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It had snowed lightly in the night and her frozen hair was gold and crystalline and her eyes were frozen cold and hard as stones. One of her yellow boots had fallen off and stood in the snow beneath her. The shape of her coat lay dusted in the snow where she’d dropped it and she wore only a white dress and she hung among the bare gray poles of the winter trees with her head bowed and her hands turned slightly outward like those of certain ecumenical statues whose attitude asks that their history be considered. That the deep foundation of the world be considered where it has its being in the sorrow of her creatures. The hunter knelt and stogged his rifle upright in the snow beside him and took off his gloves and let them fall and folded his hands one upon the other. He thought that he should pray but he’d no prayer for such a thing. He bowed his head. Tower of Ivory, he said. House of Gold. He knelt there for a long time. When he opened his eyes he saw a small shape half buried in the snow and he leaned and dusted away the snow and picked up a gold chain that held a steel key, a whitegold ring. He slipped them into the pocket of his hunting coat. He’d heard the wind in the night. The wind’s work. A trashcan clattering over the bricks behind his house. The snow blowing out there in the forest in the dark. He looked up into those cold enameled eyes glinting blue in the weak winter light. She had tied her dress with a red sash so that she’d be found. Some bit of color in the scrupulous desolation. On this Christmas day. This cold and barely spoken Christmas day.









I








This then would be Chicago in the winter of the last year of her life. In a week’s time she would return to Stella Maris and from there wander away into the bleak Wisconsin woods. The Thalidomide Kid found her in a roominghouse on Clark Street. Near North Side. He knocked at the door. Unusual for him. Of course she knew who it was. She’d been expecting him. And anyway it wasnt really a knock. Just a sort of slapping sound.


He paced up and back at the foot of her bed. He stopped to speak and thought better of it and paced again, kneading his hands before him like the villain in a silent film. Except of course they werent really hands. Just flippers. Sort of like a seal has. In the left of which he now cradled his chin as he paused and stood to study her. Back by popular demand, he said. In the flesh.


It took you long enough to get here.


Yeah. The lights were against us all the way.


How did you know which room it was?


Easy. Room 4-C. I foresaw it. What are you using for money?


I’ve still got money.


The Kid looked around. I like what you’ve done with the place. Maybe we can tour the garden after tea. What are your plans?


I think you know what my plans are.


Yeah. Things dont look too promising, do they?


Nothing’s forever.


You leaving a note?


I’m writing my brother a letter.


A wintry summary I’ll wager.


The Kid was at the window looking out at the raw cold. The snowy park and the frozen lake beyond. Well, he said. Life. What can you say? It’s not for everybody. Jesus, the winters are confining.


Is that it?


Is what it.


Is that all you have to say?


I’m thinking.


He was pacing again. Then he stopped. What if we packed up and just skedaddled?


It wouldnt make any difference.


What if we stayed?


What, another eight years of you and your pennydreadful friends?


Nine, Mathgirl.


Nine then.


Why not?


No thank you.


He paced. Slowly rubbing his small scarred head. He looked like he’d been brought into the world with icetongs. He stopped at the window again. You’ll miss us, he said. We’ve come a long way together.


Sure, she said. It’s been just wonderful. Look. This is all beside the point. Nobody’s going to miss anybody.


We didnt even have to come, you know.


I dont know what you had to do. I’m not conversant with your duties. I never was. And now I dont care.


Yeah. You always did think the worst.


And was seldom disappointed.


Not every ectromelic hallucination who shows up in your boudoir on your birthday is out to get you. We tried to spread a little sunshine in a troubled world. What’s wrong with that?


It’s not my birthday. And I think we know what it is you’ve been spreading. Anyway, you’re not going to get in my good graces so just forget it.


You dont have any good graces. You’re fresh out.


All the better.


The Kid was looking around the room. Jesus, he said. This place really sucks. Did you see what just crossed the floor? What, are we completely out of Zyklon B? You were never exactly Mama’s little housekeeper but I think you’ve outdone yourself here. Time was you wouldnt be caught dead in a dump like this. Are you seeing to your person?


That’s none of your business.


One more in a long history of unkempt premises. Yeah, well. You dont know what’s in the offing, do you? If you’ll pardon the pun. Ever thought about taking the veil? Okay. Just thought I’d ask.


Why dont we just make what amends we can and let the rest go. Dont make it worse than it is.


Yeah yeah sure sure.


You knew this was coming. You like to pretend that I have secrets from you.


You do. Have secrets. Christ it’s cold in here. You could hang meat in this fucking place. You called me a spectral operator.


I what?


Called me a spectral operator.


I never called you any such thing. It’s a mathematical term.


Yeah. Say you.


You can look it up.


You always say that.


You never do that.


Yeah, well. It’s water under the bridge.


Is that what it is? What, you’re worried about a low grade on your job report?


Call it what you like, Princess. We did the best we could. The malady lingers on.


That’s all right. It wont linger much longer.


Yeah, I keep forgetting. Off to the bourne from whence no traveler whatever the fuck.


You keep forgetting?


Figure of speech. I dont forget much. Of course you dont seem to have all that much in the way of recollection concerning the state we found you in when we first showed up.


I dont have to recollect it. I’m still in it.


Yeah, right. Correct me if I’m wrong but I think I remember a young girl on tiptoes peering through a high aperture infrequently reported upon in the archives. What did she see? A figure at the gate? But that aint the question, is it? The question is did it see her? A small bore of light. Who would notice? But the hounds of hell can pass through the weem of a ring. Am I right or what?


I was fine till you showed up.


Jesus you’re a piece of work. Did you know that? Still, I’ve got to hand it to you. As the trick said to the blind hooker. Hell’s own, drooling and leering, and she’s trying to look over their shoulder. What’s out there? Dunno. Some atavism out of a dead ancestor’s psychosis come in out of the rain. Over there smoking in the corner. Well what the hell. Let me get the lights. No good. Shut off the projector. Who the fuck ordered this anyway? Roll up the screen and the fucking things are on the wall. The other thing you called me was a pathogen.


You are a pathogen.


See?


Are they coming in or not?


Is who coming in?


Cut it out. I know they’re out there.


The horts, that would be.


That would be.


All in good time.


I can see their feet under the door. I can see the shadows of their feet.


Feet and the shadows of feet. Just like in the real world.


What are they waiting for?


Who knows? Maybe they dont feel welcome.


That never stopped them before.


The Kid arched one mothgnawn eyebrow. Yeah? he said.


Yeah, she said. Pulling the blanket about her shoulders. No one invited you. You just showed up.


Okay, said the Kid. Someone in the hallway, right? Well let’s take a look.


He skated to the door in a long glissade and stopped and pushed back his sleeve and gripped the knob with his flipper. Ready? he called. He hauled the door open. The hallway was empty. He looked back over his shoulder at her. Looks like they flew the coop. Unless—how do I put this—it was your imagination?


I know they were there. I can smell them. I can smell Miss Vivian’s perfume. And I can certainly smell Grogan.


Yeah? Could just be somebody cooking cabbages down the hall. Anything else? Any sulphur? Brimstone?


He shut the door. Immediately the crowd outside was back. Shuffling and coughing. He rubbed his flippers together. As if to warm them. All right. Where was I? Maybe we should bring you up to date on some of the projects. You might stabilize a bit if you saw some of the progress we’ve made.


Stabilize?


We ran the stuff we got from you and so far everything looks good.


What stuff you got from me? You didnt get any stuff from me.


Yeah, right. We’re still getting one hundred leptons to the drachma which is okay in the sense that it’s not really wrong but we hope that most of this classical stuff will come out in the wash and we can get down to the renormal. You’re always going to see different shit once you get everything under the light. You just differentiate, that’s all. No shadows at this scale of course. You got these black interstices you’re looking at. We know now that the continua dont actually continue. That there aint no linear, Laura. However you cook it down it’s going to finally come to periodicity. Of course the light wont subtend at this level. Wont reach from shore to shore, in a manner of speaking. So what is it that’s in the in-between that you’d like to mess with but cant see because of the aforementioned difficulties? Dunno. What’s that you say? Not much help? How come this and how come that? I dont know. How come sheep dont shrink in the rain? We’re working without a net here. Where there’s no space you cant extrapolate. Where would you go? You send stuff out but you dont know where it’s been when you get it back. All right. No need to get your knickers in a twist. You just need to knuckle down and do some by god calculating. That’s where you come in. You got stuff here that is maybe just virtual and maybe not but still the rules have got to be in it or you tell me where the fuck are the rules located? Which of course is what we’re after, Alice. The blessed be to Jesus rules. You put everything in a jar and then you name the jar and go from there à la the Gödel and Church crowd and in the meantime real stuff which is probably some substrate of the substrate is hauling ass off down the road at deformable speeds with the provision that what has no mass has no volume variant or otherwise and therefore no shape and what cant flatten cant inflate and vice versa in the best commutative tradition and at this point—to borrow a term—we’re stuck. Right?


