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FOR MARY KARR





Such aggressively minor suffering

wins no handshakes, roses, accolades

and threatens to suck the soul out,

though in a small compartment in your skull

you hope for finer things.

At night you set aside your lists

and dime-sized aches to lift its lid

and find the simple room

in which everything you meant to speak

and shape and do is spoken,

formed and done. …

—FROM “AVERAGE TORTURE”

BY MARY KARR





ONE



I was dipping my bill into a Jack Daniel’s Manhattan when old man Weber came into the bar at the Parting Glass and we made eye contact. Maybe there was a little click. I felt it and he must have felt it too because he gave a smile: not a smile of greeting and good cheer, but a little self-satisfied smile. I guess that smile should have tipped me, but to tell the truth I felt flattered to be noticed. Not only was I noticed, but the old guy gave his cane a little shake and made a beeline in my direction.

I had known Felix Weber for some years, but only by reputation. He was Saratoga Springs’ money man. A bunch of fellows of my acquaintance liked to say he was the smartest guy they ever met, but maybe that was because he helped them add up bushels of frequent flyer miles. Because you couldn’t work for Weber without covering a lot of space. He was the money man and you were the courier, which meant Travel with a capital T. That’s one of the details about Saratoga Springs. It lies half way between New York and Montreal.

One time I remember hearing how old man Weber realized there was twenty-nine cents of silver in each Canadian quarter. He bought tons. Maybe it was only a single ton. He melted it down and sold the silver. That was how his mind worked: four cents’ difference multiplied by five, ten, twenty thousand. He was an exaggerator. He schlepped gold, silver, even dollars from one country to another and with the two or three or four cents’ difference, he made himself rich. The total cash involved could be enormous. And all those figures, all those big numbers—that was how I got sucked into it.

I have always been the pal of easy money. What some people call temptation, I call opportunity. In the old days, it knocked; these days, it sends a fax. But isn’t it a lack, a vacancy, an economic deficiency, that leads one into temptation? One would like more than one has got. It isn’t greediness; it’s dream. And I have to say I don’t think of myself as dishonest, by which I mean I’d never rob a bank if there was the slightest chance of getting caught. On the other hand when a scam gets proposed, I find myself thinking up a better scam. Maybe this is human nature or it’s just an example of how one gets fucked up. Someone offers me a deal where I make two bucks on the dollar, and I begin to imagine something more advantageous. But let’s get back to old man Weber.

By now he was standing next to me. “Victor,” he said, “I see by the maraschino cherry that you’re drinking a Manhattan. Let me buy you another.”

You understand how it is when somebody who you don’t think knows your name, turns out to know your name? To tell the truth, I prefer Vic, but who was I to quibble? Weber was a short little guy, about five foot four—skinny with a thin face and a bristly mop of white hair. He resembled a toothbrush in more ways than one, except that he always wore suits and ties. He began to struggle up onto the stool beside me. I took hold of his elbow to give him a little assist.

“Stiff in the joints,” he said.

“Story of my life,” I said, just to be friendly.

The waiter had already caught the drift of our conversation and he set down in front of me another Jack Daniel’s Manhattan, and in front of Weber he set a glass of milk.

Weber lifted the milk and toasted me with it. “To me,” he said, “the cow says it best.”

I nodded solemnly. “I started on the white stuff.” If Weber had wanted to drink tiger piss, I would have been equally cordial, because, after all, he was paying for the drinks. But mostly I was curious. As far as I could recall, Weber and I had never swapped a single syllable, yet here he was with something on his mind. And whatever it was—at least this was what I told myself—it had to be connected to hard cash. Money was the country of which Weber formed the little flag. He had no other interests, no other topics, no other loyalties. So I composed my face into a respectful expression and waited.

“So, Victor,” he said, “how’s every little thing?”

“The market’s been treating me kindly again,” I answered. I had had some rather desperate stock market troubles a while ago, but now, like that Greek guy with his boulder, I was creeping back up the hill. “Not that I wouldn’t like to do better.”

Weber sipped his milk. It and his hair were the same color, except maybe the hair was whiter. “There’s never been a stack of bills that couldn’t be made higher,” he opined.

