[image: The War Against the Assholes]

    
      
        
          

        

      

      Sam Munson is the author of The November Criminals and The War Against the Assholes. His writing has appeared in the New York Times, n+1, the Times Literary Supplement, the Wall Street Journal, The National, The Daily Beast, Commentary, Tablet, the New York Observer, The Utopian, and numerous other publications.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              ALSO BY SAM MUNSON
            

          

        

      

      The November Criminals 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Atom

           

          
            978-1-4721-5156-8

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2015 by Sam Munson

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            ATOM
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          Carmelite House

          50 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DZ

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      For Rebecca and Felix

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        “Soldiers are not allowed to have a religion.”
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      Nothing ever turns out the way you imagine it will. You think there’s going to be someone telling you the great and painful secrets of this world. Or opening a golden, final doorway. Beyond which would lie what, exactly? That’s not what happens. What happens is: you meet Hob. All you get. Then again, if you need a more instructive and obvious guide, you’ve already lost the whole game. Certain schools consider that a radical notion.

      You wouldn’t have thought there was anything unusual about Hob, other than his being a weak-looking kid in a school full of much bigger, stronger kids (of which I was one, I admit). Saint Cyprian’s, where I went to elementary, middle, and high school, under the supervision of Carmelite nuns. I knew Hob that whole time. We didn’t formally encounter each other until senior year. His full name is Hobart Callahan. Everyone only ever called him Hob, that I heard. My name is Michael Wood, for which people mocked me. Kids at Cyprian’s – a boys’ Catholic school, in case you couldn’t tell from the name – talked about dicks and gayness a lot. I never dealt well with the consequent teasing I suffered. Because of my last name. In fact I beat up Greg Gilder for giving me shit about it.

      That’s how I first got to know Hob. Not a lot of friends in the school. He didn’t act lonely. He didn’t see people. He would walk right past you. Never bat an eye. He always had this book with him during lunch and gym. Coach Madigan had basically given up on him and let him read during class. A small green book. Gold letters on the spine. He put it away whenever anyone got close. I assumed it was either poetry or pornography. Either one would land you in trouble. If Greg Gilder caught Hob reading poetry, he would have knocked him unconscious on principle. At least that’s how the operating theory ran. The day Hob actually entered my life was not extraordinary. I had overslept, which happened two or three times a week. The sky was cement colored. Or something. My imagistic vocabulary was limited. No one’s fault but my own. I had to wait eight minutes for a train. Pacing the platform edge, staring down my fellow laggards. The main hall of Cyprian’s had just been washed when I arrived, and the dead-fruit smell of floor cleaner filled my nostrils as I raced across it. In the center a mosaic of the saint himself: his white-haired head backed with a flat, orange, Russian halo. Our motto carved into the ribbon of stone beneath his thin hands: Melior Audere. Sister Immaculata reamed me out for missing the first ten minutes of world history. The Treaty of Versailles. I didn’t follow. Wars and treaties: they go on existing whether you know about them or not.

      Greg Gilder muttered, “Morning, Wood,” as I passed him, and the two kids sitting next to him, Simon Canary and Frank Santone, both laughed behind their hands. I think I may have had a premonition that I was going to kick Gilder’s ass at that point. This was more than ten years ago. Risky to rely on memory. Though it’s all we have. Hob sat in the back of the class not talking. As usual. He read his green book during gym, as he had for the past three years. Things just got weirder and weirder with Gilder. He kept saying, “Morning, Wood” – like morningwood, like the hard-on you have in the mornings just from consciousness – all day. Gym, lunch, Greek class (I never managed to learn much more than the alphabet), right through math. At least I was well rested. Hob was there too. He might have been watching me, or that just might be my mind weaving another strand of historical narrative. Makes no difference. What happens, happens. My school day ended. It took forever. It always did. When the last bell rang, I caught Hob giving me an up-and-down. I shrugged and he grinned, and then I went down the hot, gray stairs that led to the locker rooms. You could hear the permanent whine of a machine there, behind the deep walls, loud and shrill. We called the hall Old Egypt. As the rest of the team came bounding down the stairs, I changed and started hammering out push-ups. I did this, every day, to get started. After everyone arrived, I calmed down. We muttered our hellos and a few profanities. Gilder didn’t speak to me. He grunted as he bench-pressed. “Don’t strain yourself,” said Coach Madigan. We all cackled at that. Gilder racked the weights and sat up, face pale. We all had to go up with Coach Madigan every month or so, to Yonkers, and help his mother: raking leaves, lifting boxes. Even Gilder went. The Catholic Church knows how to extract free labor from its members. I enjoyed it. Seeing the house and yard of another human being. Call it native curiosity.

      “Gentlemen,” Coach Madigan said, “start your engines.” It was cold enough on the field that Coach Madigan’s head – squarish, red haired, it must have weighed about thirty pounds by itself – steamed when he took off his hat. It’s absurd to me, even now, that Saint Cyprian’s possessed enough real estate to have its own football field in Manhattan. Then again, that’s another specialty of the Church: acquiring valuable land. We got into position for warm-ups. Gilder did his jumping jacks and push-ups and screamed. His normal display. Embarrassing the rest of us. When we started scrimmaging, the trouble began. Coach Madigan assigned Gilder to block me and Gilder kept making these late, late hits and muttering, “Morning, Wood,” every time. I could have retaliated, then. Coach Madigan wouldn’t have said anything, even if one of my teachers had asked him about it. He believed, as he once expressed it, in a wall of separation between church and state. I knew it would be safe. Which explains maybe why I didn’t do anything.

      Hob was up on the one set of bleachers. Watching me. This time for sure. “Callahan,” said the coach, “I see you’ve decided to honor us with your presence.” Hob went back to reading his book. When my side took possession, I concentrated on taking Gilder down. Clean. Every time I hit him, the world slowed down: I could see where he was going and get there first, one second ahead of him, two seconds. Call it poetry, maybe. I’d felt that way before – time slipping – during my best games. I ran the table on him, as we used to say. Tackled him every time. The weird slowdown stopped. My vision cleared up. Hob was just sitting there with his green book.