You dont know what you’re talking about. It’s all gibberish.


Yeah? Well just remember whose hand is on the nandgate Ducky. Because it aint the cradlerocker and it aint the dude in the runic tunic. If you get my drift. Hold it. I got a call. He rummaged in his pockets and produced an enormous phone and clapped it to his small and gnarly ear. Make it quick, Dick. We’re in conference. Yeah. A semihostile. Right. Base Two. We’re on fucking oxygen up here. No. No. Tough titty. Two wrongs dont make a riot. They’re a pack of dimpled fuckwits and you can tell them I said so. Call me back.


He rang off and pushed the antenna down with the heel of his flipper and shoved the phone back into his clothes and looked at her. There’s always somebody that doesnt get the word.


Who doesnt get.


Right. Back to the charts. I know what you’re thinking. But sometimes you just got to go for the equivalence. Run a montecarlo on the motherfucker and be done with it. For better or worse. We aint got till Christmas.


It is Christmas. Almost.


Yeah, well. Whatever. Where was I?


Does it make any difference?


Your number one lab device is going to be the servomechanism. Master and slave. Hook up a pantograph. Put the stylus in the dilemma and rotate. Count to four. Sign to sign. Repeat until the lemniscate appears.


The Kid did a little buck and wing and another long slide across the linoleum and stopped and began to pace again. They’re going for the big Kahuna. Boom boom time on the savannah, Hannah. Plenty of broads in the mix too in spite of all the whining from the sci-fems. I had my people check it out. You got your Madam Curry. Your Pamela Dirac.


Your who?


Not to mention others nameless for the nonce. Jesus will you cheer up? You need to get out more. What was it you said? After the math comes the aftermath? Tell you what. Comic interlude. Okay? Stop me if you’ve heard this one. Mickey Mouse is filing for divorce and the judge looks down and he says: I understand that it is your contention that your wife Minnie Mouse is mentally deranged. Is that correct? And Mickey says: No, Your Honor, that’s not what I said. What I said was she’s fucking nuts.


The Kid stomped around the room holding himself at the waist and laughing his yukking laugh.


You always get everything wrong. What are you laughing at?


Whooh, he gasped. What?


You always get everything wrong. It’s Goofy. It’s not nuts.


What’s the difference?


She was fucking Goofy. You dont even get it.


Yeah, well. We got you. Anyway the point is that you need to snap out of it. What do you think? At the last minute little Bobby Shafto is going to wake from the dead and come and rescue you? Silver buckles on his shoes or whatever the fuck? He’s out of the loop, Louise. Since he duffeled his head in his racing machine.


She looked away. The Kid shaded his eyes with one flipper. Well, he said. That got her attention.


You dont know what you’re talking about.


Yeah? How long’s he been snoozing now? A couple of months?


He’s still alive.


He’s still alive. Oh, well shit. If he’s still alive what the hell. Why dont you come off it? We both know why you’re not sticking around vis-à-vis the fallen one. Dont we? What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?


I’m going to bed.


It’s because we dont know what’s going to wake up. If it wakes up. We both know what the chances are of his coming out of this with his mentis intactus and gutsy girl that you are I dont see you being quite so deeply enamored of whatever vestige might still be lurking there behind the clouded eye and the drooling lip. Well what the hell. You never know what’s in the cards, do you? You’d probably have wound up back in Chitlinland. Just the two of you. Dining on fatback and harmony grits or whatever the fuck it is that they eat down there in the land of the mammyjammer. Not exactly hobnobbing around Europe with the motorcar set but at least it’s quiet.


That’s not going to happen.


I know it’s not going to happen.


Good.


So where do we go from here?


I’ll send you a postcard.


You never did before.


This will be different.


I’ll bet. Are you going to call your grandmother?


And tell her what?


I dont know. Something. Jesus, Jasmine. There’s lots left to do you know.


Maybe. But not by me.


What about the nightgate and the lair of the unspeakables? Not scared of that?


I’ll take my chances. I’m guessing that when I trip the breaker the board goes to black.


We really put ourselves out for you you know.


I’m sorry.


What if I was to tell you stuff I’m not supposed to tell you?


Not interested.


Stuff you really would like to know.


You dont know anything. You just make things up.


Yeah. But some of it’s pretty cool.


Some of it.


How about this: What’s black and white and red all over?


I cant begin to think.


Trotsky in a tuxedo.


Great.


Okay. How about this one. A farmer finds two boll weevils in his cotton patch.


You told me.


I never.


He chose the lesser of two weevils.


Yeah. Okay. Look. I’m putting together some new acts. I got some of the old Chautauqua stuff lined up. You always had a taste for the classics. A little costume repair. Couple of weeks’ rehearsal.


Good night.


I even got a lead on some more eight millimeter. Not to mention a shoebox full of snaps from the forties. Los Alamos stuff. And some letters.


What letters?


Family letters. Letters from your mother.


You’re full of it. All the letters were stolen.


Yeah? Maybe. What are you going to do?


Go to sleep.


I mean long range.


I’m talking long range.


All right. Save the best for last. Of course.


Dont put yourself out.


It’s all right. It’s not like I didnt know where all this was going. Who knows? You might want to see how you’ll be spending your time. The past is the future. Close your eyes.


What if I dont want to close my eyes?


Humor me.


Yeah, sure.


All right. We’ll do it the oldfashioned way. What do I know? This should be rich.


He pulled a large silk square from somewhere about his person and fluffed it aloft and caught it and stretched it and turned it both sides for her to see. He held it out and shook it. Then he snatched it away. In a canebottomed chair sat an old man in a dusty black clawhammer coat. Striped trousers and gray waistcoat. Black kidskin ankletop shoes and moleskin spats with pearlydink buttons. The Kid took a bow and stepped back and looked him up and down. Well. Where did we dig him up at, hey? Yuk yuk yuk.


He slapped the old man on the back and a cloud of dust billowed. The old man bent forward coughing. The Kid stepped away and fanned at the dust with his flipper. Jesus. Been a while since this one’s seen the light of day, what? Well, Pops, how’s the world look to you? We could use an outside opinion.


The old man raised his head and looked around. Pale and sunken eyes. He adjusted his cravat with a lurching upward motion of the knot and squinted and peered.


That suit’s a classic, hey? said the Kid. A bit the worse for the ground damp. He was married in that outfit. Little wifey was sixteen. Of course he’d been banging her for a couple of years so that would put her at fourteen. Finally managed to knock her up and hey, here we all are. The dirty bugger was older than her father. Well the wedding bells did ring summarily. Eighteen and ninety-seven I believe was the year. A formal do. White shotguns. Anyway that’s pretty much it. I thought the old fart might have something to say but he seems somewhat confused. Isnt he sort of listing a bit to the starboard?


The Kid straightened the old man in his chair and stepped back and measured him with one eye for verticality. Holding up an oarlike flipper and squinting. Maybe we could use a spirit level, what do you think? Yuk yuk yuk. Well, what the hell. So he’s not a bundle of laughs. Wait a minute. It’s his teeth. He’s missing his goddamned teeth.


The old man had opened his leather mouth and was at pulling wads of stained cotton from his cheeks and stuffing them into the pocket of his coat. He cleared his throat and stared about bleakly.


What’s he doing now? said the Kid. Something in his waistcoat pocket. What is that, his watch? Jesus. Dont tell me he’s winding it? He’s listening to it? It cant be fucking running. Nope. He’s shaking it. Nicelooking watch actually. Half Hunter. Deadbeat escapement no doubt. Attaboy. Give it a shake. Nope. Nothing doing.


The old man clacked his gums. Wait for it, said the Kid. It’s coming. News from beyond the something. Damned little thanks I get for all this shit I do for you.


Where, wheezed the old man, is the toilet?


