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For Melanie, who has made so much happen





A picture is a secret about a secret.

—Diane Arbus




I WILL BEGIN WITH DIMENSIONS. As one should. I had a mathematician friend tell me once, perhaps twice, that dimension is concerned with the constituent structure of all space and its relation to time. I did not understand this statement and still I do not, in spite of its undeniable, obvious poetic charm. He also tried to tell me that the dimensions of an object are independent of the space in which that object is embedded. It’s not clear to me that even he understood what he was saying, though he seemed quite taken with the idea. What I do understand is that my canvas is twelve feet high and twenty-one feet and three inches across. I cannot explain the three inches, but can say that they are crucial to the work. It is nailed to a wall that is twenty feet tall and thirty-five feet across. The opposite wall is the same and the adjacent walls are but fifteen feet wide. And so the square footage of the space is five hundred twenty-five. The volume of the building space is ten thousand five hundred cubic feet. I am six feet tall and weigh one hundred and ninety-two pounds. I cannot explain the two pounds. I prefer that numbers be written out as words.

I also favor referring to colors by name rather than by sample. I do not like charts depicting gradations of colors or hues. At the paint store or art shop there are thousands of such strips, just waiting to be thrown away. They tell me nothing. The examples, and they are never exemplars or nonpareils, are but mere approximations of what the paint will be on the pallet or on the canvas or the paper or the wood or my fingertips. Transparent yellow is not transparent on the swatch. What a word that is. Swatch. Indian yellow might as well be cadmium orange. Aureolin might as well be nickel titanate might as well be lemon yellow. Names, on the other hand, are precise, unambiguous; one might even say rigid, fixed, unalterable, certainly inelastic. That is not to say that words are not precise, but names in fact are. Even when they are wrong or offered in error. A name is never wide of the mark. I should point out that I view color names as proper names, in that they give us no information about the things named but identify those things specifically. Just as my name works for me, my name being Kevin Pace. There are probably other Kevin Paces in the world, but our names are not the same. Perhaps our names have the same name, but the name of my name is not a proper name.

These are my paints, my colors. Powders mixed with linseed oil. This is my painting, colors on raw linen. I have used much phthalo blue, Prussian mixed with indigo. In the upper right hand corner is cerulean blending into cobalt, maybe bleeding into cobalt. The colors and their names are everywhere, on everything. The colors all mean something, though I cannot say what, would not say if I could. Their names are more descriptive than their presence, as their presence need not and does not describe anything. This is my painting. It lives in this structure that looks like a foaling barn; I suppose that it is. No one enters but me. Not my wife. Not my children. Not my best friend Richard.

There is another building in which I make other paintings. Everyone is welcome there. The paintings are available and uncovered and waiting to be considered, bought, and hung on living room walls or in bank lobbies. I like them well enough. Some are good. Some not so. It’s really not up to me to judge and so I won’t. They are all whores, these paintings. I acknowledge them, appreciate them as just that. It’s not their fault and in fact I do not view that as a bad thing in and of itself. There really isn’t much wrong with being a whore, if it is done well and without apology or qualification. Do they, these paintings that I seem to reference with some insouciance, though that is not my intention, have some leitmotif? Maybe. I don’t know or care. I wonder if they share anything at all series to series, canvas to canvas. Experts some years down the pike will argue about my materials, about my technique, about my palette. I would love to think that there is some of me consistently present on each canvas, then I wonder why it matters, why, to mix metaphors, anyone needs to hear some haunting sequence of notes again and again.

I had a rather brief period of success some years ago. And so I have a bit of money, enough anyway for my family to live comfortably. I send my kids off to private school, though I don’t know why. The public school is no doubt better, but it’s several miles farther away. The insinuation here is that I am lazy. True enough. Many of their schoolmates seem stupid to me, but perhaps they are merely spoiled. But they are just children. Maybe all children are stupid or maybe they are all geniuses and perhaps there is no difference between the two. Personally, I no longer care about genius. I might have gotten close to it once, but probably not. Who knows? Finally, more importantly, who cares?

