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It was dark and vague outside.
The storm had rolled away to faintness
like a wagon crossing a bridge.


—EUDORA WELTY, “A PIECE OF NEWS”




I MUST HAVE SCRAPED MY CHEEK. It burns. My jaw hurts. I knocked a vase over when I fell, I remember hearing it shatter on the floor and I’m wondering if I got cut with a piece of glass. I don’t know. The sun is still shining outside. The weather’s good. Little by little, I catch my breath. I feel an awful migraine coming on, any minute.


Two days ago, as I was watering my garden, an unsettling message appeared to me when I looked up to the sky. A cloud, with an unmistakably distinct shape. I looked around, wondering if it were intended for someone else, but I didn’t see anyone. And there was no sound either, just me watering. Not a word, not a scream, not a whisper of air, not a single motor — and God knows there is no shortage of mowers and blowers around here.


Generally, I can feel it when the outside world cuts in. I’ve been known to stay holed up for several days in a row, never setting foot outdoors, if I perceive some unsettling omen in the erratic flight of a bird — coupled with a shrill cry or some sinister croaking — or if some weird ray of sunlight makes its way through the branches and hits me right in the face, or if I lean over to give a few coins to a man sitting on the sidewalk and he suddenly grabs my arm and shouts in my face, “The demons! The demons with their demon faces! I threaten to kill them and then they obey!” The man belched, kept repeating this same sentence over and over with crazy eyes, never letting me go, and when I got home that night I canceled my train ticket, immediately forgetting all about the reason for my trip, finding it suddenly and completely unimportant. You see, I’m neither suicidal nor deaf to the warnings, messages, and signs that I receive.


When I was sixteen, I missed a plane after a night of drinking at the Bayonne Festival and the plane crashed. I thought about this for a long time. Then and there, I decided I would take certain precautions to protect my life. I accepted the fact that these things exist and anyone who chose to laugh it off, well, I just let them laugh. I’m not sure why, but I’ve always felt that the signs in the sky are the most telling ones, the most urgent. An X-shaped cloud — rare enough that it gets my full attention — would normally put me on high alert, every time. I don’t know what happened. How could I have dropped my guard? Of course it’s a little (or a lot?) to do with Marty. I’m so ashamed. I’m so furious now. Furious at myself. There’s a chain on my door. There’s a goddamn chain on my door. Did I just forget? I stand up and go put it on. I briefly pinch my lower lip between my teeth, I hold still for a full minute. Apart from the broken vase, I can’t see any mess. I go upstairs to change. Vincent is coming for dinner with his girlfriend, and nothing is ready.


The young woman is pregnant, but it isn’t Vincent’s child. I have stopped talking about that. I have nothing to gain. I don’t have the strength to fight him anymore. Or the will. Once I figured out how much he takes after his father, I thought I would lose my mind. Her name is Josie. She’s looking for an apartment for Vincent and herself, and for the baby on the way. Richard pretended to be sick when he heard the price of Paris rentals. He paced up and down muttering to himself. He’s made a habit of that now. I can see how much older he’s grown, just how somber these twenty years have made him. “You mean monthly or yearly?” he asked, putting on that mean look of his. He wasn’t sure he could swing it. As for me, I’m supposed to have a regular and generous income.


Naturally.


“You wanted a son,” I tell him. “Remember?”


I left him because he became unbearable, and now he’s more unbearable than ever. I tell him he should take up smoking again, or jogging. Anything to get rid of that bitterness which drives him most of the time.


“Excuse me, but go fuck yourself,” he tells me. “Anyway, I’m broke right now. I thought he got a job?”


“I don’t know, talk it over with him.”


I don’t have the will to fight him either. I spent more than twenty years of my life with this man, but sometimes I wonder how I ever found the strength.


I run a bath. My cheek is red and maybe a little yellow as well, like pottery, and there’s a tiny drop of blood at the corner of my lip. My hair is truly a mess. The clip I was wearing let a lot of it loose. I pour some bath salts into the tub. This is madness because it’s already five o’clock and the girl, Josie . . . I don’t know her very well. I don’t know what to think of her.


Yet there is an incredibly warm and beautiful light, so removed from the slightest whisper of a threat. It’s so hard for me to believe that something like this could happen to me under a sky so blue, on such a gorgeous day. The bathroom is awash with sunlight. I can hear cries in the distance, far-off children playing. A dusting of clouds on the horizon. Birds, squirrels, and so on.


