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  Fear brings about repentance, and through repentance comes revelation of hidden things.




  —St. Isaac the Syrian




  Lord Rama looked quizzically at Hanuman and said, “What are you, a man or a monkey?”




  Hanuman, folding his paws and bowing reverently, said, “When I do not know who I am, I serve you. When I know who I am, I am you.”




  All your buried corpses now begin to speak.




  —James Baldwin









   

  
Chapter 1





  Zero is the mark of the Fool in the tarot, the wild card, but zero is not exactly nothing. It’s a something standing-in for where nothing should be, a nothing-something, an eclipse, that can replicate itself with any other number, but which, at the same time, really brings nothing new to light, though the nothing that it brings is something.




  Zero is a circumscription of the void.




  Consider this: zero forms the foundation around which the other numbers are built, on both the left and right. Zero is the nothing haunting the rest, reminding that each could always, at any moment, become nothing. As far as you may get from zero, you never leave it behind. Zero is the beginning and zero is the end. This is why the perfect zero should be a perfect circle, though neither is possible. There is no beginning and no end. The Buddhist meditation recalls this: zero equals infinity.




  And so the Fool. We are all born fools, and we die fools, knowing nothing. We build on the foundation of our foolishness, and this foolishness haunts us. In the tarot image marked “The Fool,” the figure’s gaze is fixed on the heavens, the full sun in the yellow sky behind him. Some have described him as sun-drunk, driven mad by divine revelation: the holy fool. They say he is powerless to stop the nipping of the wolf and dog, lost as he is in a reverie, about to wander off the precipice to his death. Soon, they say, he will be dashed against the rocks or drowned in the sea below.




  But the fool’s lesson goes deeper. The fool forgets himself, perhaps, but the forgotten self is the only self worth keeping in mind. He is nothing. He is unknowing. All wisdom in the world preaches the negation of self, that each individual must be stripped back to zero, that you must become a child again, must be reborn, must forget yourself and enter once more into foolishness in order to reach enlightenment. To become the fool is to forget what you have come to know: the fictions you have taken for truths, the fictions you forgot were fictions, the fictions that you call knowledge, the fiction, too, that you know as yourself. There is nothing more essential than forgetting, than becoming the fool.




  This is your zero-point, your beginning and your end. And mine. This is the beginning of wonder, the wonder only discovered in silence. The knowing self is astonished by revelation, by illumination. This is anxiety. Astonishment is born of the sudden acknowledgement that you will disappear, that the void is waiting, that zero is just around the corner, that you and all you know will come to naught. This is Pascal on the mountainside. Astonishment is the response of your recognition that the void without merely mirrors the void within. Another name for this astonishment is horror.




  This is why the fool is rejected and ridiculed, why he has no place to lay his head. The world has reasoned away his truth because it is frightening. The fool is the sign and harbinger of zero, of void, of silence, of the nothing that I am in the center of the something that you are. Nothing can happen. But the fool, in becoming nothing, learns wonder. He alone knows that what he knows is nothing. He sees its splendor, its possibility. It is his light that shines in the Hermit’s lamp.




  The Hermit knows the light, sees by it. But the fool embodies it, is it. He sees it vibrating, spinning through all of creation from that mountaintop. He sees the magic of the Holy Ghost in the illumined darkness. He is leading the wolf and dog. He is not drunk. He is not dreaming. He will not be dashed to pieces. He will not drown. The rocks leap up to meet his feet. He makes the waters calm. He is about to step off the cliff and walk on air…




  Excerpt from an anonymous letter to Fr. Wilhelm “Will” Sorge, St. Francis Parish




  Feast of Saint Thomas the Apostle, 1988











   
Chapter 2





  Like a dog to its vomit. That’s the way I returned to Illinois. Maybe that means it was folly. I guess time will tell. You never know what’s in the cards. What I do know is that this place had put something in me that I needed to get out, and once I thought I had done so, I felt the lack, the emptiness of it, a gap, and somehow longed to put it back. I had seen a good part of the country, but the texture of this place was fitted to the texture of my mind. You would laugh at that if you knew this spot because it is as flat as a parking lot, and maybe that captures it, the texture I’m getting at. Something that’s like a nothing. Something basic. Something obvious, on the face of it anyway. But, deep down, it’s something as spiritual and mysterious as a holy mountain, too. Something as ancient and merciless and indifferent as the glaciers that leveled this land.




