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“Any idiot can face a crisis; it’s day-to-day living that wears you out.”


—Anton Chekhov




One


Chic Waldbeeser & Diane von Schmidt


■


September 1950


On the Trailways bus bound for Florida, Diane wouldn’t hold Chic’s hand, wouldn’t even look at it sitting on his knee like a dead fish. She pretended to sleep. Then she didn’t and glared straight ahead at the derby hat of the man in front of them. This wasn’t like her. For the last month, she had been chattering like a psychotic woodpecker about their honeymoon—they were going to do this, they were going to do that, this and that, and this and that, and this—and here they were, and she was grinding her teeth loud enough he could hear it.


At a bathroom break in Kentucky, he asked her if she wanted a NuGrape or some Nibs. She huffed and stared out the bus window. Inside the filling station, he bought a bottle of Coca-Cola from the vending machine and stood at the filling station’s screen door watching a few navy guys taunt a yip-yip dog with a stick. His mind flashed to Lijy, his brother’s wife. He wondered what she was doing right now. What was that back rub about at the reception?


The old man behind the pay counter said, “That Truman shouldn’t even be in Washington. My vote would have been for Wallace. That is, if I could get someone to watch the store so I could vote.”


Chic took a pull off his soda.


“Couldn’t though. My son doesn’t wanna have anything to do with it. And my wife, she spends all day at the sewing machine.”


“They’re gonna hurt that dog,” Chic said.


“Nah. That dog’s fine. Seen it get hit by a truck, get back up and keep barking. We’re all like that dog. We all just keep barking.”


Chic dug a dime from his pocket. He was gonna get himself some Korn Kurls.


“Hey, where’s that bus headed?”


“Florida. Then, I don’t know. Back I guess.”


“You know if I was going to Florida, I’d go to Gatorland. I hear they got albino alligators.”


“I don’t think my wife would like that.”


“You got a wife?”


“Yes sir.” Chic set his dime on the counter.


“I’d find me a way to get to Gatorland. Don’t be letting your wife not let you see an albino alligator.”


“You seen it?”


“Heard about it.”


Back on the road, Chic stuffed Korn Kurls in his mouth. He was thinking about that albino alligator. He’d never seen anything albino. There was a kid in his grade school class, a kid whose name he couldn’t remember, who had real blond hair and everyone said he was an albino, but he wasn’t. Albinos had pink eyes and that kid had blue eyes. Then that kid moved away. Whatever happened to him? He probably went to high school somewhere, probably got married, probably got a job.


“Can’t believe you sometimes, Chic Waldbeeser.”


He looked at his new wife, her anger so obvious he could hear it whirling like a drill.


“You haven’t said anything to me in . . . ” He looked at his watch. “. . . twelve hours. Now you tell me you can’t believe me. What’s wrong with you?”


She cocked herself away from him and stared out the window. The bus passed a billboard that read, “Drive carefully. The life you save may be your own.”


He knew he had to do some fancy footwork. He dangled a Korn Kurl in front of her. “Want one? They’re good.”


She rested her head on the window and pretended to be asleep.


Chic ate the Kurl. He tried nudging her with his elbow a couple of times. He tried poking her arm with his index finger. After about a minute, she opened her eyes and said: “Will you please stop that.”


“Why are you mad?”


“You should know.” She closed her eyes.


He poked her arm—once, twice, three times, four times.


“If you don’t stop that, I’m going to scream.”


He finished his Korn Kurls and checked out the other passengers in the bus. The navy guys were sitting in the back talking in low whispers. A peanut sailed from the back of the bus and clinked off the woman in the seat opposite Chic. Chic turned around and saw the navy guys giggling. One held a hand over his mouth. The woman wiped her arm. She’d gotten on the bus at Carbondale, Illinois and Chic had heard her tell the driver she was going to visit her “Nana” in Pensacola. He looked over at Diane to see if she was awake. Her eyes were closed.


Chic never had a girlfriend in high school. Every time he approached a girl he froze up and his tongue felt like a sponge. He was not an unattractive boy with his flattop haircut, cuffed Levi’s, and starched white t-shirt, but the confused look on his face made him appear like he was a few steps behind the herd. His shoes were always untied. After walking into a room he wasn’t quite sure where to go, so he just stood there, causing a bottleneck in the doorway. Teachers and other adults liked him, though. He smiled a lot, kept his fingernails trimmed, said “please” and “thank you” and called women “ma’am.” In November, at a Middleville football game, while he sat in the bleachers, Diane approached him and told him that he, Chic Waldbeeser, was going to take her to the Dairy Queen after the game. He was sitting with a bunch of guys who weren’t even really worth mentioning, guys just about like him, guys who all stopped talking and craned their necks to look up at Diane. Everyone knew Diane von Schmidt. Her father was a math teacher, but she didn’t act like a math teacher’s daughter. She wore high-heeled shoes to the school dances. She’d gone steady with Randy Rugaard for two years, and in gym class, he bragged that she was a real “Sheba.” And by that he meant she was a tomcat. And by that he meant that she pretty much wore him out.


After ice cream, sitting in the front seat of Chic’s mother’s Plymouth four-door sedan, Diane stuck her mouth on Chic’s and gave him a big lip-to-lip smooch-a-roo. She pulled away and giggled, wiped her mouth. Then she asked, “What do you want more than anything in the whole wide world?” Her voice was full of the type of confidence that made Chic shaky.


“A big dog,” Chic said.


“No. I mean in life.”


He thought about this. A big dog would make things a little better. Big dogs made happy families, and for the past ten years, his family life had been in shambles. When he was eight, his father went outside behind the barn and sat down in the snow and, no kidding here, froze himself to death. Diane knew about this. Everyone did. And they all looked at Chic a little bit out of the corner of their eyes as a result. He pretty much didn’t let himself think about it all that much. He just thought about having his own family someday, and that big dog. That seemed to be the way to handle things like this—keep marching forward and don’t look over your shoulder. That’s what his mother had done. The day after his father’s funeral she was riding around in Tom Mc-Neeley’s Dodge Fore-Point pickup. What did he—Chic Waldbeeser—want more than anything? That was easy if he let himself think about it, but he pushed it to the back of his mind, way back where the spiderwebs grew and there was the constant sound of a dripping faucet. But since she asked, since she was Diane von Schmidt, daughter of a math teacher, a real Sheba, he was going to tell her. “I want a normal family,” he whispered.


“Excuse me?”


“A normal family. A normal life.”