      I kept taking Gilder down. He called me a bitch and a faggot, at first. Then he just transitioned into more grunting. Success leads to success and confidence leads to confidence. So I followed him after practice. I didn’t have any other intentions at that point. Then again, you never do. It was starting to get darker. Colder. The sun had already gone down, lurid orange. The faint clouds still carried its tint. My brown cap pulled down to my eyebrows, my brown scarf wound up to my philtrum. Amateurism. I had no other choice. Simon Canary bumped into Gilder on the front stairs and Gilder shoved him. Simon stumbled to the sidewalk. Came up with bloody palms. Gilder told him that’s what he got for being a faggot. Simon rapid-walked off. He passed me. Didn’t see me. I kept far back. Crows gliding above. Keels of cloud. It was easy to trail Gilder in the crush of kids leaving the school. Then the crowd thinned. I didn’t mind. Even if he spotted me I knew I could catch him. I could outrun him. Greatness equals endurance. The air had that blue-black color it gets during winter twilight. Makes you certain of yourself. The crows kept circling. A good omen, I thought.

      Gilder walked west, into the last fires of the sunset. He had turned into the green, dimming park and was crouched over his shoes, fumbling the laces, when I ran at him and slammed my knee into his lower back. A curt, garbled cry. Then his face hit the path. He stopped shouting. This just made me more furious. I scanned the street: uninterested drivers, uninterested pedestrians. You can get away with a lot of violence when you’re a kid. Moral law and human law make exceptions for it. I grabbed Gilder’s arm. I frog-marched him. He blubbered. Kept asking me what I was doing. He tried and tried to get a look at my face. I gripped his arm tighter. Locked the elbow. Twisted upward. He shrieked. He said he didn’t have any money on him. We reached the deeper shadow of a forked, mottled sycamore. I shoved him against the trunk. He thrashed and gasped. Called me a cocksucker through his tears. Or it sounded like cocksucker. The back of his neck was grimy and pale, divided by a smiling crease. I waited for him to calm down. I’m not a coward. I wouldn’t have ambushed him ordinarily. But my ribs still ached from his bullshit late hits. So I wanted to make sure we stood on even metaphysical ground. He had these watery greenish eyes that suggested he couldn’t see anything. Crowded, crooked teeth: at Cyprian’s you never knew if substandard teeth meant the kid was on a parish scholarship or if his parents simply did not give a shit. I never found out. Can’t say I cared. A cab whizzed to a halt near where we were. Its roof light came on above the lip of the stone wall. Seven seven one seven. That I remember. Two women got out. I could just see the tops of their blond heads, both uncovered. Their clear, high voices echoed in the cold, empty air. Gilder was struggling again. Throwing his free elbow at my face. Still weeping. Choking it back. One attempt landed. My inner cheek tore on a molar. He asked me, voice snot-thick, if I wanted any more. Platitudes he used all the time. “Who wants some?” “If I ever see that faggot again, I’ll kill him.” He was no weakling. I’ll give him that. He just had a weakness for dialogue.

      Most people go through life, I imagine, without ever injuring another member of their species physically. Not me. Not me with blood on my tongue. I didn’t care about his tears. I grabbed Gilder’s fake-lamb’s-wool coat collar and punched him in his temple, as hard as I could, and then I spun him to face me and hit him – mouth, neck, cheekbones, nose, eyes – until I felt a slashing pain in my fist and heard Gilder whimper. Not cry. Not speak. Whimper. His head lolled on his wide throat. I hit him eight or nine more times, ignoring the pain in my fist. It helped, even: your brain releases pain-fighting chemicals when you get injured, Coach Madigan liked to remind us. “And that, gentlemen, that is the only high you’ll ever need.” Gilder’s left eye had swollen closed. Both his lips were split and bleeding, and blood, too, was dripping from his nostrils. Though the sidewalk hitting his face might have done that. He mumbled. Probably asking me to stop. Another piece of dialogue. He’d miscalculated. My hand was aching. Blood warmed the skin over my tendons. I dropped him to the hard park path. He moved his arms and legs. A slow swimmer. I kicked him in the ribs, twice, three times, five times, seven. He cried out at the first blow. He stopped crying out at the second blow. After number eight, I paused to breathe. To consider. I heard someone say: “Nice work, Michael. Efficient.”
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      It was Hob. Leaning against a light pole. The flyer for a lost, black, button-eyed dog above his head. Its fringe of phone-number tabs still intact. Ultimately people don’t care about dogs, despite all our sentimentality toward them. Hob was wearing only a sweater, no coat, no hat. He didn’t look cold. He looked calm. “I have to say you’re pretty stealthy,” I said. As I watched, he lit one of his weird-smelling cigarettes with the still-glowing butt of another. “I thought it might be interesting to observe,” he said. “And,” I said. I was shivering, despite my warm wrappings. “It was interesting, but not for like moral reasons,” he said. “For moral reasons,” I said. “He’ll be in school like telling everyone how four guys jumped him and he beat up three of them. You know how it is. You know how he is.” As Hob spoke I could just hear Gilder saying that, tossing his sweaty forehead around. “I know how it is, but that doesn’t explain why you followed me,” I said. “Michael, relax,” he said, “I wasn’t exactly following you. More like going to the same place you were.” “You sound like a faggot,” I said, “no offense if you’re gay.” He said, “So what if I am?” And there I had it.

