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For Louise,

To my dying day and my last free breath,

Every heartbeat is for you.

Fairy tales are real.






PREFACE [image: ]


While you read CALL ME HUNTER, you should pick random names and places, or a given situation, and google whatever it is you chose.

Please, I encourage you to do so.

If you happened to choose the name of the WKRP in Cincinnati TV star and wife of Burt Reynolds, Loni Anderson, feel free to reach out to her. She cannot deny being in Vancouver, in the restaurant with the other two TV stars and the beautiful woman in CALL ME HUNTER. Nor can she deny that Laszlo George, the Hungarian photographer, was there… as well as Icarus.

Just as Wolfgang Porsche cannot deny that he flew to New Zealand with the richest man in Romania, Ion Tiriac, on Tiriac’s private jet. Ask either of them. Nor can either of them deny meeting with CALL ME HUNTER’s antihero, Tsau-z, the Man of Sores.

Ask Goldie Hawn if what is written about her in CALL ME HUNTER is true. She will remember the Our World Operative Icarus, but of course, like the others, she will know him by a different name. And yes, she does have a cute giggle.

Look up the past iTunes blues charts. The same person those above cannot deny spending time with undeniably did write, record, and perform a song that went to the top of those same blues charts.

That character in CALL ME HUNTER, the antihero, did indeed travel to Kabul, Afghanistan, and rode in the US Black Hawk helicopters during the Surge, and he did indeed wear the high-ranking uniform of an officer in the Canadian Armed Forces for six years… a rank that was bestowed upon him.

And yes, the character Icarus, in real life, was a Vogue model.

Truthfully, I did not have a story to tell when I first sat down to write this novel, but after living for well over a half century, I do have a story to tell.

This is my story.

I mean that figuratively… but also literally.

For many of the facts and situations in the novel, there is photo documentation to corroborate what is written or at least some form of proof, even if the proof must be confirmation from the people mentioned.

Those facts that cannot be proven are generally facts that can only be confirmed by people who are, God forgive me, deceased. Many of these are facts that would cross the thin line of plausible deniability and would incriminate characters in the novel.

My original thought process in writing CALL ME HUNTER, in creating this abstract thriller, was to write in a manner that made the situations identifiable, but barely so, conflicted, to turn it into a work of art with the true perspective altered… like cubism.

My goal was to mix up the provable facts of one person’s life with facts that may or may not be fiction; to create a slurry, that like quicksand, catches the reader, holds them fast, and if they struggle, if they fight against suspended reality, if they doubt the veracity of what they are reading, they will feel compelled to search for the truth… and in so doing, will only sink deeper into the novel’s hold.

It is my sincere hope that someone of great influence and resources, reading this novel, will get caught in the slurry and endeavor to research deeply into what is written on the pages of CALL ME HUNTER, so deeply that in the end, they come to the only possible conclusion… that this novel might not be a work of fiction…

… that it might simply be the story of a life lived beyond where imagination can exist.

Truth?

Maybe.

Maybe not.




    Zhivago is dead.

I hunted him down and I killed him.

The police are gone and the street is dark now. Quiet. I stood right here and watched them carry him away. No. Watched isn’t the right word; I enjoyed them carrying him away. He will never say “exquisite” again. He will never hurt you.

Zhivago is only the first. Before this is done, they will all know me as fear.

You knew me a long time ago by another name. Know me now as Tsau-z.

I am the Man of Sores.

All this you need to know.

Soul Catcher.

This is all you need to know.
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2020 PINEHURST, NORTH CAROLINA

A car passed. The driver didn’t wave. A crow cawed and in the distance the not-there, but always-there, white noise of the city droned on. Nyala noticed none of these things. The high pines filtered the afternoon sun, muted the day, and held back the heat of the North Carolina fall. The mailbox was silver-finished tin, rusting now and canted slightly on the square white post, dug into the ground at least two decades before.

Nyala frowned.

The package wasn’t all that unusual for her to receive; it was rolled slightly to fit through the squeaky top-hinged mailbox door. It would be magazines normally, but they didn’t usually come in plain brown manila packaging. She’d actually had a thought when she’d pulled the package from the mailbox that somehow she’d been sent some pornographic magazine by mistake, and not just one magazine, several. The package was heavy.

Ha! She’d smiled to herself. That was a joke. Even if she was so inclined, who had time to look at dirty pictures? She felt a pang of regret; when was the last date she’d been on, a month ago? Oh wait, that’s right, never. Work, always work; no time for indulgences, she told anyone who asked. No dates. No relationships. It had to be the right one or nobody; she’d felt that way for as far back as she could remember. She’d stopped trying to figure out why she was saving herself. She just was. It was one of her secrets.

The package didn’t have a return address, only “Tsau-z” in black pen. Tsau-z? A place? Never heard of it. Weird. She turned then, holding the package, curious, slowly ripping the wrapping as she walked back to her house, careful not to slide her thumb along its edge. Crazies out in the world these days; someone she knew, or at least someone a friend of a friend knew, had received an envelope from an anonymous sender, a card with razor blades taped to the edge of it. She shivered. Ugly. What a screwed-up world.

But there was no razor blade. Only what appeared to be three or four hundred typewritten pages, loose in a heavy file folder. She turned the package over in her hands again, looking more carefully at the brown wrapping this time. No return address, just the single word Tsau-z in the top left corner and “Occupant” with her address under it, written in precise penmanship on the front of the package. But something was missing.

No stamps; no parcel postmarkings on the packaging material at all. That was strange. Last time she checked, snail mail delivery, as slow as it was, still required some sort of payment and proof of payment on the outside of any letter or package.

Just a little creepy; not razor blade crazy, but still disconcerting.

A bird flitted through the branches of the flowering shrub close by, startling her.

Ugh. She shook her head. Get a grip. She ripped the wrapping enough to pull the file folder out and flipped through the pages once quickly, then returned to the first page to read it.

Jesus, what was this?

Zhivago is dead.

I hunted him down and I killed him.

Zhivago? Killed? And enjoyed it?

Suddenly she felt anxiety crawling out from the dark place where she fought constantly to keep it under control and cornered. It was a living thing inside her. The feelings of hopelessness and despair had always been there in waiting, since she was a child. They were her constant companions.

Shit. It was from a crazy. A stalker? Some nut bar who followed her home from the city and put the package in her mailbox? Had to have put it there himself; if it even was a “him.” It was always a “him.” Great, exactly what was missing in her life.

Nyala twisted her head around to look behind her. Was the creep watching her now? Jesus Christ. Who needed this? She scanned the surrounding forest. Branches overhung the paved laneway she’d walked down from her house to get to the mailbox at the main road. Wonderful. Paranoia. Just what she needed to add to her collection of neuroses. Solitude was good for the soul, but now as she stood, looking for movement, or telltale horizontal lines in the underbrush and still pine forest around her, she rued her choice to move to the country, to get away from the bright lights and action of the city.

“Shit.” She said it out loud this time. And then said it again, but this time chastised herself for the bad habit. Come on, girl. It’s a stupid manuscript. Somebody knew she was a journalist, that’s all; somebody who wanted to be mysterious. Tsau-z. Whoever that was, probably somebody she knew, someone who was too insecure to just come up and ask her to read their work; probably because it sucked.

With a look over her shoulder and a flip of her head in defiance, she turned to walk back down the cracked and weathered asphalt drive that led to her rented home.

Nyala smiled to herself then.

Had to give whoever it was credit. You had me at they will all know me as fear. Not bad, whoever the hell you are.

Tsau-z.

Kind of a dumb name though.