About a year later, Diane’s father shelled out for a big wedding. Blessed Sacrament, the Catholic church in Middleville, Ilinois was stuffed full of Diane’s aunts, uncles, cousins, second cousins, and third cousins. Chic’s mother sent a fruit basket and card that said she couldn’t make it. She was down in Florida learning how to play tennis. She had moved down there with Tom McNeeley the day after Chic graduated from high school. The lone invitee on the Waldbeeser side was Mr. Kenneth Waxman, a friend of Chic’s father; Mr. Waxman was squeezed off on the far side of the church next to Diane’s third cousin Mary Lou from Junction City, Kansas, and her seven children.


An elderly uncle on the von Schmidt side, a longtime resident of Middleville, leaned over to his wife and said, “Now, what exactly did the Waldbeeser father do?”


His wife said, “Committed suicide, maybe ten years ago.”


“Yeah, yeah . . . I know that. What did he do, do, I mean.”


She shrugged. “Worked at the cannery probably.”


Chic’s brother, Buddy, stood at the altar next to Chic with the ring in his pocket. He’d recently returned from out East or West, or someplace, whereever it was. He wasn’t too forthcoming. When he returned, just in time for Chic’s high school graduation, he had a wife, an Indian woman, who, because she was Indian and dressed in a sari and wore flip-flop shoes that showed her toes, caused the townsfolk to whisper. Buddy was a long boy, tall and lean like a two-by-four. In a crowded room, his was the only face you’d see, but that’s where the metaphor for head and shoulders above the crowd stopped. He had gotten mostly Cs in high school. He was shy. At the reception, he got lit up on the spiked punch and, during his best man speech, slurred his words and blabbered on about his father and his father’s father and his father’s father’s father from Germany, Bascom Waldbeeser, who had founded Middleville with his wife Kiki, and their son, Bascom Jr., after the couple came north from New Orleans.


The people seated on folding chairs looked at each other. Every Middlevillian knew R.S. Archerbach and his sons had founded Middleville and started the cannery in 1880-something. There was a book, Middleville, Illinois: Our Town, Our Lives, Our Story, put together by Mrs. Ruth Van Eatton, an English teacher at the high school. The book had black and white photographs of the Archerbach family and other first Middleville families and the pumpkin cannery (which is now a National Historic Landmark) on Main Street circa 1884 and the railroad stop on Jefferson and First Street that connected Middleville with Peoria, twenty miles to the north. Diane leaned over and asked Chic why his brother was claiming the Waldbeeser family was responsible for the cannery. Chic shrugged, pretending not to know what his brother was up to, but he knew. This was what their grandfather had told them when they were young, a fairy tale meant to give Buddy and Chic incentive to pull themselves up by the bootstraps and to go forth into the world and chase down their destinies. Or, at least, that’s how Chic interpreted the story.


After fifteen minutes, a ten-year-old second cousin switched off the lights, and the entire reception hall went black. Aunts and other women gasped. Someone whispered, “Thank god.”


When the lights came back on, Buddy was in the middle of the dance floor, wavering a little bit, drunk. He held up his glass. “Congrajewl . . . ” He burped. “Congrajewlations.”


Diane’s father guided him out a side door to the parking lot, and someone started the jukebox, Patti Page singing “All My Love.”


With the reception getting back to normal and people grabbing the hands of their loved ones and dragging them to the dance floor, Chic found himself standing behind Lijy, Buddy’s wife. She was picking lint off the front of her sari. The whole reception, Chic had noticed Diane’s aunts and uncles nudging each other and whispering about her. Other than pictures in books, she was the first Indian anyone in Middleville had ever seen. On Main Street, when she went into Witzig’s, the department store across from the Dairy Queen, Buick Roadmasters literally screeched to a stop and eight-year old kids in backseats rolled down their windows and pointed. Standing there on the fringe of the dance floor, Chic pressed in, getting close enough that he could smell her hair. It smelled odd but good—earthy and spicy, musky maybe. She reminded Chic of a doll.


She turned around and cleared her throat.


Chic immediately noticed the bulge of her breasts under the sari. He hadn’t noticed them before, but there they were—about the size of grapefruits. “I was . . . ” He quickly looked at his wingtips and tightly closed his eyes. She’d seen him; she’d seen him staring at her breasts. “Sorry,” he whispered.


She wasn’t even paying attention to him. She was looking through him, beyond him, to where Buddy had disappeared through the side door to the parking lot. Chic glanced over his shoulder, and there was Buddy, coming back into the reception, Diane’s father behind him. Buddy was wiping his mouth with a hanky and his tie was loosened. He was pale, like he’d just vomited.


“Do you want a back rub?” Lijy asked.


Chic wide-eyed her.


“Did you hear me?”


Was she serious? He scanned the reception. On the dance floor, Diane was doing some sort of high knee thing while a guy played an accordion. Family members had made a circle around her and were clapping along. Lijy grabbed his forearm and led him to an empty table and told him to take off his tuxedo coat and sit down in the chair. Then she laid her hands on him. They were cold, but she did this trick where she rubbed them together, then shoved them back up his shirt and squeezed his shoulders, and it felt good—better than good.


Chic didn’t know this because he was too busy nearly drooling, but while Lijy rubbed and kneaded and massaged his back, she kept a sharp eye on Buddy, who hadn’t even noticed that she had dragged his brother, the groom of the gosh dang wedding, to an empty table and was giving him a back massage. She watched Buddy stumble up to the punch table, where some woman ladled him a glass of punch. In one swift motion, he downed the punch and held out his glass for another.


“This is your ansa phalak,” she whispered into Chic’s ear. She moved her hands to the middle of his back. “The vrihati. Your parshva sandhi. Your katika tarunam.” She hoped Buddy would turn around. She willed him to turn around.


Chic thought about Diane looking over, but then that thought floated out of his mind because the back rub felt so good; it just felt so good. “Keep doing that,” he whispered. “Right there.”


But then Lijy stopped and brushed past him, leaving him sitting in the chair with his shirt untucked and his tuxedo jacket tossed on the table. He saw Buddy going out the side door to the parking lot; Lijy followed after him.


Chic was exhausted in the motel room after the bus ride to Pensacola. Plus, Diane still wasn’t talking to him. After they brushed their teeth and tucked themselves into bed, he lay in the dark thinking. The entire wedding day he had fended off the jokes from Diane’s uncles and cousins about the honeymoon. And now here they were, and she was mad, and he was nervous. Her back was to him. He nudged up behind her and threw his arm around her. This would do it. This was it. Only a matter of time now. He waited. Her hair didn’t smell like Lijy’s; it smelled like bus and cigarette smoke. He nuzzled closer, spooning her. He counted to ten. Then he counted to twenty. The motel room’s window was open and the drapes billowed in the ocean breeze.


Diane opened her eyes and looked at his hand on the mattress. He still had his watch on. She rolled out from under his arm and went into the bathroom, closing and locking the door.