My canvas, my private painting, has a title, a name. It has never been spoken aloud to anyone. I have said it only once, under my breath while I was alone in my studio. It is a bit like my email password except that it cannot be retrieved if I forget it. I have not written it down. One reason I will never let my children see the painting is that they might try to name it and so ruin it and everything. I will not let my wife see it because she will become jealous and that will ruin it and everything. I know that my family and friends, though they love me, I imagine, whatever that means, are somewhat eagerly anticipating my death or, just because I love the word, quietus. They all want to see the canvas. I wish I could see their faces if they do, but they will not. They all believe that I do not trust them. This is true enough. They are insulted by the many locks and by the sealed-up windows of the painting’s house. I do not trust them as far as I can throw the lot of them collectively. Early on they would occasionally nose around my studio, trying to sneak peeks, even whiffs. Coyotes and raccoons around a tent. They have given up. For now. Is this my masterpiece? Perhaps. Probably not. I don’t know what that word means. This notion of a masterpiece has something to do with eternity, forever, I am told. I will have no truck with such concepts, not out of philosophical principle, but as a matter of taste. It may well be that the eternity of a masterpiece allows it to exist out of time, but I am too dumb to understand this and not smart enough to refuse to understand it. My masterpiece is apparently of great concern to so many. It is not a good feeling to know that one is more interesting dead than alive, but neither is it a terribly bad feeling.

I am fifty-six years old. I saved that dimension for last for no particular, significant, or interesting reason. I am not old by current standards. Sixty is the new forty. Seventy is the new fifty. Dead is the new eighty. That is to say that if I died today everyone would comment on my youth and yet if I broke my leg trying to leap the back fence everyone would call me an old fool. I cannot do many of the things I could once do, but then I don’t want to do those things. I have little desire to sprint anywhere or to swim across a river or to dunk a basketball, not that I ever could. But I am in age limbo, too aged to be reckless, too young to be a curmudgeon and get away with it. Yet I am close enough to the other end, the far end of my time line, my expiry date, to generate interest in my work.

There is much talk or chatter, prattling, in the so-called art world (which is more doubtful, art or world?) about my secret painting, that painting, this painting. I have heard a rumor, canard, if you will allow that term, that some parties are already bidding on it. That tells me all I need to know about some parties, those people or perhaps about all people. The painting could be ugly. The work could be shoddily made. It could be insulting, shallow, morally repugnant, silly, or, worst of all, pedantic. From what I have heard, my family might be taken care of for a couple of generations after my death. There is really nothing comforting in this knowledge. None of it will happen anyway. My best friend, a retired Beowulf scholar named Richard, has promised me that he will burn the studio to the ground if I should die before him. I believe he will be faithful to this promise, but sadly I doubt that he will outlive me. And so I have a plan to booby-trap the place. But first I have to figure out how to do it without harming anyone, especially myself. It’s not that I do not trust Richard, it’s that I do not trust traffic. I do not trust the weather. I do not trust lines of communication, fiber optics and microwaves notwithstanding. Neither do I trust automobiles, especially those without carburetors. Richard might be on vacation or flirting with a woman he’s met on the village square when I die of a sudden. Mobile reception might be lost because of a lightning strike to a tower. It could happen. I know that Richard will do his best and will get it done if he has the chance. I know he will do it because he is my friend.

I take friendship very seriously. If you are my friend and you need me then I will find you. I will be there even if it means bringing a bicycle chain to a fight in an alley at two in the morning. That may sound extreme, but this is how I am. Moreover, I attract friends who think like me. I’m not saying it’s a good thing, but it is a thing. Richard will burn my studio to the ground because we are friends, not because of what happened thirty years ago.

This might seem like a likely or predictable segue for me to offer the story of what happened thirty years ago. I will tell you that, but not yet. First, I will tell you what happened ten years ago.

My wife and I were in Paris for a couple of weeks. It was supposed to be a romantic getaway, without the kids, a nice warm time to celebrate twenty years of perfectly fine, loving, safe marriage. And it was so a romantic time, however, alas, with someone else. In itself this is not a startling admission. Neither is it exceptional that my affair was with a twenty-two-year-old aspiring watercolorist. Surprising, but not exceptional. The only thing extraordinary is that I would admit to something so pathetically clichéd. It happened after my wife decided, and I encouraged her, innocently, to spend a couple of days in Bordeaux with her college roommate. That is the story I will tell you now. It is a story about being old and about being young.

First cliché, I loved and love my wife, was not bored with her, was not unhappy with my life, with my children, or with my work. I was not looking for excitement or adventure or even sex, though all three have their appeal. It started in a silly way, like something out of junior high school, too tame to be a male fantasy, literally a brush of hands, a light rake of skin that persisted at first a beat too long and then was revisited. Like most things that come back to haunt you, it haunted me in the beginning. No ghost is born overnight.

I had never thought much one way or another about being a cliché. In my profession, as an artist, I might well have been just that. I was somewhat introverted, a little odd to many, a lot odd to some, moody, mildly sloppy in dress, absentminded. I possibly cut a handsome figure in my youth, as my mother might have said, but that never mattered to me, and it is more than possible that it was not true at all. It turns out that one becomes a cliché from inattention. I was not observant, was not taking in my surrounds fully.