“Coffee?” Nyala’s roommate was her best friend. Unlike Nyala, Luba was short, “five feet plus,” she would say, “barefooted and bouffanted,” and she would laugh every time at her own dumb joke. Nyala loved her. They’d been friends since they attended journalism school together, Carleton in Ottawa, Canada. Speaking of dumb, Luba chose the cold Canadian university when she could have easily attended any American Ivy League school. Unlike Nyala, Luba’s family was rich. Oligarch-money rich.

Unlike Nyala? That was a joke. Nyala didn’t even have a family, let alone a rich one.

“What’s that? What’d you get?” Luba hadn’t bothered to wait for Nyala’s answer on the coffee, she never did. “Here. Enough cream to gag a lactose-intolerant vegan.”

She rolled her eyes.

“How do you stay so slim? Oh that’s right, two hours every day in the gym, discipline, and salad. Barf. I hate you.”

She slumped down on the overstuffed chair that was the only thing she’d contributed to their country house furnishings.

“Well? What is it?”

“Not sure.” Nyala held the offered mug in one hand and the file folder in the other. “Some kind of a manuscript, I think.”

Luba crinkled her nose.

“Whose?” She jumped up from the chair and sidled up to her friend, attempting as she did to see around her much taller friend’s arm.

Nyala turned slightly, blocking Luba.

“Don’t know.”

“Let’s see!”

“No.”

“Why?” Luba made the Valley Girl deeply hurt face she always did when she didn’t get her way. “Fine. What’s the big secret?”

Nyala wasn’t sure why she said no. They always shared. In fact they knew more about each other than anybody else knew about either of them. Or at least they both knew a lot about Luba. She was Ukrainian; her name was short for “love” in that and other Slavic languages. She emigrated from Ukraine to the United States with her parents when she was five years old. They wanted her to go to an American private school, but mostly they wanted to protect their little Luba from the post-glasnost chaos and anti-Ukrainian sentiment that pervaded Russian thinking.

Luba told Nyala that she chose Canada for her university education, instead of the US, because she liked the sound of the country’s name, Canada. She loved saying “Ottawa” too. Ottawa. Canada.

Geez, if Nyala had Luba’s opportunities, she definitely would have chosen a school to attend for better reasons than that the name sounded nice. And then to purposely choose journalism as a major? Especially with the idea of working for a newspaper? Nobody in their right mind would do that. Present company included. The newspaper industry was not a growth industry; its relevance was steadily declining as social media platforms and the all-day news channels sucked up eyeballs.

The industry hadn’t exactly been helping their own cause though. Nyala firmly believed good journalism died the day Watergate hit the news. From that point on, journalists wanted the fame, recognition, and wealth that went along with “breaking the big story.” Damn the truth. Damn the facts. Fake news. That was what motivated virtually all their journalism peers.

The small, privately owned newspaper she and Luba worked for was holding its own against the flow, but mostly because they served a niche market, the older Raleigh citizens who had an aversion to entering the twenty-first century. People who still wanted to hear both sides of the story and make their own decisions on a given issue. “Holding its own” was maybe sugarcoating it. At least the checks hadn’t started bouncing yet.

Not that the money mattered to Luba. Journalism was a lark for her, like her life. She couldn’t care less about being a good reporter.

Nyala was different. She knew she was a throwback to the days of old-school journalism, an anachronism. Without a truth of her own, she knew how fundamentally important knowing the truth really was.

“Honestly, I’m not sure. I want to see what it’s about. Then I’ll let you read it.”

Luba wasn’t the most attentive at the best of times and when she didn’t get her way, she was positively bipolar.

“I’m going for a run. Wanna come?” Luba brushed by Nyala, placing her own half-finished coffee on the kitchen counter.

The country house had an open floor plan, with the kitchen, dining room, and living room all in the main room. Other than the location being exactly what she was looking for, the roomy openness was why Nyala signed the rental form. She hated confined spaces, tiny rooms stacked one on top of the other in the city high-rises, like cells in a prison, like tombs. Those were the only places she could afford in the downtown core, where the newspaper offices were located.

She hated all cities. She always had, though she didn’t know why. The fresher air of the country and the freedom, the space and wild animals, the green, the trees, those were the things she had a deep appreciation for, a sensitivity that was deadened by the smell of concrete and asphalt.

It was strange, but when she was out hiking in North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains, it wasn’t like she was in nature, it was like nature was in her. Somehow she felt she was home. It was the weirdest thing; deer didn’t run from her. Neither did rabbits hop away as she walked by. Unless she was with her friend. Then everything fled, probably to get away from Luba’s complaining pretty much every step of the way.

When she’d informed Luba, who would happily live in the middle of a shopping mall, that she was looking for a rental in the country, she’d expected her friend to kiss her goodbye. But she hadn’t. Luba was her best friend, her only real friend.

“No. I’m good. I’m just going to do a little work. Have a good run.”

Nyala sat in the same chair that Luba had just vacated. She set her coffee on the low table beside the chair, opened the folder, and started reading.
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1960s UNDISCLOSED SMALL TOWN

Do you think our son is slow?”

It wasn’t the biggest house on the block, but it was their house on the block. Bought and not quite paid for, actually hardly paid for at all. From where they stood, looking out the front window of their 1,100-square-foot, 1932-era brick bungalow, Pete and Rose could see the fronts of five similar-sized homes facing them from across the street. They could see their driveway and their own front yard, cut grass marred by several fairy rings, despite Rose’s best efforts to get rid of the ugly mushrooms.

“Don’t say that!” Rose stood in front of Pete. The question from her husband wasn’t a joking matter. She wasn’t angry about it. Worried? Not exactly, more like trepidatious. Trepidation mixed with resignation. “Never say that again. He’s your child.”

She knew her spouse of ten years was well aware that he was never to go there, the topic was taboo. Chastised, he reached around Rose and wrapped her in his arms, pulling her in close, looking over her shoulder. She responded by leaning back into his chest and body, holding his arms against her. He held her, but it was she who squeezed his arms tighter to her as they watched their son.

Neither spoke for several minutes.

That Hunter was different was impossible to deny, but she didn’t want to admit that something might be mentally wrong with him. Not that. Please not that. They watched him until Rose took a deep breath, steeled herself, and then broke the contemplative silence. In spite of what she’d just told her husband, in spite of all the years of denial, there was no putting it off.

“His teacher told me he’s not reading. She said he can’t read. She says maybe something’s wrong.” If Pete had been able to see his wife’s green eyes, he’d have seen them begin to well with tears. “She said we need to take him to a doctor.”

Rose shuddered when she felt her husband stiffen. Her chest heaved involuntarily and the first tear slowly rose and broke free from the corner of her eye and slid down her cheek. Another tear fell and then another, and then she began to silently sob.

Pete just continued to look out their large double-paned front window, over his distraught wife’s shoulder. She knew it wasn’t fair to show Pete how upset she was at the teacher’s comments; she knew if he received bad news and it was something he couldn’t control, he wouldn’t be able to cope with it. He’d close his mind, block it out. He was a road construction foreman during the summer and a heavy-duty mechanic over the long, cold prairie winter, good at both, they said, but this? This was something he couldn’t fix with a hammer and a welding torch.

Lord. Just a normal child, that’s all they wanted.

Rose knew her husband wanted a son who played ball and wrestled with his dad; a kid who got dirty and wouldn’t make his bed; a kid who played with other kids and did normal kid things.

And this is what he got. No, this is what they got.

Pete seldom said it out loud, but she knew he thought it all the time, that something was off with their son. They both thought it. Rose, ever the nurturer, ever the positive one in the home, would never say something like that out loud and she didn’t want Pete to say it either. Their son was the eight-year-old elephant in the room. Since birth he’d been different.