This was it. She had gone into the bathroom to freshen up, to get ready, to maybe put on something more appropriate, to turn into the real Sheba that Randy had told him about. Chic slid off his boxers and lay there in the dark with a steaming erection. Then he felt weird lying naked on a motel bed and put his boxers back on. He listened to Diane in the bathroom. He couldn’t hear much. Maybe she was putting on some perfume and was going to—any minute—throw open the door and strut into the room and hop on him and get this honeymoon rolling.


The Seashell Inn, a pink stucco motor lodge, sat behind Jack’s Hamburger Shack. Jack’s was a drive-through with a bevy of waitresses hustling hamburgers, hot dogs, and French fries to tourists’ cars. Below their motel window was Jack’s back screen door, which led to the kitchen. Two cooks were standing outside the screen door smoking cigarettes and talking about going to a place called Mo’s Cantina after they cleaned up the kitchen.


 After twenty minutes, Diane hadn’t come out of the bathroom, and there was no sign that she was going to.


“Diane?”


She didn’t answer.


“Honey.”


She still didn’t answer.


Chic stared at the ceiling, thinking about Lijy. He imagined her in the bathroom pulling a brush through her long black hair.


“Honey, did you see something at the reception?”


She didn’t answer.


“I can explain that.”


The sink was turned on, then it went off.


“It’s not what you think.”


When Chic woke up the next morning, Diane still hadn’t come out. Chic got up and knocked on the bathroom door, but Diane didn’t answer him. He imagined her sitting on the toilet. He knocked again. “Honey.”


Nothing.


Fine. Be that way. Be mad. It was just a back rub, a lousy back rub, and besides, he had apologized. Besides that: it only lasted like two minutes. He threw open the drapes and let the Florida sunshine flood the room. He wasn’t going to let this ruin his honeymoon.


In the motel lobby, he ate a complimentary orange, then he walked down the Pensacola Beach pier. He had all this fenced-in sexual energy—his honeymoon, the back rub—all of it bouncing around inside him like a pinball. He felt like a rocket on the launchpad smoking and fuming. He had a headache. The entire morning his left testicle throbbed, or actually, throbbed wasn’t the right description. It felt heavy, a boulder testicle swaying back and forth while he walked down the boardwalk. He knew what he needed to do. He ducked into the penny arcade and found the bathroom back by the Skeeball. He stepped into a stall and locked the door behind him. He unzipped himself and, standing over the toilet, masturbated quickly, thinking about Lijy, thinking about her hands on his back and her grapefruit-size breasts, thinking about Diane, too, and what Randy Rugaard had said about her.


That afternoon, Chic went tourist. He walked up and down the boardwalk with purpose. He was pretty much strutting, although he felt a little shy and found it difficult to look anyone in the eye. After all, he’d masturbated in a public bathroom. But, physically, he felt great. Better than great. The best. Wonderful. Relieved. He checked out the casino and the souvenir stands. He ate a stick of cotton candy. He bought a guayabera shirt and rolled up his khakis and walked along the water so that his feet got wet. He didn’t like wet sand squishing between his toes, so he went back to the boardwalk. He ate lunch at a place called the Katy Hooper and drank a Spearman’s Straight Eight Beer. There were posters on the wall advertising an upcoming Friday night boxing match between Bruno Schneider and Jimmy Dixon. In a rack of tourist brochures, Chic spotted a brochure for Gatorland and grabbed it and stuck it in his back pocket.


When he returned to the Seashell Inn, Diane was still in the bathroom. Chic flopped on the bed and unfolded the Gatorland brochure. There was an albino alligator. He heard Diane wring out a washcloth. He suddenly felt guilty for what he’d done in the penny arcade’s bathroom. He told himself any other guy would have done just what he did. What if someone saw him? That would be embarrassing. No one saw him. He’d checked for feet under the other stalls. He was fine. It was over. He had to do it. He unbuttoned his new guayabera shirt and let air from the open window breeze over his bare chest. He heard the dull, incomprehensible muttering voices of the drive-through patrons outside Jack’s Hamburger Shack. He wondered what was going on back in Middleville. He thought about his job at the pumpkin cannery. Mr. Meyers, his boss, hadn’t wanted him to take such a long time off.


Chic looked at the closed bathroom door. “People only go on honeymoons once, you know.”


He waited for an answer.


“I said, people only go on honeymoons once.”


Secretly he hoped she’d unlock the bathroom door and burst into the room and get into an argument with him. He’d tell her about the penny arcade bathroom. He’d tell her he thought about Lijy while he was doing it.


In the end, she didn’t burst into the room, and he folded up the brochure and set it on the nightstand.


“I’m not going to wait around for you all day,” he said. “I’m going to the pool.”


The pool was behind the Seashell Inn, adjacent to the parking lot. It was a tiny, egg-shaped thing with a shallow and deep end and a slide. Three kids, who all looked to be siblings, slid down the slide and made a whole lot of unnecessary noise. Chic just wanted some peace and quiet, wanted to soak in the pool and figure out how he could cheer Diane up. It was only a stupid back rub. Sure, Lijy was an attractive woman, and he was attracted to her—who wouldn’t be—but she was his brother’s wife, his brother’s wife. Not that his brother deserved a woman like that. He didn’t. His brother was a strange guy. He had pretty much abandoned Chic as soon as he had graduated from high school, leaving Chic to fend for himself, to watch his mother and Tom McNeeley seal their relationship with pot roast dinners and long talks, with giggling on the porch. Not to mention that Buddy was always leaving Lijy in that big house they lived in on the “new side” of Middleville to go off and do whatever the heck he did with those gold coins he collected. If Lijy were his wife, Chic would sit next to her on the couch and put his arm around her and never let go. But he and Buddy were different. For one, there were the gold coins. Buddy had suitcases full of them. The gold coin thing had begun when their grandfather, Bascom Jr., the same guy who made up the story about their family founding Middleville, gave them each an 1899 Double Eagle. Buddy carried that coin with him everywhere he went. He took it out at random times, like at recess while all the other kids were playing tetherball. Chic bought a stick of gum with his, chewed that stick for about twenty minutes, then spit the wad on the sidewalk and forgot all about the stupid gold coin. On Sunday afternoons when they were kids, their grandfather lugged over his personal collection, which he kept in steel military ammunition boxes. While he and Buddy held the coins under the magnifying glass, their grandfather told Buddy (and Chic but Chic wasn’t picking through the coins with them) his elaborate story about his father’s father, their great-grandfather, Bascom, being responsible for founding Middleville. According to the story, Junior’s Pumpkins—the pride of Middleville—were named Junior’s Pumpkins because of him, Bascom Jr., their grandfather. He was the Junior. Chic remembered his brother staring at his grandfather as he told him this, his mouth a little agape, a look of amazement on his face. They both believed him, of course. Buddy was eight, Chic was five. Because of the story, Buddy always talked about their grandfather—Grandpa this and Grandpa that. Not to mention, whenever they went to Stafford’s, the grocery store, with their mother, Buddy would run off to the canned food aisle and stand there admiring the rows and rows of Junior’s Pumpkins. Buddy was the older brother. He should know better. But, apparently, he believed it, or at least, he wanted to believe it. Buddy had always been the kinda guy that wanted something. But he had something. Didn’t he know that he had something? If he didn’t look out, he was going to lose what he had. And he, Chic Waldbeeser, had something, too, and he wasn’t about to lose what he had.


