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Prelude

St. Andrew’s Hospital, Northampton, England, December 1982

 

All the floor nurses agreed it was the oddest thing they’d ever heard. Days later, when the story got around to the doctors, they all assumed Nurse Ballard had embellished the tale. Of course, in her defense (they reasoned) what else is there to do when almost all of your patients are sedated, barely animate, lolling in their chairs in the common room (or strapped down, in extreme cases), staring blankly at the black-and-white television clamped to the wall as the BBC unspools the same b-roll of Mrs. Thatcher’s recent visit to Washington to dine with the Reagans?

Leontyne Ballard, the recent hire, was on lock-down duty at the time. “I thought I was having a vision,” she would later tell the investigating medical officer, a neurologist named Pederson. “She hadn’t stirred since I’d been assigned to that floor.”

“And then?” Pederson asked, eyeing her above his rimless spectacles.

“Like a ghost, she floats into the hallway. That’s the only word. She floated. And then, she begins dancing-like.”

“How so?”

“You know, moving her arms, but not like wild, like an octopus or anything. But you know… what’s the word? Angular.”

“Go on.”

“Well, I was stunned. Here’s this 75-year-old woman who hasn’t left the chair by the window in her sitting room in the month that I’ve been assigned here, and suddenly she’s gyrating and flailing, but, um, controlled, if you know what I mean.”

“Controlled.”

“Wild, but on purpose. Like she was executing some sort of pattern. I called Mrs. Lang because I wasn’t sure what to do.”

“You didn’t try to stop her?”

“Stop her dancing? No sir. I didn’t think there were rules against dancing.”

Pederson sort of wrinkled his nose.

“By the time Mrs. Lang got here, she had twirled around several times, stuck out her arms like she was reaching out for something, trying to touch something. And then —”

“And then?”

“She looked right at me, smiled, and said, `Archimedes! I see you!’”

“Archimedes? The ancient Greek?”

“I can’t say what she meant. But that’s what she said. `Archimedes.’ And then Mrs. Lang got here, and she and an attendant grabbed her, and that’s when she started shaking.”

“Going into stroke, you mean.”

“It was very ugly, sir. She went from this beautiful thing, dancing and smiling, to convulsing, and then she couldn’t seem to move at all, and they took her away.”

“You do know she has since died of the stroke she suffered, yes?”

“Oh yes, sir, I heard. I couldn’t believe it.”

“And why is that?”

“Well, sir, she was so happy when she was dancing. And I was happy too. It was like a moment of pure joy.”

“She was mad,” Pederson said, scratching away in his notepad.

“Well, I can’t say. But I can tell you I know happy. And that dancing made her — made both of us — very happy.”

“Thank you very much. That’s all. You may get back to work.”

“Yes, sir.” She rose to go but then stopped and turned back. “Do you know what she meant by it? Archimedes, I mean. Do you know what she was thinking about?”

“Nonsense, most certainly. Don’t trouble yourself about it.”

Pederson walked over to a filing cabinet, opened a drawer, took out a manila file folder, tore a few pages out of the spiral notebook he’d been writing in, stuffed them dutifully into the folder, and re-filed it. He closed the cabinet drawer securely, and by the time he exited the office, he couldn’t even remember what the name was that Nurse Ballard said the patient had uttered before she collapsed, never to speak again.

 



Part One 
Like Water Through a Sieve

Russell Padget paused in his reading and looked up from his leather-bound edition of Frankenstein, his “Introduction to Literary Genres” students slumped in their seats like so many cadavers in some mad scientist’s laboratory. Here and there, a book lay open on one of the tiny tongues of desktop that jutted out like a silent rebuke, far more likely to prop up a latte than a notepad. Oh hell, they don’t take notes anyway, he thought. This is 2019 — they write with their thumbs, for Christ’s sake! On this mid-spring morning, Dr. Padget stared out the grimy windows facing the visitors’ parking lot, his mind wandering almost as far afield from Mary Shelley’s classic tale as his students’ thoughts — but always circling back to his idée fixe: “How did I end up here?” Hackett County Community College’s motto was “Where learning meets life.” It sounded impressive, but what did it mean, really? And why, after an academic career of seemingly all the right moves, was he sentenced to re-enact, like the Ancient Mariner, his rehearsed exhortations about “the transformative power of imaginative literature” to a population of students far better at marking time than marking up literary texts?

“Well, it seems you can all use a bit more time digesting nineteenth-century animism,” Professor Padget said, turning his back on the class, holding the book aloft like a preacher and audibly slamming it closed with one hand, the dramatic clap raising a tuft of dust and rousing a few of the day dreamers back to consciousness. His students had become adept at reading the signs of a pending early dismissal. The scrape of backpacks being zippered and the crinkle of power-bar wrappers and cardboard coffee cups being crushed soon filled the room. There was no getting them back now, he knew. Once upon a time, earlier in his career, a gaggle of students would have gathered around his desk at the end of class, asking about various passages in the work or making an appointment to see him later in the day. But over the years, fewer students seemed able to resist the siren song of complete escape once class ended. The long-tenured professor had come to wonder whether he’d lost his edge, a verdict that seemed confirmed by his discovery last semester of a bit of ball-pointed poignancy inscribed on one of the desktops: “If I only had an our to live, I’d spend it in this class. It would seem like 10 years.” He wasn’t sure which made him feel worse: the sentiment or the “our.”

 He tried to think happier thoughts as he headed to his office. It was a short walk — Hackett County Community College (“Northern New Jersey’s gateway to opportunity” the website proclaimed) comprised only three buildings: Eider Hall, a 1960s glass-and-chrome eight-story box where the administration, student services, and professors’ offices were housed; Rumboldt, the neo-classical-style classroom building where the windows didn’t open and the noisy HVAC system rattled one’s fillings during seasons of extreme heat and cold; and Fiedler annex, a mostly-below-ground bunker that served as home to the student union, a makeshift food court whose stock-in-trade was super-sized sodas and the ever-popular “disco fries,” a cramped performance space that hosted poetry readings in front of an exposed brick wall and the occasional experimental theatre production, and the campus bookstore. 

“Good morning, Shyla,” Padget said to the work-study student behind the reception desk in the Humanities department, where the English Department was housed. “How are your classes going?”

“Gotta paper due later today that I’m still working on,” she said, more casually than he would have expected, given the proximity of her deadline. “Maybe you can ask Dr. Moravian to give me an extension?”

“I’ll talk to her — but I’d keep writing if I were you.” He smiled at her and then pulled a few inter-office envelopes out of a cubbyhole, absent-mindedly sifting them for importance as he headed to his office down the hall.

“You’ve got a student waiting for you,” Shyla shouted after him. “She’s been here for about 20 minutes. I told her you were in class, but she wanted to wait.”

“Ok. Good luck on your paper.”

