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Praise for Elmore Leonard


‘Like no one else in the business, Elmore Leonard tells his readers a story’ Ian Rankin


‘America’s greatest crime writer’


Newsweek


‘He has invented a style of storytelling all his own, burning with energy and imagination. His dialogue is unmatched by any other writer’


The Times


‘Elmore Leonard is in a class of one. Not only does he have no equal, he doesn’t even have a legitimate contender’


Dennis Lehane


‘He’s the boss, the grandmaster, the chief, the big cheese, and anyone with even the faintest interest in crime fiction cannot afford to ignore him’


New Musical Express


‘Elmore Leonard is up there at the top of the list’


TLS


‘The hottest thriller writer in the US’


Time


‘The best writer in crime fiction today’


USA Today


‘A superb craftsman … his writing is pure pleasure’


Los Angeles Times Book Review


‘Crime fiction doesn’t get any better’


Publishers Weekly


‘Elmore Leonard can write circles around almost anybody active in the crime novel today’


New York Times Book Review


‘Leonard’s stories are as contemporary as the crime rate, as quick and spare as a no-frills flight to Detroit’


Los Angeles Times
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TOUCH takes place in 1977. That’s the year the book was written and, within a couple of months, rejected by more than a dozen hardcover publishers. The rejections were cordial enough; there was no quarrel with the prose. One editor called it, “Probably the best writing you have done to date.” Another said, “It is simply that the subject, no matter how well written it is, seems altogether mystifying.”


In January 1978, the manuscript was accepted by my publisher at that time as a paperback original, though not with a great deal of enthusiasm. The book’s working title then was Juvenal. Within a few months it became The Juvenal Touch and the manuscript was set in galleys. After that, nothing happened. I imagined the publisher’s lukewarm response chilling to second thoughts. What do we call this book? If the author isn’t well known, or if the publisher isn’t able to label the book, place it in a recognized genre, he’s got a marketing problem. Or so they tell me.


It seemed easier in the past to try to sell me as some distinguished though deceased writer’s second coming rather than simply as me. But Touch refused even to be categorized. What is it?


I would inquire about its status from time to time and be told they were having trouble coming up with a suitable cover illustration. Finally, in March 1981, the publisher admitted, “Juvenal remains a very tough title for us to contemplate publishing, so there is no news on that front.” A year and a half later, September 1982, I asked that the rights be returned to me—which I could request, according to the contract, if the book wasn’t brought out within two years—and the publisher complied, probably with a sigh of relief. They would even get their money back, the advance paid, if I sold it to another publisher.


And that’s what happened.


I had a good time writing Touch, imagining mystical things happening to an ordinary person in a contemporary setting. It’s way off-trail compared to what I usually write, but it shouldn’t be mystifying unless you look for symbols, hidden meanings. Touch is about accepting what is. Abiding with the facts. Nothing more. Friends of mine who read a lot think it’s my best book.


If I had written Touch today I would include topical references to 1987 rather than 1977; but aside from that I would tell the same story. I did revise a couple of paragraphs and cut a few lines, but that’s all.


Elmore Leonard
April 20, 1987
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FRANK SINATRA, JR., was saying, “I don’t have to take this,” getting up out of the guest chair, walking out. Howard Hart was grinning at him with his capped teeth.


Virginia was saying, “What’s Frank Sinatra, Jr., doing? What’s Howard Hart doing?”


Elwin sidearmed an empty Early Times bottle at the TV set, shattering the sixteen-inch screen, wiping out Howard Hart’s grin and Frank Sinatra, Jr., going out the door. Elwin took down the presidential plates from the rail over the couch—Eisenhower, Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson and Lady Bird, Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, all the portraits done in color—and sailed the plates one at a time at the piano, trying to skim off the silver-framed photograph of Virginia seated at the console of the Mighty Hammond organ. He missed five out of five but destroyed each of the plates against the wall back of the piano. The Early Times bottle was still good, so he smashed the photograph with that, looked around for something else, and threw the bottle end over end, like a tomahawk, exploding the big picture window for the high ultimate in glass-shattering noise.


Then he grabbed Virginia, the real Virginia—thirty pounds heavier than the smiling organist in the photograph—and as she pushed and clawed at him, trying to get loose, he threw a wild punch that grazed her head and set her screaming. Finally he was able to connect with a good one, belting her square in the face, grazing that long, skinny nose, hitting her hard enough that he hurt his hand and had to go out in the kitchen and run water on it.