Later that afternoon, Diane waltzed into the pool area wearing a massive sun hat with a brim so large it cast a dark shadow over her entire face. Chic was soaking in the shallow end and watched her position a recliner sun chair. Her back was to him, and when she slipped off her robe, her shoulders were white as Elmer’s glue, and she wore one of those swimsuits like the girls on the beach, with a skirt that covered her upper legs. She futzed around with the chair, and finally, when she got it where she wanted it, she sat down and started to read a book.


Chic climbed out of the water and slopped over to her, blocking her sun and dripping on her legs. She put her book down and squinted up at him.


“I’m sorry.”


“I saw you, Chic. You and that . . . your brother’s wife, the Indian woman.”


“I said I’m sorry.”


It hadn’t registered until now, but she was hurt. He could see it in the way her lip quivered. This was a different Diane, not the woman who knew what she wanted and didn’t stop until she got it. Chic had fallen hard for that woman and her confidence, but this woman wasn’t confident. She looked like she was about to burst into tears. He sat down and touched her leg.


“What she was doing was an Indian custom. They give back rubs to the groom. That’s what they do. That’s what she told me they do.”


Diane picked up her book. “I don’t believe you.”


“Do you think I’d get a back rub from another woman at my own wedding?” He nuzzled up close to her. “I’m married to you, pumpkin pie.”


“Is it really their custom?”


“She was saying these weird words in my ear. I think she was blessing us.”


“You telling the truth?”


“Scout’s honor.”


Diane let him kiss her on the cheek and snuggle with her on the sun chair. The remainder of the day they lounged by the pool, and when the sun sunk below the motel, they covered their legs with a towel. After showers, they ate dinner at a place called the Crab Shack. The waiter had on a black bowtie, and all the men at the other tables wore seersucker suits. Underneath the table, Diane kept pawing Chic’s leg and hand. During one moment, when Diane had some difficulty cracking into a crab leg, grimacing as she applied more force, he recalled her laboring over a difficult test question in science class, pencil eraser in her mouth, her eyes tightly closed. He was going to make a life with this woman. He loved her, or he thought he did. He liked that she wasn’t mad at him anymore. But, then again, there was Lijy. But he was going to push her way, way, way back in his mind, back there with the cobwebs and the dripping faucet, back there where he set things on a shelf to forget about.


When they got back to the room, Diane hung the DO NOT DISTURB sign on the doorknob. Chic climbed on the bed. Diane pulled her dinner dress over her head. She was near nude in her underwear and bra.


“Have you ever done this before?” she asked.


Chic shook his head no.


“Nervous?”


“Little bit.”


She told him to get out of his clothes, and Chic quickly kicked off his shoes and took off his chinos and shirt. He watched her unthread his belt from his pants. “You’ve been a bad boy, Chic Waldbeeser.” She held his belt like a whip. “Turn around.”


“You’re not going to whip me with that belt are you?”


“Maybe.”


“This isn’t what I—”


“Go along with me, will ya, Chic? Please.”


“Sorry.” He turned around and noticed the curtain opposite the bed fluttering in the breeze. Outside, he heard the screen door at Jack’s Hamburger Shack open and slam shut, the rustle of someone putting something in the trash can.


She smacked his butt with her hand. “You like that?”


“Not really.”


“Chic. Please. Tell me you like it.”


“I like it.”


She whipped him with the belt.


“OUCH! Jesus Christ.”


“No, more back rubs.”


She whipped him again.


“Ouch!”


“You hear me?”


“Yes. I hear you.”


She cracked the belt and gave him a sultry smile. “Isn’t this fun?”


He reluctantly nodded, but thought about crawling underneath the bed or cowering in the corner. He swallowed hard.


She flipped off the light, and it was pitch black. He couldn’t see her, could only hear the sizzle of grease in the kitchen of Jack’s Hamburger Shack.


She was coming toward the bed. “Say something.”


“Here,” he whispered.


“Keep saying it.”


“Here. Here. Here.”


He felt a depression in the mattress, then she was straddling him. She pinned him down. Her wet mouth found his and she pressed into him so hard her teeth clinked against his. “Oh, I want you, Chic. Do you want me?”


He was trying to wiggle into a more comfortable position, but she had a hold of his wrists, his arms pinned above his head.


“Do you want me, Chic?”


“Yeah.”


“Then what’s the matter?”


“I can’t move.”


She let go, and he repositioned himself and propped himself up on his elbows. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness and he could see the outline of her sitting on the bed.


“Something’s the matter,” she said.


“I just . . . you know . . . I thought it would be a little different. Slower maybe.”


She tossed the belt and the buckle thudded on the floor. “You take the lead.”


He kissed her cheek, but she grabbed his hand and guided it to where it was warm and moist. “Get on top of me.”


He did what she said, and she grabbed his behind, squeezing it and digging her fingernails into the skin. “That kinda hurts,” he said.


“Come on, Chic. Get aggressive.”


“I’m not really—”


“Pretend. Come on. Do me. Fill me with your sperm.”


“What?”


“Fill me up with your sperm.”


He didn’t really like hearing his wife say that. It sounded dirty. He moved his hips this way and that way and up and down. He had no idea what he was doing or where he was shoving.


“That’s not it. Here.” She took his penis and guided him into her.


Chic froze. Oh my gosh. The top of his head tingled. He was inside of her. How did this feel? It felt . . . well, it felt . . . he couldn’t really explain how it felt.


She bucked her hips. “Come on. Go.”


He was afraid to go. She seemed . . . experienced. He thought of earlier that day in the bathroom of the penny arcade and immediately felt guilty.


“Go. Do it. Fill me up. Fill me with your sperm.” She grabbed his hips and pulled and pushed and pulled and pushed. It was only two or three more thrusts, and Chic closed his eyes and his muscles tensed, and he saw a rocket on a launchpad, fire and smoke mushrooming from its bottom. He pushed into her as far as he could. The rocket lifted off the launchpad. His body went limp, and he collapsed on top of her. “Ohhhhh,” he sighed.


She squirmed out from under him.


He rolled over on his back. “You like it?”


