscious oral narrative.


Despite the inglorious prospect of going out to see the finger, my mind was preoccupied with Diane through this droning monologue. She’d never called me back last night. She was in law school at Loyola University, second year. We were going to get married after she got out of law school. At least that’s how it was last summer when she came down and stayed out at my family mansion. Diane used to love the mansion, the way the sun rose in the master bedroom, that soft yellow morning light that licked up the darkness of night. We spent last summer together, just the two of us in it, a bewildering, romantic solitude. We went down by the chain-link fence, watched the caged animals, had picnics there like we were in some exotic land. I had nobody left except her. I had her trapped, pinned against the lawn at dusk, feeding her grapes with one hand, pouring out champagne. I kept the world at bay, hid the television and the radio, swooned her with classical music from an old turntable up at the house. I tried to impregnate her, to make her mine, pressing myself into her, staying inside her long after the act of ejaculation. I was a creature pressing its prey against the ground, giving it delicate bites to incapacitate it. I felt her struggle in the end. She complained, ‘Jesus, don’t kiss me like a chipmunk.’ I kept at her, hid the keys to the car, made up excuses why we didn’t need to go out. She recoiled from sex. I tried to bring a certain levity to it, borrowing from the words of Queen Victoria to her daughter, paraphrasing them to Diane, ‘Just close your eyes and think of America …’ I wanted to retreat into the posterity bequeathed me, wait out this national depression of ours, hunker down with the legacy. Things had to change. But she escaped my cage.


I wanted to call Diane earlier in the morning, tell her to come down for the weekend, but I didn’t want to upset her. I restrained myself. I knew she’d say what she always said, ‘You must get out of there,’ like I was in danger, like this was The Amityville Horror or something. I said to myself, ‘She pulled an all-nighter for an exam. She was at the library all night. She’s in a hall right now getting ready to answer questions on an exam.’ That’s what I said to myself as I made coffee this morning. I didn’t dial her number. I was listening to the Ronny Lawton story. I had the television on. I was looking at Linda Carter, that ubiquitous bitch down at the courthouse. And then I did dial Diane’s number before I left, but all I said was, ‘Good luck on the exam, precious. I hope you ace it,’ into her answering machine. That’s all I said, then I called her back again and said, ‘Even though I can’t be there with you, I’m thinking about you. I’m always thinking about you.’ Then I said, ‘Have you seen the front page of the Chicago Tribune yet?’ I left it at that. In love, first comes desire, then torment, then the need for revenge. I see love as a kind of cancer sometimes.


Ronny Lawton surfaced again, gnawed away at me. He had potential, his situation, I mean there was a summer’s work in him. I could get a name for myself outside this town, make a break for a real city, disencumber myself of the rapacious glory of my ancestry, creep away from everything for the anonymity of Chicago. I was thinking I might look up who else murdered whom out here, what terrible tragedies had befallen these people’s ancestors through the years of drought and bad harvests, what must have happened in the long cold winter’s dark when nothing got planted and people went crazy for company. That’s what I was good at, going to libraries, paging through old books, that is what college had done for me. There had to be a hell of bewildering insanity, moments of fury as a baking sun wilted crops. I remember my grandfather telling stories of how people went wild when they heard him coming, screaming and hollering, how children ran out of the fields, abandoned everything, followed his wagon loaded down with a huge slab of ice. Even the farmers, out in the fields too long under summers of heat, made their solitary way up to him and watched the miracle of ice, let their big coarse fat tongues stick out of their mouths. My grandfather was bringing this ice into one-hundred-degree-plus weather. He scraped ice from the block, coloured it with raspberry and strawberry and charged twice as much. He used to laugh that, in six months time, all that out there around him would be buried in snow, rivers and creeks and ponds frozen hard. Then his ice wasn’t worth a penny. ‘A matter of perception … Supply and demand.’ He used to say to me, ‘There is no greater example of supply and demand than an ice-maker in the midwest.’


I turned off county line, followed a dirt road that boiled a cloud of brown dust behind me. Already at 9 a.m., the sun blazed overhead in another July scorcher. A haze of pollen and dead insects smeared my windshield. I had to keep using the wipers to cut my way into this heartland. I stuck to the vinyl seating. I breathed shallow breaths. I could run a story each day, run the old article on old murders and deaths in a boxed area on page one, then take it to the paydirt of ads on page three. It was all history that could be resurrected real easy, history chipped from the past, an accumulation of facts culminating in this murder. All I really needed was for Ronny Lawton to say nothing for a while, to begin pleading his innocence, and for the body to stay missing.