When Bill Hill arrived Elwin let him in and went back through the living room to the kitchen, saying only, “She called you, huh? When she do that?” Elwin didn’t care if he got an answer. He reached up to a top cupboard shelf and pulled a fifth of Jim Beam from behind the garden-fresh canned peas and cream-style corn.


Bill Hill had on his good light blue summer suit and a burgundy sport shirt with the collar open to show the heavy gold chain and medallion that was inscribed Thank you, Jesus. He had his dark hair swirled down over his forehead and sprayed hard, ready to go out for the evening, almost out the door when Virginia called. She was on the sofa now sobbing into a little satin pillow. He bent over her and said, “Here, let me see,” gently taking the pillow from her face. The dark hollows of her eyes were wet, her rouge smeared and streaked, one side of her face swollen as though she had an abscessed tooth. The skin was scraped, beginning to show a bruise, but it wasn’t cut or bleeding.


“What’d he hit you with, his fist?”


Virginia nodded, trying to raise the pillow again to her face. The satin material was probably cool and it was a place to hide. Bill Hill held onto the pillow, wanting her to look up at him.


“How long’s he been drinking? All day?”


“All day, all yesterday.” Virginia was trying to talk without moving her mouth. “I called the Center, it was about an hour ago, but nobody came. So I called you.”


“I’ll get you a wet cloth, okay? You’re gonna be all right, Ginny. Then I’ll have a talk with him.”


“He never was this bad, all the other times.”


“Well, they get worse,” Bill Hill said, “from what I understand.”


It was hot and close in the house and smelled of stale cigarette smoke, though the attic fan was going, sounding like an airplane in the upstairs hall. Elwin had a hip pressed against the sink, using a butcher knife on the Jim Beam seal. His shirt was messy, sweat-stained. His old-timey-looking slick hair hung down on both sides of his face from the part that showed white scalp and was always straight as a ruler no matter how drunk he got.


Bill Hill said, “You’re a beauty. You know it?”


“I’m glad you come over to give me some of your mouth,” Elwin said. “That goddamn woman, I got her shut up for a while, now I got you starting on me. Why don’t you just get the hell out of here. I didn’t invite you, I know goddamn well.” He got the top off and poured half a jelly glass full of Jim Beam and added a splash of Seven-Up from a bottle on the counter. The sink was full of dishes and an empty milk carton. Elwin said, “You want a drink, help yourself.”


“I want to know what’s wrong with you,” Bill Hill said, “beating up on Ginny like that. You realize what you did?”


“I realize I shut her goddamn mouth. I warned her,” Elwin said. “I told her, Jesus, shut your mouth for a while, give us some peace. She kept right on.” Elwin’s voice rose, mimicking, as he said, “‘What’re you doing, you drinking again? Getting drunk, aren’t you, sucking on your whiskey bottle.’ I said I’m having a couple for my goddamn nerves to lie still.”


“For a couple of days,” Bill Hill said. “But I guess you know what you’re doing, don’t you?”


“I got her shut up,” Elwin said. “How many times I said, Shut up! She kept right on, yak yak yak, her mouth working like it’d never stop. Yak yak yak yak, Jesus.”


“Well, you stopped her,” Bill Hill said. “You gonna take her to the hospital or you want me to?”


“Hospital, shit, there’s nothing wrong with her. I give her a little shove.”


“Well, what if she’s got a concussion of the brain,” Bill Hill said, “you ever consider that? You want to come out and take a look at your wife you got up the courage to belt in the face with your fist. You’re pretty brave, Elwin, I’ll say that for you.”


“You won’t be saying nothing you keep it up,” Elwin said, “you’ll be spitting your teeth.”


“Okay, you’re tough, Elwin, and I’m scared,” Bill Hill said. “But you want to talk to me a minute? Try to explain to me what happened? See, maybe I’m dumb or something. I don’t understand a man taking a punch at his wife and tearing up his living room. You remember doing all that?”


“I’ll tell you what the hell happened,” Elwin said, “feeling that goddamn woman watching me, following me around—”


“Now wait a minute,” Bill Hill said, “you’re watching yourself is who’s watching anybody and you know it. That’s called having a guilty conscience. You hide those bottles you’re hiding them from yourself.”


