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  Even if their adventures were sometimes so cruel as to be revolting by our standards, if they were obscene in such a grand and total way as to become innocent again, yet beyond their ferocity, their eroticism, they embody the eternal myth; man standing alone before the fascinating mystery of life, all its terror, its beauty and its passion.


  —FEDERICO FELLINI
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  THE FIRST TIME I MET CARLOS REICHART I WAS standing in the Nu-Way Laundromat folding up a bed sheet, which is probably a strange way to meet the one person who’s going to ruin your life.


  It was September, and there was this light drizzle coming down past the windows of the laundromat. The fluorescent lights made everything look even more depressing than usual—concrete block walls painted yellow, these blue and green palm trees painted over the yellow. The concrete floor and the stale heat smell that comes from dryers.


  The Nu-Way was the only laundromat in Owen, Kentucky, and doing laundry there was one of the things I hated most. The clothes in the washers went round and round, and in the dryers too. In two weeks there you’d be back again, washing the same clothes over and over. That was exactly what your life was.


  I remember hearing on the radio, years later, about some tropical depression out in the Atlantic that was being upgraded into a storm. We were making a movie on this estate in the Hudson River Valley, and Seth Rosenheim, Carlos’s cameraman, made the joke, “That’s what happened to Carlos—a tropical depression upgraded into a storm.” What it suddenly made me remember, though—those words tropical depression—was the Nu-Way Laundromat: maybe the clothes spinning in the dryers, and those green and blue painted palm trees that were supposed to cheer the place up but only made it more depressing. Or maybe because I met Carlos on a day when it was raining and somewhere, some ocean, it really was the season for tropical depressions and storms.


  I was tugging bed sheets out of the dryer, stuffing them back in the plastic garbage bags I’d brought. When I looked up, this man was staring at me. He was sitting on the wooden bench that ran along the windows in the front of the place, and he had a little spiral notebook in his lap, the kind you buy for school. He must’ve been writing something down, only he’d stopped and was looking around. I guess he’d seen me because he was staring, and when I glanced up we were looking right at each other.


  I expected him to look away, but he didn’t, and for some reason I didn’t either. But then I did, I went on folding those sheets. I had this feeling he was staring at me the whole time, and when I looked back at him it was true, he hadn’t moved. It was this questioning look, like you give somebody when you think you might’ve seen them before, or you might know them but can’t remember from where. Only he looked like he knew exactly who I was. That’s what I felt—here was somebody saying, Oh, I know exactly who you are even though I’ve never seen you before. Like he’d been waiting to meet me for a long time and he’d known he would—he just didn’t know when or where it would happen and now here it was.


  Maybe I’m making all that up, but I don’t think so.


  There wasn’t anybody but us in the laundromat. I hadn’t noticed him till I noticed him staring at me. He was maybe forty years old, not gone to flab anywhere but tight like the head of a drum. With his high cheekbones he looked like he might have Cherokee blood in him. His black hair was combed back from his forehead, and he was wearing this black long-sleeve shirt buttoned all the way up to the collar. His eyes were black too, crazy glittery eyes like country people sometimes have, and that thin hard hollowed-out face. Only he wasn’t any country person. He was definitely somebody from somewhere else.


  I kept on folding sheets, but he was starting to bother me. I felt like he was studying me, but when I looked up again he’d gone back to writing in his little spiral notebook. Just then, he looked up right when I was looking at him—it was like I was the one who’d been looking and not the other way around, and he’d caught me.


  There was something about those eyes, more like some animal’s eyes than a person’s—some really smart animal that’s always on the lookout, the way you see hunting dogs go on the alert. Like even here in this laundromat some keen sense of smell in him was sniffing out things other people wouldn’t pick up on.


  I pretended I was trying to see past his head to something passing by on the street. All of a sudden he came bolting up at me from where he was sitting. I must’ve looked surprised—he sort of raised his eyebrows in a friendly way and sailed right past me to the washing machines, where he started pulling out clothes and tossing them into the dryers. He probably opened up fifteen washing machines, nearly every one in the place, and threw his stuff across into that many dryers. I had to laugh—each time I thought that must be all of it, there was still another washer for him to open and pull clothes from. He stopped loading the dryer and looked at me. What’s so funny? was what that look said.


  Before I knew I was going to say anything, I said, “You got a pretty big family.”


  “You might say that,” he said. “You got a pretty big family yourself.” He was looking at the stack of laundry I’d piled up—with my mom and my brother, Ted, and my two little sisters, there were five of us. “You married?” he asked me.


  “Do I look old enough to be married?” I said. I was sixteen.


  “Around these parts,” he told me, “sure. Don’t you people marry when you’re about twelve years old?”


  He had this sharp accent, and I knew then he had to be this total stranger to Owen. Nobody in Owen ever talked that way. It sounded sort of snide. I couldn’t know at the time that was just the way he was with strangers; you’d never guess it, but he was this shy person really.


  “Hey, just kidding,” he said. “Don’t you hate doing this stuff?” He took in the whole room. “I mean, isn’t it the worst?”


  “It’s pretty bad,” I told him. “But you really do have a lot of clothes. Using up all the washers in the place.”


  “See,” he explained, “I’m doing laundry for a bunch of people.” “That’s nice. How’d you get suckered into that?” I wanted to pay him back for that line about my being married.


  He looked at me with a kind of odd look.


  “Suckered?” he said.


  “You know, doing everybody else’s laundry for them.”


  “Just think,” he said, like it had any kind of connection with anything, “we’d never’ve had this stimulating conversation if I hadn’t brought all their laundry in here.” “Yeah, right,” I told him.


  I’d finished putting my laundry into garbage bags, but since it was still raining outside I hopped up on a washing machine to sit and wait for it to stop. I wished it wasn’t raining because I sort of wanted to be out of there. I was afraid this guy might talk to me some more, and I didn’t really have anything else to say to him.


  And I guess he didn’t have anything else to say to me either—he finished shoving everything in the dryer and then went back to his bench and started writing in his notebook again. From where I was sitting on the washer I couldn’t really see him. Not that I wanted to, but something kept getting the best of me and I’d look over my shoulder to where he was. But he was never looking up at me, which I was glad for. He just kept writing in that notebook.


  I couldn’t figure out what he could be writing, and I sort of wanted to ask him, but I didn’t want to start us talking again—so I sat there trying to be as blank as I could and watched the rain, listening to it drum the roof and wondering if it’d take long to get a hitch back to the house, or whether I’d have to walk it in the dark. The more I thought about all that, the more depressed I got. Like everything else, it was something I seemed to be doing all the time with no stop to it.


  I wondered where he could be from, what reason he was stopped in the Nu-Way Laundromat with more dirty clothes than practically the rest of the town put together. There was something I liked about him, the way he sat there writing in that notebook and never looking up at me even though I knew he knew I was still there—some kind of lonely feeling I got looking at him, some queasy kind of loneliness I knew from when sometimes I’d lie on my back on the ground and look into the sky wondering if it ever had an end to it and knowing it didn’t. It nagged at me, this feeling, which was why I kept glancing over at him the way I did. Like maybe I could surprise something and then I’d know what it was I was looking for and not being able to find.