Hopefully, the student is only here to get a signature, he thought, leaping ahead in his mind to his imminent date with the food truck. As he approached his office, he saw her — and then stopped abruptly.

“Is that a ghost I see?”

“Hi Dr. Padget!” she said joyfully, stepping forward to give him a hug, which he awkwardly accepted. 

“Sorry, got my hands full,” he said. “Goodness, Monique, what has it been — almost five years?”

“Yeah, but this place hasn’t changed at all since I graduated.”

“It hasn’t changed since I got hired 20 years ago,” he replied, wresting the key out of his pocket and opening the creaky wooden door of his office. “Come in. How’s the podcast?”

“Going great. I’ve got more than a thousand subscribers.”

Padget nodded, not sure if that was an impressive number in the world of podcasting. He’d heard a few audio samples — early broadcasts — that Monique had emailed him shortly after she graduated. Her show was called “Nique’s Peeks,” a weekly, chatty roundup of movies, TV shows, music, and pop culture in general. He thought she seemed a bit too casual and jokey — he was more of a sober traditionalist when it came to media — but he sent her some positive comments. They hadn’t corresponded since, though he still remembered her fondly as one of his best and most conscientious students. That’s how it was with almost all his former students, even the ones who seemed to really like his courses: once they moved on, communication ceased. It used to bother him until he came to realize it was not only common but probably necessary. New attachments, new directions.  Still, he was happy to see her — even if she was interrupting his lunch hour.

“So I can’t imagine what I can do for you — especially since you’re famous.”

“I’ve got something… um, do you mind if I close the door?”

“No — please, feel free,” he said, a bit surprised. If she were there just to ask for a letter of recommendation, there’d be no need for such privacy. 

She paused to collect herself. “I’ve got something important to ask you — but it’s going to sound a little weird.”

He figured he’d heard it all in this claustrophobic, book-crammed office over the past couple of decades. Genuine weirdness would be a welcome break, so he indulged her.

“You’ve got my attention.”

***

Forty-five minutes later, Professor Russell Padget was still in a bit of a daze as he handed over a few crumpled dollars and grabbed the white paper bag containing his lunch. 

“Hey, Russ! Wanna join me?”

 Camile Danforth was the kind of professor students gravitated towards: a free spirit, blunt, endearingly eccentric, but totally devoted to her work. Padget had always wondered why she hadn’t gone further in academia. He was always wondering about his colleagues — how did they get stuck here? But Camile seemed to love it, the challenge of working with students from “non-traditional” backgrounds, those under-prepared learners who had not yet caught intellectual fire. She had the enthusiasm of a first-year teacher, although she had been there almost as long as he had been. And she always seemed to be of good cheer — yet she was a math professor, a fact Padget (who hated math) couldn’t reconcile with even a modicum of joyful feeling. Oh well, a friendly face — and a sympathetic ear to bend — was exactly what he needed at this moment.

“Hi, Camile. I’d love to,” he said, sliding onto one of the metal lattice work bench-and-table combos planted around the food trucks in kind of an informal al fresco diners’ mall. “You won’t believe what I just heard.”

“Oooh. A new rumor! Do tell. Is it about the curriculum committee? I hear they’re cutting the Western civ requirement next year.”

Padget paid as little attention to academic politics as possible for a man in his position. Committee work bored him, though all professors were expected to take their turns on the various entities that academic bureaucracies seemed to spawn like bacteria in the bio department’s laboratory.  But he had mastered the fine art of deferring. “Would love to, but I have an article coming out in next month’s journal and really need to focus. Sorry — next time.” There was no journal, just as there would be no “next time.” Surprisingly, it kept working — so he kept using it. 

“Camile, I just met with a student, and what she told me was, well, pretty shocking.” He looked at his over-stuffed veggie wrap, turned it this way and that, finding the best angle of attack, then he chomped into it, careful not to let the tahini sauce trickle from the underside of his hands onto his cuffs.

“I’d think nothing would shock you by now,” she said, probably not meaning to make him seem like someone serving a long-term sentence. “You talk. I’ll eat.” Camile Danforth, Ph.D., tore into her bacon cheeseburger with the unselfconscious ferocity of a cave woman. 

“If the plant managers saw you now, they’d petition to have your tenure revoked.” The “plant managers” was the name of the college’s vegan club. She smiled chewingly, the back of her hand squeegeeing her mouth, a smear of mayo striping her chin.

“They’re good kids, really. They just can’t think clearly,” she said between bites. “Not enough protein in their diet for proper cognitive function.”

After another quick hit of his veggie wrap, Padget swallowed, sipped his green tea, and laid it all out for his carnivore colleague. 

“Do you remember a student named Monique Tyson? Graduated three years ago?”

“C-.”

“Really? You remember her grade?”

“That’s all there is to remember about her. She hated math. Told me so the first day. A for honesty. For algebra, not so much.”

“Yes, that’s Monique. She was more of a word person. She did well in my class. In fact, I always had a sort of soft spot for her. I worked with her closely on her honor’s thesis on literary modernism. Anyway, she came to see me this morning.”

“Grad school application?”

“That’s what I thought. But it turns out she had a different reason for coming. She has this friend — well, I gather it’s a former romantic partner — who came to her in some distress. This fellow was in a Ph.D. program, done with all his classes, finishing up his dissertation, and he suddenly got kicked out.”

“Geez, that’s rough. You’re finally at the threshold, and they boot you. What the hell did he do? Plagiarize some academic paper?”

“Nope. That’s not why he was black-balled.”

“What is he, a flat-earther? Some conspiracy theory nut? Or did he sleep with his dissertation advisor?”

Academia was not above tawdry dalliances and vindictive payback, Padget knew.

“Well, according to Monique, this fellow has discovered a lost literary work.”

“Bully for him. That’s usually academic gold. So why the death penalty?”

“Camile, this isn’t some unknown writer the kid’s uncovered. Supposedly, he’s located a lost work by… you’d never guess.”

“Russ, remember who you’re talking to.  I haven’t read a novel since my last sabbatical, and that one had a half-naked pirate princess on the cover.”

“You’ve heard of this writer, believe me. He’s one of the biggest names in literature. And he wrote maybe the most important book of the twentieth century. An unknown work by this guy would be the literary equivalent of the discovery of Fermat’s last theorem. If it’s true.”

That got her attention. She put down the remnants of her cheeseburger and cocked her head slightly.

“Is this all a joke, Russ?”

“I don’t think so. Or at least, Monique doesn’t think so. She asked me to meet with this scholar friend of hers and hear the story from him firsthand.  She thinks maybe I can give him some advice, maybe help him get into another program, help him out. I don’t think there’s any chance he really did find the work he’s claiming. Actually, it’s impossible. And I’m not sure why they axed him, unless they thought he was making it up.”

“Enough of the mystery! Solve for X already — who’s the writer?”