“Bullshit, you think she can’t find them? She feels all over this goddamn house, buddy, and she finds them.”


“All right, you know what I’m saying,” Bill Hill said. “You try not to drink for a while, you go to meetings and you get along pretty good, don’t you? Then you give in, and you know what happens every time. You smash up your car. You run clear through your garage wall out the back. You start punching people—hitting guys, that’s bad enough. Now you’re punching your poor, defenseless wife—”


“Poor, defenseless shit—”


“Listen to me, all right? Will you just listen a minute?”


“Poor, defenseless mouth going all day long.”


“Elwin, what happens every time? You smash something, don’t you? Or somebody. And you end up in jail or back in the Rehabilitation Center. Is that the way you want to live?”


“I got a good idea,” Elwin said.


“Okay, tell me what it is.” Bill Hill looked up at him calmly. Elwin was several inches taller than Bill Hill’s five nine and with big, hard bones and big, gnarled hands that looked like tree roots, working man’s hands.


“Why don’t you get out of here,” Elwin said, “before I heave you right through the screen door. You believe I can’t do it?”


“No, I believe you can,” Bill Hill said, “but instead of that, why don’t we see if we can get Ginny fixed up a little. What do you say?” He took a dish towel that was fairly clean and ran it under cold water and wrung it out and folded the cloth, trying not to get his suit wet or mussed up, while Elwin told him again how the woman never shut up from the time she got out of bed in the morning to the time she crawled back in at night and lay there bitching in the dark, all day while he’d be trying to do some work around the house or else reading the want ads in both Detroit papers and the Oakland County Press, but was there any construction work? Shit no, cause they was letting the niggers in the union and giving them all the jobs. Then Elwin dropped his drink on the floor and had to make a new one.


Virginia looked worn out and in pain, a poor, battered wife of a laid-off construction worker. Bill Hill got her stretched out on the sofa with a pile of little pillows beneath her head. She’d moan something as he wiped off her face. He’d say, “What?” Then finally realized she was just making sounds, down in there being miserable.


He went out to the kitchen to rinse the dishcloth and told Elwin why didn’t he, instead of standing there getting shit-face drunker than he already was, why didn’t he straighten up the mess in the kitchen.


That was a big mistake.


Elwin said okay, he’d straighten up the mess, and began taking dishes out of the sink and dropping them on the floor, saying to Bill Hill how’s that? Was that straight enough for him?


Bill Hill went back to the living room and laid the cool, damp cloth over Virginia’s eyes, hearing Elwin dropping dishes and the dishes smashing on the floor. Bill Hill had a date and was going to a disco. He was thinking, Shit, he might never make it and the girl would get mad and pout sitting home with her hair done and her perfume on.


The young guy in jeans and a striped T-shirt and sneakers opened the aluminum screen door and walked in. Standing there with his fingers wedged in his pants pockets, he said, “This is the Worrels’, isn’t it?” Then seemed to smile a little as he saw Elwin in the kitchen dropping dishes. He said, “Yeah, I think I recognize somebody.” He looked at Bill Hill and then at Virginia on the sofa. “What happened?”


“You a friend of the Worrels?” Bill Hill was guarded. He didn’t know who this young guy was. But maybe the young guy had seen this show before and that’s why he wasn’t surprised or seemed disturbed.


“I know Elwin a little bit,” the young guy said. “From when he was at Sacred Heart. They just called me to see if I could stop by, maybe talk to him. I’m Juvenal.” He was looking at Virginia again, frowning a little now. “Is she all right?”


“Oh, you’re from the Center,” Bill Hill said. “Good. You’re just the man we need.” Though the young guy—Juvenal?—didn’t look anything like an AA house caller, a man who’d been there and back and could understand what the drunk was going through. This one looked like a college student dressed for a picnic. No, older than that. But skinny, immature-looking, light-brown hair down over his forehead, cut sort of short. He looked like a nice, well-behaved boy that mothers of young girls would love to see come to the house.


“You said your name’s … Juvenal?”


“That’s right.” The young guy raised his voice and said, “Elwin, what’re you doing?”


“He’s breaking dishes,” Bill Hill said. What was the young guy smiling about? No, he wasn’t smiling. But he seemed to be smiling, his expression relaxed, as though nothing at all was on his mind. He certainly didn’t look like a drunk. He hardly looked old enough even to get a drink. Bill Hill bet, though, he was about thirty.


