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TOME

FOR EIGHT MONTHS, I had been telling my client he had no tort claim. Sawyer had worked construction for thirty years, building houses for people with Montana fantasies. He was putting up a roof when one of the trusses fell, collapsing the others and taking him down with them. He started to have fainting spells and memory loss and couldn’t work. We got a settlement, not a great one but not bad. The contractor was clearly negligent, having failed to brace the trusses, but workers’ compensation precluded the tort claim—we couldn’t sue.

Sawyer had worked active, outside jobs all his life, and suddenly he could do nothing. It seemed to be the idleness, more than the brain damage, that made him crazy. He couldn’t read, because the words came out scrambled, and he could barely sit still to try. He phoned me three times a day. My secretary stopped putting his calls through, so he came to the office, on foot because they wouldn’t let him drive. He was a big, graying, blond-bearded man, my father’s age, muscular but getting fat without his work. He treated me like a daughter, scolding and cajoling me. He wanted to sue, demanded to sue. His wife was sick of his moping at the house, and his friends had been the men he’d worked with; he’d lost everything he liked about his life. I knew workers’ comp and I tried to explain: he’d gotten what he was going to get. There was nothing more I could do for him.

Finally I found a tort lawyer in Billings, four hours east, who was willing to give him another opinion. I had to be in Bozeman anyway, halfway there, so I drove over and met Sawyer and his wife at the lawyer’s office. I didn’t think Sawyer, frustrated and hair-triggered as he was, should be making his case alone, with his wife jumping in and correcting him. The lawyer was a thin man in a dark suit and a big leather chair. There were antelope heads on the walls, bear claws as bookends. We explained the situation. The lawyer said, “You have no tort claim.”

Sawyer said, “Okay.”

I thought, That’s what it’s like to be a man. If I were a man I could explain the law and people would listen and say, “Okay.” It would be so restful.

We went back outside. The lawyer’s office had a view of the cliffs. We’d been in Billings fifteen minutes and had nothing to do but drive home. My client shook my hand, and his wife, a small, curly-haired woman who had been pretty once, gave me a quick motherly hug. She smelled like roses and cigarettes. When I stopped at the mall for a sandwich, they pulled up in the parking space next to mine. Sawyer got out of the car screaming at his wife about her fucking attitude, grabbed his jacket from the seat and slammed the door.

He said, “I’m going in your car.” His wife peeled out of the lot and turned toward the highway.

We stood alone in the parking lot, my client and I, and then I told him I wasn’t going yet, and he climbed in my passenger seat to wait. His head touched the ceiling of my car. I offered to get him lunch and he shook his head like a great, sulky child. So I left him there and walked the length of the mall twice, eating my sandwich. When I returned, he hadn’t moved: jacket in his lap, eyes on his knees, he waited for his ride.

Before we were out of Billings he said the only thing to do was get a machine gun and kill everyone. I stopped the car. I said I wouldn’t have him talking like that, and told him to get out. No one knew where I was, and Sawyer weighed twice what I did, but I wasn’t afraid, I was only tired of him. He promised not to do it again.

At the first sign for the turnoff to Red Lodge, outside Laurel, Sawyer said, “I wish my wife would roll over on the highway.”

I stopped the car on the shoulder and said, “I swear, I’ll leave you in Laurel.”

Twenty miles on he began a low, keening rant about his negligent boss, about his negligent wife, about how no one understood how miserable he was. I told him if he opened his mouth for the rest of the drive I would let him out wherever we were. He didn’t bridle. He didn’t say anything at all. I found a country station to fill the silence, and Sawyer began to weep. He sobbed in the passenger seat all the way home, without saying a word.