“God’s truth,” I told him. Now this was pleasant chat but I was getting impatient for him to pare away the rye and get to the pastrami. Like just how many big bucks did he mean to toss in my direction?

“You got an automobile?” he asked.

“A Mercedes,” I said.

“I like a man who drives a Mercedes.”

“It’s not new,” I told him.

“The age isn’t important. It’s the spirit of the thing.”

Actually it was twenty years old, had some rust and was painted an odd mustard color, but I understood what Weber was saying. “You feel it the moment you turn the key,” I said.

He sipped some more milk, which gave him a little white mustache. “I’d heard you were driving a Yugo,” he told me.

I assumed a humble expression. “It seemed politically correct for me to drive a Yugo for a while, but fortunately it passed away.” I didn’t know how much he knew about my problems but for some months I had a bunch of lawyers after me and the Yugo was meant to show that I was dead broke. Sad to say it didn’t work.

“Then I heard you had a big new van.”

“A passing fancy. It made me realize I’m a Mercedes kind of guy, not a van kind of guy.” I didn’t wish to say that the bank had relieved me of the van.

Old man Weber peered at me with a pair of light blue eyes. “How well do you know Montreal?” he asked.

I chuckled. “Montreal?” I said. “I know Montreal the way Batman knows guano.” Actually, I had never been to Montreal.

“You ever drive up there?”

“The Mercedes loves long trips.”

“I respect a man of the open road.”

I smiled and nibbled my maraschino cherry. My wallet was in my back pocket and I was sitting on it. When Weber spoke, I could feel my wallet throb.

“You mind if we move over to a booth?” he asked.

So we moved to a booth. It was a Tuesday night in early March and only a dozen other people were in the bar: a couple of Skidmore students, a couple of drunks, a couple of red-nosed Irishmen researching their heritage by staring into pints of Guinness. I carried Weber’s milk and he tottered after me, banging the chairs with his cane. I like old guys. Even though I’m sixty, or thereabouts, old guys always make me feel younger.

Once we were sitting easy, Weber twisted his face into an affable expression. “You think you could stand to make a little extra money?” His smile made him look like he had a chicken bone stuck in his throat.

“I never heard of anyone complain about having too much,” I told him.

“I need someone to drive up to Montreal and pick up a suitcase.”

So there it was. Opportunity, as they say, had whacked my gong.

“The call of the road,” I told him.

“It has to be done on Thursday evening,” he said. “You pick up the suitcase at eight P.M. and you can be back here by eleven. How does two grand sound to you?”

Being an older guy, these figures were sometimes confusing. I mean, I had to tell myself that two thousand was no longer a fortune. Still, it was a pleasant hunk of change.

“Fan-tastic,” I told him. “I feel tremendously honored by your confidence.” But that wasn’t quite true. Thursday night was March 10, a date that I might have easily forgotten had not the Queen of Softness threatened to carve it into my forehead with an Exacto knife. The Queen of Softness is my significant other, my half an orange, as the Ricans say. Her real name is Rosemary Larkin and she owns a lunch counter on the road to Schuylerville. I met her five years ago in the Parting Glass and it was love at first sight. She was so soft that her body seemed constructed from marshmallow and feathers. One sank into her like an alligator descends into the Okefenokee Swamp. The trouble was I had met her almost exactly five years ago and this Thursday was our anniversary and she had made big plans: dinner, dancing, soft lights and late-night games in the hot tub. I also knew that if I broke the date, she would feed me bit by bit into her Waring blender and serve me up as the blue plate special to the truck drivers and local farmers who came to taste her culinary wares. “Spicy,” they would say. Nonetheless, I had no intention of kissing two thousand smackers good-bye.

I leaned over the table toward old man Weber. “It sounds like I’m your man.”

The job was a piece of cake: a simple drive to Montreal, then I grab the suitcase and drive back to Saratoga. But though greedy, I wasn’t completely foolhardy.

“So how come you want me to do this?” I asked. “I mean, you got to have other people you know better.”

Weber rubbed his palms together and gave one of his bone-in-the-throat smiles. “I employ three couriers. One’s down with the flu, one’s in jail and one’s on a trip to Miami. To tell the truth, I didn’t think of you until I saw you at the bar. Then a single word popped into my head: ‘Mercedes.’ You seemed a natural choice.”