It wasn’t obvious at first. True, he didn’t cry, ever, and unlike other infants she’d seen, he didn’t smile or giggle, but they didn’t think much about it then; they were so in love with their beautiful baby boy. The birth had been easy enough. Rose was in labor for nearly twelve hours, but there was nothing about the ordeal that might have caused him to turn out like he did.

The whole birth-of-a-baby wasn’t her husband’s thing, “not his department,” he told her, but he’d at least been at the hospital in the waiting room when their son was born, something he tended to bring up when Rose, upon occasion, said he was being “insensitive” about something or other. She was happy that he’d made the effort to be there at the hospital, but already knew by that point in their marriage that her husband kept a tight rein on his emotions. He tried to be the rock that waves broke upon.

She wasn’t in the waiting room to share the wondrous moment with her husband, but Pete did tell her later how excited he’d been when the doctor came in and told him that his Rose had just given birth to a baby boy. A boy! Holy cow! A boy! For a moment at least, she knew he couldn’t have been a rock. For a moment, a fleeting moment, he had to have felt overwhelmed, like she was when the nurse handed the tiny swaddled bundle to her.

Not that Pete wouldn’t have been happy with a girl, she was sure he would have been, but she was also sure he was hoping for a boy. Motorcycles. Cars. Engines. She was positive he’d planned in his mind before the birth that if he had a son, they would do the things his own father never did with him, like buy a car together someday and fix it up. Without doubt, he hoped for a boy who would want to play sports. Not the sports she knew he hated, like soccer, but manly sports like baseball and football. Maybe he’d make the all-star team. Of course he’d make the all-star team. Home runs. And touchdowns.

And his wish had been granted. She’d given her husband a boy. But it wasn’t the boy her husband expected.

It was the boy they were looking at.

A dog trotted by, tail high, and then slowed when it saw their son. It stopped for a moment and then seemed to nod at Hunter before it continued on its way. It was so strange how animals seemed to say hello to their son. Pete was probably thinking the same thing. He was shaking his head.

They lived on a crescent and their house number was 18. Except for a few hundred square feet difference in size, there were sixty-four nearly identical homes on the curved roadway, but their home was the only brick one. Rose had been so excited when she saw the house. It was her dream home. Besides being brick, not stucco like all the other homes on the quiet street, it was in a nice neighborhood and there was a good public school only two blocks away.

Pete had never been to the school even once in the three years their son had attended, never met the teachers or the principal. She didn’t judge him because of his seeming lack of interest; he had a lot on his mind, not the least of those concerns being the constant worry that he might get laid off. He didn’t want to be the failure his own father predicted he would be and he would never want to break Rose’s heart by having to move the family back into the small trailer they’d lived in up until three years before. That’s when they’d laid out their combined life’s savings to put a small down payment on the home they now stood in.

Several children, older than their son, walked by, laughing and bumping each other. She couldn’t be sure, but it looked like they were laughing at Hunter as they walked past; they were certainly pointing at him. She could feel Pete tense up again. It made him instantly angry, the ridicule. It hurt her husband almost as much as knowing that the neighbors felt sorry for them, the parents of a strange child.

With one last involuntary deep, hard breath she pulled away from Pete and reached into the pocket of her pretty flowered summer dress. She and Pete loved each other, but they were opposites. She was always a lady, always proper, delicate, and feminine; her job was to keep the family together, take care of her husband, and raise their son. Pete was hard, big, and coarse and his job was to provide for them, for their boy.

Rose dried her eyes with the tissue she pulled from the pocket and then, composed again, looked out the window into the warm June afternoon. The lawn was dappled with sunlight where the sun rays managed to find a way through the leaves of a big poplar. When they bought the house, she’d told Pete to build a tree house. “It will bring you together,” she’d said to Pete.

But it hadn’t. Hunter wasn’t interested. He’d barely looked up when Pete, so proud of his creation, pointed out the structure he’d built entirely in one weekend. Rose didn’t think she’d ever seen such overwhelming sadness in her husband’s eyes as she did that moment. He’d failed again.

It, he, their son, Rose always felt, was the reason they hadn’t had another child.

Outside, a robin flew by, landed on the lawn, hopped twice, and saw the boy on the driveway, but it didn’t fly away. Birds never flew away from their child. For whatever reason, birds, in fact all animals, tame or wild, seemed drawn to him, like he was some kind of Dr. Doolittle or Pied Piper. He could and often did walk up to the Taylors’ big scary German shepherd without an ounce of fear. The dog, what was his name, Bismarck? The dog was a barking brute on a chain, frightening, but it would not only allow Hunter to approach, it would also wag its tail and whine in anticipation of being patted. She’d seen their son seemingly holding court in their yard with half a dozen cedar waxwings or small birds at a time, and not just once, she’d seen it often. Like he was a part of their natural world and not the world everyone else lived in.

The lady across the street, Mrs. Dimertz, came out onto her lawn then and moved a sprinkler to another location. She wasn’t a bad neighbor. Older than most on the block, she lived with her husband, but woe be it to any child who dared step on her grass. Dogs were verboten as well; literally verboten. Nobody in the neighborhood talked about it, but they did whisper about it: everyone felt that Mr. and Mrs. Dimertz were Germans who’d somehow escaped the postwar Nazi inquisitions. They were the right age and they did speak German, but Rose didn’t like when people spread rumors.

Their son hadn’t moved. In fact he hadn’t moved for the last two hours. He was still sitting inside the cardboard box, the one he’d dragged out onto the cement driveway after lunch, the one he barely fit in and the one that Rose brought home from the local Federated Co-op store loaded with groceries the year before. It was his boat. He was still holding the wooden yardstick out over the edge of the box and was still dangling the string he’d tied to the end of it, over the cement.

He was fishing.

Rose knew their son would continue to sit in his cardboard box on the cement, like he’d done for so many hours, for so many days and weeks in the past, until she called him to dinner.
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Saturday morning. Rose set the plates on the kitchen table. She wished the year had 365 Saturday mornings.

“Breakfast is ready!” She turned to the stove and lifted the frying pan. Pete liked his eggs prepared his perfect way: soft, no shoes, over easy. “It’ll get cold! Hurry up!”

The Saturday morning ritual. Rose loved it because these mornings were normal; normal like she imagined they should be. She heard her man and her son making their way toward the kitchen.

“Oh yeah!” Pete went to grab his wife.

“No, don’t! The pan is hot!” Rose turned to protect Pete from getting burnt. She couldn’t exactly get away from him; one hand was holding the frying pan handle and the other the spatula. “Careful! You’ll burn yourself!”

“I don’t care. Gimme my beautiful wife!” Pete had Rose at his mercy and didn’t hesitate to take full advantage of the moment, wrapping his arms around her and leaning in to kiss the back of her neck.

Rose bent away, laughing now, and Pete pulled her in, grinning. It was a game they played, her coyly resistant and him blithely insistent. It was a balance that so far had resulted in nearly perfect matrimony.

“Okay! Enough! Get your plate. Hash browns are in the pan on the table, get your own. French toast is in the tureen, but don’t yank the lid off! It was my grandmother’s dish. Be careful!” Rose twisted away from her husband’s grasp; her voice was stern, but she was still smiling. “Hunter! Breakfast! Hurry up, or your father will be leaving without you!”

Rose was carefully flipping an egg onto Pete’s plate when their son entered the room. Pete hated broken eggs, so she couldn’t turn to greet Hunter.

“Get your plate, honey.” She was focused on the egg transfer. “And I’ve made you French toast, just the way you like it!”