Padget leaned forward and whispered the name like he was imparting the secret code of some clandestine society, an emissary from one world with knowledge of the other.  

“James Joyce?” Danforth’s jaw dropped, discrete flecks of lettuce and bacon bits annotating her now gaping mouth, her eyes as wide as onion rings. 

“James Joyce.”

“No shit?” She resumed chewing. “Well, you’re right — I have definitely heard of him. Who hasn’t?”

Padget nodded robustly. “Of course. He’s arguably the most important writer in English since Shakespeare. But,” he said, his bearing suddenly becoming professorial, “that also means he is one of the most thoroughly scoured writers ever. Dozens of full-length biographical studies, thousands of scholarly articles, subsets of English department faculties in Europe and the United States actively explicating his work, and new Joyce acolytes joining the feeding frenzy every year.” He shook his head, stole one of her French fries and used it as a sort of pointer, biting and then indicating. “And among them all, precious little agreement about what his works actually mean. There is universal agreement, however, about what those works are. The Joyce `canon’ has long ago codified into a handful of significant works. Joyce himself tirelessly promoted his own work, and there is simply no record, no mention at all, by Joyce or anyone else of a `lost’ work. It’s beyond credible, beyond even conceivable. It’s lunacy.”

“So you told her that?”

 “Well, no. I was being, you know… polite. I told her I’d meet this friend of hers. He’s dropping by to see me after my composition class this afternoon. Purely a formality.”

“Let him down gently,” she said, finishing off her cheeseburger. “Uh oh… you feel that?”

Since they had been talking, the cloud-clotted sky thickened and now threatened. A light rain was beginning to fall, and their fellow diners began an exodus from the outdoor tables toward the student union building.

“It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven upon the place beneath,” Padget said, rising, stuffing the remains of his veggie wrap into its foil sleeve and jamming it into his pocket.

“That sounds familiar. Joyce?”

“Shakespeare.” He gathered up the detritus of their dine and walked over to the garbage can with a smiley face painted across the top. “Thanks for letting me vent.”

“Thanks for the wild tale. Remember: be gentle with this guy. You were a grad student once too, and you probably thought you knew everything.”

“Yeah. You’re right, I did.” I think that even more now, he might have admitted to himself as he loped back to the classroom building and a new batch of somnambulant students.

***

As the limpid drops of rain splashed and then dissolved against the grime-encrusted windows of Professor Padget’s office, he stood there staring down at the concrete campus, thinking of oxen. Like most bookish types, he was not immune to romanticizing nature, and he remembered a poem from graduate school that he’d written a paper about Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “Rain in Summer,” a celebration of the cleansing, revivifying act of rainfall, as “across the window-pane it pours and pours.” One particular image from the poem had always stuck with him:

In the furrowed land
The toilsome and patient oxen stand;

Lifting the yoke encumbered head,
With their dilated nostrils spread,
They silently inhale
The clover-scented gale,
And the vapors that arise
From the well-watered and smoking soil.
For this rest in the furrow after toil
Their large and lustrous eyes
Seem to thank the Lord,
More than man’s spoken word.

The delight these beasts of burden feel amid the rain, however brief, always touched him when he thought about it but also made him a little sad — and even shamed him as he ran to his car in the faculty parking lot or after class when he got caught in a downpour without an umbrella. In moments given to poetic repose, comfortable and dry, he imagined himself the kind of free spirit who would raise his arms to the sky and greet the rainfall as a blessing from the heavens. He felt diminished that he saw it as a nuisance when he was actually in it. Anyway, romanticizing rain-drenched oxen was, he knew by training, a prime example of what literary critics call the “pathetic fallacy,” attributing human qualities to animals or nature. A harsh phrase, and one he was not above applying to other aspects of his life in his more morose or cynical moments. A terse knocking on the door corrupted his reverie.

“Your roster assessment is late. I need it. Like, now!”

 The door swung open, and there stood the department chairperson, Angelo DePonne, a humorless (so far as Padget could tell) bureaucrat whose sole purpose in life seemed to be the orderly transmission of paperwork from faculty to chairperson to dean to God-knows-where after that. Padget had neglected again — he was always neglecting — DePonne’s emails. 

“Sorry, Angelo. I’ll turn it around right away.”

“Too late for that,” he said curtly. “`Right away’ was last week, when you got my final reminder.”

“Right-o. Sorry. Must have overlooked it amid the rush of pre-semester emails.”

“Rush?” he said, his voice rising an octave in indignation. “Yeah, right. Try my job,” he said, now fully stepping into Padget’s office, his inflamed cheeks and furrowed brow betraying a lifetime of pre-emptive anxiety. “More like Rush-more.”

Frequently sad are these attempts at witty wordplay by Chairperson DePonne. And in this case, a bit perplexing as well. He might have been making some sort of comment about having to “rush more” than the faculty to ensure the proper functioning of the department. Or perhaps he thought he deserved enshrinement on a stone monument. Given the egos of most academics, you couldn’t really tell.

“Rushmore?”

“Don’t change the subject. Get me those rosters, ilicet!”

When in doubt in academia, just throw around some Latin. 

“Vita brevis est,” Padget said, bowing slightly. “I shall get to it at my earliest convenience.”

DePonne glared at Padget, hiding none of his disdain for the professor’s practiced disregard for protocol.

“I’m no fool, Russ.”

“Well then, I’ll disregard the rumors. Was there anything else?”

DePonne might have erupted right there in Padget’s office had someone not interrupted them.

“Doctor Padget? Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

Padget looked at DePonne and then back at the visitor. “That’s all right. Chairperson DePonne is on his way out. Oops — another rumor,” he said, with faux sheepishness.

DePonne scrunched up his face sourly and then brusquely navigated his way past the visitor, undisguised contempt flashing from his eyes, his body shaking mildly with thwarted bureaucratic zeal.

The visitor took this in somewhat sheepishly, hands jammed deep into the pockets of his rumpled corduroy sport coat. He waited for Padget to invite him all the way in.

“Please,” the professor finally said, gesturing toward the chair facing his desk. “You must be Monique’s friend.”

“Augustine Hiatt,” he said, extending his hand, fingers lightly splotched in a patchwork of indigo. “Call me Augie.”

Padget held his visitor’s hand, looked at it quizzically, turning it 45 degrees. 

“Diamine Majestic?”

Hiatt shook his head.

“Waterman’s Serenity Blue.”

“Ah.”

Padget eased into his ergonomic Naugahyde desk chair.

“Nothing like a good fountain pen ink,” he said buoyantly. “You can always tell a fellow enthusiast by the stains on their fingers. It’s like a secret signal we flash to other members of the cult.”

“I was just re-filling mine this morning.” Hiatt flicked his fingers before him like a magician having just made a dove disappear. “Of course, refilling your pen on the bus is not the smartest strategy either.”