It feels so good. This bath is a miracle. I close my eyes. I can’t say I’ve wiped it all away, but after a moment, I’m completely back to myself. The expected migraine has not come. I order sushi from the place that delivers.


I’ve known worse with men I freely chose.


After picking up the larger pieces of the vase, I vacuum the spot where I fell. Just to think, only hours before I had been lying there, my heart pounding. It makes me pretty uncomfortable. And right as I’m about to pour myself a drink, I get a message from Irène, my mother, who is seventy-five and whom I haven’t seen — or heard from — in a month. She says she had a dream about me, that I was calling her for help. But I didn’t call her at all.


Vincent doesn’t seem quite convinced by my story. “Your bicycle is in excellent shape,” he says. “Isn’t that odd?” I stare at him a moment, then I shrug my shoulders. Josie is bright red. Vincent has just grabbed her wrist, hard, and forced her to release the peanuts. Apparently, she’s already gained forty pounds.


They don’t look right together. Richard, who wouldn’t know, told me that kind of girl could be good in bed. What does that mean, to be good in bed? In the meantime, she wants a nine-hundred-square-foot two-bedroom in a certain neighborhood. Nothing that size can be found for less than three thousand euros.


“I filled out an application at McDonald’s,” Vincent says. “For the meantime.”


I encourage him in this endeavor, or something better for his self-esteem — why not? A pregnant woman is expensive to keep.


“You should know . . .” I started to say, before he even introduced her to me. “I’m not asking what you think,” he answered. “I don’t give a shit what you think.”


That’s how he acts with me since I left his father. Richard is an excellent tragic actor. And Vincent is his best audience. As we’re finishing dinner, he looks at me again with suspicious eyes. “What is it with you? What’s wrong?” I can’t stop thinking about it, of course. Throughout the meal, it was never far away. I’m wondering if I were chosen at random or if I had been followed, if it’s someone I know. Their talk of rent and the baby’s bedroom doesn’t interest me at all, though I admire what they’re taking on — what they’re attempting — a trick by which their problem becomes my problem. I stare at him for a second, trying to imagine his expression if I told him what happened to me this afternoon. But it is no longer in my repertoire. I no longer have the power to imagine my son’s reactions.


“Did you get into a fight?”


“A fight, Vincent?” I let out a small chortle. “A fight?”


“Did you slug it out with someone?”


“Oh, come on, don’t be stupid. I’m not in the habit of ‘slugging it out’ with people.”


I get up and leave, joining Josie on the veranda. It’s a fine, cool evening, but she is still fanning herself because it’s so oppressive. Those last few weeks are the hardest. You couldn’t get me to go through that again. I’d have cut my own belly open to put an end to the agony. Vincent knows that. I never tried to gloss that over. I always wanted him to know. And never to forget. My mother told me the same thing and it didn’t kill me.


We stare into the starry black sky. I watch Josie out of the corner of my eye. I’ve only seen her half a dozen times and I don’t know much about her. She’s perfectly likable, actually. Knowing my son Vincent, I pity her. But there’s something stony about her, something cool and stubborn. She would do just fine if she made an effort. She’s solid, I can feel it. There’s something lurking inside her.


“So you’re due in December? Getting closer.”


“He’s right,” she answers. “You’re all upset.”


“No, I’m not,” I say. “Not at all. What does he know about me?”


I close the door behind them. I make my rounds of the ground floor, carrying a meat cleaver. I check the doors and the windows. I shut myself up in my room. When dawn starts to filter in, I haven’t slept a wink. Morning grows blue, resplendent. I rush off to see my mother. As I enter her living room, there is a young, athletic, though altogether ordinary man on his way out.


I wonder if my aggressor from the night before looked like him. All I can remember is a ski mask with two holes for the eyes, and I can’t even remember if it was blue or red. I can’t remember if he looked like this self-satisfied person who winks at me as he leaves my mother’s apartment.


“Mom, how much are you paying them? How demeaning!” I say. “Can’t you go out with a professor or a writer for a change? I mean, do you really need some stud? At your age.”


“This can’t touch me. I have nothing to be ashamed about, it’s my sex life. You’re just a little bitch. Your father’s right.”


“Mom, stop it. Don’t talk to me about him, he’s fine where he is.”