  Part of it was, to be honest, I was just bored sitting there waiting for the rain to be over and watching the whole row of dryers with their loads spinning behind glass and the rain just kept on and finally the dryers came to a stop.


  They’d been stopped a minute or two and he hadn’t made a move. “Your stuff’s all ready,” I told him.


  “Thanks,” he said. “You can go now.” He started tucking stuff away into garbage bags.


  “It’s raining,” I told him. “I don’t want to get wet.”


  “Smart kid. And I see you’re into the garbage bag fashion statement too.”


  “It’s just that I have to walk. It’s easier to carry that way.”


  “Yeah sure,” he laughed. “I know a garbage bag buff when I see one. Where do you have to walk?”


  “A ways,” I said. I thought maybe he’d offer me a ride, but he didn’t, he just concentrated on stuffing his bags full of clothes. Okay, I thought. I’m out of here. If he sees me walking in the rain he can get the point, or if he doesn’t, then fuck it. But I didn’t go. It was still raining, and I just sat there watching him stuff piles and piles of clothes into his garbage bags, probably fifteen in all, till finally he was done. He looked over at me and grinned this tight grin, like something was paining him. “So,” he said with that sharp accent of his, “you want to help me stow these in the van? Since obviously you plan to sit there all night.”


  “I’ve done worse,” I told him.


  “Yeah? I want to hear about it.”


  I shrugged.


  “No really, I do.”


  “How about giving me a ride home instead?”


  We were lugging the bags out to his beat-up orange VW van in the parking lot. He opened up the back. “Careful,” he said, “don’t just go slinging things around. You’ll break something.”


  “What’s all that stuff?” I had to ask. The back of the van was totally full of junk—worse than some handyman’s station wagon. “Equipment,” he said. “Cameras and whatnot.”


  “You take pictures?”


  He made some sound like “anngh.”


  “It’s this movie project,” he said. “All these clothes, they’re for my crew. They go through them like diapers. I was the only one not hung over today, so here I am.”


  “A movie project,” I said. “Like what kind of movie project?”


  “Like a movie movie. Like we’re making a movie,” he said as he piled the last bag on. It made a pretty impressive heap. “I’m Carlos Reichart,” he told me all of a sudden. “I’m not famous, so don’t pretend you’ve ever heard of me, because you haven’t. Now hop in and let’s go.”


  The front seat was as filled up with junk as everywhere else in that van—pieces of paper torn out of a spiral notebook and tools and empty beer cans and Barbie dolls missing an arm or a leg.


  “Excuse the mess,” Carlos said. “I didn’t exactly expect to go ferrying local youth around town.”


  “You never know,” I told him. It got to me, the edgy way he had of talking—but at the same time I felt pretty easy with him. It was strange. I wasn’t sure if he was pulling my leg about making some movie—but that was okay, he was still the most interesting person right at that moment that I knew in Owen.


  “But let’s talk about you,” he said. “What I’m always curious about is other people. People who live in little towns and carry their laundry around in garbage bags. I don’t know anything else about you except that. I’d like to, though. Maybe I’ll write a movie about you.”


  “Some movie that’d be,” I told him.


  “Well, you never know,” he said. “But right now—where’re we going? Where’s home? Or we could go somewhere and talk. Surely you don’t have to go home and cook dinner too? But are you hungry? What time is it? I have no idea of what time it is, but I haven’t eaten all day—I’m starving. That pizza place serves takeout, doesn’t it? What’s the drinking age in this part of Kentucky? Ten? Eleven? We could get a six-pack and takeout pizza and live it up in the back of the van.”


  It almost made me laugh—he sounded like he was afraid if he stopped talking I might say something, and then everything’d be ruined. Like I might bolt in between sentences. I never heard anybody like that before, and I guess it interested me.


  “Sounds okay,” I said, not knowing exactly what I was okaying out of all those things he said, but definitely excited by the prospect of some beer. I knew my mom wasn’t coming in till late—it was a Friday, and lots of Fridays she was out all night. And my little brother, Ted, could take care of my sisters fine. He definitely had sense enough to heat up something or other from a can.


  We picked up a pizza and two six-packs and then drove a ways out of town to where the road turned off to Tatum’s Landing. You could put boats in the river there if you wanted to—there was this concrete apron that sloped down into the water. With night coming on, and the rain, nobody was out there.


  When we’d climbed over all those garbage bags full of laundry, his and mine both, into the back of the van, Carlos said, “Pretty cozy, huh?”


  “Well, at least it’s different,” I told him, which it was definitely that.


  I downed those first couple of beers like no tomorrow, which he did too, and then once we were both on our way to relaxing, he started asking me questions again. Did I go to school, what was it like at home, did I have a lot of friends? He kept watching my face the whole time he was talking, the way nobody ever watches you. He kept asking me questions. I guess I was sort of flattered.


  “Yeah, I go to school,” I told him. “It’s pretty feeble. I live out on Route 27—back the other way out of town.” Like Carlos could care less or anything.


  “A farm?” he asked, like that was what he wanted it to be.


  “Nah,” I had to tell him. “It’s just this trailer. It’s me and my mom, and I got a brother and some sisters. It’s okay, it’s better than this house we used to live in that was falling down at the time.”


  “And where’s your dad?”


  I sort of had to laugh—I guess I never knew what else to do. “My dad,” I said.


  I hadn’t talked to anybody about my dad in a long time—it wasn’t something any of us ever talked about.


  “I’m just this stranger,” Carlos told me. “Don’t say anything you don’t want to.”


  “No, I got no secrets,” I told him. “I don’t care.”


  “Good—if you don’t, I won’t,” he told me, again looking at me like he did all the time. I remember wondering at the way he kept looking.


  “There’s these two theories about my dad,” I told him.


  “Theories?” Carlos asked.


  “Depending on who you talk to,” I told him. “One theory says he’s laying out in the Wahrani swamp.”


  “What?” Carlos seemed really alarmed.


  “Yeah. Where he got knocked off by some of Mr. Hodge’s men for getting himself involved in this liquor running scheme over in Christian County. See, it was a dry county back then—six years ago. So that’s one theory. But then this other theory goes, my dad just up and left one day. My mother thinks he’s in Louisville living it up right now.”


  “And what do you think?” Carlos asked.


  “I don’t think anything. I was just this little kid back then. All I know is, my dad used to beat up on my mom a lot. Or he’d go lighting into one of us.”


  “What do you mean, lighting into you?”


  “Well, if she wasn’t around. You know, at night. He’d go asking us where she was, and it didn’t matter what we said, he’d still light into us. So we just always made stuff up.”


  I had to laugh—suddenly I was remembering something.