The Kid straightened up. What the fuck. Where’s the toilet? That’s it? I’m a son of a bitch. How about you get your cheesemold ass out of here? Where’s the toilet? Bloody Christ. It’s down the fucking hall. Just get the fuck out.


The old man rose from his chair and slouched toward the door. A fine dust sifted to the floor behind him. Some small creature fell out of his clothes and scurried away under the bed. He fumbled with the doorknob and got the door open and lurched out into the hallway and was gone. Christ, said the Kid. He went to the door and slapped it shut and turned and leaned against it. He shook his head. Well. What ya gonna do? Bad idea, okay? Fuck it. Some get rained out. Why dont we just bring in a few of the old gang. Maybe cheer us up a bit.


I dont want to bring in some of the old gang. I’m going to bed.


You said that.


Good. Watch me.


Look, Ducklet, I dont want to belabor anything here but you’re on fast forward to fuck-all.


And you’re here to torment me.


You all right? Not feverish? You want a glass of water?


She curled up in the bed and pulled the covers over herself. Douse the lights when you leave.


The Kid paced. Your name didnt get pulled out of a hat, you know. I dont know what it is that you’re supposed to know and what it is you aint. I just work here. I’m an operator? So I’m an operator. And maybe somebody knows what’s coming down the pike but it’s not yours truly. Come on. I cant talk to you with your head under the bloody covers. You’re not even going to say goodbye?


She pushed the covers back. Open the door and I’ll wave.


The Kid stepped to the door and opened it. They were all there. Peering in to see, waving, some on tiptoe. Goodbye, she called. Goodbye. The Kid ushered them away with a shooing motion. Like a nun with schoolchildren. He pushed the door shut. Okay, he said.


Are we done now?


I dont know, Sweets. You’re not making this easy. I’m not coming with you to the bin you know.


Good.


Concentrated populations of the deranged assume certain powers. It has an unsettling effect. You spend some time in a nuthouse and you’ll see.


I know. I have. I did.


Choice is the name you give to what you got.


Stop quoting me.


You dont want to talk to me.


No.


Anything at all here? Any last words of advice for the living?


Yes. Dont.


Jesus. That’s cold.


Let’s just turn out the lights and call it a life.


We’ll miss you.


Will you miss yourself?


We’ll be around. There’s always work to be done.


He looked a bit slumpshouldered standing there but he roused himself. Okay, he said. If that’s it that’s it. I can take a hint.


He folded one flipper across his small paunch and made a sort of bow and then he was gone. She pulled the covers over her head. Then she heard the door open again. When she looked the Kid had come in once more and he stepped quietly to the center of the room and hefted the canebottomed chair by one slat and shouldered it and turned and went out and pulled the door shut after him.


She slept and sleeping she dreamt that she was running after a train with her brother running along the cinderpath and in the morning she put that in her letter. We were running after the train Bobby and it was drawing away from us into the night and the lights were dimming away in the darkness and we were stumbling along the track and I wanted to stop but you took my hand and in the dream we knew that we had to keep the train in sight or we would lose it. That following the track would not help us. We were holding hands and we were running and then I woke up and it was day.









He sat wrapped in one of the gray rescue blankets from the emergency bag and drank hot tea. The dark sea lapped about. The Coast Guard boat that had pulled up a hundred yards off sat rocking in the swells with the running lights on and beyond that ten miles to the north you could see the lights of trucks moving along the causeway, coming out of New Orleans and heading east along US 90 toward Pass Christian, Biloxi, Mobile. Mozart’s second violin concerto was playing on the tapedeck. The air temperature was forty-four degrees and it was three seventeen in the morning.


The tender was lying on his elbows with the headset on watching the dark water beneath them. From time to time the sea would flare with a soft sulphurous light where forty feet down Oiler was working with the cuttingtorch. Western watched the tender and he blew on the tea and sipped it and he watched the lights moving along the causeway like the slow cellular crawl of waterdrops on a wire. Strobing faintly where they passed behind the concrete balusters. There was an onshore wind coming up past the western tip of Cat Island and there was a light chop to the water. Smell of oil and the rich tidal funk of mangrove and saltgrass from the islands. The tender sat up and took off the headset and began to rifle through the toolbox.


How’s he doing?


Doin okay.


What’s he want?


The big sidecutters.


He hooked a set of shears to a carabiner and snapped the carabiner over the workline and watched the shears slide into the sea. He looked at Western.


How deep can you use acetylene?


Thirty, thirty-five feet.


And after that it’s oxyarc.


Yes.


The tender nodded and pulled the headset back on.


Western drained the last of the tea and shook out the dregs and put the cup back in his bag and reached and got his flippers and pulled them on. He slipped the blanket from his shoulders and stood and zipped up the jacket of his wetsuit and bent and got his tanks and lifted them by the straps and pulled them on. He fastened the straps and pulled on his mask.


The tender slid the headset back. You care if I change stations?


Western lifted the mask up. It’s a tape.


You care if I change tapes?


No.


The tender shook his head. Helicopter us out here in the freezing-ass cold at one oclock in the morning. I dont know what the hurry was.


Meaning that they’re all dead.


Yeah.


And you know this how?


It just stands to reason.


Western looked out at the Coast Guard boat. The shape of the lights unchained in the chop of the dark water. He looked at the tender. Reason, he said. Right.


He pulled on his gloves. The white beam of the spotlight raced over the water and back again and then went dark. He pulled on his belt and hooked it and fitted the regulator into his mouth and pulled down the mask and stepped into the water.


Dropping slowly through the dark toward the intermittent flare of the torch below. He reached the stabilizer and dropped down onto the fuselage and turned and swam slowly along, tracing the smooth aluminum under his gloved hand. The bead of the rivets. The torch flared again. The shape of the fuselage tunneling off into the dark. He kicked past the hulking nacelles that held the turbofan engines and dropped down the side of the fuselage and into the pool of light.


Oiler had cut away the latching mechanism and the door stood open. He was just inside the plane crouched against the bulkhead. He gestured with his head and Western pulled up in the door and Oiler shone his light down the aircraft aisle. The people sitting in their seats, their hair floating. Their mouths open, their eyes devoid of speculation. The workbasket was sitting on the floor inside the door and Western reached and got the other divelight and pulled himself into the plane.


He kicked his way slowly down the aisle above the seats, his tanks dragging overhead. The faces of the dead inches away. Everything that could float was against the ceiling. Pencils, cushions, styrofoam coffeecups. Sheets of paper with the ink draining off into hieroglyphic smears. A tightening claustrophobia. He doubled under and got himself turned around and made his way back.


Oiler was swimming down the outside of the fuselage with his light. The light made a corolla in the airspace of the double glass. Western went forward and pushed his way into the cockpit.


The copilot was still strapped into his seat but the pilot was hovering overhead against the ceiling with his arms and legs hanging down like an enormous marionette. Western shone his light over the instruments. The twin throttle levers in the console were pulled all the way into the off position. The gauges were analog and when the circuits shorted out in the seawater they’d returned to neutral settings. There was a square space in the panel where one of the avionics boards had been removed. It had been held in place by six screws by the holes there and there were three jackplugs hanging down where the pigtails had been disconnected. Western wedged his knees against the backs of the seats at either side. Good stainless steel Heuer watch on the copilot’s wrist. He studied the panels. What’s missing? Kollsman altimeters and vertical speed indicators. Fuel in pounds. Airspeed at zero. Collins avionics otherwise. It was the navigation rack. He backed out of the cockpit. The bubbles from the regulator sorted themselves along the dome of the roof overhead. He’d looked in every possible space for the pilot’s flightbag and he was pretty sure it wasnt there. He pushed out through the door and looked for Oiler. He was hovering over the wing. He made a circling motion with one hand and pointed upward and kicked off toward the surface.


They sat on the small deck of the inflatable and pulled off their masks and spat out the regulator mouthpieces and leaned back into the tanks and loosened them. Creedence Clearwater was playing on the tapedeck. Western got his thermos out.


What time is it? said Oiler.


Four twelve.


He spat and wiped his nose with the back of his wrist. He leaned past Western and twisted shut the valves on the gas bottles. I hate shit like this, he said.


What, bodies?


Well. That too. But no. Shit that makes no sense. That you cant make sense out of.


Yeah.


There wont be anybody out here for another couple of hours. Or three. What do you want to do?