A week later my phone rang in the middle of the night. I was sleeping alone then, and there was nothing to do but answer it. A call in the night could mean anything. This one meant Sawyer had a hostage and a gun at the state fund building and wanted me to look at his workers’ comp file. The hostage specialists in town, such as they were, said I didn’t have to go in. But I was afraid of what they might do to him, so I stood in front of my closet deciding whether to wear lawyer clothes or not, then pulled on jeans and put a bra on under the sweatshirt I’d slept in. In the parking lot behind the building, the cops had three patrol cars, the bureau chief from the office, and a big thermos of coffee. They had Sawyer on the telephone, and said he was calm. The hostage was a night watchman, a Samoan kid who’d come here to play football at the college. I’d known his name once, something long with a’s and n’s in it, but everyone called him Big Man. I was impressed, just for a moment, that my client had taken Big Man down.

I drank the coffee while the bureau chief drew me a map of the office. They gave me keys and a heavy, bulletproof vest, and I changed awkwardly in the back of a squad car, the vest cold under my sweatshirt, against my skin. The officer who helped me fasten it had written a report for a child-support case of mine, including the line, “The defendant instructed me to consume feces.” I’d always liked him. He socked me on the shoulder and told me to do good, and I went in.

The building was four stories, dark brick, at the end of the old gold-rush main street. It was dark inside, and the bottom floor was all cubicles, the burlap-faced dividers hung with calendars and cartoons. I found my way to the stairs by the light of screen savers and exit signs, and walked up to the third floor, where my client was keeping Big Man.

“Sawyer?” I called, as I came out of the stairwell into another dark maze of cubicles. “It’s me. I’m here to find your file.”

I heard a rustling noise, but no one answered.

“Should I come to you or go get the file?” I asked.

Sawyer’s voice came out of the gloom, hoarse and tired. “Go get the file,” he said.

I couldn’t tell which cubicle the voice came from, but it was on the east side of the building, to my right. The cops had told me to engage in conversation. “Is Big Man okay?” I asked.

“His name is Amituana,” Sawyer said. “Did you know he’s a member of the Samoan royal family?”

“I didn’t,” I said. I followed the bureau chief’s map to the big beige file cabinet where they kept the dead files. The lock on the cabinet had a tiny six on it, and I flipped through the ring of keys until I found the six. I asked, “Does that make him a prince?”

Two low voices conferred. Then came a voice an octave lower than Sawyer’s. “Sort of,” Big Man said. “If fourteen people die, I will be king.”

I found Sawyer’s file, a fat brown accordion, under S. “How likely is that?” I asked.

There was another pause. “Not very,” Big Man’s voice said.

I could see the room well now, by the exit signs and the streetlights. “I have the file,” I called. “What should I do?”

“We’re in the third cubicle from the door,” Sawyer said. “Near the windows. With the horse calendar.”

Big Man sat cross-legged on the floor, hands tied behind his back with orange baling twine, and Sawyer sat in one of those kneeling chairs that support the lower back, by a computer screen with changing photographs of the sea. He rested a hunting rifle on his knee, and seemed to have hung up the phone on the police. The two men filled the entire space. Big Man had close-cropped hair and a narrow mustache with a goatee.

“We’ve been talking football,” Sawyer said.

Big Man said, “He played both offense and defense in college.” He seemed genuinely impressed.

“It was a junior college,” Sawyer explained. He looked at me in my sweatshirt, bulked by the Kevlar vest underneath. “Sorry to get you out of bed,” he said. “Sit down.”

I sat in the remaining floor space next to Big Man, who nodded. He was carrying himself beautifully, no dishonor to his family or his future subjects.

“Read me the file,” Sawyer said. “Not the stuff I said, just the stuff they said about me. I want to hear all the letters.”

“That’ll take all night,” I said.

“So start.”

I began to read in the dim light. One of the computer’s ocean scenes was darker than the others, and each time the dark one came around the reading was harder. I read the letters from the insurance adjuster to the bureau chief, the memos from the chief’s secretary to her boss, the letters from Sawyer’s employer’s attorney. I read letters by me, dictated too quickly, sounding too lawyerly, typed up by my secretary and flung into the afternoon mail. What wasn’t embarrassing was sad, and what wasn’t sad was stultifying, but Sawyer sat riveted. I looked up from time to time to see if I could stop. He gestured me on with the rifle in his hand. I read through the neurologist’s account of what Sawyer could do, and through the settlement. I read the figure Sawyer was to receive for the loss of his work.