  “What’s so funny?” Carlos asked. He was taking all this in, like it was serious stuff—which I guess it was.


  I told him, “I was just thinking.” I had to laugh again before I could go on. “This one time, my brother, Ted, heard my dad stomping back to the bedroom where we were sleeping, and I guess Ted just couldn’t take it one more time. So he went diving under the bed. Which when my dad saw that, it gave him this total fit. He completely forgot about my mom and went tearing after Ted, and the whole time Ted’s yelling, Leave me alone, and my dad’s yelling how Ted better not be hiding from his own dad. He’s cussing and screaming, and Ted’s screaming, and my dad finally manages to grab hold of Ted’s underwear, which is all Ted’s wearing, being asleep and everything. So here’s Ted screaming and my dad tugging at his underwear to try to pull him out and Ted hanging onto the bedpost for dear life. Then pow! The elastic band just pops and my dad goes flying across the room.”


  Carlos was still studying me.


  “I guess you had to be there,” I told him. The way he watched me made me sweat.


  “It’s a pretty funny story,” he said. “It’s a hoot.” He said it in this way that you couldn’t tell whether he thought it was a hoot or not.


  “It wasn’t too bad for me,” I told him. “Live and let live—that’s my motto.”


  “It’s a good motto,” said Carlos. “It’s my motto too.” He handed me another beer, my fourth or fifth I guess. I remember thinking how great it felt to be talking like I was. I didn’t have too many friends, none really since everybody I knew at high school was so feeble-minded and boring. So most of the time I didn’t say anything much to anybody. But Carlos really did seem to want to know about me. It’s funny I never thought that was weird, it was just something I accepted about Carlos from the very first. Plus I never minded telling him anything he wanted to know, which I wouldn’t normally do with somebody.


  He just let me talk, and he listened, and he never told me much about himself in return. So you could say that even ten years later I still don’t know major facts about him.


  Not that major facts tell you anything. The Carlos I knew was never the major facts that everybody else knows—his movies and his awards and what all the magazines said about him. What I knew was the Carlos who’d sit there and listen to you ramble on about anything and study you like you were the most interesting person he’d ever met.


  It’s stupid little things I remember—the way he never ate a slice of pizza till it was cold. I chalked it up to his being so interested in listening to me talk—but later I learned he always did that. He was scared of burning his tongue; I mean, the way other people are scared of drowning, or snakes. Maybe that’s bizarre, but it’s why Carlos never drank a hot cup of coffee or ate a bite of hot food straight from the oven.


  It’s a stupid little thing, but it’s Carlos. It’s just as much Carlos as all those movies he made and everything the newspapers said about him after he got famous, or maybe I should call it notorious.


  “So what I want to know, Tony,” Carlos asked me, “is what did you think about all that stuff with your mom and dad? I mean, when you sat down and thought about it. That’s pretty rough stuff.”


  I had to shrug. “I guess I never really sat down and thought about it,” I told him.


  “But don’t you ever try to put it all together? How one thing leads to another, what it all means?”


  All I could do was make a face.


  “I’m dead serious,” he said. “You really should think about these things.” He leaned forward, like he had some secret to tell me, and I remembered thinking how he was looking right through me like some maniac, all bright black eyes I couldn’t look away from. “Otherwise,” he said, “if you don’t think, then who’re you going to be? How’re you going to know anything? Look—try this: every night before you go to sleep, choose one thing you remember and then think about it. Try to think what came before it, and then what came before that, and try thinking back as far as you can.”


  “Okay,” I said. “Sure.”


  “See where it gets you,” he told me. “I guarantee—you’ll find out all sorts of things. Useful things. You’ll be amazed.” He pointed to his head. “It’s all in there. You discover you’re a totally different person from the one you think you are.”


  I’d stuffed myself on pizza and he hadn’t had a bite. But his eyes were fired up with a kind of excitement. I was pretty skeptical.


  “The kind of nightmares I have,” I told him flat out, “I can just see the trouble I’d go getting myself into if I was to lie there thinking about things before I went to sleep.”


  “Exactly,” he said. “Exactly. That’s why you have those nightmares. You’re not thinking about those things you need to think about. And they have to get out somehow.”


  Maybe if Carlos had left me just with that—gotten up and walked away right there—then that would’ve been enough. That would’ve done it. Who knows? Here I am ten years and a few thousand miles down the road, and there’s not much else to do except lie around and think. And think and think. Who knows? It hasn’t helped the nightmares any—Carlos was wrong about that. But sometimes I get the feeling, if I think about things long enough, if I try and remember the way things happened and not the way I might wish they’d happened, then—who knows? Maybe I might really be able to think my way to something that’s on the other side of all this mess. I don’t know.


  Carlos finally took his first bite of pizza, which by that time was bone cold. He folded the wedge in two before eating it, and I noticed how his fingernails were cut smooth down to the quick. While he ate, I told him about the part-time job I’d had for a while loading flats at the lumberyard till it closed down and I hadn’t found anything else since then, and how I was going to drop out of school and as soon as I was eighteen I wanted to apply for a job as a penitentiary guard since they made good money.


  All of a sudden, in between bites, he looked up at me, right in the eye, and said, “I bet you’re a big hit with the girls around here. I bet you’ve got fifteen girlfriends.”


  It kind of took me by surprise. “Don’t I wish,” I told him. “It’s emptier than the moon around here, girlwise.”


  “Tell me about it,” he said. He wasn’t eating anymore, just looking at me.


  I tried to think of something interesting to tell. “Well, I used to go out with this girl,” I said. “It’s sort of amusing, I guess. There was this guy Wallace, he worked at the lumberyard too—in fact, he was how I got the job there. He was older than me by I guess about five years. Anyway, we used to go out with these two girls. What happened was, they were sisters, and Wallace wanted to go out with the younger one, only her mother wouldn’t let her go out unless her older sister was chaperoning. So the way Wallace got around that was, he set me up with the sister, who was about three years older than me, and Wallace went out with the one who was my age. We’d go out on these sort of double dates.”


  “Yeah?” Carlos said.


  “Yeah. There wasn’t much to it. Those girls weren’t really into much.”


  It felt good and drowsy to be lounging around in the back of that van, with the rain still coming down steady and it getting dark outside. It was our last beer.


  “Like what?” Carlos asked.


  “Nothing much.”


  “Surely they were into something?”


  “Oh, kissing,” I said.


  “Yeah?”


  I had to laugh. “A little hand action,” I said.


  Carlos just kept studying me. He had thin dry parched-looking lips. “Tell me more,” he told me.


  “There’s not really anything to tell,” I said.


  “Oh, there’s always something to tell,” he said.


  He made me laugh, he was so curious. He had this way of sucking in his cheeks that made him look even thinner than he was.


  “Well,” I told him, “if you have to know.”


  “I don’t have to know,” he said. “But I’d like to—I’m new around here.”


