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PART ONE






In the Cemetery


A HUMBLE HEADSTONE marks the grave of a man they never really knew, a man whose name they learned from the letter notifying them of his death, a letter written by a woman they’ve never seen, never spoken to. Now they wait there together and silently mourn his passing. She sits in her wheelchair while he stands beside her, one hand resting lightly on her shoulder. They don’t speak, for what is there to say? Would he say he was a good man? Would she say that in the end he’d somehow found the strength he needed? The words would soon fade, their voices would crack and tremble, and then the tears would come. And they’ve both had enough of crying, enough of pain. They simply wait for this moment to run its course, for the time to be right to finally leave him behind, though in ways that cannot be expressed in words he will forever be a part of them.


Although years have passed since the last time they saw him, they will never forget the stranger who twice altered the courses of their lives. There are so many questions, but there will be no answers now. What came before his time with them will remain a mystery. There was goodness in his heart, and compassion; of this they are certain. The parasite on his conscience might have destroyed a weaker man, but he struggled, fought until it was subdued—not forgotten, but nullified, its venom purged of its potency, its thirsty roots severed. Despite the violence he was part of, his was a gentle spirit.


So they gaze down at the name on the headstone and try to understand. How had he become the man he was? And where had he found the strength, the courage to correct his life’s dismal trajectory? Could they have found some way to help ease his burden? Now they will never know, but they will always wonder, until they too are dead and buried, arcane specters haunting someone else’s memories.


They are weary from travel, it’s getting late, and home is hours away. But still they wait. Only when the distant hills have begun to consume the ripe autumn sun do they turn to leave, their shadows stretched out before them like stick figures, gangly, skeletal, comically deformed.


And then they see her. She is limping toward them, a large woman in jeans and a plaid button-down shirt. She is holding a bouquet of flowers, lilies, snapdragons, delphinium, bells of Ireland, and daisies, as she makes her way across the cemetery lawn. Her eyes, they notice as she nears them, are slightly crossed.


“I hoped you’d come,” she says.


“Yes,” says the woman in the wheelchair. “Yes. Of course.”


“Mary,” the other woman says.


The man nods.


“You two likely have some questions. Just give me a minute to sit with him, and to put these on his grave.” A sad smile illuminates her features and for a moment she is almost pretty. She kneels down and arranges the flowers on his gravestone. When they are just right, she turns to face them.


“I guess you know more than I do about what was tormenting him so. He wouldn’t talk much about it, except to remind me every once in a while how much of a failure he was. Of course I knew about the two of you. I mean I sort of figured out it all had something to do with you, but that’s about all I ever figured out. Maybe something he done when he was younger.” This sounds more like a question than a statement.


“Can I ask you something, Mary?” Claire squints up at her.


“I don’t see why not.”


“How did he . . . you didn’t say in the letter how he died. I was . . . we were just wondering—”


“Well, his heart just give out on him one morning while he was sitting at the table waiting on his fried potatoes and eggs. When I turned to set the plate in front of him, he was slouched over the table. Didn’t make one single sound I could hear. For a minute I thought he’d maybe just drifted off. But then—”


Claire glances down at her legs, useless ornaments now. “How well did you know him?”


“Well enough, I guess.” Mary smiles. “I married him, didn’t I?”


“Oh. I didn’t know . . . I wasn’t aware of that.”


“Course you wouldn’t be. I don’t imagine you heard much from him.”


“No. No, nothing at all.”


“Do you think you could tell me . . . what I mean is, would you be willing to explain what he did that was so awful? You would of thought he’d murdered somebody the way he sometimes got down on himself. But whenever I asked him about it, he’d just say he couldn’t stand the thought of me glaring at him the way the face in the mirror sometimes did. Crude as he might of been in some of his ways, I just couldn’t imagine him hurting anyone.”


Claire gazes up at her father. He is old now, weary, the skin on his face slack and pleated, his eyes dull, hazy and a little distant. Someday he’ll be gone and she’ll be alone again with her memories. It would be comforting to have someone else to share the weight of how they were torn apart and brought back together again, someone who’d known him to carry some small part of the burden the truth has been to her, and maybe to share the joy. Even if she never saw this woman again, never spoke to her on the phone or wrote her a letter, she might not feel quite so alone. And she has asked. She wants to know, this weather-beaten woman who was married to the man whose quiet death has brought them all together. Could it be that in the end even he found love, or something like it? That would be no stranger than her own story.


“It was nothing, Mary,” she finally says, and her father reaches down and squeezes her shoulder.


“I don’t understand. He must of done something to make him feel like he did. He was all tore up inside.” Tears glaze Mary’s eyes.


“Did you . . . did he . . .” The words collide in her mouth.


“Did we love each other, two poor old rundown outcasts? Is that what you want to know?”