  In my trade, when the fool returns to his folly, it’s got little to do with religion. It’s called recidivism. What I’m talking about is not so different from that. But that’s not so mysterious: you return to what you know. “As the deer panteth for the water, so my soul longeth,” you know? Maybe what is mysterious is the love that draws you. Whatever it is that makes you pant. The desire. Who knows? We’re all born early, broken, incomplete, inchoate. Unfortunate animals. That’s the human condition: we’re never quite there. Being human is aspirational. Hilarious.




  Love is what brought me back here. It’s not what you’re thinking. Probably just the reverse. I’m not going to spill it here. I’ll just say this: love is powerful. It’s Chernobyl powerful. The problem is it’s as volatile as it is productive. It can drive a man for years, but once the conditions are agitated, and it’s out of control, there is little else to be done than evacuate, build a fence, lower a dome, and keep out. Let time work on it until everyone’s dead and God has filled it with wild nature, only ruins of that human failure poking out through the foliage. Only ghosts.




  Back when I was chief, I got a call to a hostage situation on the edge of town, out at Early McCurdy’s place. That’s what Mil had called it over dispatch anyway. A “hostage situation.” The problem was simpler. The hostage and his captor were the same man. Early’s kid, E.J., had locked himself in the bathroom with a pistol and called the station, talking about himself, but in the third person, hence the confusion.




  The kid had always been screwy, and he’d crossed my path a few times for drunk and disorderlies, an assault here, vandalism there. He was rough. This time, though, he had reached the end of his rope. With help from something in a pill, a spoon, a needle, a pipe, or a powder, a kid finds the end of his rope like quicksilver around here. He’d made up his mind to kill himself. Maybe he was the first. I don’t know.




  I’ve worked in cities, and we had protocols for this sort of thing, but in a small town, where you’ve got too few to deal with it all, you just have to do the best you can. When Early’s Ford stuttered into the yard, I’d been standing on a lawn chair with my head poked through the bathroom window trying to talk E.J.’s gun away for a quarter-hour without much hope. I had run out of arguments, and I’ve never been the sort of man who inspires people to see the bright side. Mil had called his dad at work and told him the business.




  Early comes huffing across the grass like a wary rhino. He’s got giraffe spots of black grease all over his red T-shirt, another one on his forehead, sweat hanging on the corners of the uneven handlebars of his mustache. I meet him at the door.




  “Hop,” he says, “don’t you get in my way.”




  He puffs himself up the way a silverback does, thumping his beer keg chest, fizzing words at me.




  I put my hands up. I was happy to see him. I let him pass. I figure if anybody can deal with a boy, it’s his daddy. He flings the screen door open and charges in, cocked forward at the waist, head down, horn first. I go to the car, call Mil on the radio, taking my time, before I go back to the window.




  I heard it all happening. It doesn’t take much imagination to see it.




  Early grabs the kid by the hair, takes the gun, and fires it into the floor till it’s just clicking. He’s spewing curses. There are yells, cries, whimpers that accompany the soundtrack of combat.




  I’m thinking it’s over.




  Not so.




  Early beats that boy every which way but straight, hooting and growling the whole time. Beats him till the screaming stops. I’m on the porch, thinking it’s time to get involved before he kills that boy.




  Too late.




  By the time I get in there, E.J.’s head looks like some kind of potluck Jell-o dish. Early’s knuckle bones are smiling out through his red, shredded skin. Looks like he’s wearing butcher’s boots. The boy he’d cradled when his momma died, taught to ride a bicycle, bailed out of jail for the same sorts of trouble Early himself had been in, is a dead pile in a pool of his own juices on the carpet. Early’s still fuming explanations and warnings, not recognizing what he’s done.




  Love is a powerful thing. A dangerous thing. There’s good and bad in everybody, maybe. But as soon as you lose sight of yourself, stop thinking for a split second, the one turns into the other. You might say, “Oh, come on now, Hop, that’s just a vile man. An isolated incident.”




  Truth is, Early McCurdy was about as good as they come. He just loved that boy too much. But he loved him the wrong way round. He handled it like he would a hostage situation. Besides, haven’t you ever seen some dumb brat wander into the street, only to have his daddy grab him back in a panic, and whip him right there on the curb, eyes flaring. Same damn thing. It may be that both are vile men, vile acts, but they’re human, too. Too human. Or maybe just shy of it.




  Somewhere, I read this little turn about rage: the root is poison, but the tip is honey. Is that not love in reverse? Maybe. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t still love. Love. Sick, human love.