Did I realize that my vanity was being toyed with? Maybe I didn’t care. I’d already decided I could farm this job out to somebody else for five hundred. Even a grand if I had to. I could turn it over to a confrere, keep my date with the Queen of Softness and be making money as I smooched.

“We got a deal,” I said and I stuck out my hand.

We shook. Old man Weber’s eyes glittered and my eyes must have glittered as well. We both trusted each other about as far as either of us could throw a Labrador retriever. Still, money spends sweetly no matter where it comes from. In this, sad to say, I turned out to be mistaken.

I got a pal named Charlie Bradshaw who’s always short of cash. He is a private dick with a conscience, which is like a puritanical prostitute. If the Boy Scouts needed an in-house private cop, Charlie would be the guy for the job. I sometimes worry about his future. Like he’s not much younger than I am and his health insurance is iffy, though he had been a Saratoga cop for twenty years and I expect he’ll get a small pension. He does insurance work mostly, but he also goes after runaway teenagers and does surveillance. He is the kind of guy you tend to look across on your way to looking at something else. Maybe he is five nine, a little overweight, losing his hair, with round cheeks and a bump of a nose. As a fashion statement he resembles the Edsel. Rumpled seersucker is still important in his life. But if you look twice at his eyes you might rethink your hasty judgments. They are attentive: a light blue that rests on you like a bee rests on a flower. Very thoughtful. And he stands very still, almost as still as a brick. He stands still and watches and what he sees he feeds into his brain like feeding numbers into a computer. But most people don’t notice his eyes or how he is standing, with the result that Charlie tends to be overlooked. You know how a heron stands in the water pretending to be a motionless bundle of sticks? That’s how Charlie is. And that’s how the little fishes get nabbed.

For twenty years Charlie has been living out at Saratoga Lake in a cottage: a gloomy place to my way of thinking with no company but loons and squirrels—nut cases one and all. He moved out there when he quit his job as a cop and divorced his wife. But, thank goodness, man cannot live on isolation alone and over the years Charlie has had several little romances. His most recent, now about six years old, is with a nurse named Janey Burris who has been after him to move into her house in town. Well, a few months ago Charlie took the big step, although he still has his cottage on the lake and he goes there at times to rest his ears because Janey has three teenage daughters who have a thousand qualities but on top of that they are loud and each has her own little stereo and several times when I’ve visited all three stereos were going like blazes and Charlie was sitting in the kitchen with cotton in his ears or wearing those noise suppressors that guys wear when they work with heavy machinery or jackhammers.

So it seemed to me that Charlie might jump at the chance to drive up to Montreal and make a few bucks. I would even let him use the Mercedes.

It was ten o’clock when Weber and I shook hands on the deal and I watched him gulp down the rest of his milk. Then he toddled to the door, gave me a wave and vanished into the night, presumably to count his lucre or however he passed his time during the wee hours. He had given me a five-hundred-dollar retainer and said he would tell me the details of my jaunt to Montreal at noon on Thursday. It was then I decided to drive over and talk to Charlie.

Janey Burris lived in a ramshackle three-story Victorian house over near the train station. She used to be married to a doofus who dumped her and ran off to Australia to wrestle with sheep and I guess Janey and him had originally bought the place as a love nest. But the trouble with a three-story Victorian love nest was it needed constant painting, plastering, plumbing and care-taking until Mr. Burris reached the decision that sheep were in fact preferable. Of course that would not have been my own preference, but I understand the reasoning by which he made his choice.

So now Charlie was doing the painting and plastering and, I have to say this in his favor, he was doing it with a good heart. He loved Janey and what he got from her was worth, for the time being, a little house work.

It was raining that night, a good March rain that would turn to snow before morning. There were still heaps of old snow along the curbs and they glistened in my headlights. Tree trunks gleamed. I parked in front and puddle-hopped to the front door. Inside, I found Charlie sitting at Janey’s kitchen table wearing his noise suppressors. Janey must have been at work, jabbing people with needles and banging on babies’ bottoms. Charlie didn’t hear me knock. He was reading a book about Jesse James, his pal, and didn’t care that the air was acoustically charged with Bob Marley, Pearl Jam and Blind Melon—all played loud. When he didn’t hear me knock, I opened the door. When he didn’t notice me, I tapped him on the shoulder.