Claire bows her head. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t very nice. And it’s none of my business. I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry.” Mary chuckles. “I’m not. Yeah, we was in love, like a couple lazy teenagers. Even us. I wouldn’t of married him if we hadn’t been.”


Claire draws a deep breath and looks into the other woman’s eyes. “I’m glad,” she says and smiles. “He didn’t do anything, Mary. He just did his best. He did the best he could.”





PART TWO




Seven years earlier






CHAPTER 1

Chick


NO QUESTION ABOUT IT, the old son of a bitch is nuts. Course, I ain’t sure how much difference that makes out here where nothing makes much sense, and I guess I ain’t about to be hired as poster child for perfect mental health neither, but he’s in a whole different class from me. Course then I guess there’s worse things than being loopy. Funny thing is, I mostly tend to trust him. He’s got more than a couple screws rattling around in that scraggly head of his, but so far as I can tell, he’s never tried to swindle me out of nothing. Not that I ever had much anybody’d want. Still in all, I’ve met some guys would pry out your molars for the soggy bread wads they could scoop out of them, but then I just don’t figure him for that kind of behavior. Plus which, the son of a bitch has somehow weaseled hisself a real fine spot in this shit-hole of a town, and that ain’t nothing to scoff at, specially with the weather so damn changeable these days.


First time I run into him we was both waiting on the traffic signal over Sixth and Main. I’m just standing there minding my own business and balling up the lint in my overcoat’s one good pocket when he all of a sudden clears his throat and growls, “Turn green or a pestilence on your goats,” or some high-toned gobbledygook such as that. Course the light does finally change, but then it’s got to change sometime or other if it ain’t froze up. But he looks over at me, all proud with his chest pushed out, and announces in that raspy buzz saw voice of his, “I guess that got his goat.” Well I got no answer to that one, so I just scurry on my way, not looking back but hoping he ain’t following behind.


About a week or two after that I got a good half a cigarette hanging out my mouth. The thing’s pretty near dry, but I can’t for the life of me find nothing to light it up with. I’m about ready to pitch a nic fit when he strides on over from behind a bush or under a hedge or whatever and flicks open this old chrome Zippo and lights me up. I say thanks, and I do appreciate it, but I just can’t take my peepers off that lighter. Had me one just like it when I was fourteen, maybe fifteen, way back around 1960 or so. Hung on to it for a couple of years too, as best I can recall, but somewhere along the line the thing just up and vanished on me. So anyways, I guess he sees me gawking, cause he looks at me with them eyebrows dropping down like a pair of storm clouds over them beady eyes and says, all spooky and low, “I can see the hunger in your visage.” Now, while he stares at me like a scientist inspecting some new germ he’s trying to figure out a use for, I ponder on what the hell that’s supposed to mean. I mean, is he referring to the Zippo or my empty stomach or something else entirely? Finally I says to him, “I’ll just take your word on that one, Farley,” or something like it. He just snaps the lighter shut and slips it back into his own grimy pant pocket.


Well, for a good minute or so the two of us stands there eyeing one the other, me puffing on my piece of cigarette and him just deliberating I suppose. But he’s got a kind of gleamy look on his face, and I figure maybe he wants a toke. We’re all in pretty much the same boat out here and we find comfort where and when we can, so I hand him what’s left of my butt and he takes the longest, profusest draw on that thing I seen in my life. That wrinkly paper draws back over a big old glowing ash and before I know it he’s down to the goddamn filter and the ash jumps ship and there ain’t no more smoke nor fire to be seen.


“Shit,” I say, more than a little frustrated cause I ain’t hardly got a chance to smoke it myself and I only meant for him to have one regular-type drag rather than suck the entire future out of it. What’s he do? He reaches a hand on into his other pocket and pulls out half a cold hamburger what looks like it spent a week or two soaking up weather and abuse on some major highway and aims the ratty thing right at me.


Truth is, if I never see another cold hamburger it’ll be pretty soon, but I imagine it’s mostly the gesture what counts, so I take the floppy, squished-up thing and kind of pick at the bun until he ain’t paying attention and then slip it into my own pocket, the one with the hole so big a basketball’d slip through it without scraping the sides. We stand there for a while longer, not saying much, ducking behind the bushes whenever the patrol car comes scooting by, and before you know it the rain’s pouring down like a tall cow pissing on a flat rock. That’s when he locks them eyes on me and says, “Have you a secure and tranquil place to rest your head?” or such high-caliber terminology as that. That’s just the way he talks. My first thinking on the topic is, this here geezer’s some thief or maybe even a sex pervert out to try and make me do things I wouldn’t even care to think about or see pictures of. You have enough direct dealings with human beings and you can’t help but think that way after a while. But then I think, yeah, maybe so, but maybe not so, which means maybe I’d do well to survey the situation and see what I might make of it. I guess I ain’t near as fit as I used to of been, and I was never much of a fighter, but by the look of him he’s some years older and kind of stringy and stooped over to boot, so I figure I can get the best of him in mortal combat if the occasion was to arise, though I’m generally inclined to go some distance to avoid that sort of thing. And anyways, I ain’t going to nod out in his vicinity till I know right from up and down from left.