      Gilder moaned a quiet moan. I thought about kicking him again. Hob and I stood there, wreathed by that viscous, sweet smoke. In the harsh light I saw how badly I’d banged up my right hand. The ring finger’s first knuckle was sliced open. A chunk of tooth glistened in the black wool of my coat cuff. I pincered it up and held it to the light. Hob went apeshit laughing when I finger-flicked it out over the dead grass. “Oh my god,” he said, cackling out his weird high laugh, “oh man, was that part of his tooth.” The fragment rustled against the lawn. A rat trotted out from one hole to vanish down another. “You seem to love messing up the natural order of life,” said Hob. I said, “This is the natural order of life.” He looked at me sidelong. Went quiet. I wondered if he was planning on robbing me. I was pretty sure I could take him in a fight. I didn’t know what was what back then. He looked fast, and I was already tired, so I assumed I would have to knock him down and then go to work on him. No one’s a brilliant tactician as an adolescent. I don’t judge myself for it.

      I asked him what he wanted. Shifted my weight. “How do you know I want anything,” he said, “maybe I just came out here to watch.” I waited. Hob smiled. “I have a gift for you,” he said. As he reached into his coat pocket I tensed up, ready to go for him. I assumed his hand would come out around the handle of a knife. Maybe he wanted to make an example of me. Maybe he was an errant murderer. That’s a mystery of city life. It wasn’t a knife he removed from his pocket. It was the green book he read instead of running sprints. “I want you to have this,” he said, “and I want you to read it.” “I don’t want to read your poetry. No offense,” I said. “Just give it a chance,” said Hob, “you might like it. It’s not even poetry.” Green cover. Gold letters on the spine. In the half-light of the lamp. A stage prop. That’s how I remember it. “Don’t you need it,” I said, “or what will you do during gym class.” “I’ll figure something out,” he said. No title: the writing on the spine said HERMANN CORVUS ~ LONDON. “Is that who wrote the book,” I asked as I lifted the stiff cover. “That’s one of its publishers,” said Hob, “and don’t do that.” He pushed the book closed in my hands. “Don’t read it out in the open. At least at first,” he said. “You read it out in the open all the time,” I said. “That’s because I know what’s in it,” Hob said.

      “And if I don’t take it,” I said. “I’d have to tell the authorities,” he said, “about you and Gilder. My conscience wouldn’t let me do anything else.” He was grinning now. I have to admit I was too. I could see he was telling the truth. This I admired. He would let Sister Ursula know what I’d done. That much was clear. Sister Ursula ran Saint Cyprian’s. Silver hair and dead-black, dead-looking eyes. Drifting around, wearing her brown-and-white habit. “When he wakes up he might do that anyway,” I said. “You know he won’t,” said Hob, “and anyway you snuck up on him.” “A moral arbiter,” I said. “I’m not judging you for it. That guy’s a total fascist,” said Hob. He had a point. Gilder was, spiritually speaking, a Nazi. I had no problem imagining him at a rally brandishing a torch. I didn’t say anything, though. I couldn’t believe Hob Callahan had the upper hand. You never want to believe that. Especially when it’s a guy you think you can beat up. Again, that’s the nature of morality in adolescence. In adulthood too.

      “Just take it,” he said, “seriously. It’ll change your life.” He was sincere, I saw. Which almost made me laugh. It’ll change your life: that’s another piece of dialogue. Nobody’s life ever changes. “So I read this book and that’s it,” I said, “then you drop the issue.” Hob nodded and blew out two slow streams of smoke through his large, well-formed nostrils. He stifled a cough. “What are you smoking, anyway,” I asked. “Old family recipe. Does a body good,” he said. Gilder moaned at my feet once more, and I gave him another kick. No matter how much instruction you provide them, people never learn anything. Not even the most basic cause-and-effect relations. “How do I know you won’t ask for more,” I said. Hob grinned. The brown cigarette traveled to one corner of his mouth. “I saw what you did to Gilder,” he said, “and I’m not stupid.” He had a point. It must be a leaf, I thought, that this cigarette was wrapped in. Veins glinted on the surface in the lamplight. “Tell you what,” said Hob, “I’ll give you a fair chance. You have a quarter?” I handed him one. He danced it across the backs of his fingers, hand to hand; clapped his palms around the coin; and showed me two fists. “Which one,” he said. “Jesus, are you kidding me,” I said. “It’s that or the book,” he said. I picked left. He opened it. Nothing. Then he opened his right. More nothing.

      That’s how we ended it. Hob waving at me. Protected by the yellow lamplight and the fact that a cop car was now driving east along the edge of the park. The smoke from his cigarette hanging. Charcoal and spice. I passed out on the train. From exhaustion, from I don’t even know what. I woke up with my mouth dry and the green book in my hands. Still cold, though the train car was hot. Otherwise refreshed. I was only one stop past mine. I figured I would read a few chapters, bluff Hob, maybe threaten him, and he’d forget about everything. I was still sure he was going to work his way around to asking me out. Cold and moonlight. Our doorman, Henry, was sleeping at his desk. He kept an artificial poinsettia near him, no matter the season. Its leaves rustled and trembled in his breath. You make divisions. They’re arbitrary. This I know now. I did not know it as a boy. Henry slept on. My healthy blood continued to pound stupidly through my veins. You’ll never recapture that headlong speed. That I also know now. My parents were watching a show about apes when I got home. Or monkeys. They climbed up into trees to drop rocks on coconuts. I kept my hand in my pocket so they wouldn’t see the cut and said good night. “Late practice,” my mother called. “There’s lamb, if you want to eat,” my father said. I told them I was too tired, but thank you anyway.

      No time like the present to embark on servitude, if servitude is your fate. Hob said the book would change my life. Possibly it was the bible of a cult. Or maybe one of the many tenth-rate books adolescents claim have changed their lives. The cover was about the color of a professional card table, that deep, flat green. Though there was no author and no title on the spine, I found both on the first page inside. THE CALENDAR OF SLEIGHTS, BY F. R. ERZMUND. “Are you fucking kidding me,” I said. To no one. The amber glow of light from my reading lamp kept on shining, and the beams of my building creaked in the wind. “You have got to be kidding me,” I said. I started to read the preface. This work requires, in the opinion of its author, no justification – all justification being an exercise in casuistry.

