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FARRELL KNEW AFTER BEING IN Terry Peregrine’s house for twenty minutes, that Terry was thinking about killing the girl from Alaska. Terry’s anxious gestures, his handsome face, pale with worry and lack of sleep, his jumpy primping in front of a mirror, his obvious panic, all revealed his lack of control. The girl was sixteen, maybe younger, but she didn’t look it. Her hair wasn’t blond so much as silver, not white, and her eyes seemed purple, but Farrell, who had been sent to take care of this, thought, No, no. No one really has purple eyes. But there she was.


Peregrine’s house was just off Mulholland on the north side of the hill that separated Los Angeles from the Valley. The house was a comfortable, stucco covered place in the Spanish style with those half pipe tiles on the roof and doors with wrought iron hinges. Three stories, a large backyard with eucalyptus trees growing at the back of the three-acre lot, trimmed to ensure privacy, but not enough to hide the view of the valley. A swimming pool in the backyard gave off the scent of chlorine, like an enormous, aquamarine flower. It was always shocking what the pool men knew, considering what they discovered on the bottom when the robot vacuum cleaner collected discarded items, condoms, bathing suit bottoms, needles, rubber tubes, and the like.


As an actor, Terry Peregrine was close to being completely virtual. He was good looking in a mildly unpleasant way, and while he had gotten a lot of attention, even to the extent to being what is known as a star, the falseness of how he came into being couldn’t be avoided. He had been manufactured in the usual way, promoted, protected, and sold like a new deodorant. It happens all the time. Still, he had been cast in a high budget picture that was filming now. He was a hymn to falseness.


It was a September evening, and as Farrell had waited before knocking on Peregrine’s door, the lights in the Valley reminded him of being a kid at the movies when he had eaten some candy called Jujubes, those chewy globes, like gummy bears, only smaller, and brightly colored, red, yellow, green, purple. The valley looked like it had been covered with them, from one end to the other, bright, mystical in random red, green, and yellow, and while the lights were packed together, they had a presence that only came out at night to reassure you, to make you think that things were really beautiful after all and benign. In the afternoon the Valley had an ominous clutter.


Farrell had knocked on the heavy wood of the door, the sound distant and throbbing like the last beating of a heart. Peregrine had opened the door with that look of someone cornered, his eyes moving from side to side, as though to see if anyone else was in his yard. The only other object was Farrell’s gray Camry, which was as anonymous a car as he was able to find.


“Braumberg send you?” said Terry.


“Just tell me about it,” said Farrell. “Can I come in?”


“If Braumberg sent you. Everything’s going to be fine, right?” said Terry.


“How old is she?” said Farrell.


“She looks pretty old,” he said.


“Uh-huh,” Farrell said. “But that’s not what I asked.”


“Come on in, pal,” he said. “We’ll get this straight.”


Pal, thought Farrell. You poor son of a bitch.


“You’ve got to u-u-understand,” Farrell said.


Farrell’s stutter came first with a sense of an interior jumpiness, and awareness of a presence, not quite a personality, but still having a will of its own that insisted on revealing items that Farrell wanted to keep hidden, anger, embarrassment, fury, frustration, and something else, an exasperation he couldn’t ever name but which existed as a constant companion and an unnamed yearning, love, loneliness, mystification.


Terry waited for a moment, unsure about the stutter.


“It doesn’t happen very often,” Farrell said.


“All right,” said Terry. “She’s inside.”


“Let’s take a look,” Farrell said.


If Farrell swallowed he could stop the stutter, but he had to do it at a precise moment. This morning Farrell had worked on it, and had said in his kitchen, “beggar,” “hacksaw,” “shadow,” and “vanish.”


“So things are b-b-better,” said Terry. He smiled. “Now that you’re here.”


“How old …” Farrell swallowed.


“I told you what she looks like,” said Terry.


The living room was cold, with AC blasting, white sofas curved around a glass table. It was impossible to say how many lines of chopped drugs had been laid out there, and then vacuumed through straws or rolled up bills, slightly moist from being passed from person to person as they sat there at night. They sniffed and looked at that red, yellow, and green glitter in the valley.


The curtains were pulled back. In the distance the San Gabriel Mountains were invisible aside from the streetlamps, which appeared like white Christmas lights thrown over a black whale. More and more, the houses in the mountains there were burning to the ground, since they were built in places where the eucalyptus trees still grew. Even though the people who owned the houses tried to keep the brush back, when a fire started it was time to get the hell out of the way.