Elwin was hollering now, swearing goddamn it he’d get the goddamn kitchen straightened, reaching up to the cupboard to get more dishes. The young guy, Juvenal, walked past Bill Hill out of the living room to the kitchen. Bill Hill heard Elwin’s voice again, then nothing. Silence. He could see the young guy saying something to Elwin, but couldn’t hear him. Elwin seemed to be listening, nodding, the young guy talking with his hands in his pockets.


Bill Hill said, “Christ Almighty.”


Maybe the young guy did know what he was doing. Bill Hill walked over to the kitchen doorway to see Elwin getting a broom and dustpan out of the closet. The young guy, Juvenal, was picking up Elwin’s drink.


Now he’ll pour it out, Bill Hill thought. Jesus, help us. And Elwin’ll go berserk again.


But the young guy didn’t pour it out. He took a good sip of the Jim Beam drink and put it down on the yellow tile counter again.


What the hell kind of an AA caller was he anyway? The young guy came toward Bill Hill but was looking past him into the living room.


“Is she all right?”


“I think so. He belted her a good one, but I don’t believe he busted anything.”


Now Elwin was leaning on his broom looking at Bill Hill. “All done,” he said. “You gonna stand there with your finger up your ass or you gonna help me?”


Bill Hill said, tired, “Yeah, I’ll help you.” He started past the young guy.


“What’s the matter with her?”


He was staring at Virginia on the sofa with the dishcloth folded over her eyes.


“He punched her in the face,” Bill Hill said. “She’s got a big bruise, so I put a cold cloth on it.”


“No, I mean what else’s wrong with her?” the young guy said. “Something is, isn’t it?”


“Oh,” Bill Hill said. “Well, yeah, she’s blind.”


“All her life?”


“Ever since I’ve known her.” Bill Hill glanced over at the sofa, keeping his voice low. “Ginny got hit in the head in a car wreck about fifteen years ago. Yeah, in Sixty-two. It left her blind.”


Juvenal moved past him.


Bill Hill watched him go over and look down at Virginia, his hands in his pockets, then the hands coming out of the pockets as he sat down on the edge of the sofa, his back to the kitchen. Bill Hill saw him raise the dishcloth from Virginia’s eyes.


Elwin said, “You want to know something? Virginia’s mother give us these dishes when we got married and all that time, Christ, twenty-one years, I hated those goddamn dishes. Got little rosebuds on ’em—”


Bill Hill turned to Elwin and took the dishpan from the table.


“—but I never said nothing. All that time, you’d get down through your mashed potatoes and wipe up your gravy? There’d be these little goddamn rosebuds looking at you. The only thing I said once, I said it looked like a goddamn little girl’s tea set and Virginia got sore and started to cry. Shit, anything I didn’t like, if I said it? She’d start to cry, like I was blaming her for it. I’d say goddamn it, what I think has got nothing to do with you, does it? She’ll do it again. She’ll reach up in the cupboard and say where’s all my good dishes for heaven sake? And I’ll tell her I got rid of those goddamn rosebud dishes finally, I finally got the nerve to get rid of them.” Still rough talking, but his tone had changed, the meanness gone. Bill Hill noticed it.


He said, “Well, you might’ve bought some others first, since you’re out of work and you got all this extra cash laying around.”


“He come in here and says what’re you doing. Juvie did,” Elwin said. “I told him I always hated those goddamn rosebud dishes and I’m busting them. And he said, you know what he said? He said, ‘I don’t blame you.’”


Bill Hill wanted to ask about the young guy, who he was. Was he AA or not? Did he work at the Center in rehabilitation? If he did, how come he took a drink?


But Virginia began to call. She said, “Elwin?” In a sharp little surprised tone. She said, “Elwin, my God. Come here.”


Both of them went into the living room, Elwin still holding the broom.


Virginia was sitting up, holding the dishcloth in her lap and turning her head carefully, as though she had a stiff neck, turning to the piano and then slowly turning her head toward the kitchen doorway. She looked different.


Elwin said, “Jesus, I cut her, didn’t I?”