      The way it was written annoyed me. It also made me chuckle. Piety has no place in its atmosphere; neither ready-made and repellent ideas of reform nor the whining of our muddled meliorists will obstruct the knowledge offered here. Sentence number two. I could see this Erzmund lunatic standing there behind a green table (same color as the book) in a top hat and cape, waggling a silky mustache and gesturing with a cane as he preached about the moral amazements of his trade. Which turned out to be, to my mild disgust, card tricks and prestidigitation, all the techniques you need to master so-called games of chance. I read on. The first ten pages were just that: a long speech written in this annoying-hilarious way. My parents came in to say good night. Not that they came in. They stuck their heads past my doorjamb. I sensed them do it. I couldn’t look away from the page, though. “Well, that’s encouraging,” I heard my mother say when she thought she was out of my earshot. I didn’t blame them. Modern parents want to see their children reading. I think mine believed me to be a dolt. My radiator buzzed. I read and read. Erzmund went on in his self-assured vein: Where we began, the world can judge: in trust, wholehearted; in unshakable assurance; in the overmastering faith we pledged to our own powers. I read and read. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had voluntarily opened a book. Now here was Erzmund, standing right next to me and telling me how to cheat at cards, in order to get what I wanted.

      He didn’t talk about his life, or his looks, or anything that writers usually talk about. All he talked about was cards. He sounded like Coach Madigan, who only ever talked about football, no matter what else he was talking about. I read on, not understanding anything of what Erzmund said. Borne along by the nasal, loud (so I imagined it) voice issuing from beneath his mustache. An old-time announcer in a newsreel. When I next looked at my clock radio, it was three. I hurled the book at my wall. It took out a divot near the light-switch cover. The primary and secondary thuds – book hits wall, book hits floor – didn’t wake up my parents. They were sound sleepers. I was too.
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      “Your nose is bleeding, Mr. Wood,” said Sister Michael. In addition to teaching us biology, she supervised study hall. She wrote me a pink pass so that I could go see the nurse. Ice pack and advice. Head back. Head forward. Does not matter. The nurse told me I needed rest. I asked her when exactly I was supposed to rest. “You think school is hard, you don’t know anything,” she said. Couldn’t argue. No certainty exists as to the author of these traditions, relics of an age more daring than our own. We suffer now constraint on our every attempt to find room. And room is essential to the expert’s art. That’s what I’d been reading right before my nosebleed came. A drop spattered the word relics. I went back to study hall with two plugs of toilet paper in my nose and kept reading.

      I’d never reread anything before, for pleasure. Flipping back to follow his descriptions of shuffling methods, which I had trouble with because they were complicated and because he even wrote about shuffling cards in the manner of a second-rate actor, in that brazen, arrogant prose. (Brazen is a word I saw for the first time in the Calendar.) Our eyes were opened and our education commenced; we proceeded along its difficult path through ceaseless study and tireless inner effort, wrote Erzmund. Close application and constant study. They advocated this sort of thing at Saint Cyprian’s. It was not possible for me to take them seriously. The pages smelled rich and fragile. They didn’t flake or tear. A few had faded brown stains on them: commas, periods. The book had one of those fake-silk tassels, as green as its cover, to mark your place. Not much bigger, as a whole, than a deck of cards. I carried it in my pocket during school hours, the gray hours of a private-school December. I like winter. Then again I like every season. Except spring. Blame my general love of life. I even enjoyed school. Though I was semi-hopeless at it. My grades had never risen out of their initial mediocrity. For which my parents had to pay. Twenty-nine thousand four hundred dollars, that year. I looked up how much Saint Cyprian’s charged after getting another C in Greek. They wanted me to go to school in an elevated environment.

      Greg Gilder returned the day of my nosebleed. He would not look me in the eye. He did stop calling me Morning Wood. The slice across the back of my hand healed. Gilder’s nose was now crooked, and one of his teeth, an incisor, shone out, much whiter than its neighbors. A cap or a replacement for the one I’d broken. Hob noticed this and did pantomimes of me flicking away the tooth fragment whenever he and I were in a room together. Which was all day except for biology. He had physics. Gilder stayed quiet. Frank Santone and Simon Canary stopped huddling around him. Coach Madigan let up on him. The worst of it was I could not relax and enjoy my triumph. That’s what it was. I make no apology. Gilder insulted me. I beat him, as he deserved. Nothing complex there. People get offended if you speak so openly about morality. His new tooth and crooked nose proved I was unsafe. Hob could have turned me in at any time. Coach Madigan still paired me with Gilder during gym. Which created unorthodox moral situations. I still took him down as cleanly as I could. He didn’t fight it anymore; he seized up as soon as he saw me coming. When I hit him he was totally rigid. He stayed rigid as he fell. Coach Madigan said nothing about it. He ordinarily would have, seeing a player lame out. But he was a man not lacking in compassion. Hence the trips to Yonkers. I liked his mother. She was tiny, pure-white haired, bent into a hook. She served us at the end of every help session baked goods (last time it had been brownies) and lemonade, no matter the season. Too sweet, both. We devoured them. You lack real discernment at that age. Youth, says Erzmund, is the greatest period of stupidity and suffering known to afflict humankind, and therefore when we left it we gave great thanks.