Peregrine’s hands were shaking, but it was hard to tell if this was from a hard comedown or the realization of what he was up against. He was short, as many actors are, since they are easier to photograph when they aren’t very tall. Brownish hair, blue eyes, a nice smile, and he spent enough time in the gym to look fit.


The girl from Alaska sat on the sofa, dressed in her blue jeans, a tight-fitting sweater, some Adidas running shoes. Farrell guessed she was a little scared but not as much as she should have been. She turned toward him, the light in the room making that silver-blond hair seem all the more metallic. Her skin was as white as the keys of a new piano. Everything about her, the way she sat with that precise posture, her steady gaze, her beautiful skin, her breathy voice, even the perfume she wore, which while cheap, was changed by her presence, suggested a frank innocence perfectly blended with some ache, some desire. She didn’t have a clue, thought Farrell. Not a clue.


He sat down.


“So, you’re from Alaska,” said Farrell.


“Have you ever been there?” she said.


“No,” Farrell. “I hear the fishing is good.”


“Shitload of salmon,” she said. “If I never eat another piece of salmon it will be too soon. I worked in a cannery. You know what the sound is? Bang! Bang! Yeah, I’m from Alaska.”


“What’s your name?” said Farrell.


She stared right at him.


“Mary Jones,” she said. “Will that do it?”


“That’s funny,” said Farrell. “My name is Jones, too.”


“Maybe we’re related,” she said.


“Could be,” said Farrell.


“Are you the one that’s got the money?” she said.


“Maybe I can get it,” said Farrell.


“I don’t want any trouble,” she said. She gestured to Terry. “He should know better than having anything to do with a girl my age. You know that, don’t you, Terry?”


“You look older,” said Terry.


“I get it. You can tell that to the police. They’ll understand. Yeah, they’ll say. You got confused. Sure.”


“Terry gets confused easily,” said Farrell.


“Hey,” said Terry. “Don’t, you know, condescend …”


“Look,” said the girl from Alaska. “I just want to go home. This is no town for a kid from a small town in a place like Alaska. You know that?”


“Yes,” said Farrell. “As a matter of fact, I do.”


“You wouldn’t believe what the winters are like,” said the girl. “You don’t know what cold is …”


The most important thing, thought Farrell, is to make sure she leaves with me.


“I know a girl who dropped the keys to her car in the middle of winter. She lived in Point Hope. You know, she took off her gloves to pick them up, and she lost a couple of fingers to frostbite.”


“That’s cold,” said Farrell.


“Not as cold as this place,” said the girl. “It’s a different kind but it’s even worse. You can lose all kinds of things to it.”


“How much do you want?” said Farrell.


“I really want to go home,” she said.


Farrell leaned closer. She had a lovely quality, really, and he liked her, even though she was threatening. It had been a long time since he had seen such innocence, such straightforward honesty, although that innocence made it impossible for the girl to understand her present circumstances.


Farrell glanced at Terry, who picked at his hands, then his face, then looked out the window.


“You’ve got an early call,” said Farrell. “That’s what Braumberg says. You’re right in the middle of it, right. How many shooting days?”


“Sixty,” said Terry. “We’ve done half. It’s gonna be big. The Chinese box office is terrific these days. They love car crashes and we have car crashes up the kazoo …”


“Who’s Braumberg?” said Mary Jones.


“A guy who finances pictures,” said Terry.


“You mean like a producer,” she said.


“Yes,” said Farrell.


“You know, at one time I would have been interested in meeting a guy like that. Not now. I just want to go home.”


“Sure,” said Farrell.


“The winters are so clean. And cold. I want to be where you can spit and it freezes before it hits the ground. A diamond colored drop. Where the bears are dangerous. It’s better than …” She gestured to the valley. “That.”


“How much?” said Farrell.


She turned her eyes on him, the look in them one of longing for the north, for those long stretches of the Alcan highway. Farrell wondered if she had hitchhiked from Anchorage to LA. If any girl of her age could do it, she was the one. The more Farrell sat there, the more he liked her.


“Twenty thousand,” she said. “Cash. No checks or anything that can be stopped. You can go right to an ATM.”


“Terry?” said Farrell.