Their son was worse than Pete. He liked his eggs exactly the same way as his father but was even more adamant that they be perfect.

“Here you go, just the way you like them!” She carefully, far more carefully than she had for her husband, slid the over easy, soft, no shoes egg onto her son’s plate. “Get some hash browns before your father takes them all.”

“Don’t eat so fast!” Rose wasn’t talking to her son now. “It took me an hour to make breakfast, at least enjoy it.”

“We gotta go! Time’s a-wastin’! Right, Hunter?” Pete took a big gulp of his coffee. Black, not too hot, not too cold; the way he liked it. “Hurry up! All the best stuff will be gone!”

Saturday morning. Garage sale day. The only day their son seemed to come alive. It was also the only day of the week that he and his father found common ground.

The thought that maybe it wasn’t normal for an eight-year-old boy to like “garage sailing” entered her mind. But it was normal in a way, because Pete loved it. He even left her apartment early, on the Saturday morning after they’d first spent the night together, before they were married. Rose blushed slightly at the memory. She hadn’t been much of a proper lady that night. He’d said he had to go “sailing” and would call her later. Sailing? She remembered thinking it was a touch off-the-wall; they were hundreds of miles from any lakes. But he was honest and there was something about him that made her feel needed, so off-the-wall wasn’t a deal breaker. They’d called it “sailing” as an inside joke ever since.

He did call her that afternoon and they were married a year later. Rose smiled to herself; he’d never missed a Saturday morning of sailing since, not that she could remember anyway.

Pete and Hunter both shared a same interest and that was good enough for her. If it made them happy, then she was happy. She leaned against the kitchen counter and watched her son carefully cut his food into small pieces, then mix just the right amount of egg with French toast and then wipe the fork through the syrup, until it was perfect. Only then did he raise the fork to his mouth.

Rose’s mother had always told her that one day Rose would have a child just like she had been and that would be payback time. But her son wasn’t like her. He wasn’t like his father either. He was… different. Rose turned then, she hated that, hated that it always came down to that same ugly word when she contemplated her only child, different. She hated even thinking it.

“Go,” she said, over her shoulder. “Go and good luck!” She turned on the tap to fill the sink. She could hear the chairs scraping back from the table and knew her husband would come over to where she was standing, watching the water.

“Today is the day! I can feel it! Last three weeks have been lousy for sales, but today it’s gonna happen!” Pete hugged his wife from behind. “Thank you for breakfast. Thank you for being my wife! Gotta go! See you this afternoon!”

“Don’t spend too much,” she warned over her shoulder. “And don’t forget to keep an eye on Hunter.”

She didn’t expect an answer; she knew her warnings fell on preoccupied ears. Pete was too excited to listen to anything except his own thoughts, his hope that somewhere out there at some garage sale he’d find the deal of a lifetime. Rose shook her head and she turned to begin clearing the plates from the table. If it made him happy and if it made her son happy, then what was the harm? She stood for a moment and then set the plates back on the table and walked to the living room window.

Her men were at the sidewalk, getting in Pete’s old ’52 International Harvester truck. He was so proud of that old green truck. He always parked it on the street the Friday night before their Saturday morning outing, so he didn’t have to waste time backing out the driveway. She shook her head.

She watched Hunter reach up and open the passenger door. It was a stretch, but he managed to get his foot up inside the truck and was hopping up and down to get enough momentum to pull himself inside. She sighed. All he had to do was use the running board, it was there to help him, but as usual he was marching to his own beat. It’s my life. He wouldn’t say it out loud, but he did say it in a way, by his every action. He was growing so quickly. He was going to be a big guy when he grew up. And good-looking. Rose crossed her arms and held herself as she watched her son struggle into the truck his father was already in, waiting impatiently to start up the engine.

Pete needed a break. He would be looking for mechanic’s tools, carpentry tools, lawn mowers, old diesel-powered pumps, as he always did; anything to make a buck on. He even brought home a small tractor engine one time because it was “dirt cheap,” he said. She’d chastised him that day, saying they couldn’t afford it and that he needed to be more responsible about the money he spent. She smiled to herself remembering the day he sold it for $300 more than he’d paid for it. “I told you so!” Pete, bless him, wasn’t a businessman. He’d spent nearly that in parts to restore the engine, and then added in at least twenty hours’ worth of his own time for labor.

Still, she loved that he tried.

They needed money. It wasn’t easy making ends meet; Rose knew that. She did the family bookkeeping and paid the bills. He was a hardworking man, but an academic scholarship to Harvard was never in his future. Not his fault, she knew. Unlike her family, Pete’s family wasn’t inclined toward schooling and education. Nobody in Pete’s family ever went past grade 12, so Rose knew well the life she was marrying into when she said yes at the altar.

As she watched him now, she felt a warmness that wasn’t from the morning sun just now starting to heat up the neighborhood. He was a good man, but he needed a break, deserved a break. Life hadn’t been easy for Pete. She’d only met his father a few times, but those few times were enough. He wasn’t nice to Pete and he wasn’t nice to Pete’s mother. No matter how hard Pete tried, or how well he did, his father, usually intoxicated, ridiculed him. The saddest part was that he did it in front of Rose, purposely embarrassing Pete.

Maybe that’s part of the reason she always did her best to see the good in her husband, why she married him, to nurse him back to the man he could have been with a nurturing father instead of the father he was born to. Pete was like a bird with a broken wing that she’d felt compelled to look after, to help.

Despite his hard work though, she knew money wasn’t just getting tight, it was tight. She didn’t tell her husband, but they wouldn’t make the mortgage payment next month at the rate things were going. Pete needed to find a good deal, a really good deal, or she would be stealing from their food account to pay the bank. His yard sale habit didn’t normally hurt the family finances, but it didn’t always help either.

She watched Hunter pull the truck door closed. Hunter. Not a common name and certainly not a name that had anything to do with the action of hunting. Pete, as much as he was salt of the earth, was definitely not a hunter. Not that he had anything against it; he just wasn’t inclined to use time chasing around in the outdoors, when he could be indoors, tinkering on this or that treasure he’d picked up on one of his Saturday morning excursions.

No, her son was named Hunter because she herself had insisted he be called that. She’d known the instant the doctor handed her the tiny bundle that was her newborn baby boy. She was crying with joy, but not her baby. He was silent; looking at her; like he was hunting for something in her eyes, something inside her.

Hunter Powell Cotton Johann; the second and third names she had insisted on as well, leaving Pete to contribute only Hunter’s last name. It wasn’t like her and she’d been a little surprised at her own determination, but she wasn’t going to back down and Pete didn’t even try to change her mind. Hunter it was. Powell Cotton for their son’s middle names was harder for him to swallow, but he’d acquiesced on that as well when Rose explained that Powell-Cotton was her family’s actual last name. Not just Cotton like she used for her maiden name.

She had a Great Uncle Percy, Percy Horace Gordon Powell-Cotton, an explorer, hunter, conservationist, museum curator, and family legend whom she’d always admired. Mostly she’d admired him for the respect and fame he’d brought the family back in England. Although he died in 1940, when Rose was Hunter’s age, Great Uncle Percy’s story, told at family gatherings for years afterward, struck a chord with her younger self.

She sometimes, like now, felt that had she been raised in another time, or another place, or if she’d been born a boy, maybe things would have been different for her. As she always did, Rose felt a ripple of guilt; it was folly. If things were different, she wouldn’t have all that she had. She forced the thought out of her mind and waved as her two boys pulled away.




    Stop.

Listen to me now.

Before you learn more, you need to understand something.

About me. About you. About beauty.