He looked up with a smile. “Victor,” he said.

“Vic,” I answered.

“What?” Then he took off the noise suppressors.

“Why don’t you tell them to turn it down?” I asked.

“If they’re happy, I’m happy.”

“Jesus, Charlie, don’t go all nice on me.”

By this time he was getting me a little whiskey—Jim Beam green—and pouring himself a splash as well. “So what brings you by so late?”

“You know old man Weber?”

“The money man?”

So I told him about seeing Weber in the Parting Glass and how he had hired me to pick up a suitcase in Montreal and how I wouldn’t be able to do it. Of course, I didn’t tell Charlie how much Weber had offered to pay me.

“How does a hundred bucks sound to you?” I said.

“What’s wrong with his regular couriers?” asked Charlie.

“They’re either busy or out of commission.”

“But he must know dozens of other guys, why pick you?”

I rattled the ice cubs in my glass. “He likes the fact that I drive a Mercedes.”

Charlie gave me a skeptical look. As I thought about it I had to admit that the whole business sounded a tad bogus. The music was still whanging away from the three stereos and I felt lightheaded.

“But the money’s real,” I said.

“How much did he offer you?”

“More than a hundred.”

“How much more.”

“Jesus, Charlie, I got to make a profit, don’t I?”

“How much more?”

“He offered me two grand.”

“And you offered me one hundred.”

“I was willing to go up. You know how it goes. You haggle a little and I haggle a little.”

We both had our elbows on the table and were leaning toward one another because of the noise. “I don’t like this, Victor.”

“All right, I’ll give you five hundred.”

“I don’t mean the money. I just don’t see why he’d hire you over someone else.”

“He likes me. He thinks older men are more responsible.”

Charlie didn’t even bother to answer that.

“Okay, I’ll give you a thousand. That’s my last offer.”

“Can’t do it, Victor, even if I wanted to. Rosemary has invited Janey and me over to her place on Thursday for dinner. She said it was your anniversary or something.”

So I was stuck. Beaten down by my own romance. But this defeat was only temporary, because I knew I could find somebody else to make the drive. There had to be lots of folks who were willing to pick up a few hundred extra.

“Just don’t stay at Rosemary’s too late,” I said. “The Queen of Softness and me will have some serious smooching to do.”

Charlie raised his eyebrows and had begun to edge his way toward a rudimentary wisecrack when there was a knocking on the kitchen door. Before anyone had a chance to say “Who is it?” pushy Eddie Gillespie pushed his way in. He wore a wet raincoat, which he stripped off as he entered. Underneath he had on white pajamas.

“You been selling Good Humor bars?” I asked.

Eddie looked indignant. “I just earned my black belt.”

Charlie jumped up and began pumping his hand. “That’s great, Eddie. It really is.” He looked as happy as if Eddie had just won a lottery.

Eddie is in his mid-thirties but he likes to think himself a teenager, that is, irresponsible and irrepressible. He is an ex-crook—a car thief—who Charlie rescued long ago, and Eddie has hung around ever since, doing the odd job, sometimes working at Charlie’s mother’s hotel, a big place on Broadway called the Bentley that was only open during the summer. Eddie was a trim, not to say scrawny, youngster, with a careful mop of shiny black hair that was his major field of study. Like it wasn’t as if the hair belonged to Eddie but Eddie belonged to the hair. Eddie was his hair’s little servant. He flung it to the left to mean this, he flung it to the right to mean that. It wasn’t a head of hair, it was a text. I mostly called him Doofus Gillespie, but not to his face.

“I been studying this karate stuff for fifteen years,” said Eddie. “And now I got my black belt.”

It seemed to me that if you took fifteen years to learn a subject, then you must be some kind of slow learner, but I’d had an idea and didn’t wish to be provocative. “That’s great, Eddie. This calls for celebration.” I poured him some Jim Beam green.

Eddie took the glass and we clicked glasses just like the Three Musketeers. We smiled at one another. I gave Eddie a wink, the doofus: big, brave and a black belt.