  “Yeah, well. We’d park somewhere and Wallace and his girl were in the front seat and me and the sister in the back, and we’d all be necking around. You know—the windows getting all steamed up and it was almost like those two girls’d gone and rehearsed everything in advance.”


  “What do you mean?” Carlos wasn’t going to let me out of this story once I was into it.


  “Well,” I said, “they’d both say almost at the exact same time, like they clocked it—okay, that’s enough, you got to take us home now.”


  “That’s a drag,” Carlos said. “So did you take them home like they wanted?”


  I’d totally forgotten those girls, but now I was hating them all over again. “So what else were we supposed to do?” I said. “It was so frustrating. Jeez was it frustrating.”


  Carlos stopped chewing on his pizza. “Did you ever come when you were with them?” he asked me, looking at me with this look that made something turn over inside me.


  I laughed—nobody had ever asked me anything like that before. “Well, did you?” Carlos asked me again. I got the feeling he thought this was funny—which I guess it was, me and Wallace trying all the time and never getting to home base with those girls.


  “Nah,” I told him. “They’d always cut out way before that.” Hearing that must’ve relaxed him. He took another bite of pizza and chewed it up. “That must have been pretty rough,” he said.


  “Well.” I didn’t know why I was telling him all this. Like I said, I never talked to anybody like this. “See,” I told him, “usually after we dropped them off, Wallace would ask me if I wanted a beer, which I usually did, and then he’d just go crazy about what cockteasing cunts those two girls were, and how if they didn’t watch out they were going to be in for a surprise one night. Stupid pig cunts, he’d call them.”


  “That’s funny,” Carlos said. “Stupid pig cunts.” He said it like he was trying it on for size.


  “So then what would happen?” he asked.


  “We’d sit on the floor in his living room. We’d drink beer.”


  “Yeah?” He daubed at the corner of his mouth where a string of cheese was.


  “We’d watch each other jerk off,” I admitted.


  It felt strange to say that to somebody I’d just met, especially somebody who was more than twice as old as I was. Especially somebody who was making me sweat under my armpits the way he did—nervous-ness, I guess. But it also felt, well—exciting, like here was this secret thing I was suddenly talking about.


  “Sounds kind of depressing,” Carlos said. “Did you do anything else?”


  I shook my head. “The yard closed and Wallace moved away. I didn’t see those girls again after that.”


  “Did you want to?”


  I shook my head. I’d never really thought about it. “I guess not really,” I said.


  We’d finished the beers. I wished I hadn’t told Carlos that story—suddenly I felt more depressed than I’d been all day. But all at once he reached out and put his hands on my shoulders so that we were face to face looking right in each other’s eyes. I felt full inside, like something in my chest had expanded a couple of sizes and was pressing against my heart and lungs. I was a little drunk. I dared myself to keep looking into his eyes.


  He held me there at arm’s length, not saying anything, the two of us studying each other. There was this fine stubble on his chin, and I noticed how his eyebrows met above his nose. I could smell my sweat there in the van, and maybe his too, this sweet-sour smell.


  I was very aware the whole time of beer building up in my bladder, and how I really needed to piss something awful. But that didn’t stop me from returning Carlos’s stare right back into his eyes and locking him there, not moving, just letting it go on between us to see when it would have to break.


  After what seemed like forever he said in this quiet voice, “I think you’re very special. Do you know that?”


  “What I know,” I told him, reaching up and putting my arms on his shoulders the way his were on mine, “is that I really, really have to piss.”


  He laughed out loud, a really loud laugh, and leaned his head forward onto my shoulder. “You’re funny,” he said. “You’re crazy. Go piss. I have to piss too.” I relaxed a little and managed to haul myself over all those garbage bags and open the side doors of the van. Carlos followed me. It wasn’t raining so hard as before, but it was still raining. We stood in the rain next to each other and pissed these long streams of piss, mine clear and Carlos’s dark yellow. Carlos aimed his so that it intersected with mine, and they hit the ground together in one single stream.


  I could tell Carlos was staring at my dick the whole time I was pissing. Well, I thought, it wasn’t like I hadn’t glanced over at his.


  When he finished he didn’t stuff himself back in his pants. He just stood there with it hanging out, waiting I guess for me to finish. Which I did, and zipped up.


  He reached over and put his hand on my belt buckle. I didn’t move. I didn’t brush his hand away. I didn’t do anything.


  He crouched down in front of me, looking up at me the whole time with our eyes locked. Then he undid my jeans and slipped them down. I kept saying to myself, Tony, do something, but I couldn’t do a thing. It was that animal thing in him, which I picked up on from the first. I felt his hands on me and I couldn’t move. My dick was starting to crank up under his touch, and I realized it’d been half-hard back there in the van when we were talking, only I hadn’t wanted to admit it.


  Before I knew it he was touching my dick with the tip of his tongue. He ran his tongue up and down the sides of it, and then he slid it in his mouth.


  I’d never felt anything like that—before I knew what’d hit me, whoosh! I gave out this huge groan, and there I was shooting off in his mouth. But he didn’t seem to mind, he just kept going at it harder than ever until finally he came up for air.


  “Oh man,” I said to him. It was like somebody’d gone and knocked the breath out of me. I was sorry I’d come in his mouth without telling him I was going to—I thought he’d be upset. “I didn’t mean to do that, really I didn’t,” I said.


  He wiped his mouth but kept on crouching in front of me. Then he started to laugh. He couldn’t stop laughing—and I had to laugh too, so hard it was almost like crying. Laughing at how crazy it was, what’d just happened with us.


  “You know,” Carlos said when he finally stopped laughing enough to get his words out, “I’ve got you now. I’ve got you.”


  “What do you mean?” I had to ask. Suddenly I thought—maybe he’s crazy. Maybe he’s some kind of lunatic.


  “Here’s a scientific fact for you,” he said. “A person’s semen contains every piece of information about that person. It’s all coded in there, genetically. And you know what? I think that’s miraculous, Tony, I really do.” Then he started laughing all over again. All I could think of was to grab both his ears and ease that laughing mouth of his back down onto my dick, which hadn’t stopped being hard even after I came.


  That shut him up, and it felt great to be inside there again. I started pumping into him, pushing my hips against his face till I came again.


  This time he jumped up and sort of scooped me into his arms, and before I knew it he’d kissed me. It was pretty surprising—his tongue just pushed on in, and it was like he had a mouth all gooey with snot. Only it wasn’t snot, I figured out in a flash.


  “Yecch!” I pulled away from him. I didn’t want a mouthful of come, even if it was my own. It tasted slimy and disgusting. And I didn’t exactly like a guy trying to kiss me, either. “Why’d you go and do that?” I said.


  “Oh, I don’t know.” Carlos was still clinging onto my shoulders and talking right in my face. “Passion of the moment. That’s what I love about you crazy kids.” He let go of me and did this little dance. “All that energy,” he said. “I bet I could make you come three times in a row if I wanted.”