True beauty isn’t something that can be seen.

True beauty is something that can only be felt.

The feeling of color; that is how I “saw” true beauty.

I didn’t know it then. How could I? Eight years old. It all started then. I remember her waving. I remember driving. I remember stopping and I remember stepping into my future that day, into your future.

I remember being happy.

My world, not the world I live in and the world you live in, but the world I see, is different than the world you see. Everything in the world I see is a tone of brown. It’s a sepia world, except when there is something of extraordinary beauty. Then color like no color anyone can ever understand. Color. I have tried to explain it so many times. Nobody knows. How can they? They do not see the world I see. They do not feel color.

That day should not have been any different, but it was.

Brown and brown. Brown and brown. Brown and brown.

And then I felt it. Color. Impossible to miss.

Color, radiating, pulsing, so magnificently obvious in the brown and brown that was my universe.

I picked it up.

Maybe it wasn’t the only event that set so much in motion. Maybe it wasn’t that one object that caused it all. Maybe it was fate and destiny, contriving together to bring me to now.

Maybe it wasn’t that one object that caused you.

That caused you, Nyala.
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2020 PINEHURST, NORTH CAROLINA

Holy shit!

Nyala looked down at the manuscript she’d just dropped on the floor. What the frig was this!

“Jesus Christ! This creep knows my name!” She said it out loud, as if maybe in saying it out loud, somebody would explain to her what the hell was going on. “He knows my f-ing name!”

Nyala looked down in horror at the manuscript.

“Hey, Ny Ny! I’m back!” The front door was barely opened before Luba announced her arrival. “I am unworthy! No discipline. Didn’t even make it to the gas station! I’m going to be a blob.”

Nyala barely heard her friend. She was still trying to assimilate the information. This clown knew where she lived and knew her name. It wasn’t a mistake; it wasn’t a coincidence that she received the manuscript.

What the heck was this thing?

She looked down at the pages and frowned. Who was this guy Tsau-z? And why was he writing in first person to her in what was obviously a long narrative? Was it that moron Scott? He’d always struck her as a harmless weirdo, but she could be wrong about that. Could be a mass murderer for all she really knew. Was it him? She shook her head. Scott might be a Starbucks nonfat, nongluten, decaf organic mocha, reusable-soybean-fiber-cup-drinking goof, but he wasn’t sinister. Way too insipid.

“Hey! Like I’m here! Hello? Wake-up time. Luba calling La-la-land! Hellllooo! Come in, Ny Ny!” Luba threw her water bottle on the couch, not slowing on her way to the fridge. “I’m famished! Feels like I just used up ten thousand calories! Want a carrot stick?”

“Whoever wrote this, wrote it to me.” Nyala didn’t look at her friend when she said it. She’d been shocked when she read her name, then horrified, then disgusted, and now she was getting angry. “This asshole knows my name. He’s probably the one who dropped it off here, so he knows where I live and he’s including me in some kind of deranged fantasy.”

Nyala finally turned around, leaving the manuscript where it had fallen. Outside she could hear a blue jay squawking and a gray squirrel chirring. Probably displaying for each other as they competed for the seeds and suet she religiously left out for the birds and fox squirrels, though not so much for the gray squirrels. For a fleeting moment she lost her train of thought. It was funny how when everything was hitting the fan, the sounds of nature always seemed to reach her, no matter where her mind was at that moment.

Luba was munching a carrot stick but leaning forward now, looking at the manuscript on the floor. “What does it say? Is it creepy sexy or just plain old creepy? Any hot pictures?”

“Luba!” Nyala frowned and shook her head. “This is serious; I feel violated. Nobody knows I live here. It’s not cool.”

They both contemplated the possibilities.

The squirrel and the jay stopped their chattering. The two friends didn’t hear the jet engine churning the stratosphere into a long contrail cloud far above.

“Well, we could move back to the city where it’s safe!” Luba wasn’t joking.

Nyala knew her friend wasn’t a country girl and wasn’t sold on the quiet and solitude of their chosen home. Not that she would ever leave Nyala alone out here with the bears and tigers and whatever else Luba thought lived in the surrounding woods.

“Stop it! This is real! I’m being stalked by someone! That’s just a touch scary to think about.”

Again they contemplated.

Luba couldn’t resist and leaned down to pick the manuscript up off the floor at her friend’s feet, reading the first page as she did.

“What’s it about? Who is Toozee? And who is Zhivago? Wasn’t that a book or a movie? That’s it! It was a movie with Vince Lombardi or someone like that!” Luba was a movie buff, but anything prior to the Marvel Comics Hollywood productions was way, way outside the box for her. She took a seat at one of the two chairs at the table and started to read. “Mr. Creepy, here we come!”

Suddenly, for no good reason, Nyala felt possessive of the pages that Luba was just starting to leaf through and making fun of. It was Nyala’s story and she felt a twinge of ownership; even thinking that her friend would read the words before her made her more possessive.

“No. I’m going to read it first. You can read it when I’m done.” Nyala didn’t exactly snatch the pages from her friend, but it was enough of a grab that Luba sat back in her kitchen chair.

“Whoa! That was rude! Not like I’m planning to steal your secret lover or anything, I was just going to read it.” Luba looked hurt, but she wasn’t. “So it is sexy! Isn’t it! That’s why you won’t share! Too personal! Old lover? Oh yeah! That’s it! That’s why you don’t go on dates! Gimme!”

Luba’s halfhearted attempt to take the manuscript back wasn’t meant to succeed, only to make a point, but Nyala turned and walked toward her bedroom-cum-office door, located off to the side of the one main living area. As she walked, she held up the back of her hand to warn Luba not to push it.

“Fine. Want anything from the city? I have hair with Dwayne today, at two o’clock, but I’m free for dinner if you want to catch a bite in town later at the Golden Dragon? Or how about Tosca’s? The Portuguese joint! They make the best french fries! We can have whole crab and fries!”

But Nyala was ignoring her friend. She was already leafing through the pages as she walked, finding where she’d left off. What did this guy mean by “that caused you”? That was disconcerting. Caused me? She frowned as she shut the door behind her and sat at her desk.

She didn’t hear Luba say goodbye.

Maybe it wasn’t that one object that caused you.

That caused you, Nyala.






5 [image: ]


1960s UNDISCLOSED SMALL TOWN

It wasn’t a big city, more like a big town with big-city hopes and dreams. The streets were lined with well-kept homes, small but sweet, elms and lawns, pretty flower boxes and ladies in floppy hats bent over flower beds; men pushing two-wheel lawn mowers, grass clippings springing out behind the clattering rotary blades. There were dogs every second house, running free and children running even freer, not a care in the world. Hide-and-seek; Cowboys and Indians. Tag and Simon Says “do this” and “do that.”

“Check it out, Hunter, have to be treasures in this part of town!” Pete’s enthusiasm was obvious in his body language as he leaned forward to read the address on the sign nailed to the weathered telephone pole. And it was just as obvious that he was talking to himself, not to his son, who stood on the floor, holding on to the dashboard, looking out the front windshield, trying to see the sign his father was talking about, even though according to his teacher, he couldn’t read.

“That’s only three blocks away! I can feel it! What do you think, Hunter? Excited?” Pete wasn’t actually asking a question, nor was he expecting an answer. First off, Hunter didn’t talk much; second, it was about Pete, not Hunter. Work all week. Now was his playtime, his release.