What do I want to do or what do I think we should do?


I dont know. What do you make of this?


I dont.


Oiler stripped off his gloves and unzipped his divebag and got his thermos out. He took the plastic cup off the bottle and unscrewed the cap and poured the cup and blew on it. The tender was pulling up the workline and the basket.


You cant even see the damn plane. And some fisherman is supposed to of found it? That’s bullshit.


You dont think the lights could have stayed on for a while?


No.


Probably right.


Oiler dried his hands on a towel from his bag and got his cigarettes and lighter out and shucked a cigarette from the pack and lit it and sat looking out over the black and lapping water. They’re all just sitting in their seats? What the fuck is that?


I’d say they had to be already dead when the plane sank.


Oiler smoked and shook his head. Yeah. And no fuel slick.


There’s a panel missing from the instrumentation. And the pilot’s flightbag is missing.


Yeah?


You know what this is, dont you?


No. Do you?


Aliens.


Fuck you Western.


Western smiled.


What do you think the range is on one of these things?


The JetStar?


Yes.


Probably a couple of thousand miles. Why?


Because you got to wonder where it was coming from.


Yeah. What else?


I think they’ve been down there a few days.


Fuck.


They dont look all that well kept. How long does it take for bodies to come up?


I dont know. Two or three days. Depends on the temperature of the water. How many are there?


Seven. Plus the pilot and copilot. Nine in all.


What do you want to do?


Go home and go to bed.


Oiler blew at his cup and sipped his coffee. Yeah, he said.


The tender’s name was Campbell. He studied Western and he looked at Oiler. That’s got to be some ugly shit down there, he said. That dont bother you?


You want to go down and take a look?


No.


Hell. I’ll tend for you. Western’ll go with you if you want.


You’re shittin me.


I aint shittin you.


Well. I aint goin.


I know you aint. But if you aint seen what we seen maybe you ought not to be so quick about tellin us what we’re supposed to think about it.


Campbell looked at Western. Western tilted the leaves in his cup. Hell, Oiler. He didnt mean anything by it.


Sorry. The point is I dont have a story about how that plane got down there. And every time I think about all the things that are wrong the list gets longer.


I agree.


Maybe the good doctor Western here can come up with something like an explanation.


Western shook his head. The good doctor Western dont have a clue.


I dont even know what we’re doin out here.


I know. There’s nothing about this that rattles right.


So what have we got, two hours till daylight?


Yeah. Hour and a half maybe.


I’m not bringin em up.


I’m not either.


Survivors. What the shit is that?


They sat with their faces shadowed by the lamp, the raft lifting and tilting in the swells. Oiler held out the thermos. You want some of this, Gary?


I’m all right.


Go ahead. It’s hot.


All right.


I didnt see any damage at all.


Yeah. It looked like it just left the factory.


Who makes it? The what, JetStar?


JetStar, yeah. Lockheed.


Well. It’s a hell of a plane. Four jet engines? How fast will that thing go Bobby?


Western shook out the leaves and screwed the cap back onto his thermos. I think right at six hundred miles an hour.


Damn.


Oiler took a last draw on his cigarette and flipped it spinning into the dark. You’ve never brought up bodies, have you?


No. I just figured anything that you didnt want to do I’m probably not going to like either.


You bring em up with a rope and harness but you still got to get them out of the plane. They keep wantin to put their arms around you. We brought fifty-three up out of a Douglas airliner off the coast of Florida one time and that did it for me. That was before I went to work for Taylor. They’d been down there a few days and you damn sure didnt want to get any of that water in your mouth. They were all swollen in their clothes and you had to cut them out of their seatbelts. Quick as you did they’d start to rise up with their arms out. Sort of like circus balloons.


These dont look like corporation guys.


Yeah? They got on suits.


I know. But they’re not the right kind of suits. Their shoes look European.


Well. I wouldnt know. I aint had on a pair of regular shoes in ten years.


What do you want to do?


Get the hell out of here. We need to take showers.


All right.


What time is it?


Four twenty-six.


Time flies when you’re havin fun.


We can hose off on the dock when we get back. Hose out our suits.


I’m goin to be hard to find, Bobby. I aint comin back out here.


All right.


You think there’s already been somebody down there, dont you?


I dont know.


Yeah. But that aint an answer. How would they get in the plane? They’d of had to cut their way in the same way we done.


Maybe somebody let them in.


Oiler shook his head. Damn, Western. I dont know why I even talk to you. All you ever do is spook the shit out of me. Gary, you want to fire this thing up?


You got it.


Western tucked his thermos into his divebag. What else? he said.


I’ll tell you what else. I think that my desire to remain totally fucking ignorant about shit that will only get me in trouble is both deep and abiding. I’m going to say that it is just damn near a religion.


Gary had gone to the back of the inflatable. Western and Oiler raised the two anchors and Gary stood with one foot on the transom and hauled on the starter rope. The big Johnson outboard started immediately and they burbled along till they were well clear of the orange float and Gary cranked the throttle open and they set out across the dark water toward Pass Christian.


_________


Coming downriver an antique schooner running under bare poles. Black hull, gold plimsoll. Passing under the bridge and down along the gray riverfront. Phantom of grace. Past warehouse and pier, the tall gantry cranes. The rusty Liberian freighters bollarded along the docks on the Algiers shore. A few people along the walkway had stopped to look. Something out of another time. He crossed the tracks and went up Decatur Street to St Louis and walked up Chartres Street. At the Napoleon House the old crowd hailed him from the small tables set out before the door. Familiars out of another life. How many tales begin just so?


Squire Western, called Long John. Up from the murky deeps is it? Come join us for a libation. The sun’s over the yardarm if I’m not cruelly mistaken.


He pulled up one of the small bentwood chairs and set his green divebag on the tiles. Bianca Pharaoh leaned and smiled. What have you got in the bag, Precious?


He’s off on a trip, said Darling Dave.


Nonsense. The Squire wont abandon us. Waiter.


It’s just my gear.


It’s just his gear, said Brat to the table at large.


Count Seals turned sleepily. It’s his diving gear, he said. He’s a diver.


Ooh, said Bianca. I like that so much. Let me see inside. Anything kinky?


The man goes to work in rubber apparel, what do you expect? Here my good fellow. A flagon of your stoutest for my friend.


The waiter moved away. The tourists passed along the walk. Threads of their empty conversation hanging in the air like bits of code. Underfoot the slow periodic thud of a piledriver from somewhere along the riverfront. Western regarded his host. How have you been, John?


I’m well, Squire. I was away for a while. A slight contretemps with the authorities regarding the legitimacy of some medical prescriptions.


He detailed his adventures in an offhand way. Pads of forged prescriptions from a printshop in Morristown Tennessee. Real doctors, but their phone numbers replaced with numbers from payphones in supermarket parkinglots. Girlfriend a few feet away in a parked car. Yes. That’s correct. His mother is terminal. Yes. Dilaudids. One hundred sixteenths. Three weeks of this in the small towns of the Appalachian south and then pacing up and back in a room at the Hilltop Motel on Kingston Pike in Knoxville. The room paid for with a stolen credit card. Waiting for the connection. Half a shoebox full of Schedule II narcotics with a street value of over a hundred thousand dollars. He’d stripped out of his clothes in the heat and was pacing naked save for a pair of ostrichskin boots and a widebrimmed black Borsalino. Smoking his last Montecristo. Five oclock came. Then six. Finally a knock at the door. He snatched it open. Where in the hell have you all been? he said. But he was staring down the barrel of a .38 caliber service revolver and there was a backup man off to the side with a pump shotgun. The TBI agent was holding up his badge. Looking up at this tall and totally naked felon. Old buddy, he said, we got here just as quick as we could.


You’re out on bail, said Western.


Yes.


I thought you werent supposed to leave the State?


Technically true. But in any case I’m here but for a few days. If that will put your mind at ease. The old town was beginning to wear on me. When they finally sprang me I went home and showered and changed and was on my way down Jackson Avenue to see if I could cadge a drink when I ran into an old girlfriend. Why John, she says, is that you? I havent seen you in ages. Where have you been? And I said: My dear, I have been in durance vile. And she said: Really? You know my sister married a boy from Winston-Salem. And I thought to myself: I really need to get out of this town.