“Say, Eddie,” I began. “How’d you like to make an easy hundred bucks?”

“A hundred?” asked Eddie, becoming attentive.

“Hell,” I said, “let’s make it two hundred. Just how well do you know Montreal?”


TWO



The good news was that Eddie promised to make the drive. The bad news was that he pushed me to a solid grand: a thousand smackers for a simple taxi job. Plus I had to let him use the Mercedes and fill it with gas before he left. But he also promised on his mother’s grave not to drive over seventy miles per hour, whatever that was worth. Maybe he hated his mother. Now all that remained to be done was to find out where he was supposed to pick up the suitcase, then he would deliver it to me Thursday evening at Rosemary’s and I would shoot it over to old man Weber. I hoped the Queen of Softness could do without my presence for at least half an hour, but when you are as much in love as she is, even a scant thirty minutes away from the sacred flesh is a misery. At least that was what I thought then.

But that same Tuesday night I had a little shock. Hey, who am I kidding, it was a big shock. It was a shock like Sing Sing used to give out shocks, like Alcatraz. I had promised Rosemary I would drop by her place around midnight for a few hugs, kisses, and maybe a tuna fish sandwich, but having finished with Charlie and Doofus Gillespie earlier than I anticipated, I got over to her place at shortly after eleven.

Her lunch counter was set off by itself (“Rosemary’s: Family Eats Can’t Be Beat”) and behind it was the small ranch house that she called home. There were fields on three sides and across the road. A few scattered maples provided shade in the summer. Sort of a lonely place but during the day the Queen of Softness always drew a crowd. As I was driving out there, the rain changed to snow. I don’t know about you, but I hate dirty snow, by which I mean snow that has been sitting around turning gray and collecting dog poop, and although I was getting pretty sick of winter, I was at least grateful that we were getting a new layer of white to cover up the dead stuff. Of course, the Mercedes doesn’t mind snow. It would drive straight across the unplowed fields if I wanted it to.

As I was approaching the diner, I saw a car pull out from the side and head east toward Schuylerville. At first I wasn’t sure that it had been at the diner or maybe it had only turned around. But when I pulled into the parking lot, I saw its tire tracks in the snow—only about half an inch at that point—and a bare place in front of Rosemary’s little house where it had been parked. There were even footprints leading from Rosemary’s front door to the car. These were a man’s footprints, big Vibram soles.

I didn’t think too much of this. Obviously, the Queen of Softness had had a visitor, but who was I to say she couldn’t? I don’t think of myself as a jealous guy, not even a suspicious guy, but I was mildly curious.

I knocked on the door, rang the bell and stamped the snow off my feet. Rosemary opened up. She is a big woman with platinum blond hair piled high on her head. All her features are oversized, which is how I like them. Like Rosemary is the enemy of subtlety and understatement. She was wearing a red silk dressing gown with an ermine collar and little gold slippers that looked a trifle tight on her pink feet.

“Oh, Victor,” she said, as if she hadn’t been expecting me.

I entered and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Who was your visitor?” I asked.

“Visitor?”

“Yeah, I saw a car pulling away.”

“Probably someone just turning around.”

“But there are footprints.”

“Oh, that person. Just someone asking for directions. She saw my light—”

“She?”

“She wasn’t sure if this was the road to Schuylerville.”

You know how it is when you decide not to ask any more questions because you are afraid to hear what you don’t want to hear? I was ninety-nine percent positive that the footsteps had belonged to a man. And because of the bare spot where the car had been parked, it seemed obvious that the car had been there since before it started snowing, which meant at least half an hour. And, of course, the only footprints had been leading away from the house. Not to the house.

We were still standing by the door and Rosemary was giving me a jolly smile, but I saw some tension behind it. Believe me, I was thrown for a triple figure eight. It was half on my mind to tell her that she was fibbing to her sweetie, but then what? Do I stomp out? Do I throw a fit? On the other hand, it seemed clear that another man had been paying Rosemary a visit that she was covering up. This was not a happy discovery.

“Would you like a sandwich?” asked Rosemary. “I got some fresh turkey breast and honey mustard. How does that sound? You can eat it in the hot tub. You want a Heineken to go with it?”