“I’m not paying that,” he said. “If anyone has to pay it’s going to be Braumberg. You know how much he has invested in this thing?”


Farrell stared at him for a while, then looked at Mary Jones.


“I don’t want any trouble,” said Mary Jones. “I don’t want publicity, cops, or anything like that. I just want to go home. But if you think you can push me around, you are wrong. Just give me my money and I will go.”


“Terry?” said Farrell.


“No, no, no,” said Terry. “Who the fuck does this little …”


“Don’t say it,” said Farrell.


“You don’t get it,” said Mary Jones. “He can call me anything he wants. I don’t care. I want my money and I want to go home.”


“She isn’t getting it from me,” said Terry. “Not with the risk to Braumberg.”


“I’ll have to talk to him,” said Farrell.


“You do that,” said Terry.


“Yes,” said Mary Jones. “Isn’t that what you do? Don’t you take care of things like this?”


“Sometimes,” he said.


She nodded. Yeah, sure.


The scent of eucalyptus from the hillside, the earthy whiff of the fall in California, the medicinal odor of the chlorine in the swimming pool left that mood of LA, hope so perfectly mixed with the possibilities of disaster. It was in the air, as though the atmosphere was pressured, too, like a fault in the earth that extended above ground. Mary Jones sat there, as unmovable as a fireplug.


“So, from one Jones to another,” said Mary Jones. “Talk to who you have to talk to.”


“All right,” said Farrell.


“That other guy was utterly worthless,” said Mary Jones.


“What other guy?” said Farrell.


“No one, no one,” said Terry, waving his hand, as though a mosquito was hovering around him. “She’s so screwy. She doesn’t know if she’s on Zork or not.”


“I know right where I am,” said Mary Jones.


“Where are you staying?” said Farrell.


“I’ve got a motel on Ventura,” said Mary Jones. “There’s bugs in it. A lizard was in my room.”


“Have you got a handbag?” said Farrell. “Any clothes?”


She gestured to a chair on by the large, fieldstone fireplace. The jacket was white, imitation leather, the kind of thing that probably looked elegant in Anchorage.


“I think you should come with me,” said Farrell.


“Not on your life,” she said.


“I think you should come with me,” said Farrell.


She shook her head.


“Try to get me to leave,” she said. “I dare you.”


“You dare me?” said Farrell.


He liked her even more. Then he shook his head. If she only knew. Youth can’t imagine what is behind the appearance of things.


“I still think you should come with me,” he said.


“No,” she said. “If I go with you, and you dump me in my motel, I won’t have a chance. I want to call the cops, if I have to, from right here. No. I’m not going anywhere. Talk to the guy with money.”


“Terry?” Farrell said. “Have you got the cash?”


“I’m not paying,” said Terry.


Farrell stood by the fieldstone of the fire place, the little flecks of bright pyrite giving him the illusion that he was seeing pieces of light, like bits of the tail of a shooting star. The scent of the hillside had, in the way only this landscape could do, a hint of the morning fog, a little salty, as though a malign perfume was lingering. He said to Mary Jones, “I think you should c-c-come with me.”


She shook her head.


“Twenty thousand dollars and I go home. I will just disappear.”


“I’ll talk to him, to Braumberg, first thing in the morning.”


Outside Farrell sat in his car, that anonymous, gray Camry, the lights in the Valley shimmering in the distance. He glanced at the house, which had the lights on downstairs, but above that it was dark, a silhouette, as though cut from black cardboard against the Valley. He was surprised how much he admired Mary Jones’s spunk, or that quality that only came from those long winters in Alaska. He had the momentary impulse to drive her back here. Still, he couldn’t get that kind of money out of an ATM, didn’t have it at home, and so it would have to be tomorrow. He still didn’t like it.


The stutter showed itself like a little man, or a presence that Farrell saw as an advisory, but yet it helped him, too, since when he had trouble speaking, he saw how people reacted. That told him a lot.


“Mary Jones,” he said. He shook his head. “Spitting like a diamond.”
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“YOU’RE LATE,” SAID BRAUMBERG AT eight in the morning. “Did you see the girl and Terry?”


“Sort of,” Farrell said.