“You got screwed,” Big Man said.

“Thank you,” Sawyer said, with no irony in his voice, only relief that someone else could see the injustice. “What can I do now?” he asked me. “Tell me, now, what can I do?”

“Give yourself up.”

“No, I’m serious here. I mean about the claim.”

I looked at the heavy stack of papers in my lap. “I don’t think you can do anything,” I said. “Go to physical therapy, be nice to your wife.”

“She’s gone,” he said. “No, that’s all over. This is over, too, isn’t it? It’s a wrapped-up case.”

I nodded. It was in with the dead files. And finality was the effect of the letters, read together: it was a thing done.

“I’m letting Amituana go,” Sawyer said. He helped the kid to his feet, which was a struggle with the rifle in one hand, the kid’s wrists tied and both men so heavy. Amituana staggered back against a cubicle divider and it shuddered, and then they were both upright. “He’s got a country to rule,” Sawyer said. “Fourteen people could die, easy.”

He brushed off the kid’s clothes with his free hand. “If you get to be king of Samoa and I show up there,” he said, “you’ll have a job for me, right? You’ll remember I got screwed and I let you go?”

“Sure,” Big Man said.

“Okay,” Sawyer said. “You take the stairs and go outside, and tell them if they try anything I’ll kill the woman. She’s my lawyer, I’ve got reason to kill her. Tell them that.”

I looked at Sawyer to see if he was serious, but I couldn’t tell.

“Okay,” Big Man said.

Sawyer turned him around and clapped him on one of his great halfback shoulders, and the kid nodded at both of us like he was leaving a party. He walked off toward the staircase, trailing orange twine from his bound wrists.

“He’s a good kid,” Sawyer said as we watched him go. The heavy, careful steps died away on the stairs below. Then Sawyer turned to me.

“You can still help me,” he said.

“If you turn yourself in,” I said, “we can gin up a mental distress defense, get you a good lawyer for it.”

“Nope,” Sawyer said. He checked his watch. “I’ll slip out the front, where they don’t expect me. You go out the back, to the parking lot where you came in, and keep them busy. Stand in the door and pretend I’ve got the gun on you, and relay messages to the cops like I’m hiding there. Say I want a car, and I want three thousand dollars, and I want an hour’s head start. Okay? Afterward, they’ll never know I wasn’t there with the gun. Just give me a chance to get out the front and get away.”

He was calm and seemed sane, even with the rifle in his hand. He was just my client, still in a bad spot, still wanting me to help him, and I was trying.

“Aren’t there cops out front?”

“I’ve been watching,” he said. “They’ve all stayed out back, where I told them I’d come out. So will you do it?”

I said okay. There was no arguing with him, and nothing else I could say. He called 911 and we waited while the operator figured out how to patch him through to the squad cars below. I asked him again to give up and he said no. He told them we were coming out. We went downstairs with both my wrists held behind me, his grip warm and damp but not tight. Then he took the office keys and told me to wait a minute before I went out. Crouched down, he dodged through the cubicle dividers to the front door. I heard a dead bolt scrape. Blue streetlight outlined his body, and he waved to me to go.

The back door was a fire door that opened without a key, and I pressed the bar and put a hand out to wave so they wouldn’t shoot me, and then I stood with one hand behind my back, the door barely cracked. I thought I was going to do it, to play the part Sawyer had scripted for me, and then somehow it seemed impossible, a thing that was plausible back in the dark but now was not. He was a man with a gun. I stepped out with my hands up and said, “He’s in front,” but my voice cracked and I had to say it again, louder. “He’s in front.”

Sawyer wrote me a letter from prison. He said,

It would sure be great if you came by. Tuesdays from 2–41 can have visitors and it would be really something to see you. Or if you wrote a letter. You wouldn’t believe how great it is to get a letter from the real world. On good days I can read okay now, and I can write back, and on bad days someone will read it to me. No one writes to me except my defense lawyer, and he’s an asshole, and hardly writes anymore anyway. (Don’t tell him I said he was an asshole. I know all you lawyers are tight.) And don’t feel too bad about what happened. Of course they were out front. You did what you could do.