  I was getting back into my pants and it was my turn to laugh.


  “Any more and it’ll fall off,” I told him.


  I wasn’t feeling bad or anything. In fact, I was feeling pretty great, even if he had tried to kiss me.


  Back in the van, driving back to town, he didn’t have much to say—but every once in a while Carlos would start laughing to himself, like he was remembering something—or like some little kid who’s so pleased with himself he just doesn’t know what to do.


  “Well,” he said. “All in a day’s work. Anything else I can do for you?” We were driving down Main Street, and I was looking at everything thinking, It all looks the same, it’s like nothing happened to change anything. And I guess I felt glad about that.


  “You could buy me,” I said to Carlos, “a bottle of Canadian Club whisky.”


  I knew it was straight out of the blue, but what the hell?


  “A what?” he said.


  “Yeah,” I told him. “A bottle of whisky.” I pointed out the Main Street liquor store, which was the only thing in downtown Owen that stayed open in the evenings.


  “Never a dull moment with you kids,” Carlos said. He swung the van over to the curb and hopped out. The van was still running, the keys were in the ignition. “Now don’t try to drive off or anything,” he told me. I don’t know where he thought I was going to go.


  When he came back out, he handed me the bottle in its paper bag. “Notice,” he said, “how I’m not asking any questions.”


  I just smiled at him. I was feeling pretty content. “It’s time for me to go home,” I said.


  My mom’s car was in the drive. We stopped by the steps that led up to the trailer, and I pulled the laundry bags from the back of the van and hefted them onto the steps so they wouldn’t get in the mud. “Thanks for the ride,” I told Carlos. It didn’t seem like the right thing to say, but I couldn’t think of anything else. I couldn’t believe everything that’d happened.


  “So—see you around,” he said, like the whole thing had been kind of amusing to him.


  I stood there watching the taillights of his van down the road. Then they were gone and it was just me. I felt incredible and scared at the same time, and completely empty too. I took a swig from the whisky bottle and then stashed it down under the trailer, behind one of the concrete block foundations. Then for about half an hour I just sat on the steps beside the black plastic garbage bags that were tied up to keep the laundry dry inside them. It was chilly out there, the clothes I was wearing got soaked though with the rain, my hair was all stringy and falling down in my face. But that was okay, that was what I wanted.
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  I WROTE ALL THAT DOWN YESTERDAY IN ONE SINGLE breath—at least that’s what it felt like. It came whooshing out. I don’t want you to think I’m just writing a bunch of porn, though if it gets you off, fine. Why shouldn’t it get you off?


  I keep talking to “you,” but I don’t even know who you are. All I know is, there’re a lot of folks out there clamoring to hear about Carlos Reichart, I guess because most folks are basically buzzards when it comes to famous people. And you know what? There’s nobody in a better position to tell you about Carlos than me. Because I was there. I know.


  I also know you’re probably not that much interested in me. But if you’re going to get the dirt about Carlos, then you’re going to have to hear about me too. I say that because I want to be honest and tell the truth. There’s a lot I could be tempted to make up, but I’m not going to. I’m going to try to remember the way things happened, connect them all together—the way Carlos told me I should do that first day I ever met him.


  It’s funny—when you’re a kid, you think you’ve got forever to figure things out. Then one day you’re not a kid anymore. One day, before you ever thought it’d happen—time’s up, the movie’s over.


  Here at the Eddy—which is what they call this place—the movie’s definitely over. I have to face up to that.


  Though nobody here seems to care one way or the other about what I did, unlike the newspapers. I guess I sort of respect the Eddy for that—I’ve always had to respect people who felt they could be indifferent about things. Not that I see anybody much—this protective custody stuff gets pretty exclusive. There’s this one guard, Earl, who comes to see me, and we’ve gotten so we talk. I’m not a suspicious sort of person, so I don’t really care what he’s up to with his visits. Maybe they pay him to talk to me on the off-chance I might say something, but I don’t think so. I think he’s just curious about me. I think, of all the people here, he’s the one who thinks he’s got something in common with me. Or maybe I should say he’s worried he does.


  I’m not sure what I mean by saying that. Earl’s a regular family man and everything. But four different times now, he’s brought me this picture of his two kids. He never says anything, he just shows it to me, like it’s always the first time he’s showed it to me. Maybe he doesn’t remember he’s showed it to me before, though that’s a little hard to believe.


  They’re about seven or eight, his kids—twins but not identical twins. It’s odd—whenever he shows me that picture and I look at it, I can tell he’s watching me. Like he’s trying to figure something out. Like that picture’s going to have some kind of effect on me and Earl’s going to be able to tell by looking at me what the effect it’s having is. But I don’t think he ever gets the effect he wants, and the reason he keeps showing me the picture is, he knows there’s something there and he’s desperate to find it. At least I think that’s what it is. Maybe he’s just weird—he’s a prison guard after all.


  I said those kids were twins, though you wouldn’t really guess it unless Earl told you. They’ve got sandy hair, but that’s all you can really tell about them because the picture’s sort of blurred. And anyway, it’s winter so they’re all bundled up.


  It’s not such a great picture, it’s just a snapshot. But I guess the one thing about pictures I learned from Carlos is—how they always say a lot more about the person who took them than about the people who’re in them.


  “Don’t be naive,” Carlos would say. About everything, even about some snapshot a dad takes of his kids. So since Earl took the picture, you might say I don’t know anything about Earl’s little boys, but I know a lot about him.


  And I think I can definitely say this—Earl’s scared for his kids. That’s what that picture says to me loud and clear. They’re at a sliding board, it’s in some park and it’s winter, and one of them’s standing on the ground beside the sliding board with his head crooked to one side.


  He’s holding up his left hand to shield his eyes from the bright sun, while the other kid’s perched up at the top of the sliding board just ready to go down the chute on his stomach. They don’t seem aware of each other, those two kids—like each one thinks he’s the only one in the picture.


  I never know what to say. I say stupid stuff like “cute kids,’’ and then Earl tells me they favor their mother, or that he’s sending them to Olive Branch Christian Academy because the public schools’re no good anymore. He says to me, like it’s a secret only him and me are supposed to know, “Tony, the problem’s not drugs or blacks or Hispanics per se, the problem’s people who come here not understanding fundamental American values.” He always leans close to me when he talks like that, and lowers his voice even though of course there’s nobody to hear. He says, “This country’s letting itself go to ruin because it’s just opened its borders wide to anything that wants to come through. A country that can’t control its own borders, now where’s that country going to be?”


  I never have much to say to all that. I guess my life’s pretty much been one big open border. And anyway, it’s what you’d expect from Earl. It’s what I grew up with in Owen and if things hadn’t been different, it’s probably what I’d be like now. There’re even times when I wish I was still like that—everything would be a lot easier and clearer. Anyway, who’s a murderer to go saying to Earl’s face how it’s bad attitudes like his that start to break a country down, not people coming in across its borders because they don’t have any other place to go?