I wandered into a little lecture at the museum at the Jardin du Luxembourg. On the walls behind the clearly articulating docent dressed like a flight attendant were some thirty paintings by Eugène Boudin. They were all of cows, of course. I was impressed by this fact; so many cows. I was completely bored by the paintings, but excited to be able to follow the lecture in French.

I was sitting next to a young woman with perhaps the whitest skin I had ever seen. She was attractive, I suppose. I didn’t think about this at the time. It had been many years since I had thought about whether someone was attractive or not. I considered that she might have been the only actual white person I had ever seen, a pedestrian thought, but honest enough. Yet she did not look like the porcelain doll one hears so much about. Was she zinc white? Titanium? I decided she was flake white, with all its lead danger. Her hair was light blond, but that hardly mattered. We were sitting on a backless bench. I gripped the seat on either side of me and leaned slightly forward. It turned out she was gripping the bench as well, her left hand next to my right. The backs of our hands grazed. I looked at her and said, “Pardon,” and moved my hand away an inch. Then, either by her conscious or unconscious movement, by my conscious or unconscious movement, by an anomaly of gravitational force, or by the vibrations of the building caused by a distant metro train, a bus, or a low-flying jet, or the folding of space, our hands touched again. Dimension. This time neither of us moved away. Perhaps we were both thinking, so what, our hands are touching, this won’t kill me, it’s just where our hands happen to be. But it felt good. At least to me, so I left it there. I peeked at her and guessed she was in her twenties and that’s when I really felt like a cliché. I was a dirty old man. Worse, I was a dirty old artist man.

After the lecture everyone wandered about staring dumbly at all the portraits of cattle. I felt a bit of sadness thinking about the paintings that way, perhaps shame. They were rather nice pictures of cows, but I could not tell one from the next. Who could? I doubt a cow could. My boredom must have shown on my face because the young woman with the hand stood next to me and said, “You don’t like them.”

I looked at her.

“It’s not that,” I said. “Not exactly anyway.”

She questioned me.

“Really, I get it that he inspired Monet and all that. I love the paint and painting. I do. It’s that, well, wouldn’t twelve have been enough?”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“Wouldn’t twelve paintings of cows have been enough?” I felt silly repeating it. “Perhaps he didn’t want some cows to feel slighted.”

“I do not understand slighted,” she said.

I searched. “Négligé?”

She nodded. “Vous êtes drôle.”

“I try. I apologize for my French. Je suis désolé.”

“It is okay. I speak English. But I have an accent.”

“The accent is nice.”

“Americans always say that.”

“Do we?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m not very good at flirting with old men.”

She was lying. I felt like an old fool just talking to her, though I had no designs. I would have been less of a cliché if I had had some designs. I would sound like less of one now if I admitted to having had designs, but I was what I was. As much as it pained me to admit, in a moment of reducing myself to an artistic expression, I resigned myself to a kind of Greenbergian complaint about surrealism, my present cliché being just that, surrealistic, that the picture fails because of an appeal to the anecdotal. An equally painful admission was that I believed, as much as I did not want to, that the medium was everything. Canvas and paint, that’s all there was, all there is. The medium there, in that museum, of my cliché, was two bodies. And sad as it made me, and excited as well, I knew that the two bodies would find each other. It wasn’t male fantasy; I was never confident enough for that. It was artistic prescience, if that makes any sense. Even if it doesn’t, that’s what it was.

“Are you an artist?” she asked.

“I am. I’m a painter, an old-fashioned painter.” I said this even though I had no idea what I meant. I never offered my profession any amount of second-order thinking or consideration. I had one prolonged and pointedly tiring argument with some idiot from the Yale English department about whether painting was a language. Without asking what I know now to be the correct and reasonable response—which was “Huh?”—I instead said, “Why of course it is.” He said something about art not being able to write its own grammar, but rather betrays it in its invention. My response to this was cognac. And when I was good and drunk, I said, “A painting is not meant to signify, but to show.” When I saw him on his heels from my first salvo of nonsense I finished him off with “The semantic function of a painting is not a criterion of its aesthetic quality.” The hit was complete. Had I been a real mafioso I would have then slept with his wife.

“And what do you try to make when you paint?” the young woman asked me. She was not tilting her head in a certain way, but I noticed it.

“I’d be happy to make a cow,” I said.

She smiled, verged on a sound.

“I’ll tell you what I want to paint. I want to make a painting and have no idea what it is, but know that it’s a painting. Does that make sense to you?”

“Maybe if you said it in French.”

“I doubt that would help.”

“You’re noticing the way I walk,” she said.