Bill Hill said, almost under his breath, “No, you didn’t. I’m sure you didn’t.” That was the whole thing, why he was more surprised than Elwin; because he had wiped off her face and looked at the bruise closely. Except for a scrape and the swelling there hadn’t been a mark on her. But now there was a smear of blood on her face, over her forehead and cheeks. At least it looked like blood.


Bill Hill said, “Ginny, you all right?”


Something scared him and kept him from moving.


He noticed now that the young guy, Juvenal, wasn’t in the room. Though he might’ve gone up to the bathroom. Or he might’ve left. But that would be strange, coming here on a call and then leaving without saying anything.


Elwin said, “Virginia, I got to tell you something.”


She said, “Tell me.”


“Well, later on,” Elwin said.


Bill Hill kept staring at her. What was it? She moved on the sofa, turning now to look directly at them. She looked worse than before. Battered, swollen, and now bloody. She seemed about to cry. But—what it was—she didn’t seem miserable now. She was calm. She was looking at them out of dark shadows and her eyes were alive.


“What’re you doing with a broom?” Virginia said and seemed to smile, waiting.


Bill Hill didn’t take his eyes from her. He heard Elwin say, “Jesus Christ,” reverently, like a prayer. Neither of them moved.


“I can see,” Virginia said. “I can see both of you plain as day.”
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BILL HILL had to ring the doorbell to get into the Sacred Heart Rehabilitation Center, then had to explain why he wanted to see Father Quinn—about his good friend Elwin Worrel who’d been here and was drinking again—then had to wait while they looked for Quinn.


It was not like a hospital. The four-story building on the ghetto edge of downtown Detroit had once been a branch of the YWCA for black women, before integration, and that’s what he decided it looked like, a YWCA.


He watched a man in pajamas, with slicked-back, wet-looking hair and round shoulders, go up to the reception desk where a young guy in a T-shirt and a good-looking black girl were on duty. The man in pajamas, feeling his jaw with his fingers, asked for some after-shave lotion. The young guy handed him a bottle of Skin Bracer. The man stuck his chin out, rubbed the Skin Bracer over his face and neck, and walked away, leaving the bottle on the counter. The young guy screwed the cap back on and put the bottle away somewhere.


Bill Hill strolled over and leaned against the counter. He said to the good-looking black girl, “Is Juvenal around?”


She said, “Juvenal?” a little surprised. The young guy in the T-shirt said, “I don’t think he’s here.” He turned to look at a schedule of names and dates tacked to the wall above the switchboard. “No, Juvie’s off today.”


Bill Hill said, “What’s his last name again? I forgot it.”


The good-looking black girl was quite thin and appealing in a sleeveless knit top, her little breasts pointing out. She said, “I don’t know he has a last name.”


“Are you in the program?” the young guy asked.


“You mean in AA?” Bill Hill said. “No, but this very close friend I mentioned is. Elwin Worrel? I met Juvenal over at Elwin’s.” Bill Hill waited.


It gave him a funny feeling. The two behind the counter seemed relaxed and friendly, not the least bit guarded; but to them he was an outsider. To be “in” here you had to be an alcoholic. The young guy said he could have a seat in there if he wanted and pointed to an empty reception room off the lobby where there was a piano, a fireplace, and hotel-lobby furniture that must’ve been sitting there thirty or forty years.


Bill Hill moved to the front windows of the reception room and looked out at the brewery that was across the Chrysler Freeway but seemed as near as next door. Above the red-brick complex was a giant sign that lit up red at night and said Stroh’s Beer for all the alcoholics to see. It could make them thirsty, he bet. Or it could remind them of gutters and weeds and cold, vacant buildings. Bill Hill was wearing a yellow outfit today. Yellow-and-white-striped sport shirt, cream-yellow slacks, white belt, and white loafers. It was hot in here with no air conditioning. A dim, depressing place.


There he was, all yellow. And the priest appeared in a green-and-white warmup suit and sneakers. A couple of rays of sunshine in the musty old room, greeting each other by name, Bill Hill warming up, glancing at the windows and asking if that big Stroh’s Beer sign was a temptation or a warning to the patients here. He meant to keep it light and chatty for a few minutes.


“The residents,” Father Vaughan Quinn said, “they can look at the sign and think whatever they want, as long as they know they have three choices. Die, end up in a mental hospital, or quit drinking. It’s their decision.”


That wasn’t keeping it light. Bill Hill said, “I’m afraid the only thing Elwin’s trying to decide is which he likes better, Early Times or Jim Beam.”