“Not really, but hopefully it did the job.” She picked up her underwear and went to the bathroom and shut the door.


Chic & Diane Waldbeeser & Lijy Waldbeeser


■


September 1950–August 1951


When Chic and Diane returned from Florida, Diane’s parents offered to help with a down payment on a house. The first one they toured was a Cape Cod with a detached garage on Edgewood Street, a dead-end street not far from Middleville’s police station. While Diane and her parents sized up the three bedrooms and one bathroom with the real estate agent, Phyllis Glover, a woman they all knew since Phyllis’s son and daughter had gone to school with Chic and Diane, Chic stood in the backyard, looking at the back of the house. Well, it wasn’t the “new” part of Middleville, but the house had recently been re-sided with aluminum siding. Chic got down on his hands and knees and felt the grass with his hand. He put his cheek in the grass, letting the blades tickle his face. He’d walk on this lawn barefoot on summer mornings as his dog went about its business in the corner over there. He’d play with his kids in this grass. He ran his hands over the top of the blades. He stood up, wiping his hands. He heard a door open and a dog bark. Behind him, he noticed the neighbor, an older guy, watching him, his hands in his pockets and a cigarette dangling from his mouth. Chic nodded at the man. The man took the cigarette from his mouth and blew a wad of smoke. His dog, a small lapdog, squatted in the middle of the yard.


“My wife and I are thinking about buying the house,” Chic said.


The man squinted at him.


Chic couldn’t help but think that in a few years he and this guy could swap stories over the fence while their dogs frolicked in their yards.


“Hey, you know what kinda grass this is?”


“It’s grass.”


“Like is it Kentucky bluegrass? Crabgrass?”


The man stared at Chic. “You’re one of the Waldbeeser boys, aren’t ya?”


“That’s right.”


“How’s your mother doing? I used to see her around town, but I ain’t seen her in a while.”


“My mother’s a stinking polecat, and don’t you ever ask about her again. You hear?” He left the man standing in his backyard with his cigarette and dog.


Inside, he found Diane and her parents standing in the living room, Phyllis Glover explaining something about south-facing windows. Diane made eye contact with Chic and smiled.


“We’ll take it,” Chic said.


Diane’s father shot him a look, and Chic immediately felt like he’d done something wrong.


“Honey,” Diane said. “We haven’t even looked at the upstairs yet.”


“Yeah, Chic. Patience,” her father said.


“It’s not like we’re not going to like the upstairs. It’s just bedrooms, right? We’re just going to sleep up there.”


They moved in three weeks later. Chic picked up his life where he had left off before the honeymoon, punching the clock every morning at the pumpkin cannery. He wore a hard helmet and white lab coat and stood in a giant, airy room watching cans of Junior’s Pumpkins blur by on a conveyor belt. His job was to detect imperfections—dents, torn labels, anything that would diminish the appeal of a can on a store shelf. If he saw something, he stopped the belt and took a closer look. Chic had an impeccable eye for defects, and Mr. Meyers told him it was only a matter of time before he was promoted out of quality control to a management position on the second floor where he’d have a secretary who answered the phone and a desk stocked with pencils. In fact, Mr. Meyers told Chic that he was grooming his own son, Butch, for one of those jobs. A year younger than Chic, Butch was a senior in high school and already looked the part of management; he wore his hair combed to the side and horn-rimmed spectacles, and after school he spent two hours doing an “internship,” which basically meant he emptied garbage cans.


Chic knew those offices on the second floor well. During his first week on the job, he had found himself on the second floor delivering some mail that had accidentally found its way to the production area. He asked an elderly woman, a secretary, which office had belonged to Bascom Waldbeeser. It had been nearly fifteen years since his grandfather worked at the cannery, but the woman pointed to a closed door. So, it was true. After his made-up story about the founding of Middleville, Chic wasn’t sure if he should take anything his grandfather said at face value. Chic looked back at the woman and asked if he could go inside. She nodded that it was fine, and Chic took hold of the door. The room wasn’t an office but a storage closet stacked with broken typewriters, boxes of pencils, and other office supplies. “He didn’t have a desk,” the woman said. “He had a cart.”


Chic wasn’t sure he understood.


“When he got too old to work on the production floor, he was moved up here to deliver supplies to the offices.” She motioned to the office doors along the corridor. “Pretty much, though, he just kept the closet organized. You’re BJ’s grandson, aren’t ya?”


Chic nodded.


“Didn’t your mother just move down to Florida?”


Chic closed his eyes. He didn’t want to talk about his mother. Everyone was always asking about his mother.


“How’s she like it? Florida would be too hot for me. Nice in the winter, though. But, hey, are you okay? You don’t look so good. You feeling okay?”


“I think I should get some air.”


“Yeah. Right. Okay. Hey, when you talk to your mother, tell her Ellen Hastings said hello.”


The Cape Cod needed fixing up, and Chic got to work. Up along the house, he planted box elder bushes. He cleaned out the gutters. He built a workbench at the back of the garage and hung some tools on the Peg-Board above the bench. He nailed up wainscoting in the dining nook. He painted the bedroom walls. Sometimes he’d be working and would feel like someone was looking at him, and he’d glance over his shoulder, and there would be his neighbor standing in a window, staring. Chic would wave, but the guy would just shut the shades.


Diane did light housecleaning, and every morning Chic showered and headed off to the cannery. Walking to the locker room, carrying his lunchbox, he often saw Mr. Meyers in his office that overlooked the production floor. He was always drinking a cup of coffee and looking down at some papers spread out on his desk, a pencil behind his ear, a look of fear on his face, like at any moment the pumpkin cannery could disappear into a sinkhole and be gone forever. Mr. Myers turned forty the week Chic started at the cannery, and Chic thought it was odd that he was already bald. Forty years old and totally bald. Chic didn’t want to feel that same sort of fear that made a guy lose his hair. He wanted to feel like he felt right now, at nineteen. He lived in Middleville, which was a bit of a misnomer, since the town wasn’t exactly in the center of the state—it was a bit southwest of center, actually. If one flew over it in a plane, it probably wouldn’t even be noticed. It was simply a cluster of houses and a school, a gas station, a couple of parks, and a few churches, all of which sprouted out of the Illinois dirt the way corn sprouted every June. Chic sometimes stood in his house and thought about how this was his town. He knew everyone—the teachers at the high school, the people at Stafford’s, the grocery store. Everyone. And everyone knew him. Chic liked the comfort in that, even if everyone knew him as the son of the man who sat down behind his barn and froze himself to death. Knowing everyone took the surprise out of life, and Chic Waldbeeser didn’t want life jumping out of the bushes and surprising him.