Western smiled. The waiter brought the beer and set it on the table and went away. The long one raised his glass. Salud. They drank. Brat was in conference with Darling Dave. Seeking counsel. In this dream, he said, I climbed through a window and beat this old woman senseless in her bed with a meatmallet. She had these waffle marks on her head.


Dave brushed something unseen from the tabletop. You’re reaching out for help, he said.


What?


It may be that your body’s not getting something it needs.


It’s always about freedom, said Bianca. Lifting all that stuff off of you. Like a parent dying.


Seals roused himself. A bird person he. In his bathroom brooding raptors hooded like hangmen shifted sullenly upon their perches. A saker, a lanneret.


A parrot? he said.


Bianca smiled and patted his knee. I love you, she said.


Various of them looking for work. John gestured with his glass. Brat very nearly secured a position, he said. But of course at the last moment it all came uncottered.


I just blew it, said Brat. Something came over me. This breather kept going on about this policy and that policy. Finally he said: And another thing. Around here we dont watch the clock. And I said well I just cant tell you how happy I am to hear you say those words. I’ve had a lifelong habit of being up to an hour late for just about everything.


What did he say?


He got sort of quiet. He sat there for a minute and then he got up and left. And it was his office. After a while the secretary came in and she said that the interview was over. I asked her if I’d gotten the job but she said she didnt think so. She looked kind of nervous.


Have you found another place to live?


Not yet.


What about the arson charges?


They dropped them. They found some of the cats.


Cats?


Cats. Yeah. The problem was that the fire had started in about six different places so that looked sort of suspicious to them but then they started finding the cats. It was just a matter of putting two and two together.


The cats knocked over a can of my paint thinner, said Bianca. Then they rolled around in it. Then they all ran up under the heater and caught fire. And then they just ran all over the studio.


Cats.


Kittens. You know. Little cats. She measured a length between her palms. I said why would I set fire to my own apartment? And anyway, we’re only renting for God’s sake. How are you going to collect on that? I mean anybody should have been able to figure it out that the cats were on fire. What did they think, they were just sitting around waiting for a fire to start so they could throw themselves into the flames? Obviously the cats caught fire first is what started the whole thing. They’re just so fucking dumb.


The cats?


No, not the cats. The fucking insurance people.


It was pretty much fun, said Brat. When the bailiff raised his hand to swear her in she reached up and slapped him a big high-five. I dont think they’d seen that before.


I suppose the genetic predisposition must vary with the breeds, said John, but in any case the selfimmolatory tendencies of cats does seem to be a known factor in the feline equation. Noted in the writings of Asclepius, among others of the ancients.


Jesus, said Seals.


It would seem to contradict Unamuno, though. Right, Squire? His dictum that cats reason more than they weep? Of course their very existence according to Rilke is wholly hypothetical.


Cats?


Cats.


Western smiled. He drank. A cool and sunny day in the ancient city. The noon and early winter light soft in the street.


Where is Willy V?


He’s set up his easel in Jackson Square. Hopes to peddle his daubings to the tourists of course. He and that mooncolored hound of his.


That thing will bite some tourist in the ass and he’ll be in a lawsuit.


Or jail.


Long John had set about unwrapping a large black cigar. He bit the end and spat and rolled the cigar along his tongue and gripped it in his teeth and reached for a match. I had a dream about you, Squire.


A dream you say.


Yes. I dreamt you were wandering in your weighted shoes over the ocean floor. Seeking God knows what in the darkness of those bathypelagic deeps. When you reached the edge of the Nazca Plate there were flames licking up from the abyss. The sea boiling. In my dream it seemed to me you’d stumbled upon the mouth of hell and I thought that you would lower a rope to those of your friends who’d gone before. You didnt.


He ran the match crackling along the underside of the table and fell to enkindling his cigar.


Are you really a diver? said Bianca.


Not the kind you had in mind, Darling, said Dave.


He’s every kind of diver you can name, said Seals, struggling partially upright and placing one fist on the table. Every goddamned kind.


I’m a salvage diver, said Western.


What do you salvage?


Whatever we’re hired to. Whatever is lost.


Treasure?


No. It’s more commercial stuff. Cargoes.


What’s the weirdest thing you were ever asked to do?


You mean of a nonsexual nature?


I knew I liked him.


I dont know. I’d have to think about it. Some guys I know raised a bargeload of batshit one time.


Hear that? said Seals. Batshit.


How did you happen to get into this?


Dont go there, my dear, said John. You dont want to know. How he secretly hopes to die in the deep to atone for his sins. And that’s only the beginning.


Oh this is getting interesting.


Dont get too excited. You may have noticed a certain reticence in our man. It’s true that he does dangerous underwater work for high pay but it’s also true that he’s afraid of the depths. Well, you say. He has overcome his fears. Not a bit of it. He is sinking into a darkness he cannot even comprehend. Darkness and immobilizing cold. I enjoy talking about him if he does not. I’m sure you’d like to hear the sin and atonement part. That at the very least. He’s an attractive man. Women want to save him. But of course he’s beyond all that. What say you, Squire? How far off the mark?


Rave on, Sheddan.


I think I’ll rest my case. I know what you’re thinking. You see in me an ego vast, unstructured, and baseless. But in all candor I’ve not even the remotest aspirations to the heights of self-regard which the Squire commands. And I’m not unaware that it even lends a certain validity to his views. After all, I’m merely an enemy of society, while he is one of God.


Wow, said Bianca. She turned toward Western with a hungry look. What did you do?


Sheddan’s thin cheeks caved as he pulled at the cigar. He blew the scented smoke across the table and smiled. What the Squire has never understood is that forgiveness has a time line. While it’s never too late for revenge.


Western drained the last of his beer and set the mug on the table. I’ve got to go, he said.


Stay, said Sheddan. I take it all back.


I wouldnt dream of it. You know how I enjoy your chatter.


You’re not off on one of your overseas jobs are you?


No. I’m on my way home to bed.


Just getting off the graveyard shift is it?


That’s pretty much right on the money. I’ll see you.


He reached and got his bag and rose and nodded to the assemblage and set off up Bourbon Street with the bag over his shoulder.


I like your friend, said Bianca. Nice ass.


You’re digging a dry hole, my dear.


Why? Is he gay?


No. He’s in love.


Pity.


It’s worse than that.


How so?


He’s in love with his sister.


Wow. Is he part of that upriver crowd that shows up here on Sunday mornings?


No. He’s from Knoxville. Well, again, it’s worse than that. He’s actually from Wartburg. Wartburg Tennessee.


Wartburg Tennessee.


Yes.


There is no such place.


I’m afraid there is. It’s near Oak Ridge. His father’s trade was the design and fabrication of enormous bombs for the purpose of incinerating whole citiesful of innocent people as they slept in their beds. Cleverly conceived and handcrafted things. One-off, each of them. Like vintage Bentleys. Western himself I met at the university. Well, actually the first time I ever saw him was at the Club Fifty-Two out on the Asheville Highway. He was up on the stage playing the mandolin with the band. Bluegrass. I’d never met him but I knew who he was. He was a mathematics major with a four point grade average. Somebody at our table invited him over and we got to talking. I quoted Cioran to him and he quoted Plato back on the same subject. And he had this beautiful sister. I think she was fourteen. And he would take her to these clubs. They were just openly dating. And she was even smarter than he was. And just drop dead gorgeous. A flat out trainwrecker. He got a scholarship to Caltech and he went there and studied physics but he never got his doctorate. He came into some money and went to Europe to race cars.


He drove racecars?


Yes.


What kind?


I dont know. Those little things they race over there. He’d raced dirt-track cars at the Atomic Speedway at Oak Ridge when he was in high school. Apparently he was quite good at it.


He raced Formula Two, said Dave. He was good at it, just not good enough.


Yes. Well. He has a metal plate in his head for his troubles. A metal rod in one leg. That sort of thing. He has a slight limp. Still, it may have been just an ugly piece of luck. I think he was probably a pretty good driver. They’re not going to strap you into one of those things if you cant drive, I dont care how much money you have.


Does he still have the money?


I was waiting for you to ask. No. He pissed it all away.


And all the while he’s banging his sister.


That’s my considered opinion.


I’m surprised you never asked him.


I did ask him.


What did he say?


He didnt take it well. Denied it, of course. He thinks I’m a psychopath and he may well be right. The jury is still out. But he’s a textbook narcissist of the closet variety and, again, that modest smile of his masks an ego the size of downtown Cleveland.