I turned down a long corridor of tall corn, and then there it was, a house crouching in the tall grass, almost obscured, reclaimed by the land. Inside was the piece of finger, enshrined in the holy terror of Ronny Lawton’s house. I killed the engine, and a throb of insect life surfaced from the fields, this low pulse of mating calls.


A yellow police tape cordoned off the area. Some high-school kids were parked on the side of the road whistling and shouting, ‘Ronny! Ronny! Ronny!’ Churchwomen had brought doughnuts and coffee and juice for the volunteers, some of whom were squatting and wiping the sweat from their faces. There were frogmen in rubber suits back from checking the pond out back of Ronny Lawton’s property. I could see the others, the volunteers, out beyond the house in a human chain spread across the land.


I said, ‘Morning, Larry.’


‘Finger’s inside, down in the basement, Bill. You got to see it. Seems like Ronny hacked his old man up real good.’


I saw the finger, down a long, warm passage that led to the basement. It was on a step of the stairs. The piece of finger looked like an etiolated root, with a single thread of red blood attached. The finger was bent in this morbid, accusing manner, almost pointing down into the basement, leading the way into the sweating darkness of Lawton’s unfinished basement, leading to the prospect of more bits of Ronny Lawton’s father.


‘It’s been snipped off the hand with something like a pruning shears,’ Ed Hoskin said to me. I looked at the clean cut, the pearly seam of bone in the middle, then looked Ed in the eyes.


I went further into the basement, to the gloom of cellar light, smelt the years of cold dampness filled with spores of mould, and took it all into my head. Ed Hoskin took shots of the finger like it was a celebrity. I just stood there with my back to him, saw the flash illuminate the brown mineral-dripping walls of the basement. There was a mound off in the west corner of the cellar. Two cops were slowly uncovering the stones, carefully placing them off to the side. I listened to the bite of a shovel in the dirt.


The cellar seemed filled with the ghostly existence of austere economy, lined with jars and tools, hooks hanging from the rafters. I could imagine a man from earlier in our century fixing things down here because there was no money for new things, his wife down by his side in the gloomy tallow of a candle, busy in the seasonal packaging of fruits and meats, making preserves, hanging smoked meats that would see them through the dead of winter.


‘We’re bringing in bloodhounds,’ I overheard a cop say behind me.


Off in the corner hung a sheet, and beyond this was a rudimentary gym, a world postered with grimacing giant men. Huge metal weights, like wheels from trains, dark and heavy, were piled on one another in descending weight. Ronny Lawton had improvised. There were paint buckets filled with dried cement. On each of them was written the weight of the can. There was a cast-iron bench with a terry-cloth towel laid down on it. A pull-up bar had been screwed into a support beam for the house. On a small desk was a huge can of Joe Weider Weight Gain Powder, along with a food blender and small needles beside tiny vials of liquid. He had bits of paper everywhere, pasted to the walls, the self-affirmation, the singular incantation of his whole being: ‘Get Big!’


I went towards the stairs, sidestepping the finger.


Ed Hoskin had a tripod set up on the stairs, this elaborate old-style contraption he kept moving, shuffling about up there, his head hidden in the camera box. The tripod looked like a giant spider tentatively deciding if it wanted to come down and feast.


I said, ‘Ed, I want to come up.’


The spider scurried to the side and let me up.


Pete was smoking at the back door. He nodded to me. We went out the back into the tall overgrowth of grass. He looked exhausted, a day’s growth on his chin. ‘You made the AP wires, Bill. That’s something, makes up for living in this shithole.’


I shrugged, ‘I suppose it does. I need something to keep me here at this stage.’


‘I hear you.’ Pete was staring off into the grass. He pulled a pack of Lucky Strikes from his shirt pocket and fingered the plastic wrapping, removed the gold band slowly. ‘You want one?’


I lit up and watched the swaying tall grass gone to seed long ago. I said, ‘What’s eating you, Pete?’


Pete turned and looked at me. ‘I hate when someone screws with my head. Crime lab guys got in here this morning, and I’ve been hearing them talk. They think this finger was left there on purpose.’ He raised his voice. ‘So I said to them. “Why the hell would someone want to do that? It doesn’t make any sense. Why the hell would Ronny leave a clue like that?” And this smartass says to me, “You ever think maybe Ronny didn’t do it?” But I said, “What the hell do you think we’re dealing with here? Kidnapping? Ransoms?” I say, shit on all that, Bill. There isn’t any money to be had out of this hole. All you got to do is look around you here, and you know that Ronny Lawton chopped up his old man plain and simple. All that finger tells me is that Ronny’s old man is dead.’