Braumberg sat on the wall around the Hollywood Bowl fountain. It had a large pool, about twenty feet across, and when Farrell had been at Hollywood High, he and some friends had tried to put enough detergent in the pool to make, as they had hoped, a five-foot wall of suds move across Highland. Still, it hadn’t worked. The problem had been low sudsing soap. Farrell considered how reassuring it was to think of the soap, or the pranks pulled when he had been young. The soap had been in the same league as when Farrell and some friends tried to put enough gelatin in a swimming pool to make it into a large, chlorine scented, blue piece of Jell-O. The notion had been that a swimmer would dive in, only to bounce a couple of times. Farrell considered Mary Jones and what pranks she had pulled in Anchorage beyond freezing spit. Throwing a bucket of water on the sidewalk in January? Farrell felt the ghost of the pleasure he had taken in such youthful stunts, a sort of quick high, and he wondered, too, if the stunts had been training for the real trouble adults faced.


The bench at the fountain was a good, private place. The temple of the Vedanta Society on a hill opposite the Bowl seemed out of place, but that was true for many things, although the temple still produced a tug, a slight gravity. The traffic on Highland had a serpentine movement, a starting and stopping like a snake slithering toward the kill. The cars were a perfect mixture of the ridiculously expensive and clunkers, Ferraris alongside old Pintos rusted into red lace. The odd thing is that the drivers of each were equally angry.


“Yeah?” said Braumberg. “I’m all ears.”


“I don’t know,” Farrell said. He swallowed just in time.


“Just what don’t you know?” he said. “A lot of money is involved here. More than before. A lot more than before. So you think you understand, but you don’t,” Braumberg said. Then he stared at that traffic. Over Highland, a long cloud of smoke hung, which looked like an enormous yellow boa that stretched from the freeway down to the place where Highland turned to the east a little before it came to Hollywood Boulevard. The drivers in the cars were all wearing ear buds, all twitching differently to what they heard.


Maybe, Farrell thought, as he looked across Highland at the temple of the Vedanta Society. He could check into their retreat in Santa Barbara for a month. No talking.


“What do you think?” said Braumberg.


“I think Terry is hiding in his own asshole,” said Farrell. “He is thinking about killing that girl.”


“What did you say?”


“What did I say?” said Farrell.


He shook his head.


“I tried to get her out of there,” said Farrell.


“And?” said Braumberg.


“She’s smart enough to know that staying right there gives her credibility.”


“So, she wouldn’t leave?”


“That’s right,” said Farrell.


“Then take care of it,” said Braumberg. “That’s your job.”


Braumberg wanted to look anonymous when he met Farrell and so he wore new jeans, a work shirt, Wolverine boots, and had a red bandana sticking out of his rear pocket. This was Braumberg’s idea of what a carpenter looked like, but it wouldn’t fool anyone.


Still, Braumberg had the California Disease, just like everyone else. Or, maybe he had the condition more than others. Maybe this explained why Braumberg was getting more generous with the money he gave Farrell to fix something, although Farrell had to admit the problems were getting worse, too. Part of the California Disease was the belief that you could buy your way out of fraud. Braumberg surely believed this. After all, in California there wasn’t much you couldn’t get with cash.


The Disease was the notion that you could invent yourself out of nothing, or out of TV advertisements, movie roles, posters, songs, country and western or punk styles, or any style, and that all you needed was a certain mood and a hint of mystery.


It took Farrell a while to tease out the details, but Braumberg had grown up in Brooklyn, attended City College, and then came west, pretended he had gone to Harvard, although he was cagey about it, never saying so out right, just hinting around about having been in Porcellian. And, of course, he was cagey enough to refer to it as the Porc. The only better thing in Hollywood would have been Oxford, but Braumberg was smart enough to know that while he could pull off an accent that was Brooklyn by way of Harvard, he wasn’t adept enough to do so for Brooklyn by way of Trinity College, Oxford. The first time Farrell had met Braumberg to help with an actor’s trouble, Farrell was pretty sure Braumberg wasn’t what he seemed (a good bet in LA with just about everyone). Still, Braumberg gave money to some charities, although always careful not to give too much. He was now right where he wanted to be as a producer, at least socially, that is, he was legitimate but mysterious … 

which, in Los Angeles, meant he was “legit” but shy about some things that people could only imagine. And, of course, people did imagine things: an affair with a woman who was a French aristocrat, an illegitimate child by a beautiful woman in Buenos Aires. Really, the sky was the limit.


“You look like you are getting windy,” Braumberg said.


“No,” said Farrell.


“So, what are we going to do?” said Braumberg.