I’m sure I was looking at her suspiciously, but slowly I let myself be coaxed back to a state of good cheer, though not entirely. We ate, we drank, we played in her hot tub, we made our celebration plans for our fifth anniversary on Thursday night, we went to bed. But as I was nodding off to sleep, I again saw those taillights pulling away from Rosemary’s diner and I wondered if I would recognize them if I saw them again: one long horizontal bar of red light.

[image: image]

On Thursday morning I called old man Weber and he told me to come over to his house on Court Street about three blocks from the Museum of Racing. It was one of these Victorian affairs that often get turned into funeral homes. One hundred years ago, they were called cottages, that is, cottages for the rich and famous visiting from New York City for the Saratoga season: some horses, some roulette, some questionable water at the baths and carriage rides out to the lake: the pre-TV kind of life. The house had a wraparound porch, two turrets and a big stained glass window showing a lady in what looked like a nightgown descending a flight of stairs.

Weber let me in and we talked in the hall. If there was a Mrs. Weber, we weren’t introduced, although I knew that Weber’s son, Joey, sometimes lived with him, especially when he was broke. The hall had a mildew smell: the smell, I thought, of damp money. From a room nearby came the sound of several canaries singing their tiny hearts out. Weber was wearing a tan leisure suit and tan Italian moccasins. His stiff white hair was neatly combed so it stood up straight. I had a passing desire to pick him up and clean the walls with him. He could have done an infomercial for Fuller Brush.

Weber handed me a scrap of cardboard. “This is a claim check. Hand it to the concierge at the Hotel du Parc at eight o’clock this evening and he will give you a suitcase. Make sure it is exactly at eight o’clock. Then deliver the suitcase to me at eleven sharp and I will give you the other fifteen hundred. If by any chance you have trouble, do not contact the police.”

My antennae began to flutter. “You expecting trouble?”

“Of course not, but there’s always a possibility. After all, there’s a lot of money involved. But to contact the police would make it worse.”

“Gotcha,” I said. “What if I get searched at the border?”

“That’s very unlikely, but if a customs officer opens the suitcase, he will only find clothes.”

“A false bottom?” I asked.

Weber gave me a wink. “Just like Mae West.”

So early that afternoon I had Eddie Gillespie drop by my apartment at the Algonquin on Broadway.

“A piece of cake,” I said, giving him the claim check. “Just make sure you pick up the bag at exactly eight o’clock.”

“Why eight o’clock?” asked Eddie, who always has a problem with everything.

“Because that’s when it’s going to be there,” I said.

Eddie was wearing a black pinstripe suit, a black silk shirt and a white tie. And he was chewing gum. Even when standing still, Eddie’s black hair seemed to undulate.

“You been watching old George Raft movies?” I asked.

He was surprised. “How could you tell?”

“Just make sure that you bring the suitcase out to Rosemary’s no later than ten thirty.”

“I want half the money before I go,” said Eddie. “It’s my kid’s birthday tomorrow. She’s turning four.”

Eddie has a little brat by name of Angelina who seems to be able to wear nothing but pink dresses. Eddie’s wife Irene said she was grooming her for Hollywood. To my mind Angelina was plump enough that if you put a red dress on her she could pass for a fire hydrant, but I kept my lip buttoned.

“That’s swell, Eddie,” I said. “Every kid should have a birthday once in a while. You going to give her five hundred smackers?”

“I’d like to buy her a little dress up in Montreal,” said Eddie, shoving a hand through his black hair so it rose up like a black Niagara Falls. “Something French.”

I was scheduled to show up at Rosemary’s at six o’clock. Charlie and Janey Burris were scheduled to arrive at seven. I had purchased the Queen of Softness some very sexy underwear at a mall down in Colonie, north of Albany, and I was hoping to see her try it out: feathers and supplemental openings.

Well, that’s not quite true. I didn’t buy the stuff myself; I hired a young lady to buy it. The Queen of Softness is almost exactly my size and, unfortunately, whenever I buy her intimate garments, the salesclerk thinks I am buying them for myself; that is, I intend to wear them myself. I don’t know if you have ever tried to tell a cute salesclerk that you are not buying this extra-extra-large sequined bra and panties for yourself, but if you do then probably, like me, you will not be believed. The last time I tried to make such a purchase, a girl young enough to be my granddaughter took me aside and asked if I didn’t want to go someplace private and slip them on.