I watched a hovering army of specialists moving in and out of the bedrooms. I stepped back from the spectacle further out in the yard, looked in on everybody in this grim ordeal of dismantling the house. I saw a cop up in the attic by a window.


‘You put me into a room with him for five minutes. Five minutes, and I’d have a confession out of him.’ Pete held up his hand before me. ‘Just five minutes. Who the hell needs all this shit here? I call all this just dry humping. The whole goddamn criminal system is bullshit. You know what a jury consists of?’


I shrugged my shoulders. ‘Tell me.’


‘I’ll tell you. It consists of twelve people chosen to decide who has the better goddamn lawyer. It isn’t about justice, that’s for sure. Five minutes, just give me five minutes with Ronny, that’s all it’d take.’


I sort of rolled my eyes: this from the law in our town. But I felt the frustration, the personal inadequacy in the face of all this science, subsumed by men brushing for prints, taking photographs of the basement, even the human chain of volunteers outside had a sense of purpose, although I had to wonder how so many people had so much time on their hands. I was going to take out a small spiral notebook in my shirt pocket, but I just left it there.


Pete said again, ‘Why the hell would Ronny leave that finger there like that?’


I’d been trying to align this solemn talisman left as a sort of mockery for us, and I said, ‘Pete, maybe it’s them movies they have out now. That Friday the Thirteenth, and Halloween. What they have going for them is a recognisable element of evil, an immortal figure that rises from a lagoon at a kids’ camp. You get caught having sex and some self-incarnation of your own kind kills you. It’s not monsters any more, but ourselves. In Halloween they have a guy in a hockey mask who cannot be burned or butchered. He keeps rising up again and again. There’s an indignation in this country at what has happened to us. We need to exact a brutalising punishment, indiscriminate and horrific, upon ourselves. We like to see ourselves mutilated. It’s part of our psychosis of dismemberment, deregulation, downsizing, cutting things.’


Pete looked at me. ‘I think you just lost me on that last turn, Bill.’


I said, ‘Pete, that Halloween movie had a guy who chopped up his family, right?’ I nodded. ‘Texas Chain Saw Massacre, for that matter. All dismemberment. And how about, I Dismember Mama!’


‘Shit awmighty, Bill. That ain’t a movie, is it?’


‘Yeah. How about, I Spit on Your Grave. A teenage girl chops this guy’s dick off in a bathtub.’


Pete just held his cigarette away from his mouth, let the morning air pull at the smoke. He said, ‘You think that asshole is playing with us, just trying to make himself into some kinda monster?’


‘I suppose we got to see how Ronny plays it, but yeah, sure. Why else leave a finger just like that when he knew we’d see it right away?’


Pete gave this bewildered look. ‘Five minutes, Bill. Just give me five minutes with him.’


I said, like they say on those cop shows, ‘Any other leads, Pete?’ because I’d run out of things to say.


‘Got a fire-eating wife that hates him. Estranged from Ronny this past year. Got a kid by Ronny, too, three-year-old boy. I was speaking with Ronny’s wife this morning. I said, “I hear you were living with Ronny out at his old man’s house up until last year. Did you ever hear Ronny threaten to kill his father?” All she said was, “I hope they fry his ass. He doesn’t pay shit for child support. You suppose I’m entitled to that house if Ronny gets the chair? It’s only right and all. He doesn’t pay shit for child support.” They were her only words on Ronny. She lives with some guy in a trailer home outside of town. I could hear him in the background, egging her on about inheriting the house.’


I went into the house again. The cold stone kept things cooler than outside, everything in a shade of grey. A ring of trees had taken root outside, planted years before to provide shade from the summer heat. The house had that domesticity of a slow rural existence, a honeycomb of small rooms with just the bare essentials lines against plain painted walls. I smelt the wholesome odour of mushroom soup and hamburger helper, and a pervading odour of animal lard drippings which I located in a cast-iron skillet on the range. The kitchen was strung with blackened pots and pans and colanders for shaking flour and draining rice, jars of spices on a fringe of shelf, a scarified cutting block for meat and vegetables. Above a big porcelain sink hung a crocheted prayer of thanksgiving. A clock ticked away existence above a fat steel range with ornate spreading legs. It was all clean and tidy, despite the mother’s death. I was trying to think of where Ronny might have cut his father to pieces, where the fight might have begun. I went into the cramped enclosure of the toilet lined with old bottles of shampoo and Brut aftershave. The rings in the shower curtain weren’t broken as I’d hoped, readying myself to shout, ‘Look at this!’
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