“What are you talking about? You silly girl, your father is definitely not fine where he is. He’s going insane.”


“He is insane. Ask his psychiatrist.”


She gives me breakfast. I think she’s had something redone since the last time. Or just Botoxed maybe, I don’t know. She has changed her life completely since her husband (who unfortunately is also my father) got put away, though at first she did fight the good fight. A real slut. She has spent a lot of money on cosmetic surgery over the last couple of years. Sometimes, in a certain light, she frightens me.


“Fine. What do you want?”


“What do I want? Mom, you called me.”


She looks at me for a moment, with no reaction.


Then she leans over toward me and says, “Think it over before you speak. Weigh your answer. What would you say if I got remarried? Think.”


“It’s simple, I’d kill you. No need to think it over.”


She shakes her head slowly, crosses her legs, lights a cigarette.


“You’ve always wanted some sanitized version of life. All that is dark or abnormal . . . it’s always scared you silly.”


“I would kill you. Spare me the psychobabble. You’ve been warned.”


I had my eyes closed up until then. Of course her sexual appetite has always surprised me, I would even say disgusted me, and I don’t approve. But I decided to be open-minded about it. If that’s how she gets by, I can accept it, though I don’t want the details. Fine. On the other hand, if things get too serious and venture out onto uncertain terrain, as is the case with this marriage stuff, well, I just have to step in. Who’s the lucky guy this time? Who’s the one she met? And who exactly is this Ralf — the son of a gun has a name — who shows up in the frame and casts a shadow over everything?


I eliminated a lawyer who said he was crazy about her by telling him she was carrying a virus, then a branch manager by revealing the truth about us — which kills the mood as well — and they hadn’t even proposed.


I don’t think I could put up with such a twisted thing. A seventy-five-year-old woman. The ceremony, the flowers, the honeymoon. She looks like one of those terrifying old actresses — completely plastered over, breast-lift at five thousand a pair, eyes all agleam, tanned to the hilt.


“I’d like to know who is going to pay my rent in the years to come,” she finally says with a sigh. “I’d like to know, tell me.”


“I will, of course. Haven’t I always?” She smiles, but she’s obviously very put out.


“You are so selfish, Michèle. It’s frightening.”


I butter the toast that has just popped up in the toaster. I haven’t seen her in more than a month and I’m already ready to leave.


“What if something happened to you?” she asks. I feel like telling her that’s just a chance we’ll have to take.


I cover one slice of toast with raspberry jam. I slather it on. On purpose. It’s hard not to get it all over my fingers, and I hand it to her. She hesitates. It looks like lumps of blood. She stares at the thing for a moment and then she says, “I think he’s not long for this world, Michèle. I think you should know. Your father is not long for this world.”


“Well, good riddance. That’s all I have to say.”


“You don’t have to be so callous, you know. Don’t do something that you’ll regret for the rest of your life.”


“What? What would I regret? Are you delirious?”


“He paid his debt. He’s been in prison for thirty years. That’s a faraway memory.”


“I wouldn’t say so. I don’t think it’s far away. How could you say such a horrible thing? You think it’s far away? You want binoculars?” There are tears welling in my eyes, like I’d just swallowed a teaspoon of Dijon mustard. “I have no intention of going, Mom. I have no intention of going there. Make no mistake about that. He’s been dead to me for a very long time.”


She gives me a sidelong glance, full of blame, then turns toward the window. “I don’t even know if he still recognizes me. But he does ask for you.”


“Oh, really? And what do I care? What am I supposed to feel? And since when are you his messenger?”


“Don’t wait. That’s all I have to say. Don’t wait.”


“Listen, I’m never going to set foot in that prison. There is no chance of me visiting him. He’s starting to fade from my memory and I would like him to completely disappear, if that’s possible.”


“How can you say such a thing? That’s a terrible thing to say.”


“Oh, spare me, would you please? Please. That monster ruined our lives, didn’t he?”


“It wasn’t all bad. He wasn’t all evil, far from it. You know that very well. You might muster a little pity.”


“Pity? Mom, take a good look at me. I don’t have any pity for him. Not for one second. I hope he expires right where he is, and I will certainly not go see him. Forget it.”


She doesn’t know that I see him in dreams. Or more precisely, I see his outline, that electric darkness, in the shadows. I can make out his head and shoulders, but I can’t tell if he’s facing me, looking at me, or if he has his back turned. He seems to be sitting down. He’s not talking to me. He’s waiting. And when I awake, I still have that image in my mind. That shadow.