I don’t embarrass easy and maybe I wasn’t embarrassed then, but ever since I have employed a young lady to do my intimate shopping.

So I had these nicely gift-wrapped items, plus a box of Godiva chocolates and a couple of bottles of wine, but what I was really tempted to do was to show up an hour earlier to see if I could catch Rosemary with somebody: the mysterious stranger. And it occurred to me, was this any way to celebrate our fifth anniversary? But ever since Tuesday night, I had been brooding about the car I’d seen pulling away from the diner, and whenever I saw a car with a long horizontal bar of taillights, I would give the driver a hawklike look. The thought that another mule had been banging in my stall didn’t sit comfy with me.

Anyway, I got to her place at six when it was just getting dark and Rosemary’s baby blue Crown Victoria was the only car in evidence. She was still getting dressed and had on her red silk dressing gown. I gave her the presents and Godiva chocolates, all nicely wrapped. There was also a little bracelet with gold hearts on it.

“For me?” she said and she gave me a peck on the cheek that nearly knocked me off the front step.

I followed her inside. There were balloons and flowers everywhere. Some kind of cha-cha music was playing on the stereo. The Queen of Softness has several white Angora cats and they were lounging on the furniture like sex toys.

Rosemary gave me a close look. “Why so glum, chum?”

I hadn’t thought it showed. “Ingrown toenail,” I told her.

“I can take care of that. Just cut a little V in the nail. Here, let me do it. Which foot?”

She made a beeline for my shoes and I stepped back. “It’s not an actual ingrown toenail. I just got the spiritual version of an ingrown toenail. I got an ingrown toenail in my soul.”

Rosemary gave me a queer look, then shrugged. “You make yourself a drink and I’ll finish getting dressed.”

I made myself a Jack Daniel’s Manhattan with two maraschino cherries. A roast was sizzling in the oven, potatoes were simmering on the stove, champagne was chilling in the fridge. Eddie Gillespie was about to pick up the Montreal strongbox and make me a thousand smackers. Why couldn’t I be happy? And again I saw the car pulling away from Rosemary’s diner.

I drank my drink and made another. Rosemary was whistling as she got dressed: “There Ain’t Nothin’ Like a Dame.” Her place is small but it’s open with the living room, kitchen and dining room separated by a couple of counters. The sofas are covered with fake animal fur: tigers and leopards. There are fake fur rugs on the floor: polar bears and zebras. On the walls are paintings of animals on black velvet: a lion dragging down a gazelle, a cheetah nabbing an antelope, a wolf looking up from a bloodied rabbit. Sometimes Rosemary puts wild animal roars on the stereo—lions or wolves—and the whole place gets very weird. Looking at the gazelle, antelope and rabbit that were becoming dinner for something bigger and furrier, I felt a moment of identification. Isn’t this a truism? Can’t anybody become dinner for somebody else? No matter how smart we think we are, we are basically no more than lunch, whether it be for ants, maggots or something bigger. Hadn’t the roast sizzling in the oven once glanced at its reflection in a glistening pool and mooed, “Hey, I’m a handsome hunk of beef!” What with thoughts like this I worked my way to my third Manhattan.

Charlie and Janey Burris showed up at seven. Charlie always likes arriving on the dot. He thinks lateness is a moral failing. Rosemary was wearing a lilac-colored gown that showed a lot of bosom crisscrossed with strings of lapis.

“Tell Victor some jokes,” she said. “He’s feeling low.”

“I’m fine,” I said. In one hour Eddie would be picking up the suitcase in Montreal.

Charlie wore a blue blazer and gray slacks. His tie looked like it had spent its first twenty years serving as the finish line for the Boston Marathon. His hair was slicked down and age had finally freed him of his cowlick, meaning it had fallen out. “You do look a little somber,” he said.

“Maybe we should tickle him,” said Janey. She wiggled her fingers at me. She is a tidy number who does aerobics and runs. Her short black hair is getting some gray. She was wearing a tight purple-and-yellow dress that showed her lines. She’s cute but a little scrawny to my taste: a trifle too nouvelle cuisine.
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