As per garage sale protocol, this one advertised with signs out on the nearest busy road, the one Pete was driving the truck along. Unlike most garage sales, when they pulled up to the address, it wasn’t a newer cookie-cutter type house; it was older and was in a slightly older neighborhood. The lot was bigger too and the trees taller, probably one of the original homes in the area, Pete figured. It had to have been built before the rest of the street was surveyed and subdivided into perfect rectangular lots; must have been rich people. And there weren’t any kids playing on the lawn, not that there would have been room, since the tables and boxes and stuff covered most of the front yard.

Pete pulled in behind the last of four cars on the right side of the street across from the garage sale house. There were seven more cars facing the opposite direction, parked on the same side as the house.

“Damn it. We’re late.” Pete shut the truck off and hit the parking brake. He was about to pull the door handle when he stopped and remembered his son. Reaching into his pocket instead, he took out four quarters, but then put one back. Then he hesitated and put another back in his pocket. “Okay, here’s fifty cents. Don’t buy anything stupid and don’t leave the yard.”

Pete didn’t wait for his son to exit the truck on the passenger side. He’d already slammed his creaking door behind him and was halfway across the street before Hunter managed to push open the heavy passenger door and turn, to let himself carefully slide backward out of the old truck. His toes touched the sidewalk about the same instant the friction from his belly-on-the-seat slide out of the truck let loose. If his feet hadn’t touched the sidewalk when they did, he would have fallen backward from the truck.

Stop. Look and listen. Be careful. Be careful. Don’t walk out from between cars. Before Pete’s son made it across the street and down the cracked cement driveway and into the aisles of offerings, his father was already deep into negotiations with the homeowner, a small, slender man who looked completely out of place at a garage sale. Actually the owner looked totally out of place in the neighborhood; in the entire town more like. Pete was brandishing a large and by appearances well-used, red-painted pipe wrench.

“Twenty-five cents.” Pete was a pro at this and as such was convinced that the louder you negotiated, the more you cowed the owner into selling whatever it was you wanted, for cheaper than the sticker price. Usually the prices at garage sales were written on a piece of masking tape stuck to whatever it was you were interested in, but the prices at this sale were neatly printed in pen, on round, sky-blue “fancy” stickers. Pete was in his glory.

His philosophy, the one that had held him in such good stead over the years of treasure hunting, was first to find something that you knew was worth four times the price out in the real world and then try and talk the owner down to a quarter of that price. On a good day, Pete would push for one-tenth of the sticker price.

“See! It’s got rust here and the mechanism is sloppy.”

The gentle-looking owner stood only as tall as Pete’s shoulder and looked shocked when Pete shook the wrench at him to demonstrate how loose the metal jaws were. Several people, who’d looked up when Pete boomed out his offer, now shook their heads and went back to their treasure hunting. Loud and aggressive wasn’t normal garage sale behavior. Most buyers were stealthy, to the point of appearing sneaky to an observer, like they were hiding a secret, which was their inviolable intent if they found something they knew was worth more than the sticker price.

Someone holding a lamp was waiting for their turn to discuss the price with the slight but well-turned-out owner; they were standing just close enough to ensure that Pete could see them in his peripheral vision. Pete turned slightly to ensure his back was toward the waiting customer, making it clear that he didn’t care about what they wanted; it was all about him.

“Fifty cents. Last offer. Here.” Pete pulled the two quarters from his pocket, thanking himself silently for saving them from his son. “Done deal. Lots more where that came from! Good deal for both of us! Gonna buy a lot more!”

Pete didn’t wait for the owner to agree; he literally reached out with the hand holding the quarters and tipped his palm to 90 degrees. The owner didn’t have a choice; he reached out and let the two shiny coins drop into his hand. Pete turned to walk away in one motion. It was a gamble that he’d won many times in the past. If the owner didn’t hold his hand out to catch the money, it would drop to the ground, which would be embarrassing to Pete, but everyone always held out their hand.

It was kind of like public shaming. Make the owner as uncomfortable as possible, by talking in a voice loud enough that every person in the yard couldn’t help noticing. And when everyone turned to see what was going on, basically force the owner into accepting a lowball offer, just to remove them from the limelight. Perfectly executed!

Pete, still chuffed about buying the pipe wrench for at least two dollars less than it was worth, was checking out another box of tools when he noticed his son standing beside him. Standing beside him and holding some dumb thing or other that he’d picked from an obscure corner of the sale. This kid would drive you nuts. It didn’t happen often—in fact near as Pete could remember, maybe once a month, probably less actually, one in a hundred garage sales maybe—but when it did, when his son would walk up with some useless piece of crap that he wanted to buy, it somehow always irritated Pete.

“You don’t need that. Put it back.” He turned to look at the tools but knew his son wouldn’t put it back. In fact Hunter would continue to follow him around the entire time, not saying anything, but always there. Pete shook his head and tried to ignore him, walking away, farther down the table, reaching for an old silver-handled flashlight. He clicked the button to see if it worked. It didn’t.

“Young man? Do you want that?” It was the owner. He’d been watching Hunter from across the yard and had walked around the tables to stand at the end of the aisle.

Hunter looked up at the man and nodded.

Pete stopped looking at tools and turned to look at what his son was holding.

“How much is it?” He reached down and held out his hand, expecting his son to hand over the goods. It was a white dish with some kind of blue designs on the face. “What is it? An old plate?”

For a fraction of a second, it looked like his son was going to pull it away from his father, but he didn’t. He handed it over.

“Ha ha! Are you kidding me! Ten dollars! Are you out of your mind?” Pete handed the plate to the owner. “He doesn’t want it.”

Dismissive, he turned back to his tools. For Christ’s sake, what did his kid think they were made of, money? He was more than irritated now; he was getting angry; a normal kid, that’s all he wanted. A plate? God Almighty, this kid was going to make him crazy.

Overhead a flock of starlings flared and flew off. Someone down the street was calling for a child and a dog barked. Four more cars pulled up in front of the house and two cars pulled away.

“You like it?” The owner was still standing there, turning the plate in his hands, looking down at the young boy. “It was my mother’s. She traveled around the world on a ship when she was young. I think she brought this from England, but it’s probably Chinese. Old, I would say. What do you think? Old?”

The youngster looked up at the man, who was smiling slightly. It was a soft, sincere smile, not intended for anyone alive; it was a smile in honor of a memory. Nor was he expecting an answer to his question. He was instead for that instant preoccupied with the memory of the mother he’d recently lost.

The boy waited, as if aware that it was not his right to break the spell. When the man holding the plate returned to the moment, the boy nodded his agreement; the plate was old.

The plate was very old.

“The kid’s not interested.” Pete was on the far side of the table now, beside another man who was rummaging through the same box Pete had been searching through. He was feeling possessive, or more like the owner was in his face, overstepping his bounds. “Can’t even read yet. Doesn’t like to be teased.”

The owner ignored Pete.

“How much money do you have?” The man wasn’t teasing. He’d made a decision and wasn’t about to let the young boy’s father bully him a second time.

Hunter reached in his pocket and took out the two quarters his father had given him. He showed them to the man.

Pete was watching now. It was an ugly plate, but if the owner was stupid enough to give a ten-dollar plate away for fifty cents, then he was even more gullible than he looked. A deal was a deal.

“Hmmm. That’s a pretty hard bargain you are driving, young man.” The slender man frowned and said, “I’ll tell you what. If you pay two quarters for this plate, you must promise me that you will be very careful with it and won’t break it for as long as you own it.”

He was smiling now, holding the plate out to the boy.

“I think she would have liked you. And I think she would have wanted you to have this.”

The boy handed the two quarters over to the man and took possession of the plate, holding it to his chest.

More junk, Pete was thinking to himself; just what they needed. More junk headed for his son’s bedroom. Maybe Rose could convince Hunter to let her use the plate for setting a plant pot on, or for a lid on a pot, something useful instead of sitting on a shelf in his kid’s room with all the other crap he’d wasted the family money on over the last couple of years.