      “Greg Gilder’s back in town,” Hob told me. We were standing in a sheltered corner of Saint Cyprian’s inner courtyard. Beyond us the football field gleamed greenly. We stood next to a gray metal box. Heating or AC, I assumed. No real idea. “I noticed,” I said. “You ready for round two,” he said. “I don’t want to be a dick about it,” I said, “but that’s life.” “Have you not been reading? Aren’t you sick yet of thinking about life like that? Like it’s just a bunch of shit that occurs. Happens to strangers. To anyone. To you. Aren’t you sick of that?” “I have been reading,” I said, “but I don’t see what that has to do with your metaphysics.” “That’s a big word,” said Hob. He took out a deck of cards. “Are you ready for this,” he said. “I’m not not ready,” I said. I’d gotten in an hour of practice the night before, and two the night before that. Hob made a go-ahead gesture. I showed him THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING. This was the first trick in the green book. Erzmund described it with perfect simplicity: you pick up two cards from the top of the deck at the same time, show the bottom card to your target, replace the two-card packet, slide the top card into the middle of the deck, tap once on the new top card, and then lift it to show your astonished target that it’s the card you first revealed to him, the one you so ostentatiously slid back into middle of the deck, that it’s floated by secret means up through the solid plaque of cards to the first spot. Thus you shall demonstrate the unconquerable desire of the low to rise, as Erzmund put it.

      It’s just a simple motion. The way you have to put a spiral on a football. That in my experience proved more difficult, which is why I ended up playing on the offensive line. Hand to deck, the quick reveal, “replace” the card (except it wasn’t replacing the card at all), and then the big show. You just had to let your fingers feel how much pressure to exert. Nothing to it. As long as you didn’t worry overmuch. That’s how it is with most things in this unpredictable life. Hob told me to do it again, faster. So I did. “Faster, again,” he said. So I showed him. “Faster as in faster, meaning do it faster,” he said. So I speeded it up. I recognized his psych technique. Coach Madigan did it constantly. I went as fast as I could: show, replace, reveal. Show, replace, reveal. Hob stared at my right hand. The metal box hummed and vibrated. My heartbeat slowed. That weird calm descended. Show. Replace. Reveal. The cards slid against one another like stone slabs. Light and heavy at the same time. I couldn’t hear anything except my own blood. My hand was moving with incredible speed and fluidity. I watched it move as though it belonged to a stranger and felt a vacant smile starting to stretch my cheeks. Hob’s lips kept moving, too, and I made the mistake of focusing on them, which distracted me. His words started to come through the thump and buzz of my own blood. “That was pretty sterling, but you could still do it faster.” First thing I heard as I zoned back in.

      Coaches talk that way to make you mad. Make you try harder. There’s diminishing returns on it. After a point your anger doesn’t do much for your skill. So instead of trying again, I left the deck on the metal box and asked Hob to show me a trick, since he was such an expert. “You don’t actually want me to do that,” he said, “you’ll just get frustrated.” “You can only sell me out once, you know,” I said, “you only have one bullet. Remember that.” “A metaphor,” he said, “I didn’t know you had it in you.” That was all right. I don’t mind being insulted. Except when I do mind. Erratic human nature. “Are you going to show me,” I said, “because I have to say you’re taking your time.” “That is correct, Michael,” said Hob. He took the deck. He looked at the sky. I didn’t see anything. Just cold sunlight. “Keep in mind I’ve been doing this a lot longer,” he said. “How much longer,” I said. “Like ten years,” he said, “like since I could pick up cards.” “Holy shit,” I said, “I haven’t been doing anything for ten years.” “Well, you should try it,” said Hob, “it makes the time go.” What an old man would say. He was riffle-shuffling the deck. Five times. Seven times. “Enough,” I said. “That’s fair,” said Hob. He pushed back his coat sleeves. His forearms pale and knobby. A scar crossed the left inner wrist. A black tattoo decorated his inner right forearm. An eye. Schematic, but an eye. He saw me staring. He lifted the shuffled deck in the palm of his left hand. “What happened to your wrist,” I said. “Observe, good sir, this ordinary deck of cards,” he said. His voice cheery. Booming. “Would you do the honors?”

      “What do you mean,” I said. “A card, sir, say the name of any card,” said Hob. A wing-beat made him look skyward. “Four of diamonds,” I said. He stopped scanning the sky. Turned over the top card and showed me: the four of diamonds. “You had nearly a two percent chance of doing that anyway,” I said. He let the card tumble. Bright against the air. “Again, sir,” said Hob. “I get it,” I said, “okay?” “Once more, please,” he said, his voice steady, dead-even, hard. “No need for hysterics,” I said. I was ready to break his nose if necessary. “All this is done at your behest, sir,” he said. Waited. “Ace of hearts,” I said. He lifted the top card. “No, hang on. The queen of spades,” I said. When it was in midair. I wanted to fuck with him. He showed me: queen of spades. “Okay then,” I said. He let it go. The card tumbled and fluttered. “Once more, sir,” said Hob. A crow screamed. I said nothing. He showed me the seven of spades. “Once more, sir,” he repeated. The crow screamed again. “You’re belaboring this,” I said. “Again,” he whispered. “I understand,” I said. “You do not understand a thing,” he said. His scarf rippling with wind. The crow screaming and hopping on the cold cement of the lunch court. Hob kicked a discarded apple core at it. Went wide. The crow clattered skyward. I would have hit it. That much I knew. I picked up the cards he’d let fall. I had the queen of spades halfway to my pocket before I saw her slight, sly smile.
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      “Eight of diamonds,” I said, and turned the card over. Three of hearts. “King of clubs,” I said, and turned the card over. Two of spades. “Nine of hearts,” I said. Turned the card over. It was, in fact, the nine of hearts. I flipped two more and guessed them both wrong. One of diamonds, two of diamonds, three of diamonds. All the way up to the top of the suit. I got another, the ten, correct. My luck was improving. My father knocked on the door and asked who I was talking to. “It’s Shakespeare, we have to memorize Shakespeare,” I said. “It doesn’t sound like Shakespeare, but who am I to judge,” he said, and thumped away. Four of hearts, five of hearts, six, seven: nothing.