He seemed awfully straight to me. I was wondering how this crowd even knew him.


The long one looked at her. Straight? You must be joking.


What else has he done?


What else? God. The man’s a seducer of prelates and a suborner of the judiciary. He’s an habitual mailcandler and a practicing gelignitionary, a mathematical platonist and a molester of domestic yardfowl. Principally of the dominecker persuasion. A chickenfucker, not to put too fine a point on it.


John?


What.


You’re describing yourself.


Me? Not at all. That’s nonsense. An eiderduck perhaps. Once.


An eiderduck?


The bridal duck so called. Somateria mollissima, I believe.


Jesus.


A minor peccadillo alongside the enormities rightly laid at the door of your man. Dreams haunted by the complaints of poultry. A restlessness in the roost, a squabbling. Then the ensuing wingwhack, the shrieks. It’s a sobering thing. Just his daily list of things to do. Pick up cleaning. Call mother. Fuck chickens. I’m surprised to see a woman of the world such as yourself so easily taken in.


He pulled reflectively on his cigar. He shook his head almost in sadness. Still I suppose they might be willing to endure these indignities if it meant being snatched from under the poulterer’s boningknife at the eleventh hour. And of course the question does arise as to whether it’s proper to eat them afterwards. Islamic law is quite clear on this point, if I’m not mistaken. That it would indeed be wrong. But your neighbor can eat them. Assuming he’s of a mind to. The Western Church I believe is silent on the matter.


You cant be serious.


Couldnt be more in earnest.


Bianca smiled. She sipped her drink. Tell me something, she said.


Of course.


Does Knoxville produce crazy people or does it just attract them?


Interesting question. Nature nurture. Actually the more deranged of them seem to hail from the neighboring hinterlands. Good question though. Let me get back to you on that.


Well he seemed very nice to me.


He is very nice. I’m enormously fond of him.


But he’s in love with his sister.


Yes. He is in love with his sister. But of course it gets worse.


Bianca smiled her odd smile and licked her upper lip. Okay. He’s in love with his sister and . . .?


He’s in love with his sister and she’s dead.


_________


He slept until evening and then got up and showered and dressed and went out. He walked down St Philip Street to the Seven Seas. There was an ambulance parked in the street with the motor running and a couple of police cars at the curb. People standing around.


What happened? said Western.


Some guy croaked.


What happened? Jimmy?


It’s Lurch. He took the pipe. They’re bringing him down now.


When? Last night?


Dont know. We havent seen him for a day or two.


Harold Harbenger was looking over Jimmy’s shoulder. We havent seen him cause he was dead. That’s why he wasnt around.


Two medics were bringing the gurney out. They lifted the wheels at the threshold and wheeled Lurch into the street. They’d covered him with a gray rescue squad blanket.


Here he comes and there he goes, said Harold.


He’s under there all right, said Jimmy. You can take that to the bank.


We smelled the gas. This morning it was real strong.


He’d taped up all the doors and windows.


He stuffed his socks under the door. You could see em stickin out in the hall. That’s what gave the game away.


You didnt think you should check on him?


Fuck him. Live and let live, I say.


There he goes, said Harold.


They loaded the gurney into the back of the ambulance and shut the doors. Western watched them pull away down the street. When he walked into the bar a city detective was talking to Josie.


Was he sort of a quiet person or what?


Quiet? Hell no he wasnt quiet.


Was he a troublemaker?


Josie sucked on her cigarette. She thought about that. Look, she said. I’m not one to speak ill of the dead. You dont know where they might be or whose ear they might have. You follow me? You run a place like this there’s always somebody you got to make allowances for. Up all night drunk and hollerin or whatever. And some other stuff I’d as soon not get into. All I can say is that he never done nothin like this before.


The detective wrote that in his book. Did he have any kin that you know of?


I dont know. They always seem to have a sister somewhere.


Western got a beer from Jan and went to the rear of the bar. Red and Oiler came in and got beers and came back. Old Lurch, Oiler said.


You wouldnt take him for the type.


People will fool you.


Western nodded. Wont they though. Did you tell Red about our little job this morning?


Yeah.


I wonder if maybe we shouldnt keep it to ourselves.


Might not be a bad idea.


What about you, Bobby? How long do you think that plane had been in the water?


I dont know. A while. At least a couple of days.


Who’s going to do the salvage?


Oiler shook his head. Not us.


By us you mean Taylor’s.


Yeah. Lou says they sent the check over by courier.


Who’s they?


Dont know.


There must have been a name on the check.


It wasnt a check. It was a money order.


What do you think this is about?


Oiler shook his head.


How could there have been somebody in the plane?


No idea.


Well somebody has got to have the data box. The pilot didnt just throw it out the window.


I dont have an opinion about it. I dont want to have an opinion about it.


Western nodded. It doesnt make any difference. We havent heard the last of it.


Why is that?


You dont think we’re going to be asked about this?


I dont know.


Sure you do. Think about it.


He walked out back to the men’s room on the patio. When he came back Red had already left and Oiler was sitting at one of the little tables.


Where was he going in such a hurry?


Oiler kicked back the chair. Sit your ass down. He’s got a date.


He’s got a date?


That’s what the man said.


A date.


Yeah. I asked him if he meant he was going to pick up some skank he’d met and go get a blowjob in a parkinglot somewhere. You know what he said?


No. What?


He said yeah. A date.


Western picked up the beer Oiler had brought from the bar. He shook his head. Jesus.


Yeah.


Let me ask you something.


Ask away.


You guys talk about Nam. Or maybe it’s Vietnam to an outsider. But when I’m around you shut up. It’s like when you walk into a room and everybody stops talking.


I suppose you get that a lot.


I’m serious.


It’s just the way it is. If you werent there you werent there. It doesnt make you a bad person.


Red told me once that you won a bunch of medals.


Won.


Wrong word.


I dont know anybody that went to Nam that ever won anything. Other than a wooden overcoat.


What did you get the medals for?


For being stupid.


I’d like to hear about it.


About being stupid.


Come on.


What’s the point, Bobby?


You were a gunner on a helicopter.


Yeah. Doorgunner. On a gunship. You cant get much dumber than that. Look, Western. You can make up your own story. You wont be far off.


I doubt that.


You dont even know enough to know what to ask.


What’s the most significant thing that has ever happened to you in your life.


In my life.


Yeah.


Okay. Nam. So?


So what’s the most significant thing that didnt happen to me.


Christ.


Just tell me anything. Or something. Try and pretend that I’m not just some dumb fuck.


I dont want to have to explain stuff.


You wont have to. I’ll pick it up.


All right. Fuck it. We were trying to pick up some guys in an LZ and we took rocket fire and went down and I shot a bunch of gooks but the only guy I got out was me. Well, I got one other guy out but he died anyway. I took a few rounds. That’s all. The other guys are still there. Just some bones scattered around in a triple canopy jungle. They damn sure didnt get any medals. What else?


I guess I’d just like to know what it was I missed.


You didnt miss shit.


You know what I mean.


What’s the point, Bobby? You were the smart one, not me. And I pulled two tours. And a tour was thirteen months for Marines. That’s the sort of thing you do when you’re eighteen or nineteen and dumb as a box of hammers.


He picked up his beer and drank and leaned back in the chair and picked at the label with his thumb. He looked at Western.


Go ahead.


Fuck you, Western.


How many times were you wounded?


Anything can be a fucking wound. I got shot five times. How’s that for dumb? Wouldnt you think two or three would be enough? You ought to be able to figure out by then that it probably wasnt good for you. There were guys that just simply walked out of the war. You never hear about them. I dont know how many of them made it. Some guys walked out through Laos to Thailand. I know one guy walked to Germany.


To Germany?


Yeah. A buddy of mine got a letter from him. He’s still there. As far as I know.


Like I wasnt some dumb fuck. All right?


All right. They had a radar-controlled cannon in the triborder area and we sailed through there like we didnt have a fucking care in the world. The first round came through the front of the gunship and exploded in the pilot’s chest. The second round took out the main rotor. Very quiet all of a sudden. Just some grinding noises. The motor had already shut down. I remember thinking as we started down, well you knew this shit was coming and now here it is and you dont have to worry about it anymore. And then I realized we were taking fire from the side of this hill and I looked over at Williamson and he was just hanging in the straps and about that time an RPG came through the tail of the ship and carried that off and I picked up a bunch of metal fragments and I’m unloading this beltfed M60 with a hundred-round belt but we’re wobbling around and half the time I’m just firing at blue sky. I finally quit because the barrel was getting red and I knew it was about to jam and by now we’re dropping like a fucking rock. The copilot was still alive and I looked over at him he had his sidearm out and was chambering a round. And then we hit the canopy.