  But back to that photo. I think it’s odd for some prison guard to be showing a murderer pictures of his kids. I think Earl looks at that picture and he knows there’s something there he’s not getting. Then he looks at me, and I think somehow he’s pleading with me to tell him what it is. That’s why he’s so interested in me—he thinks if you kill somebody then you know things other people go through life never knowing. Terrible things that a man who’s got kids needs to know if he’s going to keep those kids safe.


  Maybe that’s why, last week, instead of showing me that photo again, he went and pulled out a newspaper article he had all folded up in his wallet.


  “So what’s that?” I asked.


  “Something I thought you might want to see,” he said.


  I wasn’t too surprised—it wasn’t the first time in my life I ever saw my name in print. “Tony Blair’s long nightmare is over,” it started off, “and another one begins.” I read a little ways into it, and it made me pretty sick to my stomach what they said about me. Not that it was a bunch of lies, but just that they didn’t have a clue. So I told Earl that. I told him what really snared me was how whoever wrote that article thought they could figure something out about me—like they had some kind of inside information.


  “I got a drawer full of clippings if you ever want to see them,” he told me. “Newspapers, magazines.”


  “I’ve got no interest,” I said.


  “I’m keeping them if you ever want them. I made a sort of album—you know, to keep things straight for you.”


  It struck me as sort of creepy, him pasting away at that scrapbook in his spare time. I could just see him sitting around the kitchen table at night, sipping coffee—I’m sure Earl doesn’t drink. I’m sure his wife won’t let him. I guess it’s a free country, though—if that’s what he wants to do.


  I asked him, Did he read those articles?


  “I read them all the time,” he told me. “There’re some things you just can’t get out of your head.”


  “Tell me about it,” I said.


  “I still can’t figure you,” he said. “Nobody can.”


  Which made me laugh. “There’s nothing to figure,” I said. “I mean, once you know. It’s just that nobody ever asked me my opinion about any of it.”


  Earl didn’t say anything to that. He just shuffled off in that Earl way of his, and I didn’t think any more about it till about a week later he brought me this spiral notebook and a blue ballpoint pen. He said he’d been thinking about it, and he thought if everybody else was going to have a say, then maybe I should write my own side of it too. He said he was sure it would be fascinating, and he thought I could sell it to some magazine for lots of money.


  “What’s a person like me going to do with lots of money?” I asked him.


  “Well then,” he said, “write it to tell the truth.”


  So here goes, Earl. Though there’s just one other thing I want to say before I get on with it.


  The summer when I was fourteen I got this completely strange idea. I thought a wood tick, one of those little brown things about the size of a pinhead, had managed to crawl up into my dick and get lodged in there. It made this itch I couldn’t get at; kept me squirming all summer long. All I could think about was that tick getting fatter and fatter. I could feel it getting fatter, its little, brown body bloating up like you see ticks on dogs, till it was a big gray pellet all mushy with blood. Every time I pissed I kept expecting to somehow be able to piss it out—but I couldn’t because of course nothing was up there.


  Which is how I feel these days, only the tick isn’t stuck in the slit of my dick anymore—it’s crawled all the way to my heart. I can feel it hanging there, attached to that blood pump, feeding off it and itching me like hell. But no matter what I do I can’t get at it.
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  I’M TRYING TO REMEMBER EVERYTHING I CAN AND BE completely honest, so if I think about something and find I haven’t exactly remembered it right, or told the truth about it, I’m going to go back and change what I said, or add to it. Which is what I have to do right now—meaning, I wasn’t completely honest when I told Carlos about me and Wallace, watching each other jerk off. So I should tell you the whole story now, for the record.


  By the time I was sixteen or so, I guess I was probably an alcoholic. Maybe you already guessed that from what I said earlier. It wasn’t my fault, exactly. What happened was this: ever since I was a little kid, I had these terrible nightmares. The kind you wake up screaming from in the middle of the night. And something new every night. I’d be standing in front of a mirror picking at my nose, and my nose would come off like raw hamburger. I’d go on scratching at my face, and it would just peel off under my fingers. Or I’d be in this dark room and something would be in the room with me, and I knew if I yelled out it’d go away—but I’d keep trying to yell and nothing happened. Then I guess I really would yell out loud and wake myself up in a sweat. You get the idea.


  I remember my dad would come into the bedroom and take me up in his arms and walk me around, singing this song to calm me down. “Red River Valley’’ was the song, and I always used to think Red River Valley was the place where we lived. When he sang, “From this valley they say you are going,” I always felt sad and empty—and then when he up and left us, a couple of years later when I was eleven or so, I knew why I’d felt that way.


  With no more Red River Valley, I was pretty much on my own—but when I was fourteen, I made this great discovery. I remember that afternoon: I was in the trailer watching after my two little sisters, who at the time were about four and five, and because I was feeling restless I decided to have a shot of Mom’s whisky to maybe relax me. I knew she kept it in the cupboard and did shots of it at night before she went to sleep—but somehow it just never occurred to me to try some myself. It was bitter-tasting, but nice to feel go down warm in my throat, and then spread out in my stomach. I decided to have another swallow, and then after a few minutes I was feeling so good I had another, and before I knew it I was drunk.


  I remember walking outside—it was a cloudy day in the middle of summer and the green of the trees about knocked me over, it seemed so close and heavy and I couldn’t get enough of looking at those trees and taking it all in. Then I came inside and fell asleep on the sofa, which was the first good sleep I’d had in, it seemed like, years.


  Pretty soon I was taking so many shots of Mom’s whisky that I had to figure out how to get some on my own. There was only so much doctoring it up with water that I could get away with. Which leads to Wallace.


  I can’t really remember how I met him—it seems like he was always around, and we always sort of knew each other even though he was four or five years older than me. I never really thought about it at the time, but now I think probably he and my mom had something going for a while. But then it must’ve stopped, and they stayed friendly afterward. That was more or less the way my mom was with her men—after my dad left, she didn’t get too emotionally involved. I think she was out for a good time and that was all.


  I liked Wallace because he was funny and smart, unlike most of the people I knew. We went hunting a few times, and I remember he took me to a turkey shoot once where he won a turkey that he gave to my mom on the condition she invite him over to Thanksgiving, which she did. After the meal Wallace and I went on a little walk in the woods behind the trailer, and he brought out this pint of bourbon and we sat on a log and drank it and talked about girls and what a dead place Owen was, and how he had these big plans about moving to Detroit, where he had a cousin. With the bourbon and all, we got to talking about various things about ourselves—I don’t know what got into me, but I up and told him about the dreams I was having, and how I needed to get whisky so I could sleep.


  He sort of laughed and said, “Yeah, sure; we all know how it is.” But then he went on to say, if I could pay him he could get stuff for me, no problem.