I kept the letter on top of my in-box for weeks, always moving it to the top, keeping it where I could see it, but I didn’t write back. Whatever I could say to him would be so inadequate I couldn’t imagine it on paper. I settled one case, started another, and the rest plodded along, piling up on my desk, while Sawyer’s note kept floating to the top.

Finally, one cold blue Tuesday when the roads were dry, I left everything in the mess it was in, called a warden I knew for permission to bring food and picked up burgers on the way out to Deer Lodge. They brought Sawyer into the prison’s visiting area and let us sit at the same table, no barrier at all. He’d lost the weight of the idle months, but he didn’t look healthy. He looked pale, a little gray in the face, and older. We looked at each other awkwardly, like neither of us knew what we were doing there. The paper bags, still warm and smelling of fried things, felt heavy and wrong in my hands.

“I guess you’ve just had lunch,” I said.

Sawyer gave me an appraising look. “Is there a shake in there?”

Sometimes I have a little luck—I had a chocolate shake and a vanilla one, still mostly frozen. We unpacked the bags and sat at the table, and Sawyer ate and talked about the inmates, using first names, telling stories that sounded like he’d planned them in his mind for someone to come from the outside and listen. He washed down burger with chocolate shake, sucked noisily through the straw.

“You know my wife’s gone,” he said finally. “You know where she went?”

I shook my head.

“When I stopped working and started getting crazy, she got a pen pal. A guy in prison in Wyoming. They wrote back and forth all year and I never knew. Then he got furloughed and she went to live with him. She sent me a letter that says they’re living on a farm and have forty cats and she’s never been so happy. Can you believe that? She mailed the letter from another town so I couldn’t find her.”

“Would you want to find her?”

“Yeah!” he said. “—No. I don’t know. A guy in prison. I can’t believe she found a guy in prison. I’m a guy in prison. What’s wrong with me? But she would have left anyway.”

“What did the guy do?”

“She won’t tell me. Probably an ax murderer. It’s Wyoming.” He grinned and his face stretched into wrinkles he didn’t have before, but the grin was charming. Sawyer was still game.

“So, you never wrote to me,” he said, picking at the last of his fries. The bags and boxes and cups were strewn between us, empty now, an embarrassment of grease.

“I meant to,” I said. “I kept meaning to.”

“It wouldn’t be so hard,” he said. “You know?”

“I know.”

“Man, you wouldn’t believe how good mail feels. I think I told you that.”

“I will, I’ll write,” I said. “I didn’t know what to say.”

“That’s the thing, is you don’t have to say anything special,” he said. “I told you it’s okay, about what happened. They would have got me anyway. I fucked up. But I mean this, you could talk about anything, talk about the weather, talk about your day. Just so you put it in an envelope and put it in the mail.”

“Okay,” I said.

“It doesn’t have to be a tome,” he said.

I drove home as the sky was beginning to darken. A sign in Deer Lodge advertised dinner theater, the Old Prison Players doing Arsenic and Old Lace at eight in the old stone prison building. I wondered where they found customers, but I didn’t wonder enough to go be one.

I wasn’t sleeping alone then, which was the only news in my life since I had seen Sawyer last, but I might as well have been. The guy was a prosecutor who never left the office before midnight, and sometimes then he’d stop by. So the evening stretched before me: long blue-gray clouds on the horizon, the abandoned work on my desk, my empty house. I could go back to the office, maybe catch my secretary locking up, say good night and stay to work until I was hungry again, and could get a bite to eat and a bath and go to bed. I would maybe be awakened to news of my prosecutor’s militia case, and to sex, and then go back to sleep with another body in the bed.

It was a tolerable plan but I couldn’t focus on it. What I did was watch the sky. As it changed, as the clouds stretched out and the orange flared up and pink reached out to meet the blue, I started thinking of it as a description, a letter, not a lawyer-sounding one, and not a tome, but a start, an account for Sawyer and for me of what the day did out here, and what it was like.