I can’t help thinking that there may be some relationship between the attack I have just endured and my father’s actions — just as we always wonder, my mother and I, each time we go through some ordeal. We wonder because we experienced it, we were on the receiving end of more than our share of spitting and blows, just because we were his wife and his daughter. Overnight we had lost all our relationships, all our neighbors, all our friends. As if we bore the mark on our foreheads.


We experienced the anonymous phone calls, got called names in the middle of the night, received the obscene letters through the mail, our trash cans spilled outside our door, the words scrawled on the walls, the pushing and shoving at the post office, the small humiliations in the shops, the shattered windows. Nothing can surprise me now. No one could swear that all the embers have been snuffed out, that there isn’t someone in a corner somewhere cooking up the next thing that might befall us. How could we believe in chance?


That very night, I get a text. “I thought you were really tight, for a woman of your age. But hey.” I fall over backward, breathless. I read it two or three times, then I answer: “Who are you?” But there is no reply.


I spend my morning and part of my afternoon reading screenplays. They are piling up on my desk. Maybe there’s a clue to be found in that as well, I think, some young writer I shot down and who hates me more than anything.


On the way, I stopped at the gun shop and got myself some red-pepper spray cans, for the eyes. The small size is very practical and can be used several times. I used to use it all the time when I was younger. I was very quick and I had no fears about taking public transportation. I was very agile. I had learned over the years. I know how to dodge someone, I could run pretty fast, I could get around the block in under two minutes. That’s no longer the case. That’s over. But fortunately, I no longer have any reason to run. I could even take up smoking again. Who would care?


I put aside my dreary reading in midafternoon.


There is nothing worse than that feeling of stupidly wasted time when you close a bad script. One of them flies across the room where I work and lands in an extra-large trash can exclusively reserved for that purpose. Sometimes that wasted time is painful. Sometimes it gets so bad you want to cry. At about five p.m., I think of my rapist again because at that time, forty-eight hours earlier, he used the fact that I was busy with Marty in order to burst through my door like some demonic jack-in-the-box.


Then all at once I realize he must have been watching me. Waiting for the right moment. Watching me. And for a moment I just sit there, speechless.


I go into the office, check my mail, my phone messages. I make a few calls, delegate a few tasks. Anna comes to talk to me, and toward the end of the conversation, she says, “I got to say it, you don’t look right.”


I act like I can’t get over it: “Don’t be silly! I mean, just look at this gorgeous day, all this sunshine!”


She smiles. Anna would probably be the right person to talk to, if I decide to talk. We’ve known each other for so long. But something is preventing me. This thing with her husband?


I go to the gynecologist. I do the necessary tests.


Vincent calls me to ask if I would at least cosign the lease. I am silent for a few seconds.


“You were so unkind to me, Vincent.”


“Yeah, I know. Shit, I’m sorry. I know.”


“I can’t give you that money, Vincent. I’m trying to build a retirement fund. I don’t want to depend on you later on. I don’t want you to pay my way. I won’t be a burden.”


“All right, I get it. Mom. At least cosign the fucking lease.”


“Don’t just come to me when you want something.”


I can hear him smashing the receiver against something. As a small boy he already had a temper. Just like his father.


“Mom, would you please just fucking say yes or no.”


“Stop saying ‘fuck.’ What kind of talk is that?”


We make an appointment with the landlord. Economic uncertainty and stagnation have reached such proportions that a simple transaction like renting an apartment has become an outpouring of mutual distrust. Birth certificate, driver’s license, pay slips, certificates, photocopies, promissory notes, papers, handwritten letters, religion, and countless other precautions on the part of the lessor in order to protect against the chaos that may follow. I ask if it’s a joke, but it’s not.


On his way out, Vincent says he wants to buy me a drink and we go into a bar. He orders a Hawaiian beer and a glass of South African dry white wine. We toast the fact that he is now the proud tenant of a six-hundred-square-foot three-room apartment with southern exposure and a small balcony, for which I have cosigned the lease.