  The only problem was, I didn’t have any money because I wasn’t working, and they wouldn’t hire at the lumberyard till you were sixteen. So Wallace said he’d think about some way I could pay him, and in the meantime he’d get me stuff from the liquor store.


  About a month went by, and he’d brought me about four bottles of Canadian Club and hadn’t asked for a dime, and I thought, This is great, I’ve got it made. But I also sort of wondered what was up—though of course I didn’t say anything. Then one night he came over. It was late Saturday night, and he stood there banging on the trailer door. He was pretty drunk. In fact he was blasted—you could tell just by smelling his breath and how bright his eyes were. He leaned against the door like he was bracing himself and looked in at the living room. “Your mom here?” he said.


  I told him, no, she was out with this guy Bruce she’d met. “Figures,” he said. “Then let’s you and me go somewhere too.”


  “I can’t go anywhere,” I told him. “I’m watching the kids.” Which in fact I was.


  “So are they asleep or what?”


  “They’re asleep,” I admitted.


  He grabbed my arm. “Come get in the truck. We won’t be all night. They’ll be just fine.”


  “Sure, okay,” I told him, because after all it was Saturday night and the kids’d be fine just lying there asleep. Plus, I thought, if he’s so drunk there’s probably more where that came from. I was running a little low on my current bottle, so I thought it might be a good idea to be drinking his liquor tonight instead of mine. And who knew? Maybe he’d give me another bottle or something.


  The truck ride was pretty severe. Wallace was having a little trouble holding it to just one lane, and we kept swerving onto the shoulder—but fortunately his apartment was only about five minutes from our trailer. Even though he was already completely drunk, as soon as we were in the apartment he poured both of us two big glasses of bourbon, which was just fine with me. Then he put the Allman Brothers on the stereo and started sort of dancing around the room. I’d never seen Wallace so stoked before, but that was okay. Sometimes I thought the guy was a little too serious, but now he was being pretty silly. Definitely he was somewhere else, though I was drinking fast to try to catch up. This is great, I thought. I’ll pass out when I get home and won’t have to worry.


  “So it’s time for you to pay,” Wallace told me. He was still dancing around, not looking at me at all.


  “What do you mean, pay?” I said. He knew I didn’t have any cash.


  “Like I said, pay. We agreed, right? I was going to think about how I was going to get paid.”


  “Yeah, you were going to think about it.”


  “Well, I’ve done thought about it.” He was still dancing, and as he was dancing he slipped his T-shirt off over his head.


  “I don’t get it,” I said.


  “Come on over here,” he told me. Then, when I didn’t immediately move, he danced over to where I was and put his hands on my shoulders.


  “You’re a great pal,” he told me.


  “You’re a great pal too,” I said back, still thinking he was just being drunk.


  But he wasn’t—and, well, one thing led to another and pretty soon it was clear how I was going to pay.


  “Go on,” he said, “it’s not going to kill you. Lots of people done it before this.”


  I wasn’t too thrilled, but I wasn’t freaked out either. I guess I was pretty drunk. I did some quick calculating and figured out it was probably either do this or no more whisky. What the hell, I thought—he’s right, it won’t kill me. We were in his bedroom by then. He was lying with his hands behind his head and his half-hard dick flopping across his belly. Well, I remember thinking, here goes nothing. So I went down on it.


  “No teeth,” he said.


  I tried again, and I must’ve done better because he started moaning and moving his hips around. I didn’t get any thrills from it—basically it just made my jaw ache. I don’t even remember now if I had a hard-on or anything. I went up and down on it for a while, and then when I got bored with that I started experimenting with how deep in my throat I could make it go. I couldn’t get all that far down on it without gagging—so I went back to doing what I could handle. Pretty soon he said, “I’m going to come,” so I pulled off because at the time the last thing in the world I wanted to do was go swallowing a bunch of come. Taking his dick between my two palms I jerked him off the rest of the way. He came in a big white puddle right on his belly. I’d never seen another guy’s come before, and it was sort of interesting. I remember I rubbed it around his belly with my fingers and then lifted my fingers to my nose and smelled. More out of curiosity than anything else.


  When I looked up at him he was completely passed out. I poured myself another big glass of bourbon and sat in the living room and watched a little bit of White Christmas with Bing Crosby, which was the late movie on TV that night. When I looked in the bedroom again, he was still passed out, only now he was snoring. I left him like that on top of the covers, sort of half on and half off the bed, and I walked back home feeling pretty drunk but okay.


  He never mentioned what happened, and I sure wasn’t going to, but he kept the whisky coming, and I guess probably four more times we did the same thing, always more or less exactly the same, with him being drunk and me sucking him till he was about to come and then jerking him off the rest of the way. We neither of us ever said anything about what we did, and after about six months Wallace up and moved to Detroit. I never saw him again after that.


  Now that I’ve told the truth about Wallace, something else comes back to me. I’d totally forgotten about it till just now, but about a year before the stuff with Wallace, my mom and I were driving back from Paducah, and I had to piss. We stopped at a rest stop on the interstate, and I went into the toilet. At the next urinal, there was this older man. I thought it was odd he wasn’t pissing—he was just standing there holding his dick—but I didn’t really think anything about it. So I went on and pissed and when I was through, before I could stick myself back in my pants, he reached over and put his hand around my dick.


  I was shocked as hell, but also hard in no time. I just stood there, I couldn’t move a muscle. He jerked me off and himself at the same time, and I came almost instantly. I was back in my pants and scooted out of there before the guy had time to come or anything.


  The strange thing was, the instant I was out of there it was some thing behind me, it was just something that had happened to me and that was that. I didn’t think about it on the car ride home or anything.


  I never thought about it again till just now, when thinking about all that other stuff must’ve dredged it up. Carlos would like that.
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  IN THE DREAM, WHICH IS ALSO A MOVIE THAT’S BEING filmed, they’re wearing gas masks that make them look like people from some other planet—big round empty eyes and elephant trunks that hang down, plus heavy clothes and gloves. When I first see them, they’re coming over a rise, about five people trudging toward the camera. It looks like some World War I battlefield with craters and mud and no trees or anything except some blasted trunks and branches.


  No matter what’s happening in the dream, I never forget it’s all being filmed, even though I never actually see the camera crew. But I know they’re outside the frame, and somehow that’s comforting because I know if they’re filming it then it’s all just acting. But it’s also scary because somehow I realize—but they don’t, and this is what makes dreaming it so bad—that they think it’s all being acted but it’s really not. It’s the real thing.


  The people in the gas masks stop in a grove of dead trees where the bark’s been peeled away and is hanging down in big strips—like it’s been burned off by acid. Somehow in the movie the bark hanging in strips is connected with the melting sickness. Because there’s some kind of melting sickness in the air that the suits and masks are supposed to protect against. One of the people in the group—a kid—has gotten exposed. His skin’s melting off like some snake shedding its skin: only not clean and dry like that, but wet and horrible. He’s not wearing the same protective suit as everybody else, instead he’s wearing this army flak vest that leaves his arms and chest exposed.