      At that point I started to laugh at myself. I mean that literally. I was standing in front of my bedroom mirror, wearing my gym shorts and nothing else, shaking and covered with sweat from concentrating. Because Hob was trying to blackmail me. I didn’t know why: the hilarious part. I had gotten through almost all the suits now, in the order of precedence Erzmund describes, hearts as the least and spades as the worthiest. I was quaking, holding back guffaws. If my parents heard these they’d assume I was high. I didn’t want that. I just wanted to finish. When I got to the jack of spades, I had to grab the footboard of my bed. These silent laughs convulsing my torso. Painful, my memory suggests. I wanted to stop. I nearly set the deck down. I thought: Just one more. I said, in a loud, even voice: “Queen of spades.”

      Even before I turned it I knew what it was. I just knew. In the mirror I saw her black hair and her hard smile. And then I blared out a brief and meaningless monosyllable. There was a line of human writing scrawled on the card. I dropped it. It fell facedown among the others at my feet. I located it and stared. I must have missed it earlier. This was, at that time, the sole possible explanation. Hob’s handwriting. Spiky and neat. Next to the queen’s mouth. I read it: 9th and C. 8 PM. I checked the clock. I had enough time. So I dressed. I slow-walked, holding my shoes, out into the hall. My mother was watching a show about dragonflies and my father was using his exercise machine. Its wheels whirred and its cords whipped and whispered. “I’m going out,” I said. “It’s a school night,” said my father. Breathing hard. Above the high-pitched noises of the machine. “It’s not, actually, babe,” said my mother, above the British voice droning away about the diets of dragonflies. “You could knock me over with a feather,” said my father, “but don’t be too late.” “I won’t,” I said. Henry the doorman was asleep when I reached the lobby. His pasty cheek glued to his lectern and his cotton-colored hair leaking out from beneath his brown livery cap. The air outside was brick-cold. As soon as my foot touched the sidewalk a black sedan cruising Park honked. I froze. The car moved on, flashing its brights at no one I could see. I didn’t have a car. My parents had one they kept in our building garage. This was true of almost everyone I knew. No one drove anywhere. Yet traffic and parked cars jam the city. A mystery of city life. City life contains a lot of mysteries. Part of why you stay there.

      I was out of breath when I got there. I’d had to run as fast as I could, shoes slapping the frigid cement, from the subway to make it on time. Hob slouched against a facade. Smoking his brown cigarette. Near his feet, a quintet of stone-blue young rats had their sharp faces aimed at the asphalt. Gathered around the carcass of a bird. “Well, well,” said Hob. “Give me two seconds,” I said. “I thought you were supposed to be a top-notch athlete,” said Hob. “You have an archaic way of leaving messages,” I said. I stopped gasping. The rats chittered and lapped. “They’re doing good work,” he said, “I hate crows. And don’t worry about the blood. It’s not a thing.” “Nosebleeds, scourge of the common folk,” I said. More silence. More rat noise. “They could be siblings,” I said, “look at their fur.” “As long as they finish it off,” Hob said. It looked finished to me.

      I saw, after I’d lost interest in watching the rats eat the glossy bird, which did in fact appear to be a small crow, its ribs now naked and gummy with blood, the place Hob was taking me. One of those dim, inexplicable stores, its window full of objects I couldn’t really discern until Hob flicked his cigarette against the glass. I saw: a headless, old-fashioned mannequin, with a wooden androgynous body and a wire cage for a head, to which were affixed two huge antlers. Across from it an old globe, ivory colored. Then the cigarette’s coal shattered and I couldn’t see any more. I saw the store’s name, though, or noticed it: Karasarkissian’s. “What is this place,” I asked, “and it’s closed anyway.” “It’s kind of what it looks like,” said Hob, “and closed is a relative term. There we go.”

      He’d opened the door of the shop. “You didn’t say anything about suborning burglary,” I said. Hob showed me the key. “I have a right to be here, and so do you,” he said, “or at least I think you do.” He lit up again as we walked in. I followed him. Stepped over a low black table in front of my feet. On its surface the blind-looking moon floated. The store was full of the same kind of crap – which is how I thought of it then – as the antlered mannequin in the window. Couldn’t see much. A green statue of a fat woman, I saw, and a number of what appeared to be stuffed bats, hanging from a conduit on wires that glinted in the light cast by Hob’s new cigarette. I asked him for one. “You don’t even smoke,” said Hob. “Maybe I want a new hobby,” I said. “You asked me to show you something, and I did, and now I’m showing you something else,” he said, “from which you might actually profit.” Then we hit carpet. Hob’s shoes stopped scraping. He knelt down and rolled back the edge of the rug. I stared at his bulb-tipped nose. A white smudge in the dark of the store. “I have to say, Michael,” he said, “it took you a lot less time than I would have guessed,” said Hob. “What do you mean,” I said. “The first sleight, the first one in the book,” he said, “you have to be able to do it at a certain level to get in here.” “Who decides,” I said. “In this case me,” said Hob.

      Cut and run. That’s what I wanted to do. I mean, here we were with this hatch. Nobody wants to look at a closed hatch. A square steel hatch set in the floor of Karasarkissian’s weird-crap store. The hatch swung open, and the sweet stink of booze and cigarettes wafted out, along with a wash of yellow warm light and the sound of violin music. Whoever opened the hatch clattered back down what sounded like a ladder, and Hob crept down into the square opening. “Are you coming, Michael,” he said. I climbed down. A hollow space about the size of our math classroom. Strings of warm, yellow Christmas-tree lights snaked across every wall that I could see, so that the place was well lit without there being a glare. In the back of the room was a red-brown table. A rank of unmatched glassware gleaming on it. Huge carboys full of golden fluid. I thought I saw snakes or eels swimming in them. A second later I thought: I hadn’t seen anything of the kind. Hob was already at this bar, pouring the golden liquid, about the color of whiskey, into two glasses. The violin music came from a girl with ultra-black hair playing the violin. This weird song that I later found out was by a guy called Janacek. Leos Janacek. Hob was carrying the whiskey glasses back to us, and I was reaching for one when I felt a cold, subtle tap on my shoulder.