I hadn’t, but I nodded anyway.

“It’s the walk I save for old men.”

“You practice it?” I asked.

“It comes naturally.”

“I believe you.”

“I too am a painter. I make watercolors.”

“I don’t have that kind of control. Too much thinking up front.”

Since she’d mentioned her walk I could not fail to pay attention to it. She bounced and wore her youth aggressively. She was beautiful. Her face didn’t matter. Her body didn’t matter. Anyone walking like that had to be beautiful. Every turn, every stop, every start was choreographed and yet completely free, improvised. She was jazz and I could have hated her for it, but I did not.

“Voulez-vous vous joindre à moi pour le café?”

“Alors formelle,” she said.

“I’m sorry, my French isn’t good enough to give you tu easily.”

“Your French is cute.”

“I get a headache trying to speak French,” I told her. “Especially listening. I don’t hear the language well.”

“Pity,” she said.

The word pity had never meant so much and perhaps so little as it did from her lips at that moment. The word itself, the two sounds of it, more so than the meaning, were not locatable. The word was there all right, but there like an electron is there.

“Yes, I will take coffee with you,” she said. “I will practice my English. And you can practice whatever it is you are trying to speak.”

“My name is Kevin.”

She shook my hand. “Victoire.”

Against my better judgment, which is to say that I was exercising no judgment at all, she and I walked from the Jardin du Luxembourg north on rue Bonaparte. We said nothing until we reached the fountain at Saint-Sulpice.

“Are you studying art?” I asked.

“Yes, at the École des Beaux-Arts.”

“Impressive.”

“Yes, it is,” she said and leaned against the low wall of the fountain. It was midafternoon on a mild but windy December day. Mist from the fountain floated in the air. I looked at the statues of lions.

“Let’s have that coffee,” I said.

She nodded and we walked over to the Café Mairie and sat outside under a heat lamp where the waiter gave me a knowing look that was either approving or disapproving, I could not tell, but either was equally troubling.

“The waiter thinks you’re young enough to be my daughter,” I said.

“Then he thinks too much,” Victoire said.

“At any rate, it’s polite of you to sit and talk me.”

“And you said you didn’t know how to flirt.”

“I’m forty-six years old, married with two children, and happy with my life.”

“Yet here you are.”

“Yet here I am,” I repeated.

“I know your work,” she said. “I’ve seen some paintings in magazines. I liked them.”

“Photographs of paintings are deceptive. You might not like them in person.”

“Perhaps.”

Coffee went on as one might have expected. Victoire told me about her watercolors, gently stroked my ego by talking about my own work, did so with the perfect, perhaps French, amount of constraint and then we parted with an agreement to meet for lunch two days later. We managed to end before I stupidly complimented her appearance. It dawned on me, as I wandered north along the busy rue de Rennes on my way to my hotel, that I could have said something like “You’re quite lovely.” I was at once proud of myself for not thinking to make such a vacuous assertion and dismayed, perhaps embarrassed, that I considered it even after the fact.

That night my wife called from Bordeaux. Linda told me she was enjoying her friend, but not so much Bordeaux. I told her about my coffee with the twenty-two-year-old.

“That’s wonderful,” she said. “I’m glad you got out. It’s good to meet people.”

“We sat at the Café Mairie.”

“Was she beautiful?”

It pained me to have to consider what might be an appropriate response, so I did what I always did, out of a lack of imagination, lack of a gauge of political delicacy, lack of a decent memory, I told the truth. “Yes, she was.”

“That’s wonderful.”

I nodded, though on the phone.

“I’m having lunch with her on Friday.”

“Just so long as you’re not late meeting my train.”

“Montparnasse?”

“Oui, quatre heures.” And with that Linda had exhausted her French and ended our conversation. “Good night,” she said.

“Night.”

That illusions are a physical fact is difficult to reconcile with the knowledge that reality is anything but real. All that I will tell you is true, but I have no idea what true is. I come by my ignorance honestly, perception beginning and ending at the same neurological point in space. I can tell you that I was still innocent when I hung up the phone that night, and yet I was not.





1979

If only I had had the excuse of misunderstanding why I was there, perhaps then some of the guilt would not exist, perhaps then I would not have blamed myself to this day, perhaps then I would not long for a piece of me that died that day. But my friend had come to me, depressed, fearful, lost, and he had asked for my help. I offered it willingly, if not completely innocently or selflessly. That was thirty years ago. It was May 1979. It might be tempting to suggest that this episode of my life here presented is some kind of playing out of a redemption story, and I do mean that in the most vulgar Christian sense, but that is just so much bullshit.