  They come to a stop in the grove of trees. Everything’s happening with no sound, like in some silent movie. The leader of the group holds up his hand to tell the others they should halt here. The kid lies down because he can’t go any farther, and his father, who’s the leader, kneels down beside him and takes out a handkerchief. He dips it in this can of gasoline that’s there beside him. He cradles the kid in his arms, and I can see now how his skin is melting off in these horrible pools of flesh. The father very gently takes the handkerchief with the gasoline on it and smothers the kid, and that’s the end of the movie—only the people who’re filming it don’t know yet that it’s not a movie, that there really is this terrible disease in the air that’s making people’s skin melt off.
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  I DIDN’T GUESS I’D SEE CARLOS AGAIN. THE NEXT DAY I moved the bottle of Canadian Club he’d bought me down to this hollow tree stump in the woods where I’d stash stuff when I had it. If it wasn’t for that bottle, I probably would’ve thought I was crazy and made the whole thing up. But the bottle was there, and I remember resolving how I was going to make it last as long as I could. Every time I took a hit from it, I thought, Carlos bought me this bottle—and that made me feel empty and charged up at the same time. Carlos who I’d never seen again, who I couldn’t even really remember what he looked like once a couple of days had gone by. But there were things I didn’t forget—his mouth on my dick, all slick and warm and me feeling like I belonged in there. I could jerk off to that, and I did—and thinking about him kissing me too, which didn’t feel so bad to think about. Especially since it wasn’t something that was ever going to happen again.


  Then one day I was riding this beat-up old bicycle I used to get around town on, and here comes a car horn beeping practically in my ear—it’s the kind of thing that annoys me like crazy, when cars do that to me and I’m on my bicycle. I turned around ready to give the finger when I saw it was Carlos in the orange van.


  “So I guess you think that’s funny,” I told him. He was grinning at me, this mean ugly grin that made me hate to see him again. I felt all sick to see that face and remember everything it’d done to me.


  “Not really,” he said, “but I had to get your attention somehow. I’m so happy to see you.”


  “Yeah, well,” I told him. “I could say the same. So you’re still in town,” I said.


  It was weird to see him again. He was still wearing that black shirt of his buttoned to the collar.


  “We’re making a movie,” he said. “I told you that.”


  “Yeah, you’re making a movie where?” I said. I hadn’t seen any evidence of anybody making a movie. I figured it was just this thing he’d told me to try and make himself interesting. But he sounded disappointed.


  “I thought for sure you were going to come out and see us.”


  It was honestly something I hadn’t even thought about. I’d figured—whoever he was, he was long gone from Owen.


  “So where is this movie?” I asked him.


  It turned out it was about a mile past Tatum’s Landing, where we’d gone that night.


  “Throw your bike in the back of the van and come on out—I’m going there right this instant.”


  It was the last thing I wanted to do right then. “I can’t,” I lied. “I got to run some errands.”


  “Well tomorrow, then. Tomorrow afternoon. I’ll be looking for you.


  “We’ll see,” I told him.


  “Gotta go,” he said, and honked his horn again, and then he was off.


  I stood there breathing his fumes, straddling my bike. I remember saying to myself out loud, “Jeesh,” like that was going to solve anything. I never talk out loud to myself.


  But my heart was beating fast and I had this prickly sweat. I was really happy, I wanted to shout something right there, I wanted to clap my hands and high-five it. It also made me feel queasy right down to the bottom of my gut.


  Without another thought I started peddling fast as I could in the direction Carlos took off in.


  I thought—if I just peddle and don’t think, everything’ll be okay. It made my legs ache, I peddled so fast without letting up—but I liked that. I liked concentrating on the way my muscles started to burn.


  I was past the turnoff for Tatum’s Landing in no time. There was a little rise, and then the road dipped down, and suddenly what I saw was this: an old dilapidated shack sitting in the middle of a field, and in front of that shack there were about twenty black plastic buckets with tall weeds growing out of them. Somebody’d lighted those weeds on fire, and they were flaming away. This huge black woman in an apron and a bright purple kerchief was hanging out of the cab of an old pickup truck, driving it around and around those burning weeds in a circle. She was whooping it up, shaking her fist at those weeds. Then all of a sudden she fell right out of the truck on her face and the truck kept going on without her, sort of in a circle but sort of not. Some old man who’d been standing on the sidelines, where the cameras were, scrambled up to make sure she was okay, while another guy took off running after the truck to jump in the cab and put the brake on.


  I hadn’t known what to expect, exactly, but it definitely wasn’t this. Carlos seemed happy to see me. He turned his back on everything that was happening in front of the shack and walked over to where I’d gotten off my bicycle. He put his arms around me; then he stuck his tongue in my mouth. I was panting like crazy from the ride. It made me squeamish, him hugging me in broad daylight like that, and kissing me, but I could tell nobody was watching because they were all still running around trying to put out the fires in the buckets.


  “I knew you’d come,” Carlos said. “You’re a godsend. See that shovel? Take those buckets out in the field, dump out the burned-up weeds, then dig and pot me about twenty more. And bring them back over here, okay? Netta’ll help you.”


  He pointed to this wild-looking woman who came up to where we were standing. She had a bug-eyed look, and frizzy black hair she kept running her fingers through. She was wearing this tight black dress that followed the shape of her body.


  “Well finally,” she said. “Let’s get this thing done right.” She went over and started pulling the burnt weed-stalks out of the buckets. I didn’t say anything—I was too surprised, and Carlos was suddenly involved in a very intense conversation with this big bearded guy with a movie camera. I followed Netta down to the field where we dug up the tall brown weeds that were growing there and potted them in the buckets.


  “You wait,” she kept muttering under her breath. “You’ll find out.” I couldn’t tell if she was talking to me, but I sort of thought she wasn’t. I sort of thought she must be talking to the weeds she was pulling up with her bare hands. She kept wiping her face with those hands, and her hair, and she left dirt smudges across her cheeks and her forehead, and little bits of weed in her hair.


  “Slash and burn,” she said. “When in doubt.” And she pulled up another stalk of weed and plugged it down in a bucket.


  We brought the buckets back from the field and set them in front of the shack the way they’d been last time.


  Carlos was talking to the black woman, whom he called Verbena. She was breathing hard. “Hoo,” she told him, “I ain’t that young no more.” Up close, she had the worst teeth in the universe—four or five scraggly stumps in the front of her mouth and that was it. But she kept smiling this big smile, even when Carlos put his arm around her and told her the bad news: she had to do that stunt with the pickup truck one more time. “And you’re not supposed to fall out of the truck,” he told her.


  “I know I’m not supposed to fall out of the truck,” she said.


  “Then don’t do it.”


  “I got carried away,” she told Carlos. “Maybe I’ll get carried away again.”


  “I’ll kill you,” he said, “if you get carried away again. I’ll drive the truck right over your body.”
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