“Well, I could talk to you all day about fountain pen ink. But I believe there’s something more pressing we need to address.”

Hiatt bit his lower lip and nodded.

“Paper! So, what do you like to write on?”

Hiatt didn’t miss a beat.

“Rhodia classic orange. Superb quality, fair price. Their paper has that famous smoothness Rhodia is known for, and that bright orange cover stands out, so you’re not likely to forget it and leave it behind you in some coffee shop.”

“Hmm. I’m partial to the Clairefontaine Triomphe notepad. Highly absorbent but hardly any show-through. Texture like silk. Glorious.”

“That’s a bit beyond a grad student’s budget,” Hiatt said self-consciously. “Well, when I used to be a grad student, I mean,” he emended. 

“Ah, yes. Monique mentioned something about that. I was a little intrigued by some of what she told me.”

“I think when you hear the rest, you’ll be more than a little intrigued,” he said, a definite note of indignation coloring his formerly respectful, even shy, conversational manner.

“Well, let’s not jump to conclusions.”

Hiatt hung his head slightly and mumbled almost to himself. “Yes, yes, of course. Sorry.”

“Mr. Hiatt, no need to—”

 “Augie.”

“Right. Augie, there’s no need to apologize. From what Monique told me, you have a right to feel sort of, well…”

“Betrayed?”

“I can see why you might feel that way. But why don’t you fill me in, kind of bring me up to speed, and maybe then we can talk about, um, your next move.”

Next move? Padget knew he was in no position to help this fellow out, even if he bought into his story. What could he do, anyway? But he had gotten so used to telling students that he could help them — what they usually needed was just someone to untangle a minor bureaucratic snafu — that he might have overplayed his hand here. Ah, what the hell. Maybe, for a change, I might actually be able to make a difference. Keep an open mind. Hear him out.

“As I understand it, you were part of a Ph.D. program, and after you completed all of your course work, with only the dissertation left, you were asked to leave.”

Hiatt sat cross-legged, fidgeting with his cuffs. Without looking up, he offered an amendment to Padget’s narrative.

“Kicked out.”

“Excuse me?”

“You said they asked me to leave. That’s not the case. They didn’t ask. They told me to get out.”

“I see.”

Muttering as much to himself as in response to Professor Padget, he continued: “Years of research — really important research — all for nothing.”

“Yes, well, Monique was a bit vague regarding the circumstances of your, well, departure, shall we say.” Padget was fibbing. He wanted to hear it for himself.

“It’s simple,” Hiatt said, perking up. “Jealousy. They were jealous of my work.”

Padget nodded, trying to seem neutral, open-minded. He knew well that jealousy fueled a great deal of academic locomotion, and — if he was being honest with himself — it played a role in his own career. Some of his early scholarly output (back when he considered himself to be a productive member of the academy) was the by-product of his resentment of his more successful fellow graduate students. He felt publicly overshadowed by many of the people he had gone through school with, though he secretly continued to feel smarter than they were. Was that so bad? Doesn’t a desire to be taken more seriously fuel most intellectual progress? Padget liked to imagine that E=MC2 was Einstein’s “fuck you” to some over-achieving Type A post-doc fellow, spouting off in the faculty lounge.

But jealousy of a Ph.D. student by a committee of tenured graduate school professors? It just didn’t make sense.

“I can appreciate why you might see it that way, but —”

“Professor Padget,” Hiatt interrupted, now looking at him directly in the eye, his gaze confident and fixed. “I’m not some naïve, or bitter, grad school washout. What I discovered in my research was real. It was groundbreaking. In fact, it would have been revolutionary. And my dissertation advisor couldn’t handle that because he had built his reputation on asserting that what I uncovered could not, has not, ever existed.”

How to play this? Hiatt asked himself.  Should I indulge the young man? Dismiss him politely? Dig deeper? The prospect Monique had first brought to his attention was so tantalizing that Padget decided he had to keep going. He knew what this kid was claiming to have found, and that claim, if true, was a goldmine, a legitimate strike, precious pay dirt in a literary prairie turned into a dustbin by the churning and charring machinery of academia.

***

She was her father’s daughter.  He had always felt it was so. And when the darkness descended on her, James Joyce knew it for what it really was — and not for what the world said it was. He understood that sometimes to truly comprehend things, large things like relationships and war and death and small things like how to match your socks to your shoes or purposely mismatch your socks to your shoes, you sometimes had to go to a different place where a different way of seeing was available. And when you’re in that place, the rules are different, so you need to act different or you just might not be granted a vision. But the vision is everything. He knew that, and had gone to such places himself even when the cost was personal loss or embarrassment or the end of a relationship. And when they tell you to behave or stop acting up and follow the rules, they are really telling you that you need to serve some larger purpose, a noble, larger purpose like ensuring the smooth operation of some grand and complex social structure, too complex to be comprehended by uninformed minds that won’t collaborate in their own salvation. So when they tell you to serve whatever or whoever is demanding to be served, there is, of course, only one response possible: non serviam! Those might not have been her first words, but they were the first words he remembered telling her to never forget.

He remembered taking her to a café when she was six. They were all there, the four of them, the family raggedly together, listening to the conversations of the travelers and businesspeople and the local working girls and the artists and drunks marking time until happier hours, and the police and the lawbreakers breaking bread and dipping it in olive oil and laughing and sipping coal-black coffee from tiny white cups veined with the years of dark runoff, He remembered how a stranger politely tapped him on his shoulder and said he was a doctor, a local physician, and he couldn’t help but notice how the little girl stared so blankly into the distance for so long, oblivious to all that was going on about her. “I’d have that looked into,” he said quietly, patting her father on the shoulder. “Something isn’t right.” And so he worried a little about it because back then when he was broke and still unknown he worried a little about everything but when he got home and asked her what was she staring at she took a piece of foolscap paper from his writing desk and drew an exact replica of the pattern in the wallpaper of the café, wheels within wheels turning round and round, spokes splayed in a non-random repeating pattern that gave the gentle sensation of locomotion even if one was standing still. And as he stared at the drawing that she was making there in their cramped but comfortable home, he felt a stinging sense of remorse for having worried at all about that doctor and his asinine, unsolicited diagnosis.

***

The fluorescent lights overhead, their naked glare unshielded by any kind of plexiglass sheeting, buzzed lightly — though not loudly enough to be noticed by any of the veteran nightside detectives. Even when there wasn’t the intermittent squawk of the police scanner, the radio on Mooch’s desk perpetually belched a staticky talk radio station (an overnight show about conspiracy theories was his favorite, though he often referred to the show’s callers as sick fucking puppies). The room was never what could be termed quiet, even in the so-called wee hours. The wooden desk chairs groaned and screeched when the detectives settled in, leaned back, or rolled themselves to the nearest open doughnut box. The frosted glass pane of the detectives’ room door, with its 1940s film-noir patina, did little to insulate the space from the constant racket just outside of bellicose drunks, sobbing mothers, junkies freaking out, or media people shouting about their constitutional right to know. Even on its quietest night, the place was cacophonous. So when Sweater asked about Alana’s informant at the Footsie, no one heard him. Or if they did, they paid no attention. As Mooch was fond of saying, “I got my own problems.” But Sweater was feeling feisty tonight.