Another bad sign: the priest pushed up his sleeve to glance at his watch. He said, “Elwin’s trouble, he knows he’s an alcoholic, but he hasn’t hit bottom hard enough to feel it.”


That was a good lead. “Well, he’s sure hitting other people fairly hard and doing a job on his house,” Bill Hill said. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to be asked to sit down, so he sank into a chair next to the big empty sofa, saying, “You know Virginia, Father?”


It was a mistake. The priest remained standing in his green-and-white outfit, gazing down at him now, a priest who played hockey and might’ve been a street fighter at one time. He could be a mean bugger, Bill Hill decided. A hip priest, graying hair over his ears, and with the look of a guy who could tell when you were bullshitting him, used to drunks lying to him, making excuses.


The priest said, “Sure, Virginia’s been here.”


There was a scar, forty-two stitches in his chin, from a blind-side meeting with a hockey puck, playing with the Flying Fathers. Bill Hill remembered that from the time he saw Father Quinn on a TV talk show.


“I understand she used to play the organ at your church,” Quinn said.


See? The man knew things. Bill Hill smiled, shaking his head. “That was years ago.”


“You’re an ordained minister, aren’t you?”


“I sell recreational vehicles, motor homes,” Bill Hill said. “No, but I used to have a church—Uni-Faith. Actually it was an outdoor setup … amphitheater could seat fifteen hundred, we had a chapel, a gift shop kinda like Stuckey’s … but what drew the crowds, we had the world’s tallest illuminated cross of Jesus, a hundred and seventeen feet high with ‘Jesus Saves’ at the top in blue neon you could see at night all the way from Interstate 75.”


“Around here?” Quinn asked, interested.


“No, outside of Dalton, Georgia. I moved the whole show up here and went bankrupt. But that’s another story.”


“Fascinating,” the priest said.


“Virginia was our organist—yeah, you knew that.” Bill Hill paused. “You must also know she recovered her sight.”


“I understand you were there when it happened,” Quinn said.


“And a fella from the Center here by the name of Juvenal,” Bill Hill said. “Virginia thinks he performed a miracle on her.”


Quinn didn’t seem startled or even change his expression. He said, “That’s interesting, but what’s a miracle? Some pretty amazing things happen around here all the time.”


“I don’t know,” Bill Hill said, “it could’ve been a jolt to her head. Unless you think this fella did it laying on hands.”


“Is that what he did?” Quinn asked.


“Well, I’m using that as a figure of speech. We had a young prayer healer at Uni-Faith, Reverend Bobby Forshay, used to lay on hands, so to speak. He wasn’t too good at it. But something touched Virginia Worrel. Her face was clean before it happened; I saw it. Then when I looked at her after there was blood on it—around her eyes, on her forehead. You hear about that part, the blood?”


“Maybe it was from her nose. She touched her face and spread it around.” Quinn pushed back the elastic cuff of his warmup jacket to glance at his watch.


“She wasn’t bleeding from her nose. Virginia says she didn’t have any cuts at all, not even in her scalp.”


“How about a hemorrhage behind the eyes somewhere—I don’t know, we’re out of my area,” the priest said. “You wanted to talk to me about El-win, is that right?”


“Well, he’s part of it,” Bill Hill said. “This Juvenal’s the other part. I wondered if you discussed it with him, about Virginia?”


“Listen, we’re gonna have to make it another time,” the priest said, starting to turn away. “We’ve got a volleyball game scheduled and I’m late as it is.”


“Maybe I could talk to Juvenal—”


“Sure, any time.”


“You can understand, Father. A woman, a good friend of mine, was blind fifteen years and now she can see. Juvenal was there a few minutes—I saw him sit down on the couch with her—then he was gone. How come? Did he witness her sight restored and it scared him or what?”


“You’ll have to ask him that.” The priest was moving off. “He’ll be glad to talk to you.”


“They said he’s not here today.” Bill Hill was pulling himself out of the chair now.


“Come back any time.” Quinn paused in the doorway. “And, hey, if you’ve got any clothes you don’t need, bring ’em along. You look like a pretty snappy dresser.”


Shit, Bill Hill said, standing alone in that dim reception room. A pretty snappy dresser.