“You realize what this means, Vincent. You have to step up. If you don’t pay your rent it will fall to me, and I won’t be able to keep it up for long. Are you listening to me? This is not a game, Vincent. And I’m not only worried about you. I’m also thinking of myself and of your grandmother, whose rent I also pay, as you know. Vincent, they are very uptight nowadays. They won’t let you get away with anything. They can have your account frozen in no time, sue you, and the court costs would be entirely yours to cover. They will send assessors to inventory your possessions. They will humiliate you, and that’s not all. Always keep in mind that men who speculate on rice and wheat already have so much blood on their hands, they’re not worried about spilling a little more.”


He looks me over a moment, then smiles. “I’ve changed, but you don’t see it.”


I would love to believe him. I would love to take him in my arms and smother him with grateful kisses. But I’ll wait and see.


There’s a meeting in my office. There are about fifteen of them. It’s been a few months now since we started having these fairly tense weekly meetings, because their work is worthless ever since they got back from vacation. Nothing original or powerful in the slightest has been suggested to me and, once I’ve given them high praise and expressed my unbridled admiration for their exceptional writing talent, their downcast faces disgust me.


There are about ten men. Perhaps he is among them. Perhaps I denigrated one person’s work in particular without even realizing it because everything I read blurs into a mass of mediocrity. But I don’t notice anything. Not one glance I could truly say belonged to the man who blithely violated me. Not long ago, I was still certain that, even if he kept his mask on, I could spot him if I were around him, that my entire body would start shivering, that my entire being would bristle. Now I’m not so sure.


When everyone gets up to leave, I go out with them, mixing with them, brushing past them on purpose in the narrow hallway, vaguely apologizing for the accidental contact. But I can feel nothing. I recognize no smell, no cologne as I pass discreetly from one to the next, exhorting them to give me the best of themselves next week if they’re interested in keeping their jobs — and no one kids around with that anymore — but otherwise no, I don’t feel a thing, not even the slightest spark.


I finally speak to Richard about it. About my appalling misadventure. He goes pale, then he gets up to pour himself a drink.


“Do you think I’m especially tight?” I ask him.


He lets out a long sigh and sits down next to me, shaking his head. Then he takes my hand in both of his and doesn’t say another word.


If ever I had deep feelings for a man, it was for Richard. And I did marry him. Even now, through the little things — like when he takes my hand or tries to meet my eyes with just a hint of worry, when from within an ocean of mutual incompatibilities some tiny islands of affection still emerge, some pure understanding — I can still clearly perceive the echo of what we meant to one another during those few years.


Aside from that, we hate each other. Well, he hates me. His inability to sell his screenplays and his having to stoop to working on horrible television movies and stomach-wrenching TV programs, with assholes, is apparently partially my fault. I don’t do the right thing, if you listen to him. I have never lifted a finger, never made use of my relationships. Right from the start, I’ve been totally, lamentably going through the motions and yada yada. No one gets out of this alive. The breach gets wider and wider.


I’m unable to write a screenplay myself. I don’t have that talent. But I know how to recognize a good one when I see it, and I have nothing to prove in that respect. I’m well known for it. If Anna Vangerlove weren’t my friend, I’d have already sold out to the Chinese and their freaking head-hunters. It just so happens that Richard has never written a good screenplay, and I should know. I should know all too well, I guess.


“I wouldn’t say you’re tight,” he blurts, “and I wouldn’t say you’re not tight either. You’re somewhere in between, as far as I can make out.”


There is a message hanging in the air, but I don’t want to sleep with him now. We have allowed ourselves the odd parenthetical tumble, but this is rare. Wanting to at the same time doesn’t happen every day after twenty years in each other’s lives.


I look at him and shrug. Sometimes holding a hand is not enough — this man still has a lot to learn.


He stares at me with a sort of grimace. “I didn’t get scabies,” I say with a chuckle. Now I wish he would leave. The sun is setting and the leaves all lit up. “It might have been much worse. I wasn’t crippled or disfigured.”


“In any case, I can’t get my mind around how you’re taking this.”


“Really? How should I take it, then, in your opinion? Would you like to see me moan and groan? Should I go off to a retreat, get some needles stuck in me, go see a shrink?”


The surroundings are silent, the sun skimming the ground, the light oozing all around. Whatever else happens, down here on earth things are still as beautiful. And so the horror is complete. Richard wasn’t losing his hair when we separated, but for the last two years he sure has. There’s a little clearing on the top of his skull, glowing a gentle pink, when he bends over to kiss my fingers.