As in jungle canopy.


Yeah. We hit pretty hard but we were all right. We broke down through all that shit and finally came to a stop about eight feet off the ground. I pulled myself up to the cockpit and asked the lieutenant if he thought he could walk and he said he was damn sure going to give it a try and for me to get him out of there. So I pushed the release on his belt and dragged him down to the door and rolled him out. He just disappeared through a bunch of grass and I got my ammo vest and my weapon and went out after him. Spooky quiet. When I got to the lieutenant he still had hold of his .45 and he looked a little pissed off but I thought that was probably a good thing. He had a lot of blood on him but I figured most of it probably belonged to the captain and I got him up and we went hobbling off through the jungle. And we did that for three days until we finally got picked up at an LZ. Just dumbassed luck. There were gooks everywhere and we never even fired a shot. We got picked up by this Huey and we got back to base and they loaded the lieutenant onto a stretcher and put a blanket over him. He was a ballsy guy. Probably younger than me. Or as young, anyway. I knew he was in a lot of pain. He looked up at me and he said: You’re one good motherfucker. He got rotated stateside and I never saw him again.


You werent hurt.


They picked a bunch of metal fragments out of me from where the RPG took out the back of the gunship. I hadnt eaten in three days but I wasnt even hungry. All I wanted to do was sleep. About a week later I went on R and R and three weeks after that I was back in an AC-130 all strapped in and ready to die all over again.


Did you kill a lot of people?


Jesus.


Western waited. Oiler shook his head. You go to war you’re not really mad at anybody. You’re just trying to keep alive long enough to learn how to stay that way. It’s only when you start to see a few of your buddies get wasted that you really get a hard-on for those sons of bitches. The reason I signed up for a second tour was to try and get even. That’s all. Nothing complicated about it. Well. Not really all, I guess.


What’s the rest of it?


You get a taste for it. People dont want to hear that. Too bad. I thought our outfit was pretty much a bunch of pussies and then we got a new CO. Wingate. Lieutenant Colonel. And he started kicking ass and taking names. Day one. Everybody knew the war was shit. By late ’68 the whole thing was sliding off into the toilet. Drugs used to be just at the rear but by then they were pretty much everywhere. Guys shooting civilians. You got a new platoon leader and the first thing you had to decide was whether or not you were going to have to frag his fucking ass to save your own. The real problem was you couldnt get to the field grades. Cocksuckers hanging medals on each other for engagements they couldnt find on a fieldmap. I got back to headquarters and it took them a few days to get me reassigned. Which was fucked up. They never got it that you wanted to be with your buddies. You didnt want to be moved around. Just dumb as shit. I’d made E-6 by then so they couldnt have me mopping floors. But the colonel used to have me run errands for him. Then one day I heard him on the phone and I found out later that he was talking to a bird colonel up in operations and he told this guy that he didnt give a fuck. He said let me tell you something, Colonel. I’m here to kill people. And if I dont get to kill people I’m going to be a hard motherfucker to live with. And if you’re not here to kill people you need to let me know. Because I dont want to work for you. And then he hung the phone up. And I knew that he was my kind of guy. He was a warmongering motherfucker. And I was there to inflict painful death myself and that’s the only reason I was there. And you wont like this either. Did I kill a lot of people? I been asked that question a few times. But never before by a man. I told this one girl I was seeing that yes I had killed a bunch of gooks but that I hadnt eaten any of them. So what do you think? You had enough of this shit?


Go ahead.


I used to go up every afternoon to the patch-em-up. You couldnt make any sense out of the ward there. It was just a big plywood room with a bunch of sawhorses. No beds. They brought the litters in and set them on the sawhorses. That was it. I saw it full a few times. Like something out of the Civil War. One nurse told me that the guys who stepped on land mines you would think they would bleed to death with their legs blown off like that but that the blast cauterized the stumps. That’s handy, aint it? I’d lay on a table with just a towel over me while she picked pieces of aluminum out of me. Or steel. She was a damn goodlooking girl and I knew she didnt mind seeing me walk in there. I was a bufflooking motherfucker. But she was an officer and I knew that wasnt going anywhere. I asked her one time if she ever felt like calling me anything other than by my paygrade and she almost smiled but she didnt.


What did she say?


She didnt say anything. She’d seen so many of me it didnt even compute.


Did it hurt?


Pulling chunks of metal out of my ass with a pair of longnose pliers?


Yes.


Well. You would of had to of seen her. I’m going to say that it felt just about right.


Western smiled.


Anyway, mostly I just slept my ass off. There was a psyops sound-ship would show up about three oclock in the morning, just oaring away out there in the dark. Broadcasting the sound of a baby crying. Over and over. They knew that we werent going to send anybody up about that. If you shot it down it would probably just fall on you. After a while I got to where I kind of liked it. I’d just drift off back to sleep.


He looked toward the bar and held up two fingers and after a few minutes Paula brought over a couple of beers. Oiler held his beer up to the light and studied it. I can tell you this shit. But it’s not going to mean anything. I’m not even sure what it means to me. If I think about things that I just dont want to know about they’re all things that I do know about. And I’ll always know them. Too fucking bad. Somebody next to you takes a round and it sounds like it’s hitting mud. Well. It is. You could have gone your whole life without knowing that. But there you are. You know every day that you’re someplace that you aint supposed to be. But there your young ass is.


Rich boys went to college and poor boys went to war.


Yeah, well. I didnt really think like that.


Tell me about where you shot a bunch of gooks.


I shot a bunch of gooks.


You were in another helicopter crash.


I was never in one that didnt crash.


Is that true?


Yeah. That’s true. In this case we got called into an LZ where a Huey had been shot down going in. There were four guys in there that they were supposed to bring out. Lurps. You wouldnt think they’d of got theirselves into such a fucking mess. Two of them had stepped on punji sticks. We didnt make out much better than the Huey. Well, as it turned out we did make out a bit better because the Huey pulled up and wobbled off into the jungle and crashed and caught fire. We never saw any of those guys again. We found out later that there was a slick coming in behind us but when they saw all this mess they just pulled up. Smart guys. We’d had to dump a bunch of fuel for the weight in order to load our guys and I kept thinking what if something hot comes in here? Anyway, the tail hit the tops of the trees first and we nosed down. Rotors whacking the shit out of everything. The other doorgunner was a guy we called Wasatch and I jumped out and he just kept on firing and the ship was tipped sideways and one of these hot shellcasings went down the back of my flightsuit and it hurt like a motherfucker. What followed was four days in the jungle and a bunch of running firefights and I came out of there with only one guy left and he died in the chopper going out. You get a fucking medal for that? Gimme a break. That’s it, Bobby, I’m done.


What’s the most scared you ever were.


I was scared all the time.


The most.


I think the most worthless feeling was when you were being shot at by something really bad. In the air that would be SAMs. You took one of those your only hope was reincarnation.


Did you get fired on by them? SAMs. Missiles. Right?


Yeah. They came at you in pairs. The captain jerked the ship over and we went down damn near into the canopy. That’s it.


What else.


Jesus.


What else.


We had a 106 recoilless rifle home in on our base. We figured the thing was about two miles out. After the first round hit we just started running. Complete evacuation. Even the FNGs knew what that fucking thing was. That’s it.


What do you regret? Can I ask you that?


Regret.


Yes.


All of it.


How about some of it.


All right. The elephants.


The elephants?


Yeah. The fucking elephants.


I dont understand.


Where we flew out of Quang Nam we’d see these elephants in the clearings and the bulls would back off and raise their trunks and challenge us. Think about that. That’s pretty fucking bold. They didnt know what we were. But they were taking care of the old lady. The kids. And here we come along in this gunship armed with these 2.75 rockets. You couldnt fire them too close because the rocket had to travel a certain distance in order to arm itself. To arm the warhead. They werent even all that accurate. Sometimes the fins wouldnt open right and they’d go wobbling off like a goddamned balloon. They could go anywhere. So maybe we thought what the fuck. They’ve got a chance. But we never missed. And it would just blow them up. They’d just fucking explode. I think about that, man. They hadnt done anything. And who were they going to see about it? So that’s what I think about. That’s what I regret. All right?