Richard came to me with a needlessly long story about his brother. Though Tad was older than Richard, Richard comfortably referred to him most of the time as Fup; the fuckup. Richard said it was commonly understood, but seldom acknowledged by his family. Fup had been in and out of detention, prison, abusive relationships, and an assortment of drug rehab programs. Tad had shot himself not once, but twice with the same habitually noncleaned pistol on different occasions. Tad was his mother’s favorite, a fact Richard read as fair enough given his brother’s difficulties, failures, and bad luck. Fup ought to have something, if not common sense or a modicum of good fortune. As it was reported to me, Richard’s mother had not heard from Tad in seven months and upon calling his last known number she was told that he was last headed for El Salvador. She did not think to ask why he was headed there, but was alarmed nonetheless. This alarm was of course well placed and of course affected badly the youngest child, a bipolar, anorexic German-language major still living at home, to the point that she was suicidal and this of course led Richard to believe that he had to do something, namely, find Tad. He asked me to go with him. Richard is my friend.

We were both twenty-four and probably, technically, insane or at least not in our right minds. Richard and I were both in our third year of graduate school at Penn, he in the middle of his dissertation on Beowulf, I in the middle of pretending I could pretend to be a painter, sharing a small, run-down house on Baltimore Avenue. It was a rough neighborhood in which I felt safe enough, though the house was set far too close to the busy street, because the house looked like shit, a hovel, and because it was therefore obvious that we had nothing worth stealing. Richard claimed to feel secure because I was black, not that he believed I could or would protect him, but because everyone else in the neighborhood was black and he felt that by mere association he was more accepted. I told him to shut up.

“I don’t really understand,” I said. We were sitting in our near-furnitureless living room on the bench in the bay window, watching some firemen attempt to stay clear of a crack addict from central casting who was swinging a shovel, guarding a wheelbarrow of something that was on fire. “Just how do you know Tad’s in El Salvador?”

“His friends told my mother he was going there. Then I called the State Department,” Richard said.

“And they just up and told you he was there?” The sweeping red light from the fire truck was giving me a headache.

“No, they said, ‘Who are you and why do you want to know?’”

“Pretty much an admission.”

“Pretty much.”

“So what do you want to do?” I asked.

“He must have run into some kind of trouble. Maybe he’s in a jail cell and needs a lawyer. Maybe he’s in a hospital and can’t remember his name. Who knows? I need to go down there and see if I can find him. My mother and sister will go crazy. Crazier. Will you go with me?”

“El Salvador,” I said. “That’s far away. Man, just how hot do you suppose it is down there?”

“Low nineties. I checked.”

“That’s doesn’t sound so bad,” I said. It didn’t take a genius to see this was not a good proposition, but it did take an idiot to not see it. “Okay, I’ll go, but I don’t like it. Wouldn’t you rather be working on your dissertation?”

“This is more important. This is my brother. Here’s your ticket.” He handed me a Pan Am ticket jacket. “We change planes in Miami.”

I looked at the ticket. I liked the Pan Am logo, the blue and the white. “And just what would you have done if I had said no?”

“Never occurred to me.”

I always wondered, even as a child, and, from all reports, I was not an overly bright one, if there is a difference between good sense and common sense. Nous. I assume that common sense is not the sort of thing that requires specialized knowledge whereas good sense might. My father contended that common sense has nothing to do with good sense, just as common fashion has nothing to do with taste. One might have the common sense necessary to see a painting as a waste or abuse of pigments, linseed oil, and linen, but not have the good sense to buy it. It was clear to me as I packed a bag that I was practicing neither.

Ilopango Airport was small and acutely busy, looking more like a large bowling alley than anything else. Soldiers, in their olive drab uniforms and camouflage caps, paraded with some swagger back and forth in front of the area where the bags were not mechanically conveyed, but tossed from carts into the middle of the room. We grabbed our bags and walked through the entry point essentially unchecked, but extremely noticed. Our lack of Spanish seemed to annoy people less than I had imagined it would. I sensed certainly that we were filthy Americans and that our age and appearance suggested that we might have been there for a rather limited range of reasons or ventures, but, possibly for that latter reason, we buzzed through customs with merely a nod and still-zipped duffels. As I passed the point, as my passport was stamped with only a fleeting, but no less reproving, glance, I had the feeling that I had been there before, that I would be there again, not in that country, but passing unregistered, however noted, through a station that was memorable, perhaps profound, yet immaterial, but not completely nugatory. Back then, in my more sincere, naive, or wet-behind-the-ears artistic self, I might have chosen the word unavailing, the important part being that I would not have cared if I was right or wrong.