      I whirled to see who’d done it. A towering and spindly guy, wearing a black suit and a poinsettia-red tie, like it was the middle of the day. Or like he worked in a mortuary. “Can I help you,” I said. “I don’t know, can you,” said the tie wearer. Not harshly. I recognized him. Or thought I did. “You’re Vincent,” I said. I knew him from Saint Cyprian’s. In the murky, awed way I knew kids who had graduated. Simon Canary’s older sister Rosie, for example. She didn’t go to Saint Cyprian’s, though. She had gone to Holy Agony. “You’re Vincent Callahan,” I said, “right? Your name’s Vincent?” “You have good recall,” he said. “Why are you dressed like a mortician,” I said. You see a man dressed like a mortician and you call him on it.

      The violin player lifted her bow and cackled. A bruise-blue spot under her chin. Staring out. A single eye. “This is what I get for trying to raise the tone here,” said Vincent. “Vincent,” said Hob. He started trotting. Whiskey slapped over the glass rims. These two goblets. “Hob and his strays,” said Vincent, “it’s like the ultimate in distributed democracy.” “I believe in democracy,” I said. The violin player laughed, again, from her corner, her green, grubby sofa. There were other people present in the room. A cavern. Or basement. There was a black guy there, too, who looked older than all of us – he had gray in his square beard. He came forward now. Limped up to where Vincent, Hob, and I were standing. His gait loud and arrhythmic. A strong footstep, the thud of his cane, a weak footstep. A dactyl. That’s the only other thing I remember from Greek. His cane: black with a silver head in the shape of a badger. Yellow gems or yellow glass for its eyes. A silver tip on the floor-striking end. That part is called a ferrule. A word I learned from Hob.

      “Hob,” said the cane wielder, “I see you’ve brought us a guest.” His voice was higher and lighter than I thought it would be. He was broad across the shoulders and deep in the chest. Big eyes. A short neck. “And we always treat guests with respect,” said the cane wielder. He stuck his hand out. It took me a second to catch on: he wanted to shake. “It’s an ancient custom,” he went on as we shook. His palm dry and warm, seamed. A knobby scar I hadn’t seen scraped the hollow of my hand. “Dates to classical times. When gods traveled in disguise throughout the world, testing their worshippers. Or so the thinking runs. I never saw much in that myself.” I could think of nothing to say. So I gave my name. “Charthouse,” the cane wielder said, “it’s John Charthouse, but people seem inclined to call me Charthouse. You ever notice that? Certain people get called by their last names.” Vincent stood next to Hob. Touching his tie.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening but I could. This same contradiction occurred the time Mary Agnes Ravapinto gave me a blow job and swallowed. A crude analogy. I don’t have a better one. The air bluish with drifting smoke. “Truth is,” said Charthouse, “we’ve heard a lot about you, Mike.” “Is that necessarily a good thing,” I said. “Not necessarily but you have to be a friend to make friends. My father told me that,” said Charthouse, “then again, I always thought it was bullshit.” “Generational differences, that’s what my parents say,” I said. Charthouse laughed. His filled molars glinting. “Hob knows how to pick them,” said Charthouse, “and he thinks you’re a good candidate.” I wanted to ask Candidate for what. Vincent called out: “He also believes in democracy.” Charthouse tapped the red knot of Vincent’s necktie with the badger head. A practiced gesture. I wondered how much of a talker Vincent was. “Let’s not lose focus here,” said Charthouse. “I think he’s ready,” said Hob, “I think he should take the salto.”

      No idea what the words meant. A drug, I thought. That’s what you take: drugs. I wanted to be a good guest. So I said: “I’m happy to.” Neither Hob nor Charthouse listened. Vincent seemed to brighten up. He and Charthouse both smoking those brown cigarettes. Hob’s brand. Their sweetish smell in my nose and throat. Enough to make me giddy. “Can I bum one,” I asked when Hob had finished talking. Vincent cackled. “You’re too young,” he said. “Vincent,” said Charthouse. Vincent shut off his laugh. “I know you don’t understand necessarily what all this is,” Charthouse said to me, “but that’s no matter. Hob’s told us about you. And we value, you might say, his opinion.” Hob handed me one goblet. He gave Charthouse the other. Charthouse stared at me over the rim, and we toasted. I had no choice. You can’t turn down a toast. “Drink up,” he said. Downed his goblet. I downed mine too. I didn’t want to look foolish. No immediate ill effects. The whiskey: it tasted strange. Ripe apricot. Ammonia. The jagged strains of the violin rose again. I figured Charthouse would introduce me to the other people there. The violin player, I mean. She looked to be my age, Hob’s age, her long head bobbing and her short hair gleaming. She had black eyes, actually black. Black hair. I wanted to go over and talk to her. You can’t interrupt a violinist. Or any musician. She saw me looking. She closed her eyes. She smiled. She lifted bow from strings. She said, “Is there a problem.” “No problem,” I called.

      We’re raised, in America, to be polite to strangers. Your host offers you a drink, you drink it. Your interrogator questions you, you answer. The root of our sufferings, I’d say. When Hob refilled our goblets, Charthouse and I drank again. I was owed. For the nosebleed and Hob’s trickery. The whiskey, or whatever it was, served as payment. When Charthouse asked me questions, I answered. As I said, that’s how we’re raised. How old are you. Do you like school. Where do you live. “In the city,” I said. “We all live in the city, or try to,” he said, “and even if you’re only trying it serves as enough of a passport.” “What the fuck are you talking about,” I said. “You curse,” he said, “that can be a sign of low creativity. Not many know that.” Then he asked me what the capital of New Zealand was. “I know this one,” I said, “I really do.”