At Christmas, Mrs. von Schmidt decorated her house with an artificial, feather tree with gold balls and hung stockings on the mantel. When Chic saw the stockings, he stared at them, his hands in his pockets. When he was a boy, Christmas had never been anything but his mother clomping around in the kitchen, cussing under her breath. She would spend all morning making ham with slices of pineapple while his father sat in the living room drinking Scotch and staring at the snow. When dinner was ready, he, his mother, Buddy, their grandfather and his wife, June, Chic’s grandmother, ate in the dining room. Their grandfather kept yelling over to his son to join them at the table, but he always ate in the living room, sitting in his chair, the plate in his lap. Their grandfather was always yelling at their father, although it wasn’t really yelling because he couldn’t really yell, but the tone was meant to be a yell. Their father just sat there in his chair while their grandfather went on and on about how he, Chic’s father, needed to get his “act together.”


Mr. von Schmidt owned a guitar, a nylon string model, and after Christmas dinner, Chic got it and plucked the strings, hoping he’d get the hint. Maybe they’d sing a Christmas carol, but Mr. von Schmidt was asleep on the couch, his socked feet kicked up on the coffee table, and Diane and her mom were in the kitchen banging out the dishes. Chic put the guitar down and picked through his Christmas gifts—a pair of wool socks and a pewter statue of a father holding the hand of a little boy, a dog following behind.


About an hour later, when Diane asked Chic to run over to their house to pick up the ice cream, he was happy to oblige. It was a giant balloon of boredom in the living room, and besides, whenever Diane asked him to run an errand, it gave Chic a chance to check up on Lijy. Ever since the back rub at the reception, Chic couldn’t stop thinking about her. He had no idea why it had happened, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t even the back rub, although it had felt so good, that fired his imagination. It was that she had grabbed him and pulled him over to the empty table and told him to take off his tuxedo jacket and untuck his shirt. No one had ever done anything like that to him—unprovoked and out of nowhere like that. Chic knew it was wrong that he let himself think about her, but he was weak. He was a dead tree branch in a thunderstorm. He was a goner when it came to Lijy Waldbeeser.


Buddy’s house had classical pillars and a driveway that made a looping U so you never had to put the car in reverse. Chic slowed to a stop in front, then dug the binoculars out from under the seat. Through the living room window, he saw Lijy massaging Buddy’s shoulders. Buddy didn’t even seem to care about the back rub he was getting. He was reading the newspaper. Lijy leaned over and kissed him on top of the head.


The summer after Buddy graduated from high school, he packed his coin collection in two, hard-shell suitcases and ducked his head into Chic’s bedroom one morning (Chic was sitting on the floor, leaning against his bed, reading a Batman comic book) and told him he was leaving. Before Chic could say anything, Buddy padded down the stairs. Chic heard the front screen door creak open and bang shut. He got up and glanced out the window and saw Buddy walking across the front yard carrying the two suitcases. When Buddy reached the gravel shoulder of Route 121, he sat the suitcases down and visored the sun out of his eyes so that he could see if a car was coming.


Chic pushed open the window and yelled down to him. “Ouay going tay?”


“Are you trying to speak pig Latin?”


“Maybe.”


“Well, that’s not right.”


“Where are you going?”


“I don’t wanna talk about it.”


“Ou-tay back-ay?”


“Quit talking like that.”


“Where you going?”


“Gettin’ out of here. I’m done with Middleville.”


“Ou-taaa back aaaaa?”


“Quit talking like that. It’s not right. You’re not doing it right.” Buddy turned back to the road. There wasn’t a car in sight, only pumpkin fields and a dusty ditch. Chic closed the window and went back to reading his comic book. Knowing Buddy, this was just a ploy to get attention. He’d get a ride into town, and by dark, he’d be back home, in his room, polishing his coins and waiting for dinner.


A few hours later, Chic was called to dinner by his mother. She’d set three places at the table. She told Chic that Tom Mc-Neeley would not be joining them for dinner. Chic picked up his fork and scooped up some mashed potatoes. His mother asked where Buddy was. Chic explained that he’d gone off to get out of Middleville and maybe he was going . . . he didn’t know where he was going. He’d carried two suitcases out to the road. His mother shrugged and went about eating. “He’ll be back,” she said.


By the spring of 1951, Diane and her mother were spending a lot of time together in the kitchen nook. Sometimes, they both peeked in at Chic while he sat in his easy chair watching The Life of Riley or The Lone Ranger, then ducked around the corner out of earshot to whisper and giggle. If Chic could have quit daydreaming about Lijy, he would have realized that Diane was pregnant. But he couldn’t quit daydreaming about Lijy. At first, he thought he could control it. When it was time not to think about her, he’d try to push her out of his mind and that would be that. But he couldn’t stop, so he closed his eyes and thought about her standing on the edge of the dance floor picking lint off her sari. He thought about her rubbing his back. He thought about what she could possibly be doing while Buddy was out doing what he did with his coins. He wanted to feel her touch him again. It was almost too much for him to handle. Actually, it was too much for him to handle. So one night when he thought Buddy was out of town, Chic parked a few blocks away on Magnolia Street and walked up the sidewalk to the house and climbed the porch stairs. Before he knocked, he quickly fixed his hair.


She opened the door and blinked at him.


“I’m Chic. Buddy’s brother.”


“I know who you are.”


“Well, you’re looking like you don’t.”


“You see Buddy out there anywhere?”


Chic turned around. There wasn’t anything happening on the street. It was eight o’clock on Tuesday.


Lijy grabbed his arm and pulled him inside.


“You sure you didn’t see Buddy out there?”


“I thought . . . isn’t he traveling?”


“I never know when he’s here or gone or wherever. Did you talk to him today?”


Chic could tell she was upset. “I don’t talk to Buddy very often.”


“I don’t know when he will be here. Maybe tomorrow. The next day. Maybe the day after that. So, I guess, you came over to talk to him.”


“I came over to see you.”


She should have realized—of course, he wanted to see her. She remembered the wedding reception, the back rub. Then an idea just kinda came to her all of a sudden.


“Why don’t you come sit down?” She motioned toward the sofa.


Chic sat down. Lijy sat next to him, then felt odd and sat in the easy chair across from him.


“Do you want to listen to some music?”


Chic nodded.


Lijy got up and put on a record, “In a Sentimental Mood” by Duke Ellington. She closed her eyes and nodded along with the melody. When the song was finished, she told Chic it reminded her of Buddy. He had bought her the record, or maybe he’d already had it. She couldn’t remember. She wanted to know if he liked it. Chic said he did, but he hadn’t really paid attention. He couldn’t believe he was sitting across from her in the living room. He got up and went to the window and peeled back the curtain and looked outside over the front lawn.


“Is it okay if I’m here?”


“If Buddy came in the front door, he’d walk right through the room and never even notice.”