FOUR LEAN HOUNDS, CA. 1976

THE FIRST TIME Hank slept with Kay—the only time—was the night her husband drowned. Her husband was his best friend, had been for years. Duncan was a great diver, a crack shot, a good storyteller. He seemed to like being in the world more than most people did. He’d married Kay on the grassy bank of a lake up in the Swan River Valley, and everyone danced barefoot and camped out for the weekend. The way Kay looked at Duncan, it was like he was the whole world. Everyone who saw them knew that.

Hank and Duncan had started an underwater-welding business together, and they worked freelance on hydroelectric dams. In the last week of July, they went down to look for earthquake damage on the Hansen Dam, but it seemed fine. They kept looking, eighty feet down, where it was so cold Hank’s bones ached, and found nothing. Duncan waved him back to the surface, and Hank peeled off his wet suit on the gravel bank, getting the sun on his goose-bumped skin. He stashed all his gear in the VW bus and started making notes for the report, but Duncan didn’t come up after him. Finally Hank tugged the cold wet suit on and went back down. He found Duncan at the bottom, weighted down by his belt, staring empty-eyed inside his mask. Hank shouted at him, stupidly, bubbles escaping around his regulator and clouding everything, and he looped an arm around Duncan’s chest to drag him to the surface. On the bank he pumped his friend’s sternum so hard he felt a rib crack, and forced his own air into the sodden lungs. He kept trying long after he knew Duncan was dead.

They were miles from any town, and Hank didn’t know what to do. It was too late for an ambulance. He didn’t know if you were supposed to move a body, or where he would take it. He finally left Duncan there, and called the cops from a bait-and-beer store on the highway. His hands were shaking and blue, and the woman at the counter eyed him. He didn’t know what to say to his wife, and he couldn’t call Kay. The woman at the counter kept watching him, so he left, driving north to Duncan and Kay’s cabin as the idea that Duncan was dead sank in. He was dead and Hank had left him alone on the lakeshore, after leaving him alone down below, but now getting to Kay seemed as important as getting back to Duncan.

He found her alone at the cabin, hanging laundry on the line. Their four-year-old, Annie, wasn’t there, and Hank was glad. Watching Kay hang the clothes, with the blue mountains in the distance, he felt weirdly calm, as if everything had settled down into a space Duncan didn’t occupy anymore, a space that would never be any different than it was now.

Kay didn’t cry right away; he had never seen her cry. Duncan used to say Kay’s father was the strongest small man he’d ever known, and had never said more than eight words together. Kay was her father’s daughter: she hung the last pair of Duncan’s jeans, then went inside to call her brother, to ask him to keep Annie for the night.

They drove in silence back to the reservoir, and as they approached they could see Duncan’s body next to a police cruiser. One officer snapped pictures while the other sat sideways in the open car door, talking on the radio. Hank wished he had waited to call them, so Kay could have been with Duncan alone. She knelt by the body and pushed her husband’s hair from his forehead. Hank answered the cops’ questions, feeling awkward and angry. Yes, he had surfaced first, alone. When he found Duncan there had been no pulse, and CPR had failed. He felt the cops’ contempt for him, for letting his partner die. Finally they took Duncan away.

The sun was down when they got back to Kay’s empty cabin. Hank laid his coat on the table Duncan had made from a cable spool turned on its side, and she pulled the string that turned on the light. Kay was pale and dark-haired, with a thin face and strong hands like a man’s. Her eyes were red-rimmed, though she still hadn’t cried. Hank had never heard the cabin so quiet. The threading hole in the middle of the table was filled with Annie’s stuffed animals and toys. Hank stood there looking at the toys, and Kay stood looking at him, and then he comforted her in the only way that made sense at the time. She put her arms around his neck, and he lifted her to the tall pine log-frame bed Duncan had built, and he undressed her and held her, still feeling the calm in Duncan’s absence that seemed to ring in his ears, until she cried out and clung to him, her body wrapped around his own, and then she began to cry for real. It wasn’t the thing he would have chosen to happen, but he felt strangely relieved. They’d broken the dead space Duncan had left behind and it seemed that now things would start changing.
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