“The kid appreciates it. Let’s go, Hunter.” Pete had seen all he needed to see. “Spent enough here already.”

He waved the pipe wrench at his son, directing him like a street cop at an intersection. No good deals left, too many people, too many other sales to hit before the day was done. Another three cars were looking to park across the street. Pete didn’t wait for his son; he was on his way out of the yard, headed toward the truck. He didn’t pay any attention to the heavy, unhealthy-looking man walking in the opposite direction, toward the entrance to the garage sale yard.

The man stopped in the middle of the road and turned when Hunter walked past.

“Excuse me?” The guy now walked back toward where Hunter had stopped at the back end of Pete’s old truck. “Excuse me.”

Pete was already in the truck, about to slam the door.

What now?

“What?” He was holding the door. “Something I can help you with?”

“Is that your boy?” The man was breathing heavily from the exertion of turning and walking back across to the truck. He stopped and pointed at Hunter.

Pete was really getting fed up now. One day of the week, was that really too much to ask? One day when he could do what he wanted, when he wanted, as many times as he wanted.

“Yes, he’s my kid. Hunter, get in the truck.”

“No, wait. That plate. Can I see it?”

Pete nearly said no, but he caught himself.

“Why?”

“Sorry, but I’m an antique dealer.” He pointed at the truck parked two cars behind Pete’s International. “Willisford Dowan. Indefinite Art Incorporated. That’s the name of my shop. I pay top dollar for antiquities. I specialize in finer pieces but of course am interested in anything that is old and good quality.”

Pete looked back over his shoulder at the truck the man was pointing to. It was a panel van more like, with a roof rack. He couldn’t read the sign on the side of the truck from his angle but could see it was there. For a second he thought that maybe he could make a quick sale on the pipe wrench. It was definitely old, but he didn’t offer it up quite yet. He took the proffered hand and gave it a cursory shake; soft grip; easy target.

“Nice to meet you. Why do you want to see that old plate?”

The man had already started toward the back of the truck and was reaching for the plate. Hunter pulled away, shielding it from the man with his body. The man stopped, a gentle, reassuring look on his face.

“It’s okay. I just want to see if it’s what I think it is.” The man held out his hand.

Hunter didn’t move for a moment. Then, he saw the watch. He still didn’t move, just stared at the watch face, and then, as though he’d accepted the man as a kindred spirit, held out the plate to the fat hand. The blue ten-dollar sticker was still stuck to the face, covering part of the cobalt flower blossom decoration.




    Hear me again, Nyala.

Before you go on. You must know this.

Brown and brown. Brown and brown. Brown and brown.

I handed it to him and… I killed him that day.

I didn’t know. I couldn’t know. I was eight.

It was our fate… yours Nyala… mine… his.

He was only the first.

In the darkness now, lying all alone. A lifetime of regrets.

I am sorry. These are things I should have told you all along.

Too late now to right those wrongs.

I can live it again now, close my eyes, and I see how it started and I see the watch on his wrist again. Color, brilliant, impossible not to see. Mesmerizing in its singular beauty. Hands of time perfectly balanced, set to perfection, it was the essence of… essence. I could feel it.

Brilliant. Bright. Color.

I have felt that essence since, many times. Perfection, so rare. So transient. Ethereal. Created by artists, artists of God maybe, artists who have God living within. I don’t know; I am not an artist. God made me to feel His work. Feel His beauty. I don’t know. I didn’t know.

I was eight.

And I was a death warrant.
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Porcelain! Qing! I knew it the instant I saw it!” The antique dealer reached into the pocket of his jacket, pulling out a spectacle case, taking care to keep the plate firmly pressed to his chest as he pulled the optics from the case. “Let’s see how old.”

Once he had the glasses in place on his surprisingly fine nose, the large man turned the plate over to look at the back. His fat hands looked soft, almost feminine. Pete was taller, so he could see over the man’s shoulder, but other than the fact that they were both standing in the same street, the two grown men had absolutely nothing in common.

“Ha! Look!” The antique dealer pointed to the markings on the back of the plate. “Yongzheng!!”

The dealer gazed at the plate. The young boy stared at his watch.

“I’ve never seen one. At least I haven’t seen one outside of the big museums out east. He was a great emperor, early 1700s. Qing Dynasty, Great Qing. After the Ming Dynasty. His father passed on the throne to him when he died. Yongzheng loved art. I can’t believe it. Young man, do you know what you have here?”

The large man looked over his glasses at the boy.

Pete moved around to stand beside his son at the back of the truck.

“What’s it worth to you?” Pete had never been the brightest student in class, at least the classes that he’d attended, and the fat guy might as well have been talking Martian for all he understood about what he was saying about the plate, but he knew all about dealing with people who wanted something he had. “Make us an offer.”

The man holding the plate now looked up at Pete, over the glasses on his nose, sizing up the rough-looking character in an instant.

“How much do you want for it?”

They stood their ground, unflinching, locked in each other’s line of sight.

It was the boy who broke the standoff, stepping closer to the fat man and tugging at his sleeve. He was pointing at the man’s watch. Both the antique dealer, still holding the plate, and Pete looked down at the boy who’d butted into the middle of their negotiations. Pete’s feelings were easy to read; it was like he was looking down at the dumbest person on earth. The antique dealer was looking down at the young boy with almost the exact opposite look.

“My watch? You mean this one?” Bemused, he cocked his wrist toward the boy. “You have very good taste, young man.”

He laughed and placed the precious plate to his chest, holding it there with his left forearm, then, as he’d done to pull the spectacles from the case, he undid the wristwatch strap with his free right hand. He was about to give the timepiece to the boy, when he hesitated.

“It was given to me by a friend.” He still held the plate against his chest with his left arm but was now looking over his glasses at the watch. “A very dear friend. His name was Jean. He raced cars. He died doing what he loved; a long time ago.”

The dealer looked down at the watch now, with a different emotion showing on his face. Loss? No, it was tender, more than just loss. It was tragic loss. More. Tragic love lost. So long ago, he’d been young then, he’d been beautiful, beautiful like Jean. But time, as it ravaged his body, eroded the memory. It was still there now, but the big hurt was gone. It was only a memory of loss now, just a memory, still there, but mixed with a lifetime of newer memories. Then the moment was gone, and he felt the plate against his chest.

“It’s called a Zerographe. Made by a company in Switzerland called Rolex. You don’t know that company, but they’ve been around for almost fifty years. It’s kind of like your dad’s Timex, but different.” The antique dealer tried not to smile at his own joke. He detested cheap and functional, especially something named after such modern-day proletariat icons as Time magazine and Kleenex. “It’s not new; it was made before World War II. It was a gift to my friend who raced cars, from the owners of that Rolex company I told you about.”

When Jean gave him the watch, he’d of course been giddy and thankful. Back then, it was just another piece of jewelry, a splendid piece, but everything was splendid in those days and everything came easy; jewelry, haute couture, art. Was it really so long ago that Robert Piguet was postulating to all of them at Les Deux Magots over a fine bottle of 1931 Armagnac Sempé, saying that elegance was born of simplicity’s virtue? Christian designed Robert’s “Café Anglais” dress, but Christian was still pretty much an unknown art dealer at that time and a good friend. It was years later that he became “Dior” and left his friends behind.

Money meant nothing to the rest of them. Why should they care about money? They all had enough for their needs, for their fun. He had the least, but his rich friends were happy to take care of him. His lot had changed though. He’d fallen for the wrong person and his life started to fall apart, unravel. He’d moved and moved again and again.