To Lijy, Chic had the same look as Buddy: puffy, sad cheeks that pulled his whole face into a frown. He looked sadder than sad. He looked defeated. Or actually that wasn’t quite right. He was too young to be defeated. He looked on the road to defeat. Buddy was on that same road, pulled over to the ditch and broke down, the hood raised. She could be the one to change that—for Buddy. That’s all she ever really wanted. She just wanted to be the one to help him, and she could; she knew she could. She tried to tell Buddy, but he wasn’t ever really there, like there there, like present. She’d seen him hold animated conversations with no one, with air. Once, she heard him in the kitchen carrying on about this and that, and when she walked in, he was pointing his finger at nothing and snarling, “And that’s not what you did.” Mostly, though, he stared off into some middle distance, some spot on the wall, and she’d ask him if he heard her, and he’d say, “No. I’m sorry. Were you saying something?”


Lijy thought that maybe Chic could help her. Maybe he could talk to Buddy. She was about to come out with it, just get it out there, just ask him to talk to Buddy for her, when Chic came out with an idea of his own.


“So, ah, I was thinking, um, do you think I could get another one of those back rubs?”


She sat there staring at him.


“You’d be doing me a favor. I got this awful . . . ” He rolled his head this way and that to stretch his neck.


She got up and went to the record player. “Do you mind if we listen to the song again?”


“Actually, do you have ‘Move It on Over’? Or ‘Long Gone Lonesome Blues’? Or, hey, the Bside to ‘Long Gone is ‘My Son Calls Another Man Daddy.’ I really like Hank Williams. I bet Buddy has some Hank records.”


“Maybe we don’t need another song.”


Lijy got a chair from the dining room. Chic got up and quickly unbuttoned his shirt. He was wearing a tank top undershirt, and he tore that off, too. He sat down on the chair. Lijy started out on his shoulders, kneading his tenseness, using her thumbs to work into the muscles on either side of his neck.


“Can you whisper those words into my ear?”


“Whisper what into your ear?”


“Those words. Ansa-something. And something else. I don’t know.”


“Ansa phalak.”


“Yeah that. Whisper that.”


Lijy moved her hands to the middle of his back. “This is your vrihati,” she whispered. “It’s a bindu, a dot. It’s mystical.” She pressed on it with her thumb. Chic let out a sigh and felt his shoulders unravel. She moved her hands up to his shoulder blades. “Your ansa phalak.”


“Keep whispering.”


“Ansa.” She held the a like she was letting out a long sigh.


Lijy had met Buddy at a restaurant on Grant Avenue in San Francisco’s Chinatown. She’d come to San Francisco from Stockton, where her father worked as a day laborer for an asparagus farmer. Lijy had gotten on a bus without even telling anyone. She had aspirations. And then, in a restaurant in Chinatown, where she’d come in off the street to have a mug of tea, there was Buddy Waldbeeser leaning low over a bowl of pork noodles, trying to work the chopsticks, a napkin stuffed in the collar of his shirt. He was in town for a numismatic convention, and as soon as he spotted Lijy wearing her sari, he couldn’t stop sneaking peeks. Whenever she caught him, he would avert his eyes and appear to be busy with his pork noodles. Eventually, she got up and approached him because that was the kind of woman she wanted to be. Buddy looked up at her and said, “You’re not Chinese, are you?” He told her he was staying at the Mark Hopkins Hotel. He told her about the cocktail lounge, Top of the Mark, with a view of the San Francisco Bay and the Golden Gate Bridge. He was from Illinois, and in Illinois, he said, you had to get up on your roof to get any sort of view, and even then, there wasn’t much to see but cornfields and other roofs, maybe an occasional bird flying by. He said he’d take her after he finished his bowl of pork noodles.


On their way to Geary Street, Buddy bought her a bouquet of roses from a flower stand. It was the first time a man had ever bought her flowers. Buddy insisted she cradle them like a baby, and she did. They caught the California Street Cable Car to Nob Hill. Lijy had never seen a place as gold and shiny as the Mark Hopkins. Neither had Buddy, but she didn’t know that. They took the elevator to the nineteenth floor. At the bar, he ordered himself a Gibson while she walked over to the wall of windows. The view was something that hit her right in the middle of the stomach. The panorama, the vista, the buildings, the people, all of it in motion and happening nineteen stories below her, just rolling the way it rolled forward, and she could do nothing except witness it. She felt her knees go slack. Buddy got her a seat and handed her a bowl of nuts, but she didn’t want any nuts. He sat down beside her, pointed to a spot where two windows met, and told her that was the Weeper’s Corner. When servicemen shipped out to the war, he explained, their wives and sweethearts would stand in that spot dabbing their eyes with hankies, watching as their lovers’ ships slipped out of the bay. He put his hand on her leg. She told him she wasn’t a weeper, and he told her he wasn’t in the service.


Chic hadn’t put his shirt back on yet, hadn’t even stood up from the dining room chair. Lijy sat down on the sofa. Now that the back rub was done, she could talk. She complained about Buddy being gone all the time and told Chic that he had promised her a life in Middleville where it was quiet and she would be able to do, as he said, “her own thing.” It was true—Middleville was quiet, and she was doing her own thing. But she didn’t like it, none of it, not even a tiny piece of it. She hated it, to be honest. She felt like she was in a dark room and the entire town was shining a flashlight on her. It was worse than Stockton, actually, where at least there were other Indians. Here, she couldn’t even go to Stafford’s without kids peeking around the corners of the aisles to watch her. And most people wouldn’t talk to her and the ones who did talked very slowly, like she wasn’t able to understand what they were saying. She hoped that Chic was getting all of this. (He just sat there smiling, every once in a while furrowing his brow.) She needed Chic to sound the alarm for her, to let Buddy know she was drowning. She thought she’d get him, really get him, if she came to Middleville. But she wasn’t getting anything but a big, empty house and a lot of silence.


After Lijy was done, Chic went into the bathroom. He knew what it was like to be an outcast. He’d help her fit in; he’d help her become a real Middlevillian. That’s more than Buddy was doing. He didn’t care, not really; he was too busy doing whatever he did with his damn gold coins. Chic cared, really, truly, and he was convinced that all he had to do was make the first move and she’d lead him to the bedroom and let him slowly take off her sari. Then, she would kiss him—not like Diane kissed, rough and aggressive, but gently—and the two of them would giggle shyly between kisses because both of them would be nervous, and since he’d be the more experienced one, he’d have to take the lead.


Lijy was at the stove, her back to him. The teakettle was on.


“Excuse me.”


She turned around.


Chic was wearing only his boxer shorts and black socks. His hips began moving back and forth, slowly, humping the air. He didn’t even realize he was doing it.


“I could help you. Make it so people didn’t stare at you.”