   

   
Chapter 3





  By the time Gordon Morris and his daughter moved back to town, I was a P.I. My primary client was the town itself. You might think that sounds like an odd arrangement. You’d be right. I served as chief of police for a while, but, as part of legal settlement with the town, and in order to avoid a conviction for sexual assault, I had to give up the badge. I kept the gun. The one I carried was my own.




  Before I lose you, let me explain. First, it was “assault” according to a technical definition, but there was nothing sexual about it. In fact, the only kind of desire involved in the whole situation, while indeed animal, was intestinal. And it had to do with Mayor Rigby’s boy, Kale.




  As if Kale weren’t a name stupid enough, yet fitting, for this moron, everybody called him Milky. God only knows why. What sort of man with a grain of dignity would answer when someone called, “Hey, Milky!” I just called him whatever vegetable came to mind when I saw him around the building. I called him dumbass, dipshit, you know, whatever the situation called for, but mostly I just landed on “the vegetable.” He was an officer. He had about as much brains as a cannibal’s turd. I could tell that from the first day. It takes either Christ’s humility or the wits of a possum to write “unskilled worker” on a job application, and this man had none of the former.




  Out here in the country, we didn’t have police academies. It would help if you’d had some kind of experience in security or law enforcement, maybe time in the service, but what helped more than anything in those days was if your momma was the mayor. I put up with him, but I hated just about all there was to hate about him.




  It was probably to the point where I hated certain things about him because they were about him. He rode a motorcycle. I hated motorcycles. He brought egg salad for lunch. I’ve not eaten an egg since. He came back from vacation with a mustache. I passed him in the doorway on my way to the barbers. I found myself watching him to discover new things to despise. He repulsed me. He was the sort of man who farts openly and then jokes about it, saying there must be a frog under his desk. It got to the point that I just had to ignore him. Like a cease and desist order to myself regarding the sheer fact of his existence.




* * *




  I don’t know how clinically accurate it is, but I’m told by people who know about this kind of thing (namely, my ex-wife, a psychologist at the college) that I have what I hesitate to call a condition, exactly. I suppose it’s more of a peculiarity. They call it safe toilet syndrome. I call it rationality.




  People are repulsive animals, and they’re at their most repulsive and most bestial when they’re in a bathroom. Just take a few minutes and observe any public toilet, and you’ll see what I mean. God help you if you can stomach it all. The farting, spitting, pissing, nose-picking, wiping, jiggling, dripping, and that’s not even to mention feces. Worse, still, is the exhibition, or lack thereof, of hygienic practices. It’s more than a man can take, and, frankly, more than he should be asked to. The problem is, unless you’re lucky or wealthy, you’ve got to be out in the world, which means you’re bound to have to use a toilet that you’ve got little control over. But there’s the thing: you do have just a little control. Especially if you’re the chief.




  It was May 31, 1986, a Saturday. I know the date because I heard it so many times in court proceedings (and because it was just shy of a week after that farcical exhibition, Hands Across America). When you’re the police chief in a small town, you can’t just call out of work over every little thing. I’d eaten something the previous night that, by sun up, had caused a storm, let’s say. On the morning of the thirty-first, I’d been on the toilet four times at home before arriving to the station at eight o’clock.




  My usual strategy, under ideal conditions, was to use the office toilets exclusively for the waterworks. Anything that required sitting and solid matter I saved for the house. Maybe I swung by at lunchtime or midafternoon. It wasn’t a big deal.




  On this particular day, however, these urges could not be suppressed for more than as long as it took to get from my desk to the bathroom with the cleaning supplies, spray the throne down with bleach, wipe it with a wadded glove of paper towels, wash my hands, and perch myself on the porcelain. This may seem to you overly fastidious, but, in my book, these are the actions of any sane human being. This is the control we have in a civilized society. Now, if you’re in charge, you can also give orders that your men keep clear when they see you running. That’s exactly what I did in the morning meeting.




  Imagine my horror, my disbelief, my utter dismay, when, after high-tailing it to the bathroom, scrubbing the third stall (the one in the back, farthest from the door), while I was washing my hands, squeezing my buttocks together so hard my L5 popped, that damn vegetable walks past, whistling “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” and into the third stall. He closes the door behind him, shucks his pants, and says, “It’s sure a shame that I’m gonna hafta mess this up. It’s like an operating theater in here.”
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