“Hey Mooch, the way you’re tonguing that Boston Crème, you two should get a room. You want we should all step outside until you’re finished?”

“Maybe if you practiced on one of these fucking donuts, you’d actually know what to do with a woman.”

“I smell a sexual harassment suit unfolding,” said Alana Stamos, stepping into the detectives’ room from interrogation. 

“Unfold this,” Mooch fired back.

“Not tonight, boys, please. I’ve got a headache,” Detective Stamos said, settling into her desk chair and leafing through her top drawer with a concerned look.

“Looking for this?” asked Sweater — technically Detective Fran Ferngull, which is maybe why he didn’t mind people calling him by the nickname his penchant for always wearing cardigan sweaters had earned him. (“It’s real simple,” he explained to Alana her first week on the job when she asked about his moniker. “I need the pockets for my cigarettes. If you keep ‘em in your pants pocket, they get crushed. Cigarettes in left pocket, see?” He patted the rectangular bulge reassuringly. What’s in the other pocket? she had asked him. “Back-up,” he said, pulling out another pack. “See? Always ready to go.”)

 “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am,” she said tartly, grabbing the manila folder from him.

“Relax. I’m writing up the warrant request, and I just needed to check the phone records.”

“Keep your hands off my stuff, Sweater.” 

“Phrases Sweater hears every weekend as he cruises the bars, for $200, Alex,” Mooch lobbed from his side of the room.

  “So, did your mole give a positive I.D.?” he asked.

Detective Stamos paused, bit her lip, and stared at her fellow detective like she really did have a headache. 

“He flipped. I just got out of 3B. He changed his story.”

“What the fuck? You said he was money!”

“He was. He should have been. Somebody got to him. What can I tell you?”

“You can tell me how the hell I’m supposed to get a warrant for Footsie without one fucking credible source to put before Judge Beal.”

“Go in there on your knees,” Mooch said. “I hear he likes his clerks to assume that position.”

Sweater threw up his hands and shot her a perplexed… no, an annoyed look.

“No problem,” Alana said, as much to herself as her partner on this case. “I’ve still got an insider. A sure thing. She’ll come through. I just need twenty-four hours.”

“She fucking better,” he said, pointing a finger in Detective Stamos’ face.

Amid the fairly noisy landscape of that night’s Detective Room hustle and bustle, Sweater’s stern ultimatum was heard clearly. Even Stanch, who colleagues called The Silent Knight because he never spoke when he didn’t have to, chimed in. Well, he whistled.

“Hey, Sweater,” Mooch bellowed, his mouth now fully vacant, although there was chocolate all over his fingertips, “this ain’t fucking high school. And you ain’t the fucking principal. Don’t be pointing fingers in here unless you’re prepared to lose them.” But if Detective Alana Stamos was offended by her colleague’s lack of professional etiquette and the affront to her self-esteem, she didn’t show it. She got up slowly from her desk and headed for the door.

“Alana, let it slide. He’s an ape,” Mooch said. “Don’t leave on his account.”

“I’m going to meet my other Footsie contact,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I don’t want to be late.” Then, glaring at Sweater, she added, “I don’t want to get detention.” She cupped her fingers in a bye-bye wave to Sweater but then turned her hand around, leaving only the middle finger upright.

“You see that Sweater?” said Mooch. “All that grief you give her, and she says you’re still number one in her eyes.”

***

“If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a few notes.” Padget grabbed the legal pad next to his keyboard, uncapped his Platinum Balance medium-nib fountain pen, and wrote at the top of the page, A. Hiatt story. “Why don’t you give me the big picture, and then we’ll go back and fill in any details, if necessary.” The “if necessary” was purely a power move, but the young man sitting across from him either didn’t notice or, more likely, had simply become inured to the subtle manifestations of superiority practiced daily by the high priests of the academy.

“Big picture? Ok… picture this: instead of holding in your hand a blank legal pad, you’re holding an original, brilliant, and funny series of poems — an epic of sorts. About the world’s oceans and the sea creatures who call this watery world home. A modernist Finding Nemo.”

Padget nodded thoughtfully and wrote it all down, though he had no idea who Nemo was or why he needed to be found.

“Go on.”

“And when you get to the end of this weird, wonderful work, you see written — in his own hand — the signature of the author. James Joyce.” 

So Monique wasn’t making it up. This young man really seems to believe in a lost and totally unknown work by James Joyce. 

“Well, um, Augie, that’s quite a claim. I’m guessing that your dissertation provides evidence for this pretty incredible assertion?”

Augustine Hiatt held his head in his hands for several seconds and, speaking softly, said simply, “It would have.”

The professor still didn’t believe the outrageous claim, but he began to believe that this young man sitting before him believed it. It had been a long while since any of Padget’s students exhibited this kind of emotional investment in their work. That was true for Padget as well. His frequent disappointment in his students kept him from thinking about his disappointment with his own scholarly work, which had all but ceased. This kid might be a kook, but he really cares. Stay on this ride a little longer.  

Padget cleared his throat. “Have you anything with you that I could take a look at?”

“Well, just notes. I don’t have the originals of the lost work. I never possessed the pages, in fact.”

“You never possessed them? Then how do you—”

“I had to photocopy the work. But I saw it, held it in my hands briefly. I can show you the copies. I think I have them in here, somewhere….” He began digging through his backpack, pulling out various file folders as well as a crumpled brown bag lunch, a water bottle, and a huge jangly key ring.

“Mr. Hiatt, don’t worry. You don’t—”

“Augie, remember?”

“Yes, I remember. You needn’t upend all of your belongings. I was just curious.”

“I must have left them at home. I’ll bring them to you.”

“Ok, that will be fine,” Padget said, leaning back in his chair and making collapsible finger tents. “I’m wondering, Augie, if you can just share with me a little bit about the lost work.”

“Sure,” he said, beginning to cram all the items that had been spilled onto Padget’s desk back into his rucksack. “And don’t worry. It’s not a lost work. I know right where it is. I have a place in my apartment, a kind of secret nook behind a bookcase where I keep a full set of the manuscript.”

“This is beginning to sound like a mystery novel,” Padget joked.

“Yeah — only I’ve solved the mystery. I know who the killer is: R. Lancaster Zale, my dissertation advisor. He killed my career.”

Padget recognized the name. Anyone who ever studied modern literature seriously knew who Zale was. Once upon a time, Zale was one of the undisputed titans of Joyce scholarship, though Padget couldn’t recall hearing or reading much from him lately. 