She looked like she was on the brink of something, a movement, a lunge toward him, and they’d grab each other’s cheeks and mash into a passionate kiss. Behind her, the teakettle began to whistle.


“Chic, what are you doing?” she finally said and shut off the burner. “Will you quit moving your hips like that?”


“Sorry.”


“Chic, why are you in your underwear?”


“You rubbed my back.”


“You asked me to rub your back.”


“Not at the reception. You just grabbed my arm.”


“I’m sorry if you got the wrong idea. I love your brother. I do, but you looked so sad tonight. I thought I could help you. And I thought you could help me.”


“Sad?” The accusation dropped on him like a heavy weight. “I’m not sad.”


“I can feel it in your muscles. I can feel it in your brother’s muscles too.”


“Feel what? What can you feel? What are you talking about? I’m not sad. Buddy’s not sad.”


“It’s okay, Chic. You have Diane now, and your brother has me. It’s going to be okay.”


On the way home he stopped at Gene’s Dairy Dream and bought Diane’s favorite—a chocolate ice cream cone with sprinkles. He was determined to make this a good night: ice cream and The Ruggles or Ed Sullivan on the television and maybe he’d put his arm around his wife, like he should, like a husband should. Sad? He wasn’t sad. He was the happiest man alive. He had a wife, and he was thinking about getting a dog and naming him Cody.


At home, he heard Diane sloshing in the tub. He tried the bathroom knob, but it was locked. “Honey.”


“I’ll be out in a second.”


Then, he had an idea. “Unlock the door, honey.”


“I’m in the bath.”


“Open the door.”


He heard her stand up out of the water. Her wet foot thudded on the linoleum.


“I want to carry you upstairs and lay you out on the bed and kiss you on the belly and your legs and your neck and cheeks and ears.”


She unlocked the door. A towel was wrapped around her, above her breasts. Her hair was dripping. Behind her, the bathroom mirror was fogged with steam.


“You left the lamp by the couch on. I could see it when I pulled into the driveway.” He held out the ice cream cone to her. “I made a mistake.”


“What are you talking about, Chic?”


“I thought you were reckless, but now I see that you’re not. I’m not sad. I’m really not.”


“Reckless?”


“Wild is more like it. I want to hold you. That’s what I want. We’ll snuggle under a blanket and just be together.”


She unwrapped her towel. She was about four months along, and her stomach was beginning to bulge, a little rise like a hill in the middle of flat land.


His face turned white. “I . . . You’re . . . ” He swallowed hard. He thought about his father sitting in the living room staring out the window. He’d backed the family car down the gravel drive every morning and, at night, carefully pulled it back into the drive. He thought of his mother sweeping the farmhouse’s porch with so much force, the shushing of the broom’s bristles sounded like screaming.


“Chic, are you OK?”


He clenched the ice cream cone. It crumbled, and ice cream dripped over his hand and onto the hallway carpet. He started to waver.


“Chic! Honey?”


His eyes rolled back into his head, and he groaned a low, animal half sigh, half moan.


Then, he passed out.




Two


Mary Norwood, another beginning


■


1972–1990


In 1972, Mary Norwood and her boyfriend, Lyle Crabtree (who went by Lyle Style because he wore butterfly collar shirts and skintight polyester pants he thought gave him a bulge), rented an apartment in San Jose, California, but spent most of their time in Lyle’s ’69 Ford LTD hustling up and down the West Coast so Mary could shoot pool in the West Coast Women’s Pool League, a semiprofessional pool league. Lyle didn’t work, but that didn’t mean he didn’t bring in an income. He had a triangle head like viper, and his tongue could snap with the best of them. Somehow he always had a belt buckle, a pair of dingo boots, a pool cue, a Zippo lighter, or whatever to sell. This was nickel-and-dime stuff, but Lyle could stretch a buck. It was nothing for him to kick the LTD’s seats back and sleep behind a movie theater. Mary, on the other hand, had big, blossoming dreams that didn’t include sleeping in a car. Every time she started talking about what she called a “normal life,” Lyle smiled through his mustache. “I’m with ya, babe. You think I like sleeping in my car?”


By the time Elvis died in August 1977, Mary was finishing in the top two of almost every tournament. Payouts were getting bigger—five hundred bucks here, seven hundred there—but she was still rubbing her neck and cursing the LTD’s vinyl seats. Lyle didn’t seem to mind sleeping in the car. He certainly didn’t mind the increase in income. He bought himself new things, like a gold ring for his pinkie finger and a belt with his name stitched in back. He strutted around the pool halls striking a pose every few minutes—hip kicked out, cigarette dangling from his mouth. During her matches, Mary often spotted him off in a corner talking to some girl, a look in his eyes like he was going to swallow the girl whole. She asked Lyle about the girls, and he told her he was just doing his job, working the crowd, trying to build up her image. Mary couldn’t let herself believe he could be sneaking off with those girls. Even when she saw him one afternoon in Olympia, Washington, come back into the pool hall, a doe-eyed girl behind him carrying her high-heeled shoes, the girl’s hair a tornado of mess, Mary told herself he was probably helping her fix a flat on her car.


All of this was about to change. Their—or rather Mary’s—ship was about to come in.


In October 1978, after a tournament in Reno, Mary and Lyle were sitting at the bar having cocktails when they were approached by a slick-looking dude, his shirt unbuttoned showing gold necklaces. The guy had huge muttonchop sideburns that practically grew right into his mouth, and was built short and compact like a garbage can that fit under the kitchen sink. He introduced himself as Rod Alberhaskie, and he had a proposition. He talked to Lyle, looking at him directly, eyeball to eyeball like a high school principal. He and some folks were kicking off a professional women’s pool league, WPPA, Women’s Professional Pool Association. “Our league won’t be a weekly event like this here. But the purses will be ten times as much.”


“Ten times as much,” Mary whispered.


Rod didn’t even look at her.


“That’s big bucks,” Lyle said.


“The competition will be stiffer, so there’s no guarantee, but I’ve seen her play. She’s good.”


Lyle turned an eye on her and smiled. “She’s a damn good pool player.”


Mary liked that Lyle was taking care of the business side of things, so she could simply sit there and sip her drink through the little cocktail straw. Who cared about sleeping in the LTD. She wanted a man who could take care of business and Lyle was all about TCB.


Rod took a card from his inside breast pocket. Mary tried to get a glimpse of it, but Lyle pulled it away so she couldn’t read it.


“More importantly, the good players will get sponsorship.”


“A steady paycheck,” Mary said.


Rod glanced at her, then back to Lyle. “About two thousand dollars a month.” He snapped his fingers and motioned to a guy eating peanuts and watching them from across the bar.


“Which means we can sleep in hotels,” Mary whispered, pretty much talking to her drink.
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