He came back to the Center the next day with two doubleknit leisure suits and a pile of sport shirts, some hardly ever worn. He buzzed and they let him in, glad to see him again. They were sorry though, Father Quinn was in Toronto and Juvie was up in detox with a new arrival. Bill Hill waited more than an hour. When the switchboard checked detox, Juvie was gone and no one seemed to know where.


On the third visit Father Quinn was back from Toronto, but was out for the day, not expected to return until late. Juvie was around somewhere, they’d try to locate him. But somehow never did.


The place wasn’t that big. Four floors including a gym and a swimming pool.


The day of Bill Hill’s fourth visit Father Quinn was getting ready for a board of directors meeting. Juvie was out on a call; it would be hard to say when he’d be back.


Bill Hill said to the good-looking black girl, “You know what it’s like, the feeling people are avoiding you?”


“Tell me about it,” the black girl said.


“I don’t know what it is,” Bill Hill said, “everybody here’s so nice and cooperative. But I don’t seem to be getting anywhere.” He leaned against the counter, tired.


“Some days are like that,” the black girl said. “I know you been coming here—I’d like to give you Juvie’s phone number but, you understand, anonymity is part of the deal, why it’s called Alcoholics Anonymous?”


“You know him very well?”


“I’m not gonna tell you anything,” the black girl said, “so don’t ask.”


But why not? Waiting around, Bill Hill would begin to lose interest and then something like this—why all the mystery?—would perk him up. Why was Juvenal hiding from him?


He said, “Let me ask you a straight question, okay? How does a person get in this place? I mean an alcoholic.”


“Put your name in, get on the waiting list.”


“The waiting list—what if you’re in bad shape?”


“They’re all in bad shape,” the black girl said. “But we’re full up, hundred and thirty-seven as of today.”


“How about, do you take women?”


“Yeah, there some women. Some young girls even.”


“Is that right? How long’s the wait?”


“About three or four weeks. Unless somebody comes and they’re desperate, I mean really in bad shape,” the black girl said. “We don’t turn people away, anything like that.”


“I hope not,” Bill Hill said.


Was he learning anything? Maybe. He was tired of waiting around. What he felt like right now was a drink.


He stopped off at the Athens Bar in Greektown and called Lynn Faulkner. The phone rang seven times. When she answered, Bill Hill said, “You know something, this is the first time I haven’t had to talk to that recording. You know what it’s like talking to somebody that isn’t there?”


“Say it,” Lynn Faulkner said, “I’m in the tub. I wasn’t even gonna answer.”


“You got a phone in there with you?”


“Listen, you want to call me back? I’m afraid I’m gonna get electrocuted.”


“Get dressed and I’ll take you out to dinner.”


“Can’t do it. I just got finished with Artie and a bunch of shitheads from L.A. and I’m not putting shoes on for anybody.”


“Well, you’re gonna have a couple, aren’t you? Help you relax?”


“How come those guys in the business, no matter where they’re from they all sound like they’re from New York?”


“What guys?”


“You can bring some Asti Spumante if you want,” Lynn said. “Cold, okay?”


“Now you’re talking,” Bill Hill said. “I got something interesting to tell you about. In fact, listen, it could even change your life.”


Bill Hill thought he was kidding.
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LYNN MARIE FAULKNER left Uni-Faith in 1968, a few months before Bill Hill moved the 117-foot cross of Jesus from Dalton, Georgia, to Flat Rock, Michigan. Lynn didn’t think too much of living up north. Burrr, she said, too cold for a Miami girl. Lynn had a lot of cute ways about her then.


The reason she left Uni-Faith though, age nineteen and at the peak of her baton-twirling career, was to marry Doug “Whiz” Whaley, veteran saddle bronc rider with the Longhorn World Championship Rodeo. It was funny that when she finally divorced Doug last year—1976 being a year she would always remember—the rodeo was in Michigan, performing at the Pontiac Silverdome.


Doug Whaley, one-time saddle bronc rider turned calf roper, should have known the day would come. All he said, stepping into the Li’l Hobo travel trailer 2:30 in the afternoon and seeing no dishes and bread on the table, was, “Where’s my dinner? You know I’m competing tonight.”


He should have looked at his little girl first and tried softer words to get his chuck on the table. Instead, he walked into it dumb arrogant, head fuzzed with booze, and his peevish tone set off the charge.
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“Compelling, suspenseful and a sheer pleasure to read’
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