“If you’ve got something to ask me, Richard, do it quickly. Then leave, because I’m tired.”


I go out on the veranda, to enjoy the dusk. I’m surrounded by neighbors, lights shining in the windows of their houses. Our small street is generously lit, our gardens and yards have practically no shade. But I don’t go out too far, I keep my guard up. I have known that state for a long time. At first it was nearly permanent. Then it faded and largely disappeared when we moved. Being constantly aware, ready to dodge the danger — not to answer, just get out of there as quickly as possible, leaving any pursuers in the dust. I know all about it.


Hardly four days have gone by. I light a cigarette. Now I can better see how things happened. I went to open the door, in the back of the house, when I heard Marty meowing. I was wondering why that idiot cat didn’t just go around to the front. I imagine the man had picked him up in order to get me outside. And that’s exactly what happened. I put my book down and I went outside.


On the other hand, I have no memory of the purely sexual part of the assault. I was living with so much tension — a tension that was in actual fact the sum of all the tensions I had endured up until that moment, in trying to escape the pack of howling beasts my father had unleashed — I must have had a mental disconnect, recording nothing of the actual act. So I can’t say a thing about it. I can’t know how my body reacted. And I can’t know what to do with this suffocating rage and fury.


I am neither torn nor bruised. I’m a little irritated, but that should go away. I don’t practice anal sex at the drop of a hat, so naturally I bled a little, but that’s not very serious. It’s slight. I have no image of it. The content of the text message, however, the tone — that irony, that familiarity — and the derogatory turn of phrase make me think this is punishment, obviously linked either to my work or to my father’s hellish deeds, delivered by some person who knows me.


Aside from my cheek, rendered presentable by a smattering of face powder and a touch of blush, I do have some ugly marks on my arms and wrists — where he pinned them with his bare hands to the ground. Enormous bracelet-shaped bruises, which I hide with long sleeves. But that’s about it, thank God. At least I’m not obliged to wax poetic about the origin of an eye completely swollen closed, or a broken tooth or crutches or worse, like some more unfortunate souls. At least I can decide for myself what scope to afford what happens next, indeed if I wish anything to happen at all. In fact, I’m unable to join them. I can’t fit into their vast procession. I won’t wear that as a badge, as the mark of belonging to some entity. And I will not lose my position in the bargain. I have no time to be distracted. I must bring all my energy to bear. I didn’t steal the job I now hold, but I have also become aware of just how tenuous it truly is in this wave of layoffs that has hit. No one is immune, anything can happen. Some turned their heads for just an instant and lost everything. There you have it.


My mother is on about my father again. She’s looking at Christmastime and points out that these are probably his last lucid moments. I hang up without answering.


I go home. I lock the door behind me. I check the doors, the windows. I go up to my bedroom. Marty jumps on the bed, stretches, yawns. For home, I chose the Guardian Angel model, with the incapacitant agent. Each time you spray, six milliliters of active ingredient are blasted into the air at over one hundred mph.


I left Richard before he discovered my affair with Robert Vangerlove, because I didn’t want to hurt him any more than I had to. Hurting Richard was never my intention. Actually, I think I was already so ashamed of sleeping with Anna’s husband because she was — and still is — my best friend. But it was either that or die of boredom, that or hang myself. One morning, there’s a Robert Vangerlove standing there, a perfectly ordinary and soulless man, a transparent man, with a slightly stupid smile on his face, and you say to yourself, “Why not?” You float. You spray yourself out in billions of indecision cells. That’s how you find yourself with an affair on your hands, a white man with a nascent belly, for the most part pleasant but dull, and you have no idea how to get rid of him. All right, so he’s not the worst lover in the history of the world, but there’s no more to it than that.


He calls me up and he says, “Anna is away this weekend. Could we —”


I cut him off. “Robert, I’m indisposed right now.”


“You are? What do you mean? I’ll be around for a few days.”


“I know, Robert. There’s nothing I can do.”


“Even with a condom?”


“Right, I’m sorry. How was your trip? Did you sell a lot of shoes?”


“The Italians are cleaning our clocks. I figure I’ve got another year, maybe two at the outside.”


“Anyway, will you be around for the holidays? I don’t know yet myself.”


“I have a hard time getting away over the holidays.”


“Yes, I know you have a hard time getting away over the holidays, Robert. But that doesn’t matter. I know your situation. You know, I’m not a complicated person.”
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