      “That’s all right,” he said. Hob poured me another drink. Vincent stroked his tie. For the length of an eye-blink I saw a sapphire-colored snake or eel twisting through the tawny liquid in the bottle Hob was lifting. Charthouse kept questioning me. As they did in catechism, when I was a kid, except it was not harsh: Had I ever considered the possibility of ontological perfection? “St. Anselm, they made us learn that,” I said. Which daisies were better, he wanted to know, yellow or white? We’re raised to answer. I couldn’t stop now. I’d already answered. It’s easier to go to war than quit smoking. Whoever said that knew humans. Tell me about the tree with the ten branches. I guessed sycamore. Hob said you got a nosebleed. Correct. If you had to choose your own name, what would it be. Didn’t answer that one. Charthouse didn’t press me. Vincent bobbed up and down on the balls of his feet. His smile white and wavering. How long have you known Hob. My whole life. So it went. He kept asking and I kept answering. Hob filled the goblets and we drank. I was proud, too, that I handled the liquor. Three glasses of whiskey, I thought, and nothing. I must be a king. A jerking shadow climbed the wall. The violinist. Her eyes shut and her smile still present, still quiet. “It’s so loud,” I said. “Here we go,” said Charthouse. He offered me a brown cigarette. “House blend,” he said. “Oh man, what a good idea,” I said. He offered me a lit match. “Wellington,” I said around the cigarette. “There you go, Mike,” said Charthouse.

      The Christmas lights strung up all over the place began to pulse, brighten and dim. “Are you guys getting power surges,” I said. “Yes, exactly,” said Vincent. Charthouse ignored this exchange. The violin music broke off. “Now it’s so quiet,” I said. “You have a lot of observations to offer,” said Charthouse, “about the obvious. Not that I object. The obvious is where you have to begin.” The sound of his voice almost knocked me to my knees. Vincent asked Hob whether he thought this would end well. I had to cover one ear. I had my whiskey in my other hand. Bone-bred guest behavior. Can’t just drop a glass. “It’s all right, Mike, we’re getting there,” said Charthouse. “Did you poison me,” I said, “strychnine makes you hypersensitive to stimuli.” The words boomed in my own head. “We don’t have any strychnine,” said Charthouse. “I saw that in a movie,” I said.

      The violin player strutted over to us, swinging her instrument by its neck. I took another swig and found that my cup was empty. Hob refilled it. I didn’t actually want any more, but I couldn’t think of a polite way to say no, and Charthouse kept asking me questions. He wanted to know how much I knew about theurgists, and I told him I had no idea at all. Did I know what they were. No. Had I heard the term before. No. Was I in their service. No. “You make it sound,” I said, and my voice was slow and slurred, “as though it’s a bad thing, and if I were, I don’t think I’d necessarily admit it, you know?” The violin player snorted at this. She had a vine tattooed on her neck. It disappeared beneath her yellow shirt. “Astute,” said Vincent. Pain lanced through my head. Charthouse didn’t pay any attention. He stared at me and beat his palm with the silver head of the cane. Even that was amplified: pounding on a wall. I heard another plink. Rain hitting a lake. I looked. Another drop of blood fell from my nose, into my goblet of whiskey. It spread. The first one was mostly dissipated. “I think,” I said. Gave up.

      “You ever read Flannery O’Connor,” said Charthouse. I managed to tell him I hadn’t. “You go to a Catholic school and she was a Catholic writer. You’d think they’d make the connection.” More blood warmed my upper lip. I told him I had no idea why they failed to. “Well, thing is, she had a story. Called ‘A Good Man Is Hard to Find’? And at the end, not to give it away, but at the end one of the characters says about this old lady, ‘She would of been a good woman if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.’ You understand what I’m getting at?” I told him I didn’t. “Well, maybe you will, yet,” he said. I was about to ask him what the hell he meant. Metal scraped my temple. Cold and hard. A thin, warm, hard forearm crossed my throat. I knew it was the violinist before she even said, “Don’t bleed on my arm.”

      She had a napkin in the hand at the end of the arm across my neck. I took it, pressed it to my nostrils. “You’re set now,” she said, “just don’t do anything ridiculous.” No one had ever pulled a gun on me before. They say it can happen to anybody. I’d known kids who’d gotten mugged, for example. Part of city life. Or there was a woman, a few years ago, who tried to make a smart remark when a young sociopath pulled a gun on her. “What are you going to do, shoot me,” she asked. He obliged. They called it a tragedy but I never saw it that way myself. You ask for punishment and the universe obliges. Standing there in that sweet-smelling cavern, breathing hard, I blamed myself. You would have too if you’d been there and had any sense. “I don’t have any money,” I said. “I mean I don’t and my parents don’t. I mean they have plenty but you can ransom me and it won’t do you any good. You won’t end up with anything worth your trouble.” That’s what I tried to say. I figured I might as well let them know, in case they had a fancy plan cooked up. My tongue kept slipping and floundering, adhering to my palate. I kept having to start over. The appeal got less sharp each time. An argument for keeping your mouth shut. So I gave up talking. If these people were going to kill me, there wasn’t anything I could do about it, and I relaxed against the violin player. Her skin gave off heat through her tee shirt. I couldn’t remember what color it was. Yellow, I thought. I could feel her breasts against my back and the barrel of her gun against my temple. At least it isn’t drowning, I thought, nothing could be worse than drowning. Charthouse grinned at me, right then. He whipped around and started to whistle. A brief song. It repeated. I believed I knew the words. I couldn’t summon them up. He reached out and placed the hot, dry palm of his hand, the scarred palm, against my forehead. As his hand approached my head, a blue thread of light leaped from his palm. A strong, curt sting on my skin. A pop of static electricity. No other way to say it: pure darkness, rushing in.
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