Outside, while we waited for a taxi, several kids danced to a blaring tape of the Village People singing “In the Navy.”

“That’s just wrong,” Richard said.

I was sad that I sort of liked it.

The tune was still in my head when the taxi let us out in front of the American Embassy. Annoying as it was, I almost sang the song aloud as I looked across the huge traffic roundabout at a grand fountain. The embassy itself, though large, was not so grand, looking like a rectangular layer cake more than anything else. We showed our passports to a refrigerator-shaped marine who was no more moved by or interested in us than the customs agents had been. He waved us into the compound. Richard told the man at the desk why we were there, that we were looking for his brother, that nothing had been heard from him in months, that the fear was that he might have been arrested and left to rot in a jail or dungeon someplace. It was my opinion that Richard was talking too much, but I didn’t interrupt.

We sat for just over an hour before another man came out to us. I thought he looked alarmingly similar to the first man. He was tall, nearly handsome, blond, and he wore an air of dismissal that wafted in front of him like so much cologne. He sat in a chair across from us in the waiting area. Richard repeated his speech about why we were there, but this time he added a bit about the hospital before mentioning that he worried his brother was festering in a cell somewhere.

“And just what might your brother have been arrested for?”

“I don’t know if he’s been arrested,” Richard stammered. “I only offer that as a possibility. We haven’t heard from him in so long. He could, as I said, just as well be in a hospital.”

“But you did say jail. Why did you think he’d be in jail? Has your brother ever been arrested?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“In Baltimore. And Philadelphia.”

“Boston,” I added.

“And yes, Boston,” Richard said. “But I don’t see what this has to do with anything.”

“I see. What was he arrested for?”

Richard let out a long breath and leaned back in his chair. “A couple of times for possession of drugs and once for discharging a firearm.”

“What is your brother’s name?”

“Tad Scott.”

The man leaned forward the way one does when one is about to leave. “I don’t see that there is much I can do to help you.”

“You can’t call around?” Richard asked. “Just check jails and hospitals, something like that?”

“If he was looking for his seventeen-year-old sister who was down here with a Christian youth group from Massachusetts, the niece of a congressman, could you make a few calls then?” I asked.

“Yes, then I could and I probably would make a few calls. I might even give a flying fuck.” He looked me in the eye. “Good day, gentlemen.”

We watched the man shut the door behind him. “What do you think?” Richard asked.

“I think he’s smarter than he looks.”

“About my brother.”

“I think he’s dumber than he looks.”

Seated not far from us, having gone not completely unnoticed, but unnoticed enough, until he cleared his throat, was a short, thick man in a Hawaiian shirt. “I couldn’t help but overhear,” he said with a pronounced Southern accent. “I happen to know somebody who might just be willing able to help you boys out.” He handed Richard a yellow slip of paper that had been torn from a pad. He was rather obvious about looking around while he talked to us.

“Is this a phone number?” Richard asked.

“Yeah, this guy might be able to help you out right nicely. He’s American, lives just outside the city.”

“What is he, a private detective or something?”

“No, he’s a condottiero.”

“A what?”

“A soldier,” I said.

Richard looked at me.

“I’ve seen them in paintings,” I said.

“So, he’s a mercenary,” Richard said.

“Such an ugly word. Anyway, call him, maybe he can offer some assistance, get you to your brother.”

“Do you sit here all day waiting for people like us?” I asked.

“Yes.” He went back to reading his magazine.

“What’s in this for you?” I asked.

“A public service,” he said. “I get mine, don’t you worry. Capitalism is alive and well.”

Richard shoved the paper into his pocket and started for the door, but I didn’t move. I was fixated on the man in the Hawaiian shirt.

“Come on,” Richard said. “What are you looking at?”

I tried to see the cover of the magazine the man was reading. It was an issue of Sports Illustrated and I could see Reggie Jackson on the cover in an Oakland A’s uniform.

“What is it?” Richard asked, pulling me away.

“That magazine is ten years old? He’s sitting in here reading a ten-year-old sports magazine.”

“How do you know it’s ten years old?”

“Because that was the last time I gave a flying fuck about baseball. The guy’s crazy.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Richard said.

I couldn’t let it go. I felt strangely irritated. “Hey, you know Reggie Jackson plays with the Yankees now.”

Hawaiian shirt looked up, gave me an uninhabited smile, turned the page, and went on reading.

Outside the building a sturdy, red-faced crisp marine informed us that if our business was done we’d have to leave the grounds. We did. If first hours can be considered discouraging, then these were and Richard, more than I, was ready to head straight back to the airport and go home. Though it was ninety degrees and very humid, exactly what we had left in Philadelphia, I found even the weather exotic and I recognized my slipping, if not into adventurousness, then into a state of vacation. The colors were different, more vibrant, whether it was true or not, rich in blues, more cerulean than the blues at home, and yellows, closer to mustard. I was as well taken by the stares we attracted and even then I was embarrassed by both my regard of and my attraction to this attention.