Well, the final conclusion is the old guy’s found hisself a handy little space under the raised staircase out back of the church up there on Decker. Says nobody else knows of it, and I figure he’s right about that. Anyways, that’s the long and short of how it is me and Sam come to be roommates.





CHAPTER 2

Sam


THERE WOULD BE LITTLE point and no pleasure in attempting to delineate the series of misfortunes that led to my downfall. Even if I felt compelled to do so, it would most likely prove impossible. My memories have grown increasingly fluid and my perspective may be skewed. For now, let’s just say that when my potency began to diminish, as, in retrospect, I suppose was inevitable, I was not emotionally equipped to accept it. It is no easy feat to adjust to earthly limitations after spending a dozen lifetimes virtually unconstrained. Perhaps it’s akin to what any man feels when, after years of good health and vigor, he is finally confronted with illness, incapacitation, and the prospect of an end he’s spent a lifetime tacitly disregarding. The thought of facing life on its own terms, and death, was very nearly too much for me to endure. Consequently, instead of preparing to wind down and pass my remaining years in relative comfort among the mortals, I sought to stave off my descent, or simply ignore it. And yet with the passage of time and the daily disappointments, I ultimately had no choice but to surrender to the physical manifestations of senescence. When it was probably already too late, I made a couple unenthusiastic and ultimately futile attempts to recover my balance in hopes of finding a tranquil setting in which to come to terms with my quotidian destiny. To that end I labored in the stockroom of a shoe store for a few weeks, in a reeking tavern for a month or so, on the assembly line in a plumbing fittings factory for what seemed an eternity. And there were other enterprises too, many difficult and disagreeable, but of course it was all for naught.


Some three hundred or three thousand years ago, just before in a sudden blinding seizure my dissolution began, I might have snapped my fingers and conjured a cushy milieu in which to while away my waning years. I might have invoked a mansion in the mountains, a castle overlooking some sun-blanched Spanish beach. Instead, I continued to behave as though I were immortal, as though I had a boundless future in which to frolic from one corner of the universe to another. Yes, before the cataclysm, I flitted about this canted globe and far beyond. Afterward I was virtually immobilized, rendered impotent by some amorphous burden, or perhaps simply by the knowledge of my demotion to what I could only view as mere humanity.


What I failed to realize then, and still have difficulty fully accepting, is that perhaps this is what life, any life, is, a struggle we endure simply to prolong the struggle, and that it is within this context alone that we must attempt to find our purpose, our cause, our joy or passion, whatever it is that helps us sustain the belief, fallacious or not—a distinction of diminishing relevance—that somehow we matter. It may be that this need, to feel valuable, is what drives most sentient beings, what enables them to go on when going on seems impossible.


And so it wasn’t long before I began to mute my anguish with cigarettes and alcohol, and I gradually grew lax in my personal hygiene. I would go for weeks without sleep and then lie comatose for days on end. The truth is I’ve even spent some time in confinement, dank, gloomy cells where the bedclothes contained more nutritional value, and were more appetizing, than the meals, and where the nocturnal vermin were treated with more humanity and respect than the invited residents. I don’t doubt there are more than a few years that I cannot recollect. I suppose even a faded wizard is subject to the indignities of senility. And yet, although it makes no sense to me, I’ve had a vague feeling these last few months that there is something I must do if I am to pass from this whirling orb in peace. My fear is that this is just a desperate concoction of my subconscious, an illusion I’ve contrived to delude myself into believing there is some reason to go on. Either way, I am prepared to embrace it.


And perhaps that very need for a sense of purpose was at least a part of my motivation for taking in this peculiar orphan who calls himself Chick.





CHAPTER 3

Chick


MIND YOU, I DIDN’T sleep so sound that first night with that furry old loon twitching and snoring about a creepy arm’s length away. But since then you might say me and Sam’s become fast friends, least as much as you can be friends with a nutcase who thinks he’s some kind of magician or wizard. I figure if he can dig up a private room under some rickety old steps and drum up half a bottle of stale rotgut now and again or a greasy chicken wing, and he don’t do me no bodily harm I can attest to, well then, I could do a good bit worse for company. And I figure everybody on this Earth needs some kind of company, like it or not.