“Monique told me you could help me,” Hiatt continued, looking equal parts pathetic and endearing. “She said her Joyce class with you was the best class she ever had. If someone like you were to look at the material, maybe my dissertation committee—”

“Whoa, Mr. Hiatt. It’s not likely I could do anything to change their mind, even if I… well…”

“Believed me?”

No use pretending.

“Yes. Even if I believed you.”

Hiatt got up, grabbed his backpack, and opened the door.

“When I show you what I have, you will.”

As he stepped into the hallway to leave, a clap of thunder rattled Padget’s office windows. That’s right — Joyce was afraid of thunder. A definite sign, but as obscure in its meaning as anything Joyce himself ever wrote.

***

Footsie — which derived its name from the acronym for the London Stock Market (FTSE: Financial Times Stock Exchange) was a watering hole on the Jersey side of the Hudson River just across from Manhattan that catered to traders in the financial district whose shifts coincided with the European business day, which ended roughly around noon, stateside. Still wired, these masters of the universe often needed a place to unwind before heading home to log in and find out whether their brothers and sisters at the NYSE were extending FTSE’s gains — or losses. The bar’s happy hour was from noon until 1 p.m., and by 3 p.m., the place was deserted. The owner, a British expat, said he liked to keep “respectable English hours” and claimed he was home, asleep, by the height of the local rush hour.

About a month ago, Detective Alana Stamos, while working on another case, got a tip that the owner of Footsie’s was catering to clients who traded more than stocks. The bar had allegedly become the focal point of a highly illegal (and nauseatingly immoral) sex-for-green-card operation. Asian women — some in their late teens — were coming to the New York area ostensibly to work as domestic help for the well-heeled in the bedroom communities surrounding Manhattan. In reality, the “clients” looking for nannies were phantoms. They didn’t exist — except on paper. Actually, they did exist, but they never knew they were in the market for nannies. Brendan Cleese, Footsie’s owner, pulled their names from the client lists of some of his stock-selling patrons (who were in on the scam). The operation was simple. Cleese contacted the Asian authorities on behalf of these phantom clients, filed the necessary paperwork to request a temporary work visa, arranged for the women’s transportation here, but when they arrived, there were no domestic help jobs, just a cheap motel in Jersey where these newly imported, broke, and desperate women became sex workers, restoring the flaccid spirits of Footsies stressed-out clientele. Living in “safe houses” that were little more than squalid brothels, they could spend months, or years, waiting for their green cards to come through. Many of the women did manage to escape, though none had yet filed police reports for fear of deportation or arrest. Caught between a rock and hard time, they remained silent and either went along with Cleese’s grisly ultimatum or drifted into the landscape of the city’s lost and downtrodden shadow people.

Alana Stamos thought she had convinced an insider, a stock trader named Les Greider, who provided his client list for the scheme, to testify against Cleese. She’d charmed and persuaded Greider — or so she thought — over the last several weeks to testify against Cleese in exchange for immunity from prosecution. She also assured him he’d be able to keep his Series 7 license and remain in the stock trading business. And just when he was set to give his deposition, he got cold feet, clammed up, and said he didn’t know anything about any green card operation.

 Stamos’ other “sure thing”– a woman who escaped from the “safe house” and was willing to testify — also failed to keep her appointment that night. So the detective found herself at 2 a.m. at an all-night diner called the Steampot with little appetite and nothing to bring back to the squad room — like, say, a witness who might help make the case. Rather than face Sweater’s wrath, she ordered a cup of tea (which she used to wash down three aspirin), took out the tattered paperback she always kept in her purse (Patti Smith: The Complete Lyrics) and decided not to return for the rest of her shift. Maybe tomorrow, something would happen to turn the case around. Fated to mere hope, she swirled a teaspoon of honey in the warm amber liquid, her tea cup a vortex of sweet deliverance.

Well, the case turned around the next day. Alana would hear about it almost as soon as she clocked in at the precinct the following night. But that was still an hour away. Working the night shift for the last several years had given her a different perspective on daily human activity. She’d finally made the transition to what long-time night-shift workers call “shadowing,” the innate and certain sense that the nighttime represents normalcy, the daytime a fierce and brightly lit interruption to our normal state of being. At some point, she simply stopped thinking of the typical 9-5 workday as the workday at all, but rather a prelude to the dusky charms of the nocturnal world. “You gotta think like a cockroach,” Mooch had once told her. “Scurry when you see the light. Embrace the darkness.” Wasn’t there a Ramones song about living like a cockroach? Or was that the Sex Pistols? Well, she’d crack that mystery when she got back into her car (The Sex Pistols were in heavy rotation in her CD player).   Her thoughts drifted from vermin and punk bands (“No difference between them that I can see,” she imagined Mooch saying in her head, bringing a smile to her lips) to focusing on the task at hand: picking up a cranberry and walnut batard at Swirls, a local bakery and bistro run by a lesbian couple that Alana met after they had been beaten up by a couple of inebriated heterosexuals out for a night of drinking and skull-bashing. Ever since she had worked the case, she felt compelled to support them somehow, so even though it was out of her way, she had become a regular customer there, and besides, the batard was so worth the trip. Unfortunately, she got there just at 6 p.m. as the place was closing, and although they always let her in — the owners were forever grateful for her assistance in tracking down the Neanderthals that had tried to divorce them from their fully-functioning skeletal system and never seemed to blame her for the D.A.’s decision to dismiss the case due to lack of corroborating evidence — the batards were long gone. She had to settle for a half-dozen boysenberry scones and a chai latte (or what Mooch called, in one of his less enlightened moments, “fag coffee.”) Still, she left there feeling pretty good, heading to her car as the waning shafts of sunlight pierced the industrial spew of northern New Jersey, a painterly sky filled with purple and burnt orange and dusty rose, the smoldering atmospheric backwash of the Garden State’s smokestack plumage.

She got to the precinct just in time to see a couple of uniforms struggling to escort a shirtless, overweight man, late 30s, she estimated, with what appeared to be bloodstains on his jeans and a neck wrapped with a cobra tattoo. “Fucking slut!” he yelled as he saw her, the two young cops wrestling with him on the way to a police cruiser no doubt headed to the municipal lockup. Before she could take his comment personally, he screamed more epithets as he wheedled and wended his way towards his one-way ride downtown. “Goddamned cunt!” he screamed. “You think I’m finished with her? She’s gonna fucking pay.” He didn’t seem to be too concerned about that part of the Miranda warning about how what you say can be used against you in a court of law. And that’s when it hit her: Kafka! She couldn’t remember the name of the story about the cockroach, but she remembered it was a Franz Kafka story, not a Sex Pistols song. Thoughts of cockroaches were still in her head when she got to her desk and found a one-word Post-It note on her phone: “Millner.”