The beauty of his youth faded and here he was, in the middle of nowhere. Nobody cared, nobody wanted to know his story; obese; scratching to make a living. Wasting the last of his life begging to buy and begging to sell. On bad days, drinking alone at night, in his apartment above the antique shop, he’d bitterly admit to himself that he’d grown up to become an alchemist, trying to turn cheap junk into expensive junk.

Only the watch he now held in his pudgy, liver-spotted hand remained of his former life and self. At first he’d kept it as a token of the love it represented, but over time and need, he’d looked into selling it to pay whatever pressing “final warning” bill he’d received. He never sold it though; he couldn’t. Not because he didn’t have the will, but because he didn’t have the knowledge. He literally couldn’t find any information about it and, more importantly, what it was worth. Of course it was valuable, he knew that for a certainty, but how much? He researched it as best he could, but there were no records of it in Switzerland; at least not that he could find. He’d sent them at least three letters over the years, all with the same result: “Sorry, we don’t have any records of such a watch being produced by us here at Rolex.”

He’d even taken it to two experts in the watch field whom he trusted as much as you could trust anybody in the business and they’d both said the same thing. They’d never heard of it, and they’d never seen any advertising for such a watch from the Rolex watch company in Switzerland, ever. It had to be a pieced-together copy, they had told him, made by a great watchmaker to be sure, but far less valuable than a real Rolex.

Jean wouldn’t have given him an imitation Rolex. Would he?

So many more memories, triggered by the watch in his hand, pushed their way out from the recesses of his mind, but this wasn’t the time. Tonight, if he wanted to reminisce, he could do so with a bottle of wine, unfortunately not good and not vintage. And even more unfortunately, by himself.

“It meant something to me once, but not now. Here, have a look.”

The boy took the watch.

“The strap isn’t original.”

The boy didn’t say anything, but the antique dealer raised his eyebrows when the boy looked up at him as if to say, “I know. That’s obvious.”

“Of course you would know that. And if you know that, then I don’t need to also tell you that it is a very valuable watch!” He laughed and made a decision. “I’ll tell you what, young fellow: I’ll trade you. Straight across. Your plate for my watch.”

Pete couldn’t take it anymore.

“Now listen, what’s he going to do with a watch? He’s only eight.” Pete raised his voice. “Twenty-five dollars. That’s his final offer. Cash! Won’t take a check.”

The antique dealer looked at the man. It wasn’t disdain exactly, but there wasn’t the tiniest bit of respect in his countenance either.

The boy abruptly reached out to give the watch back to the fat antique dealer and held out his other hand, motioning for the man to give the plate back. They made the exchange.

“Goddammit.” Pete shook his head. His damn kid meant it and Pete knew it. For whatever reason, the kid never wanted to sell anything he found. Wasted space and wasted money, sitting on the bookcase shelves in his bedroom. Pete knew better than to push though. The result would only be bad; when the line in the sand was drawn, slow or not, his son’s stubborn streak was all Rose.

“Okay. Don’t sell it.” Pete was disgusted. He was sure the guy would have paid even more than twenty-five. “But I’m telling you right now. Never again. You think your mother and I are made of money? We can’t afford to have you throw money away on any more crap.”

Pete wheeled and climbed back in his truck, slamming his door, not out of habit this time. He was pissed.

“Get in, Hunter. We’re leaving.”

The antique dealer and the boy looked at each other. The man held out the watch to the boy again. The boy didn’t hesitate. He handed the antique dealer the plate and took the watch. He turned without a second look at the large man, who now held his plate, and as he walked around the back of the truck, to the passenger side, he was staring at the watch, obviously mesmerized.

When the boy left his sight, the antique dealer walked to Pete’s window and tapped on it. When Pete didn’t lower the window, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a card.

“I have a proposition.” He said it loud enough that Pete could hear, but instead of answering, Pete just stared at him through the window. The dealer reached into his pocket with his free hand once again and pulled out a five-dollar bill. “Sorry, I couldn’t help but hear you say your son bought other ‘crap.’ ”

Pete wasn’t sure what was going on, but he recognized easy money when he saw it. He was only making two dollars an hour as a mechanic. He rolled down the window.

“What other kind of things does your son have?” The antique dealer handed Pete the card and the bill. “That’s my number.”

Pete looked at the money and ignored the card. Then, without even acknowledging the man standing outside his window, he answered.

“All kinds of junk. Small stuff. Like that plate. All crap.” Pete put the bill in his pocket and threw the card on the dusty dash. It wasn’t until then that he looked out at the antique dealer. “Small paintings. Jesus and God stuff. Weird statues. I don’t know, African. And some beaded Indian things. And a bunch of old books. Like I said, I don’t know; it’s all junk.”

On the far side of the truck, the dealer could see the young boy bobbing his head up and down, gaining momentum for the big step up into the truck and onto the bench seat. The boy was holding the watch tightly in his small hand, which made getting in that much more difficult.

“Call me. I may be interested in some of your son’s things. Did he pick them up at garage sales?”

“Yep. Comes with me every week.”

“Call me.” The antique dealer tapped the open windowsill and then turned to cross the street to the garage sale house. There were a dozen cars in the street now and double that many people carefully looking through the offerings on the tables.

Pete watched the dealer walk away. Then he looked at his boy, who was still staring at the watch, caressing it, turning it over and over, feeling it. Whatever the heck just happened, Pete wasn’t angry anymore. Five dollars was five dollars and there was still plenty of time to hit more sales. It was already a great day! He had the pipe wrench and a $4.50 profit on the two quarters he’d given Hunter. Not bad.

Not bad at all.

The antique dealer slid the plate into the big pocket on the inside of his jacket and turned to watch the green pickup truck pull away. He noted the license number. If he didn’t hear from the kid’s father, he’d tap Justin his buddy at the cop shop for a favor and find out where they lived. Justin collected Murano art glass and would pretty much do anything to stay in the antique dealer’s good books.

Qing Dynasty; Yongzheng!

He held his hand up against where the plate was now safely hidden in his jacket pocket, almost to make sure it was still there, that it was real. He wouldn’t need to work for the rest of the year if he didn’t want to. He could get a new van and go on a holiday too! He could do anything his heart desired.

He was thrilled and patted the plate through his jacket again. Then he frowned.

Strange kid. Very strange kid.

The thrill was still there, but thinking of the kid dampened the joy somehow. As he turned to walk over to the garage sale, he looked at where the watch had been on his wrist for so many years. For a moment he felt the shadow of doubt, the shadow of every antique dealer’s nightmare. Did he make a mistake?

No way.

Not a chance.

Qing porcelain plate; over two hundred years old; perfect condition. Most valuable thing he’d found in all the years he’d been forced to turn his formerly manicured hand to antique dealing. Yongzheng mark too. Best day of his pathetic life in this pathetic town!

But he was still frowning as he began looking at the other offerings at the garage sale, making his way toward where a youngish, at least younger than him, well-dressed man was accepting money from a dowdy lady holding an old copper boiler. He noticed the young man bore a striking resemblance to Yves, another friend from those halcyon days he’d spent in Paris dancing the night away, wearing one of Robert’s “Café Anglais” black and white pieds de poule! Those were the days. Yves was big-time now. The fat antique dealer heard he’d started his own haute couture house.

The memory would have normally made him feel a sweet melancholy, a longing for the sun to return, even for a moment. He knew in his heart that he would give up a thousand tomorrows for one more yesterday.

But he didn’t feel the sweet melancholy brought on by the fond memories, not this time.

He couldn’t shake the shadow of doubt.
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