Now, do I sometimes still worry maybe he’s going to all of a sudden blow a brain gasket and hack my head off with a cleaver or rip out my innards with some rusty old scissors while I’m sleeping off a drunk? I’ll admit I’ve thought on it once or twice, but I imagine if he was going to do something like that he would of did the dirty deed and hightailed it out of Muncie by now, that is if anybody took notice. For better or worse, my noggin’s still right about where it’s always been, so I figure he ain’t planning do me no hurt. Fact is I got a feeling he’s as partial to me as you can be to anybody when you’re convinced you’re Houdini or Cognac the Magnificent.


On another topic altogether, I just now noticed I’m in drastic need of a bath. When you can’t stand the smell of your own self, you can pretty well bet there’s others out there who’s noticed it with something less than admiration. Course I’m used to folks heading on over to the other side of the street when they see me loitering in their path, though with them little screens they’re all the time staring at they don’t see much of nothing these days, but I hate like hell to have some innocent soul get a whiff of me a block and a half away and turn around and have to find another way wherever they’re going or just give it up and head back home where it’s safe till the danger’s passed. Still in all, it’s tougher than you might think trying to get a good cleanup when you’re living like this. It’s almost like people want to be able to pick you out easy so there ain’t no question just who to look down on.





CHAPTER 4

Claire


EVERY TIME I THINK I’ve finally given up, I glimpse someone who bears a vague resemblance to him, or to what I can recall of him. Sometimes it’s the thick head of hair—hair that was always a little unruly—at other times it might be his self-assured walk, head held up, chest and chin thrust proudly forward. Of course it’s never him. And the truth is that those anonymous men who for a hopeful moment capture the tattered periphery of my imagination are always much younger than he would be. In spite of all the time that’s passed, I can only envisage the man I knew, though his image seems to erode a little more every day in spite of the precious photographs that remain. I guess somewhere deep inside I know I’ll never see my father again, but knowing it won’t happen and abandoning the dream are not quite the same thing, are they?





CHAPTER 5

Sam


BASED UPON HIS SHABBY appearance and the incongruous diversity in the patchwork of his discourse, I’d say that Chick is a seasoned derelict, though at times it seems he’s not as conversant in the vicissitudes of street life as one might expect of someone with his years in its thrall. Perhaps he’s not terribly bright, though human intelligence can take different forms and lie in unexpected places. Still, in spite of his peculiarities, I find him an entertaining, sometimes even a comforting companion. And who am I to judge this ragged stranger? Like myself, he must have his own tale to tell. And though I don’t yet fully trust him, I have a sense that he is at heart a decent man. Indeed, there is the feeling, or at least the illusion of security, even kinship in our unlikely alliance.


And yet it’s evident he questions my veracity. But why shouldn’t he? After all, he’s only mortal. Of course he hasn’t seen what I’m capable of—well, what I was capable of only a couple dozen years ago. Has it been that long? Longer? It’s all begun to run together like sludge in the city gutters.


I suppose I might work some minor incantation in order to prove myself to him, to all of them, but that would be beneath me—a tacit acknowledgement that after hundreds of years, or however long I’ve been alive now, it’s all over but the final fizz, and frankly I have no wish to squander what little strength I might still possess merely to satisfy these unimaginative skeptics. As unlikely as it now seems, I might yet be called upon to employ my remaining powers for something more crucial than a public confirmation of that which I already know to be true. I can only hope that if such a thing arises I am up to the task. Until then, let them think what they will. Their skepticism cannot alter who and what I am, or what I was. And I was something.


Some of my fondest recollections, hazy though they are, are those of my flashier, more flamboyant feats, the ones designed simply to extract gasps of joy from the gaggle of wide-eyed children in whose presence I performed them. I don’t doubt that there are those among my thaumaturgical brethren who take the greatest pride in those feats that have altered the earthen landscape or diverted the course of events, and while I can understand that, what has remained with me after all this time are the expressions of incredulity and delight on those cherubic faces as they gazed upon some miracle I’d set into action, bending and twisting the very laws of nature with a mere gesture. Those clear eyes, open wide, reflecting fireworks I’d ignited for their eager eyes alone, have continued to sustain me in these destitute declining years, in the dark, cold nights under rattling bridges or in misty cornfields, surrounded by a mystifying mingling of nocturnal hums, howls, rustles, murmurs, chirps, and clicks—sounds whose provenance a timid man, or a wise one, would be hesitant to investigate. And I am eternally grateful for that.





CHAPTER 6

Chick


CHICK AIN’T MY REAL name, of course. Given name’s Barry, Barry Munson. Took a lot of ribbing as a kid about my initials being B.M., but somewhere along the line somebody or other was thoughtful enough to hang that moniker on me and it just sort of stuck. Now Chick’s pretty much the only name anybody calls me, not to say too many folks bother to call me anything at all, at least nothing I’d want to repeat.
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