Outside a hotel that we imagined we could afford, only because of its state of disrepair, I passed coins to Richard as he tried to place a call to the number he had been given in the embassy. The word written by the number was bummer in all lowercase letters. It might have been a name or a comment, so instead of asking for someone by that name, Richard merely said the word as if it were a password. Richard covered the mouthpiece and said, “His name is Bummer.” It didn’t take much imagination to see this as a bad sign.

“Some guy at the embassy gave me your number. He said you might be able to help me.” Before Richard could begin to describe the situation with his brother, “Wait, let me get a pencil.” I handed him a pen and he wrote on the piece of paper, was still writing after he hung up. To me he said, “We need to rent a car.”

“Bummer?” I asked.

“Guy sounded scary.” Richard made his voice scratchy and tried to mimic the man. “Yeah, I’m the Bummer.”

“The Bummer?”

“The Bummer.” He continued in his Bummer voice, “Don’t say nothing, just come to this address. Bring me some mangoes.”

“No shit?”

“No shit.”

In the hotel we were told of a car rental a few blocks away. A few blocks away turned out to be a short trail into an even rougher section of the city. Trash was piled without conscience against walls and into the street. A woman who might have been a prostitute leaned against a derelict car and eyed us as possible clients, though I doubt it in retrospect. It’s ever more likely that she saw us as casualties. There was no sign, but a small gravel lot with four cars and an office with a screen door. A man sat at a steel desk, his feet up, and nodded as we entered. He was dressed in a long-sleeved flannel shirt and cowboy boots in spite of the heat and ate from a box of Cracker Jack. “Welcome, gringos,” he said in a rehearsed voice and expended what turned out to be the extent of his English. “Quieres alquilar un auto?”

“Auto, sí,” Richard said.

“Tengo cuatro que hay.”

Richard and I looked out at the late-fifties Ford pickup, the battered Bel Air, the Willys Commando, and the ’63 Caddy. “Lleve a su selección.”

Richard looked at me. “I think he said to pick one.”

“The Willys,” I said.

“Pero sólo el Cadillac corre,” the man said.

“Qué?” I said. “What did he say?”

“El azul,” Richard said.

The man shook his head. “No run. Only Cadillac.”

“Then why did you—” Richard stopped, shook his head.

He looked at me and I said, “If we had some bacon we could have eggs and bacon, if we had some eggs.”

“Cuánto por el Caddy?” Richard asked.

“Ciento,” the man said. “Un día.”

“A hundred a day. That’s not bad,” Richard said.

“Dólares Americanos.”

“A hundred dollars a day? We don’t have that kind of money. No tenemos mucho.” Richard sighed.

“Podemos darle diez,” I said. The man frowned at me. I pulled out my pockets to show him that I was poor.

“Por favor,” Richard said.

“Quince,” he said.

“Okay,” Richard said and put fifteen dollars on the table.

“Deposit,” the man said. “Ciento.”

Richard put a hundred dollars on the desk.

The man did not thank him.

“Las llaves están adentro.”

“Gracias,” Richard said.

I thanked him also and we walked out before he could change his mind. He didn’t ask for our passports or licenses, just scooped up the money and shoved it in his breast pocket and continued to eat his Cracker Jack.

The blue one, the ’63 Caddy Coupe de Ville, was a finned beast that screamed in American English when Richard cranked the engine. There was a hole in the muffler that somehow seemed necessary. Our right turn out of the lot fishtailed a cloud of dust behind us and when I looked through it I saw Cracker Jack watching us from the doorway. We wended our way northeast and out of the city into a rural suburb consisting of clapboard shacks and trailer homes. The Bummer’s trailer stood out as the nicest on the block; it had a door. Neighbors, chickens, and a donkey studied us as we knocked on that door.

“Come.”

We entered and found a man seated elbows on knees on a builtin sofa against the facing wall. He might have been thirty, but he was worn, his blond hair thin on top, his face oddly clean-shaven. The place smelled of salami and Aqua Velva. The dirty floral cushions curved up around his ass.

“Are you Bummer?” Richard asked.

“I’m the Bummer. Where are my mangoes?”

“We didn’t bring them,” Richard said.

“I ask these motherfuckers to do one thing and they fuckin’ forget,” he said as if to someone else. “One motherfuckin’ thing.”

“Sorry about that,” Richard said.

“What’s your name?”