She laughed to herself in a “Could this night possibly get off to a worse start?” sort of way and then headed down the hall to Captain Tate Millner’s office. None of the other nightside detectives seemed to have checked in, or if they did, they were already dispatched to their respective urban night-time horror shows. She saw that Mooch’s desktop calendar was smeared with what looked like mustard, or perhaps he’d killed a bug and left its smeared remains there as a warning to other impertinent insects. Why am I thinking about bugs tonight? she wondered.

Captain Millner’s office was a grim place — not just because Millner himself seemed more often like a prisoner than someone who sends people to prison. It was an old story with Millner, and with lots of cops who made their way up the ranks from beat cop to detective to precinct captain — and then no further. What once was a burning desire to make the world safer, better, was replaced over the countless long nights on stakeout, endless trials made more so by defense attorneys piling on time-wasting motion after motion, and the paperwork hydra of duty rosters, monthly reports, requisitions, and personnel transfer requests. After a while, it all seemed part of some unfolding, improvised Samuel Beckett play — Waiting for Justice — while the broader world smiled daggers and went about its daily grind at the whetstone of perpetual motion. Nothing to be done. 

No, what made the Captain’s office so dreary-seeming was more literal: dozens of framed pictures that covered the walls, each of them a still image captured from the famous Zapruder film, the first-hand video account of President John F. Kennedy’s assassination. Millner’s grandfather was one of the secret service men assigned that day to protect the president, and according to several of the Captain’s former drinking buddies (though he quit drinking just before getting assigned to his current position at the precinct, never so much as setting foot in a bar since his reformation, all praise to God in the mercy he shows to drunks — though Alana thought the guy always looked like he could really use a drink) his grandfather swore there was a second shooter. Millner kept the images on his wall in the hope that maybe he’d see something that might finally crack the case. They were also grim reminders that no matter how well a cop did his or her job, sometimes mayhem wins. And at this stage in his career, Millner seemed resigned to managing the mayhem rather than trying to combat it.

When Detective Alana Stamos knocked on his door, she felt only an abstract leaden compulsion, not any particular, localized dread. Millner often summoned cops to his office, sometimes seeming to forget why he had called them there in the first place, often telling them stories about his days at the academy, or maybe talking about how the country began going to hell, more or less beginning its descent November 22, 1963. She certainly didn’t see what was coming — what Mooch would later call “the old switcheroo.”

“Captain Millner?”

He waved her in while cradling the phone under his fleshy cheek, gesturing toward the chair facing his desk. All the furniture in the room looked like it had come from a raid on a rowdy Amish roadhouse, plain wood, well-made and simple in design but beaten up, scuffed, scarred in the way that angry drunks regularly disfigure once-fine things.

Millner grunted once or twice into the phone and then hung up. He looked at her, tilting his head as if trying to figure something out, and then he leaned back and opened his top desk drawer.

“I’ve been looking at Ferngull’s report on the Footsie investigation,” he began, using the name no one else used for Sweater.

“I’m intending to go back there tomorrow, when it’s open, to do a bit more digging,” she said, cutting off what she sensed was a coming re-hash of her failure to secure reliable testimony.

“No need,” he said, throwing the file on his desk. “It’s over.”

“The investigation? You’re shutting it down?”

“No, Stamos. The bar. It’s over. Closed down. We sent a black-and-white over earlier today, and the place is cleaned out. Not so much as a shot glass left. An empty room, no forwarding address, no sign on the door. They must have gotten nervous with all the attention we were giving their patrons. Cleese might be halfway to Mexico by now. If that was his real name.”

Stamos was stunned. Months of work setting up traps, and now the rabbit has run away. 

“It’s not entirely your fault,” he said, in a failed attempt to assuage her disappointment. “We probably should have put the place under surveillance. Then again, without a warrant, it would have been a little ticklish.”

Ticklish. Detective Alana Stamos thought of all the young women forced into sexual servitude, women whose stories she hoped to tell as a first step toward getting their lives restored. Now, they’re on their own. If Sweater so much as raises his eyebrow at me for any of this, I swear to God I’m going to unload on him. Such petty after-the-fact bickering would do nothing to improve a truly rotten turn of events. But if Detective Alana Stamos thought the collapse of her case against Footsie was going to be the low point of her night, she was as wrong as those who believe Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone.

***

“Hi, Augie. This is Reyna at Tongue-in-Cheek. We need additional rewrites. I emailed you the pages. Please get them back by the end of the week. Devlin said to tell you he’s shooting Monday — either the movie or the writer. He said he didn’t care which. Better hurry on those pages.”

Augustine Hiatt’s urgent voice mail message from his employer barely seemed to register as he continued smearing peanut butter on his rye toast in what appeared to be a leisurely, almost random way, though he was actually making little swirls, like Vincent Van Gogh’s famous painting Starry Night. In fact, Augie was thinking of the first time he ever saw that painting, on a field trip to New York in junior high, shortly before he decided to become a writer. Whenever he felt himself being pulled off the path, he thought of Van Gogh and the struggles he went through to remain true to his artistic vision. Poverty, self-doubt, madness — he’d faced it all but remained committed to his art. Let them scoff, he thought, but I’m staying true to my vision. And it’s true: he was a writer — something he hadn’t been able to say since he’d stopped work on his dissertation. And the fact that he was now writing scripts for X-rated films was beside the point. The porn industry might be sordid and debauched, but it paid decently, and Augie was surprised how easily a writer with a genuine facility for words (and a strong stomach) could move up in the adult movie business. He had already been given his first solo assignment, a 12-minute cock raiser (in the legitimate theatre, they call them “curtain raisers”) titled Pants De Leon and the Fountain of Youth, a costume drama (well, for the first couple of minutes) about a swashbuckling explorer (really just a hunky gardener) and his well-heeled employer’s 19-year-old heiress daughter (a buxom blonde addicted to nude sunbathing.) Twelve minutes of shooting meant six pages of dialogue, something he could dash off with little thought. But Augie put more than a little thought into his scripts. He figured he might as well raise a few IQs as well as a few, um, curtains. And now, he was also re-writing other writers’ scripts — or what was called in the porn trade “straddling.” Bobby Devlin, the executive producer for Tongue-in-Cheek, might not have professed a great deal of love for writers, but the first two checks cleared and the work kept coming, so Augie was grateful. It didn’t take the sting out of what happened with his dissertation committee, but it gave him something to grab onto. He badly needed a distraction, and he found that thrusting himself into his new job helped him deal with his lingering anger. And who knows? Maybe this Padget guy would actually help him fix his academic career.