“Pay her,” said Farrell. “It’s too bad she wouldn’t let me drive her to the motel where she is staying.”


“And you think she will go away?” said Braumberg.


“There’s only one way to find out,” said Farrell.


The odor of Braumberg’s new jeans mixed with the fish pond scent of the fountain.


Braumberg, in spite of everything, was a religious man, and Farrell supposed in moments like this religion gave him comfort. It was one of the reasons Farrell really liked him. Neither one of the two men had ever planned on ending up at moments like these, and this surprise made them more empathetic with each other.


“You shouldn’t have fixed Terry’s mess the way you did last time,” Farrell. “You guaranteed that there would be more trouble, and, this is it.”


“I thought that giving a DNA sample to the cops would be a proof of innocence while I got the girl involved and her mother to take a slow boat to Australia …”


Farrell swallowed and looked at the traffic.


“You shouldn’t have done that,” said Farrell.


“I thought he had learned his lesson,” said Braumberg.


“Sure, sure,” Farrell said. “That m-m-makes sense.”


“You don’t have to get snooty about it,” said Braumberg. “What’s gotten into you?”


Farrell thought about for a minute. What’s gotten into me? He craved dignity more than anything else. But how could you be dignified in a town like this? And he liked the girl from Alaska. He really did.


“Did you ever read Kierkegaard?” Farrell said.


“Who’s that? Sounds like a Danish director. Depressing movies about love gone wrong … or suicide pacts … or kids with cancer …”


“You didn’t take philosophy at Harvard?”


Braumberg winced and said, “Come on, Farrell. Something is eating at you. You aren’t your cheerful usual self.”


“I don’t know,” Farrell said. “Kierkegaard said that the nature of despair is precisely not to know one is despairing.”


“Maybe,” said Braumberg. “I bet he still makes shitty movies. Didn’t he make Dark Love? Those fucking Danes. And yet, you know, they have respectable box office. Or the Swedes do.”


“I’ll have to look at one of Kierkegaard’s old movies again,” Farrell said.


“All right,” said Braumberg. “Enough film 101.”


“Here’s what we are going to do,” said Farrell. “I’m going to go to the bank and get the money she wants. Then I’m going to give it to her and drive her to the airport. With any luck she will be back in Anchorage by tomorrow.”


Braumberg sighed.


“Good. Good. You are one of the few people in this town I can trust.”


“Trust,” said Farrell. He winced, bit his lip. “Okay. I’ve to go to the bank.”


“The bank,” said Braumberg. “I’ve had it up to here with banks. A lot of people got hurt in the mortgage slump,” said Braumberg. “This town is all about mortgages, you know that?”


“It makes the place look better than it is,” said Farrell.


“And we’re just getting back to normal,” said Braumberg.


“Normal,” said Farrell. “Yeah, sure.”


“You know what a tranche is?” said Braumberg.


“A piece of a security,” said Farrell. “A lot depends on which piece you have.”


“You’re telling me?” said Braumberg. “A lot of people got hurt.”


“You didn’t lose your house, did you?” said Farrell.


“No,” said Braumberg.


“So, you didn’t get screwed too bad,” said Farrell. “A lot of people lost a house.”


“I thought things were going to get better,” said Braumberg. “Those fucking banks. And now this. Peregrine and that girl from Alaska.”


“I’ll get the cash,” said Farrell.


“I’ll reimburse you, and, of course, give you your fee,” said Braumberg.


The Bank of America branch was at Sunset and Vine, and the place looked like a combination of an aircraft carrier and an ancient temple. Flat roof, two stories, cheesy columns going up forty feet, a neon sign with the bank logo. The teller, a middle-aged woman with the skin of a serious smoker, what Farrell thought of as a cancer tan, took Farrell’s check without blinking.


Farrell considered a business he was buying, Coin-A-Matic, which he thought could explain why so much cash was flowing through his account without any reason. The closing was coming up, and Farrell could already feel the slight change that would take place in him, just by owning a vending machine company. Not quite the effect of a magic wand, but something nevertheless.


“Hundreds?”


“Please,” said Farrell.


The woman pushed the envelopes with the bank’s logo on them across the counter, which was imitation marble, and Farrell put them in the pocket of his Patagonia vest. He looked like he worked in the front office for Outward Bound. Even these clothes left him aware of some attitude that made him speak in a slightly different way.