“Richard Scott. I’m trying to find my brother.”

“Who’s he?” The Bummer nodded toward me without actually looking at me. “He your driver?”

“My friend.”

“Kevin,” I said.

“I don’t give half a fuck what your name is,” the Bummer said.

“I suppose not,” I said.

The Bummer glared at me until I looked away.

“Like I said, I’m trying to find my brother,” Richard repeated, his voice high with fear.

“So tell me, Richard Scott, why do you think this brother of yours is here in El Salvador?”

“This is where he said he was headed.”

“And just why might he be headed here?” The Bummer lit a filter-less Camel and blew the smoke up at the ceiling. “You see, I can’t think of any good reason for an American young man to come down here to this goddamn motherfucking asshole of a country.”

“You’re here,” I said.

“Yeah, I’m here,” he said without looking at me. “I’m here because I’m a goddamn motherfucking asshole. I’m here because I love to sweat year round. I’m here because I hate faggots like you up in the good ole U.S. of A. I’m here because I miss motherfucking Viet-fucking-nam.”

“You’re a mercenary,” I said.

“Fuck you,” the Bummer said and blew smoke at me. “So, tell me about this brother. This brother got a name?”

“Tad.”

“Sweet name. Is he a hippie faggot like you two motherfuckers? What does he look like? Tall? Short? Bald?”

“He’s thirty-one, about my size. His hair is shorter.” Richard looked at me. “He’s got a tattoo on the left arm, a tiger and some Chinese ideograms.”

“Ideograms,” the Bummer repeated and sneered. “What kind of drugs is he into? Does he sell guns?”

“What?” Richard said.

“Come on, stupid. He ain’t no missionary come down here to the third world to save greaser souls, so he’s either buying drugs or selling guns. My money’s on the drugs.”

“It probably is drugs,” I said.

“Probably.” The Bummer chuckled.

Richard began to grow impatient. He bounced on the balls of his feet. “The guy at the embassy said you would be able to help me.”

“He’s his brother,” I said, trying to appeal to some inkling of decency in the man. “He just wants to find his brother.” Even though I didn’t say it, I left the word asshole hanging in the air.

“You got a picture?”

Richard pulled a folded photo from his jacket pocket and handed it to the man. The Bummer didn’t examine it, but placed it facedown on the coffee table in front of him.

“What kind of drugs?” the Bummer asked. “What does he like?”

“Cocaine and weed,” Richard responded immediately. “That’s what he was into before.”

“Are you college boys?” the Bummer asked.

We said nothing. I was confused.

“Do you boys go to college?

“Yes,” I said.

The Bummer smiled. “What do you take?” He paused. “In college, what do you take?”

“I study art,” I said.

His smile broadened. “You’re telling me that while I was sweating and pulling rat-sized leeches off my big white dick in shittin’ Vietnam you were sketching naked girls in a sunny room?”

“Every chance I got,” I said.

My response took him by surprise and his smile changed in quality. It was oddly less threatening, but it was clear he didn’t hate me less. “You know how many gooks I killed over there? Want me to tell you?”

Richard looked at me and I turned and studied the scene outside the window. An older woman was hanging clothes on a line. A young, stocky boy was pushing a small rocking chair across the yard.

“I killed me around a thousand of them. Every fuckin’ slant I saw, I killed. What do you girls think about that? About a thousand, give or take a family.”

“I think we’re in the wrong place,” Richard said.

I was proud of Richard in that moment and I was more than ready to leave with him.

“Calm the fuck down,” the Bummer said. “Don’t get your skivvies all bunched up. I can find your brother. I need to know if you got any money. How much money you got?”

“About a thousand dollars,” Richard said.

“Do you have a grand or not?”

“He has a thousand dollars,” I said.

The Bummer looked out the window behind Richard and me. “I’ll do it for a grand, but only because I like you college boys.”

Richard gave me a glance. I shrugged or suggested a shrug.

“You pay me when the job is done,” the Bummer said. “How does that sound? Come back here tomorrow morning at seven and we’ll get started. You girls know how to wake up early?”

“We’ll manage it,” I said.

“About you,” the Bummer said, pointing his cigarette hand at me.

“Yeah?” I said.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice that you’re a nigger.”

“I was afraid you missed that fact?”

“I’m just saying,” he said. “I killed some of you over in Nam, too. You know, when nobody was looking. A lot of you motherfuckers over there.” He smiled.

“Of course you did. I doubt you could kill anything while somebody was looking.”

“We’ll be back in the morning,” Richard said. He grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me toward the door.

“Good. Now go on. Squeeze out that morning wood and be here on fucking time.”
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