He finished his sandwich and guzzled a warm can of ginger ale from his backpack. He logged onto his laptop and downloaded the pages Reyna had sent, a short scene leading up to a gang-bang in a film about an aspiring actress who finally makes her long-awaited debut, titled Rhonda’s Big Opening. There were a few other pages from a few other works-in-progress. Run-of-the-mill stuff. Nothing spectacular. Not yet, anyway — but Augie would work his magic. His fingers hovered over his laptop’s backlit keyboard.

“Porn lovers, prepare to be blown away!” he said, typing away like someone in the throes of an all-consuming passion. But only a few miles away, someone was also typing with vehemence — a letter Augie would find waiting for him the next time he showed up at Tongue-in-Cheek.

***

It was an odd place to prepare for the rapture. From the outside, the century-old building retained its utilitarian spirit, a former tool and die factory that had been converted into loft and office space about five years ago. Its industrial, blue-collar character conveyed the history of the town, a once-upon-a-time lunch-bucket suburb of New York City on the Hudson River, home now to an increasingly affluent corps of well-dressed and well-spoken renovators and speculators, a gaggle of genteel gentrifiers scouring the prized empty spaces that once resounded with the steady hammering of the drill press and keypunch. On the third floor (Todd and Beth Lawson both understood that three is a magic number), just at the end of the hallway with its creaky floorboards and its unforgiving fluorescence, the smell of sawdust and silica grease still lingering in the air ducts, was an office with no identification on the door, just a simple cross charred into the fabric of the mahogany door with a homemade word-burning kit. It looked at first glance more like a flaw in the woodgrain than a deliberate, secret signal to pilgrims seeking salvation. Yet those who worked behind the door knew — they just did — that the same guiding hand of providence that brought seekers to the building would usher them along to the smear of burnt cross emblazoned on the door, a silent clarion call to the good and the just. Although (God forgive them!) Todd and Beth would likely not have heard someone knocking upon the door that particular morning, absorbed as they were in the serious work before them, the repetition of a monthly ritual that demanded Solomonic concentration.

Todd was sitting behind a computer desk. His sister Beth was on a small Persian rug on the floor, sorting through a pile of newspapers, press releases, hand-written letters sent in by their followers, movie posters, and weekly news and celebrity magazines. Each of these items had already been gone through by at least one of the board members of Friend to Man in the past 30 days, which explained the many annotations, underlines, circles, and multi-colored highlights which decorated many of the pages.

“Let the separation begin,” Todd said, cracking his knuckles, fingers perched above the keyboard like a concert pianist awaiting the conductor’s downbeat.

“Ok, let’s see who’s going to hell this month,” his sister said. 

And so began the monthly updating of their “Lost and Found-Out” list, a “who’s who” of sinners and soul-corrupters in the public sphere, people who were actively working to undermine the righteousness of the Lord. Friend to Man scoured these written records for evidence of resistance to the Good News; people who had lost their way and, like Satan in the Garden of Eden, were now tempting others to abandon the straight and narrow path. These included politicians who sponsored or supported anti-God legislation on topics like abortion or gay marriage, criminals who had been sentenced for crimes like child molestation or prostitution, celebrities who appeared in movies that mocked fundamentalism, businesses that advertised in publications that included photographs of people in little or no clothing (sometimes not even wearing fig leaves!), and publishing companies that were bringing out books that might undermine all manner of public decency. It was quite an exhausting task, and, second only to their regular filming schedule for their online video channel, they believed it was one of their most important functions. After making these monthly lists, Todd would choose a handful of malefactors and write letters to them, telling him they were on to him and urging the sinner to repent. These weren’t threats, exactly — merely revelations of the threat that awaited the unrepentant. Purely coincidentally, Friend to Man would say (and had said, through the law firm they kept on retainer) that they had nothing at all to do with the untimely death of a few of the recipients of their private shaming campaign. 

“People who believe in ultimate judgment don’t need to hasten death in this realm,” Todd had said to investigators during one of his interrogations. His sister put it slightly more enigmatically during her interview with authorities: “God kills.”

There they sat, sifting through the monthly cultural discourse for clues to the next anti-Christ — or at least some serial cheaters, blasphemers, and onanists. That was how they originally came across Augustine Hiatt. One of the devoted eyes and ears of Friend to Man had copied out the credits for the latest Tongue-in-Cheek release and mailed it in, and Beth had plucked it from the pile. Todd didn’t recognize the name as a repeat offender, so he fired off one of his usual scare-em-straight letters (they believed first-time offenders were more susceptible to the saving grace of Jesus than the hardened reprobate). All of this sifting and letter writing happened amid a near-deafening wave of evangelical rock blasting from a boom box on top of Friend to Man’s filing cabinets, something that got their adrenaline flowing and their righteous indignation firing. As the music played, Beth’s hands danced through the heaps of newspapers, magazines, letters, photocopies, and printed material while Todd resembled a bobble-headed toy dog on the dashboard of some van speeding down the turnpike, nodding and typing in time with the pulsating music. Today’s musical rapture was being provided by a far-right Christian band called The Pierced Hand, a group of former drug addicts who met in a rehab program run by a fervent evangelical named Rubin Claudel, a Haitian immigrant who found Jesus after almost dying of mercury poisoning after getting shanked in a prison bathroom by a Nazi with a sharpened rectal thermometer.

Beth does the scouring, Todd the intimidating. There is no vetting to see if the information Beth is relying on to single out malefactors is accurate. There is no time; souls are at stake. The music blasts, Beth reads, scowls, shakes her head, and elevates offending candidates to Todd’s desk. He grabs the document and begins pounding out his cease-and-desist letter according to a format he’s refined over the many months of threatening by mail: keep it short, keep it vague, keep it Christian. Don’t name call, don’t directly threaten, and don’t explain. Instead, make an impression and let the Lord work on the hearts of the recipient. This goes on most of the afternoon, and after a few hours, both Beth and Todd are exhausted. Saving souls is such hard work! Once the letters are written, addressed, and stamped, brother and sister move on to the second phase of their session’s work: strengthening their own resolve.

Beth and Todd realize that being a Christian warrior requires no less a commitment today than it did when the work was done on horseback or in the dungeon. And they are committed. So what happens next might seem shocking only to those who did not fully appreciate the depth of their devotion to Christ. 

Beth usually starts. She turns off the Christian rock and flips over to a smooth jazz station on the radio. She dims the lights, then removes her blouse, ankle-length skirt, slip, bra, and panties. And then Todd follows, un-suiting: he removes his jacket, tie, shirt, pants, and underwear. They face each other naked, a modern Adam and Eve, devout and unashamed. What happens next varies from month to month, but the point is always to drive each other as deeply into physical temptation as it’s possible to go and still be able to resist. And, well, sometimes it’s pretty hard. But what they do — what they tell themselves they’re doing — is create a safe, supportive space in which to experience the limits of human lust. Weak-willed people give in so easily to the pleasures of the flesh. Beth and Todd do not. At least, they haven’t yet. 
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