“Thanks,” said Farrell.


“Don’t spend it all in one place,” said the teller.


“That’s good advice,” said Farrell.


“Doesn’t look like you are going to take it,” said the teller.


“No,” said Farrell. “I’m afraid not.”


Farrell’s house was in Laurel Canyon, on a side street that came off the main road about halfway between Sunset and Mulholland. The house looked like it had been moved from the coast of Maine. It was a story and a half, a cape with a pitched roof, and its shingles were the color of fog. At the front door an arbor had been build and roses grew on it. Glowing Dawn was the variety, and they were in their last bloom of the fall.


Upstairs, Farrell’s house had a bedroom, a bath, and a library. The library was an extravagance, but it was where he spent his evenings, when he read Tacitus, Xenophon, Herodotus, and, yes, even Kierkegaard. He had a complete Oxford English Dictionary, not the one that required reading with a magnifying glass, but twenty volumes. Using an online dictionary, as far as Farrell was concerned, was like taking a bath with his socks on. He didn’t want anyone to know, given his job, that he was bookish, and he reassured himself by asking how many bookish men have a Sig Sauer pistol, a P320 semiautomatic, in a drawer next to the book shelves. When he picked it up, out of the drawer, it had a valence that made him careful and then, for a while, the scent of Hoppe’s oil clung to his hand. Downstairs, the fireplace had a gas pipe with perforations to light eucalyptus logs, which were stacked in the backyard. On the wall of his kitchen, opposite the table where he ate alone, he had a framed map of the Paris Métro. The shapes of the lines were angular, but the colors of them were as bright and cheerful as tulips, daffodils, and the blue lines were the color of delphiniums. Between jobs, when Farrell had a week or a month or even more time, he went to Paris, which was as far away from Los Angeles as you could get. He often stared at the map for stops he used, Odeon, Rue du Bac, or Saint-Michel. He had a tutor there, a French woman who intimidated him, but he learned a little of the language, which was another way of escaping Los Angeles. No one would ever say in Hollywood,  Je suis désolé. I’m sorry.


Farrell’s solitary life had slowly become part of him, like a substance he had absorbed, but he accepted it as necessary, since most of what he did required discretion or outright silence, and in the past, sooner or later, a girlfriend would say, “Well, when are you going to tell me what you do?”


So, he lived alone, cooked on his three-thousand-dollar culinary stove, read at night, and tried to be discreet.


He avoided looking in the mirror. When he did, he felt the delicate sense of being in the presence of two people, the man in the glass and the interior sense of someone opposite the image. He had a bench and weights, and he stayed in shape, not so much as to look like a Navy SEAL, but enough to be able to take someone’s arm so that they knew he meant it. About five feet, eleven inches. Grayish hair, not from age, that was a sheet metal color, cut short. A scar in a left brow from someone’s right hand. Nose that hinted at a bird of prey. Greenish eyes, the color of money. He looked away, relieved to have that physical presence of another version of himself fall away like a sheet over a statue that is being unveiled. A cool relief to be alone again, without the emotional static.


About a hundred feet away another house had been built. It was a lot like Farrell’s although it was a little bigger, still covered with those weathered shingles, but it didn’t have roses around the door. The house next door had been vacant for about two months, and the emptiness had left to Farrell in a mood that was like waiting for some unknown but compelling event. Both houses were behind a privet hedge that went along the road.


He sat at the table in the kitchen with the envelopes from the bank filled with hundred-dollar bills, which, just by their weight, left Farrell considering how anonymous cash was and how oddly powerful. He took out his phone, scrolled down to Terry’s number, and when he was about to touch the call button the phone rang. Terry Peregrine.


“I was just going to call you,” said Farrell.


“Yeah, yeah,” said Terry. “But it’s all set.”


“Is that right?” said Farrell.


“It’s all set,” said Terry. “She came to her senses. I gave her five thousand bucks and left her at the bus station.”


“No kidding?” said Farrell.


“Yeah,” said Terry. “She’s a smart kid. Just wanted to go home.”


“H-h-home,” said Farrell.


“Yeah. No problem. You can tell Braumberg to relax. All of this is a nonproblem problem.”


Farrell let the silence between them linger, a sort of dark static.


“She said she was going to send a postcard when she got home,” said Terry. “You know, a picture of the mountains or a bear.”


“You better let me see it,” said Farrell.