_________


He didnt know that he’d be asked so quickly. He walked back through the Quarter. Past Jackson Square. The Cabildo. The rich moss and cellar smell of the city thick on the night air. A cold and skullcolored moon driving through the skeins of cloud beyond the roofslates. The tiles and chimneypots. A ship’s horn on the river. The streetlamps stood in globes of vapor and the buildings were dark and sweating. At times the city seemed older than Nineveh. He crossed the street and turned up past the Blacksmith Shop. He unlocked the gate and entered the patio.


There were two men standing outside his door. He stopped. If they could get inside the gate they could get inside his apartment. Then he realized that they had been inside his apartment.


Mr Western?


Yes.


I wonder if we could have a word with you?


Who are you?


They reached into their coat pockets and produced leather fobs with badges and put them away again. Maybe we could go in and talk for a minute.


Vault the gate. Run away.


Mr Western?


Sure. Okay.


He put the key in the lock and turned the deadbolt and pushed open the door and turned on the light. The apartment was a single room with a small kitchen and a bath. The bed folded up into the wall but he always left it down. There was a sofa and an orange rug and a coffeetable piled with books. He held the door for them.


You didnt let my cat out did you?


Sir?


Come in.


They entered with a studied deference. He shut the door and then knelt and looked under the bed. The cat was crouched against the wall. It whined softly.


You hang on, Billy Ray. We’ll eat in a minute.


He rose and gestured toward the sofa. Have a seat, he said.


I have to say that you dont seem particularly surprised to see us.


Should I be?


It’s just an observation.


Of course. Would you like some tea?


No thank you.


Sit down. Let me just put the kettle on.


He went into the kitchen and lit the gas burner and filled the kettle from the tap and set it on the burner. When he came back they were sitting on the sofa one at either end. He sat on the bed and took off his shoes and dropped them over the side and pulled his legs up under him and sat looking at them.


Mr Western we’d like to ask you about the dive you were on this morning.


Go ahead.


Just a few questions.


Sure.


The other man leaned forward and put his hands on the edge of the coffeetable, one folded over the other. He patted the lower with the upper a few times and looked up. Actually we dont have a lot of questions. Just one pretty goodsized one.


All right.


There seems to be a passenger missing.


A passenger.


Yes.


Missing.


Yes.


They watched him. He’d no idea what they wanted. Do you have any identification? he said.


We showed you our identification.


Maybe I could see them again.


They looked at each other and then leaned and produced the badges and held them out.


You can write down the numbers if you like.


That’s okay.


You can write them down. We dont mind.


I dont have to write them down.


They werent sure what he meant. They flipped the badges up and folded them away.


Mr Western?


Yes.


How many passengers were in the aircraft?


Seven.


Seven.


Yes.


You mean plus the pilot and copilot.


Yes.


Nine bodies.


Yes.


Well apparently there should have been eight passengers.


Somebody missed the flight.


We dont think so. There were eight passengers on the manifest.


What manifest is that?


The manifest for the flight.


Why would there be a manifest?


Why wouldnt there be?


It was a private aircraft.


It was a charter.


If it was a charter there would have been a stewardess.


They looked at each other.


Why is that, Mr Western?


FAA regulations require a stewardess on all commercial flights of more than seven passengers.


But there werent more than seven passengers.


You just said that there were eight.


They sat looking at him. The one with his hands on the table leaned back. How do you happen to know that? he said.


About the stewardess?


Yes.


I dont know. I read it somewhere.


Do you remember everything you read?


Pretty much. Excuse me. Let me get my tea.


He went into the kitchen and took down the tea cannister and spooned the dark chopped tea into a halflitre lab-beaker and poured in the hot water and set the kettle back on the stove and turned off the burner and came back and sat on the bed again. They didnt appear to have moved. The one who had been speaking nodded. All right, he said. Maybe manifest is not the right word. What we have is a list of the passengers from the corporation.


You may have a list. I dont think there’s a corporation.


And why is that?


I dont think it was a corporate flight.


You seem to have a lot of opinions about the flight.


I dont think so. I have questions about the flight. The same as you.


Would you like to share them with us?


Or maybe I have just one pretty goodsized question.


Go ahead.


Could I see those badges one more time?


Excuse me?


I’m just pulling your chain. Sorry.


All right.


We thought that the aircraft had been in the water a while. And we didnt think it was called in by some fisherman. You couldnt even see it. And we think that there is a somewhat better than zero probability that somebody had been in the plane before us.


Some other diver.


Some other somebody.


Well it would have to be a diver wouldnt it?


Would it?


You thought someone had been in the plane before you.


That’s what we thought.


Before you and your partner.


Yes.


Of course if you’d taken something from the plane it would make sense for you to claim that you were not the first people there.


How many salvage divers do you know?


They looked at each other.


Why do you ask?


Just curious. We dont take things from planes.


Maybe you could tell us a little about what you found when you reached the site.


Sure. The plane was sitting in about forty feet of water. It looked pretty much intact. When we put the divelight through the window we could see the passengers inside sitting in their seats. We just had the one tender and he was pretty new on the job so I went back up and left Oiler to get into the plane.


And how did he get into the plane?


He cut out the doorlatch with a torch.


The plane was intact.


Yes.


There was no breakup on impact.


We didnt see much sign of an impact. The plane was sitting on the floor of the bay. It didnt even look like there was anything much wrong with it.


There wasnt anything wrong with it.


Not that we could see. Other than the fact that it was in the water.


After your partner entered the plane, did you dive again?


Yes. We didnt spend a lot of time in the plane. We’d been dropped out there to see if there were any survivors. There werent.


Has anyone been in contact with you concerning this incident?


No. Are you sure you wont have some tea?


We’re sure.


Is that a regulation?


Is what a regulation?


Nothing. I’ll be right back.


He went into the kitchen and got out the icetray and filled a large green glass with icecubes and poured in the tea through a colander. Then he stood looking at the leaves in the colander. Who are you guys? he said. He went back and sat on the bed and took a drink of the cold tea and waited.


Have you ever salvaged an aircraft?


Yes. One time.


Where was this?


Off the coast of South Carolina.


Were there bodies in the aircraft?


No. I think there were four or five people aboard but the plane had broken up. They found a couple of bodies washed ashore a few days later. I dont think they ever found the others.


Do you fly Mr Western?


No. Not anymore.


When was this? The South Carolina thing.


Two years ago.


Are you familiar with the JetStar aircraft?


No. That’s the first one I’d ever seen.


Nice aircraft.


Very nice aircraft.


Did you guys open the luggage bay?


Why would we do that?


I dont know. Did you?


No.


Do you know what a Jepp case is?


Yes. We dont have it.


But it was missing.


It was missing. Yes. That and the black box. The data box.


You didnt think that was worth mentioning?


I didnt think it worth mentioning something that you already knew. Why dont you tell me what your interest is in this, what you think has happened. What you know.


We’re not at liberty to do that.


Of course.


But you didnt take anything from the aircraft.


No. We dont take things. Oiler said we should get out of the water and that’s what we did. The water was full of dead bodies. We didnt know how long they’d been dead or what they’d died of. We didnt take the Jepp case. We didnt take the data box. We didnt take the luggage. And we damn sure didnt take any bodies.


Are you bonded, Mr Western?


Yes.


Is there anything else that you’d like to tell us?


We’re salvage divers. We do what we’re paid to do. Anyway, I’m sure you know more about this than I do.


All right. Thank you for your time.


They rose from the couch simultaneously. Like birds leaving a wire. Western eased himself from the bed.


Maybe I really should look at those badges again.


You have a peculiar sense of humor, Mr Western.


I know. I get that a lot.


When they were gone he closed the door and knelt and reached one hand up under the bed and talked to the cat until he could get hold of it. He rose and stood with it in the crook of his arm stroking it. A solid black tomcat with teeth outside. Its tail twitched from side to side. He was well disposed toward cats. They to him. Where is your dish? he said. Where is your dish? He carried the cat to the door and stood in the doorway. The air was cool and damp. He stood there stroking the cat. Listening to the quiet. Under his sockfeet he could feel the dull hammer of the distant piledriver. The slow beat. The measure of it.
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