“What’s the big deal?” said Terry.


“I’m going to want to see the card,” said Farrell.


“Don’t give it a second thought,” said Terry. “Nothing to worry about.”


“I’m going to be waiting,” said Farrell.


“Calm down,” said Terry. “I’ll let you know. Sometime.”


“Not sometime,” said Farrell.


“Okay,” said Terry. “I’ll take care of it.”


Farrell put the phone on the table.


That card better come, thought Farrell.


He sat at the breakfast table and looked at the hillside behind his house, but he kept seeing the odd, metallic colored hair and those peculiar eyes of Mary Jones. She was right about it being cold here, although it was of a different kind than in Alaska. There were things Farrell did and things he wouldn’t do. When he got an idea, he stuck with it. His friends, when he had had friends, called him Mad Dog, and now, when he sat there, he thought it was apt.


He was alert to a slight tremor, which for a moment he thought was the beginning of an earthquake, a mild, almost impossible to apprehend shaking. And yet, it left him with a suspicion of something else, which was the item that had gotten him into trouble and that had caused him to make mistakes. And why should it occur now, like an almost impossible to perceive shaking of the ground? Anger, he thought. That’s anger. I’ve got to keep it under control, to get a better grip. Not let it emerge out of the shadows. And yet the temptation, almost sensual, to let it out was right there and a reason for him to be more concerned than ever.


Mad Dog had been only one of the things he had been called. He didn’t mind this one so much, but some others had changed him. Or the word was an entrance to something so deep he only knew a door was opening when he heard it. Farrell’s father, now dead, had been an engineer at Lockheed Martin Skunk Works. His orderly, engineer way of thinking and of doing things, from parallel parking to balancing a checkbook, had made it difficult for him to warm up to Farrell’s late hours, defiance, or Farrell’s natural anger at being disliked because he wasn’t obviously on his way to engineering school.


Farrell had left home at seventeen to move in with the family of a friend. The word that had finished whatever slender connection there had been between Farrell and his father had been used in the last argument. His father, who struggled with being inarticulate and unable to speak easily, aside from engineering jargon, had said, “You are nothing but a bum. A bum. You hear me?”


The word was a summation of every devastating notion his father felt about Farrell and wanted to say, but couldn’t.


The last thing Farrell had said, over his shoulder when he went out the door, was, “Don’t say that. Don’t. I’m not a bum.”


Still, even now, in the hum of the refrigerator, he detected a slight, infuriating memory of the word. It wasn’t something anyone should say to him. Ever. The accusation left him with a fury that he kept tucked away. Or tried to. It infuriated him not because of the word, or the notion of being a man with a bottle of wine in a bag, but because it had been used as a complete indictment of him from someone who couldn’t understand.









3


IF SHE WENT BY BUS, that’s probably a couple of days, thought Farrell, and then it would take a while to go home to her parents’ house, if she spent any time with them, but after that she’d need time to find a place of her own and to get a job. Say, two weeks, and then there was the mail, which would probably take a week. Two to three weeks, Farrell thought.


Farrell’s accountant, Myron Lee, was an obese man with full cheeks like a hamster, shiny skin, and who wore rayon shirts that seemed to put off a variety of financial stink. Myron called to say that the closing for the vending machine company was all set.


In the afternoon, before rush hour, which was the hottest part of the day even in September, a woman in a small U-Haul truck, with its orange and silver stripes, like the American flag of transience, drove through the break in the privet hedge. Farrell’s window had a view of the drive that branched to his house and then to the house next door. He stood at his window, counting the days before that card would come.


The woman’s posture, her hands on the wheel of the truck and the ease with which she drove, made him hesitate. The movement seemed to be competence personified.


The list of the morning’s words was on the counter, printed from a website for people with a stutter. The little man, or whatever it was that caused trouble, seemed to wake up.


Hubcap, humbug, lemon … tight fit …


“Humbug,” he said.


She got out of the small truck with the orange advertisements on the sides, and put her hands on the hips of her tight-fitting blue jeans as she faced her house. The woman had a glow, since her skin took the light with a perfect absorption. Like pale makeup. She wore a T-shirt that said over her chest, CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL, UCLA. She had light brown hair, in a chignon, freckles across her nose, and the posture of a dancer.
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“I wouldn't delay reading a novel of Nova's,

not even to complete one of my own.”

JOHN IR






