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For Frank Turaj





Fléchette Follies



WHEN the accident occurred, George Wissone was returning from an errand. Among the things he’d bought was a plastic container of paper clips that flew open when he slammed on the brake. Paper clips fell from his hair as he opened the door to see what damage he’d done to the car he’d rear-ended. He winced and avoided looking at the front fender of his own rental car. Most of all, he wished no one to be hurt. He was surprised to see blood between his thumb and first finger, though he had felt the key’s serrated edge as he’d pulled it clumsily from the ignition. Unlike him to do things clumsily, but there would be plenty of time to introspect later. The woman did, indeed, seem to be hurt.

Being hit from behind at a red light was the last thing she needed, so she had dropped her head to her hands, which tightly clutched the top of the wheel. She was late for work, and the day before her son had called from England to say that he would not be coming home for Christmas. So much for her excuse not to work both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day at the nursing home. She finally met his eyes, but only for a second, after deciding he was not really injured. She was a round-faced woman with broad shoulders and a nervous-seeming overbite. Cars were swerving around them. Soon—when he got to know Charlottesville (to the extent that he got to know any place)—he would curse the unmannerly drivers of rush hour like everyone else.

He should not have taken a double dose of Contac and then operated “heavy machinery”—such as a Geo Metro could be dignified as representing “heavy machinery.” She sat there, jaw set, not opening the door to step out. He looked back at his car and saw that he had left the door ajar. It was in danger of being sideswiped by irritated motorists, one of whom had the nerve to hit the horn as he—make that she—blared past.

“Wouldn’t you know it,” the woman muttered. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m awfully sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“Beer for lunch?” she said. “Did you think about domestic, or no: you’d go for imported, right?”

“What?”

The next car that swerved toward them was a police car. He saw a German shepherd in the back. A dog he’d never liked, along with Dobermans. Of course, he didn’t like pit bulls, either. He had been driving west. The sun, which gave no heat, burned his eyes. He tried to wince it away, fixing his gaze on the police car’s blue light as it pulled in behind his car. Did German shepherds have blue eyes? As a boy he’d had a mutt that was part shepherd: a dog with one blue-flecked eye, the other brown.

He had not had beer at lunch. He had not had a drink of any sort for more than four years. Another car with a dog inside passed. The dog eyed the scene, moving in the backseat.

“My job.” The woman had finally left her car to talk to the policeman. Apparently she had the habit of loudly articulating the last words of sentences. “Doesn’t he have a business card, so we can talk about this later?” she said, as if he couldn’t answer for himself. “He plowed into me when I was stopped for the light.” She was holding her business card between two fingers, as if it were usually clipped there. The cop reached out and took it. She said, “I think this man has been drinking.”

“That hand okay?” the cop said, looking at the smear of blood on his jacket pocket. He had said something to the woman, first, but George hadn’t heard it. Even she might not have understood, the wind had come up so strong. In a big tree, someone had hung wind chimes. Metal tinkled like toy swords.

“People overreact to blood,” the woman said. “Blood, and tears. If it’s a new mother, she overreacts to shit.”

The cop turned his full attention to the woman, taking one step forward with a quizzical expression.

The cop was holding both of their licenses. He seemed to take George’s word for the fact that he was driving a rental car, that the registration was in the glove compartment. George supposed you could tell a car was a rental from the license, though it had been so long since he’d rented a car, he wasn’t sure about that. In any case, the cop obviously had no intention of seeing whether he could walk a straight line. “I don’t want to make more of this than necessary,” the cop said to the woman. “No need to waste time we don’t got.”

He watched silently as the cop returned the woman’s registration and license. Her insurance company would talk to his insurance company. Surely he had an insurance company, though that would be a bit of trivia he’d never know. There were many things it was pleasant not to have to think about. On the other hand, it would have been nice to have some input about what rental car had been reserved for him.

The cop unwrapped some gum and folded it over, placing it in his mouth. He looked at both of them. It was obvious he knew neither would like a stick.

 

The driver of the other car was Nancy Gregerson—Gregerson having been her married name. Her maiden name, not resumed after the divorce, was Shifflett. The town was full of Shiffletts, so why add to their ranks? She had been divorced for twenty years, and her last name no longer reminded her of Edward Gregerson. A couple of Beatles songs did, and the way the corners of her son’s mouth tightened sometimes brought his face to mind, but his last name? Not at all.

She had driven away saying, “Late to work,” and she realized she was being obnoxious, but couldn’t help herself. She put in a full shift at Dolly Madison House without taking a break (Jenny, the nurses’ aide, was six months pregnant; she let her have the time). By the time an hour had passed, she felt slightly chagrined that she’d been so unkind to the man who’d hit her. Her instincts about who’d been drinking and who hadn’t weren’t always right; she tended to overestimate how many people were alcohol dependent. They made the staff watch so many films about drunks and smokers—how could she think otherwise? One recent film had been a very unfunny cartoon, and an equally humorless visiting cardiologist had pointed a laser pen at a drunken elephant on the screen as if he were making rounds with his interns and an elephant just happened to be sprawled in the bed, like any other patient.

She punched out, sorry that her son wouldn’t be home for Christmas. He was an unhappy young man who expected too much from his ability to draw recognizable figures. He had been painting in London for almost two years. For a while he had lived with two other would-be painters, but as often happened in his life, they decamped and went elsewhere. One had moved to a room in someone’s house. The other moved in with his girlfriend. Was that it? In any case, Nicky was there, stuck with the rent. When he’d flown in to Dulles the year before, he’d stayed only three days, and he’d spent the entire time brooding about his former girlfriend, who’d moved to Lexington. Should he visit her? Should he not? Sitting in Nancy’s favorite chair, his big feet in his Doc Martens dirtying her little needlepoint footstool as he mentally plucked the anxiety daisy.

Though she alternated among several routes home, this evening she decided to take the same road on which she’d been involved in the accident earlier. There was a spritz of ice in the wind: enough to scrabble at the glass for a second before it melted. The road curved, and she realized she’d been following a van too closely. Icy road, tailgating…she might plow into somebody herself, and wouldn’t that be ironic. An SUV sat at the curb, and just past it a tree, lit by a floodlight above it. She turned in to a driveway and walked back to where she’d been. She saw something glinting in the street, but since she’d inspected her own car carefully, she didn’t much care what had broken on his. She remembered it as a crummy little car, and thought that was about right: that was what he’d be driving. She bent to see what sparkled on the asphalt, and saw paper clips scattered there. She picked up one but left the others; they would not be a clue for her insurance company. In fact, they seemed so ordinary that she felt even sorrier that she had been so unkind to him. She’d come to believe that everywhere in the world, a little something was out of place, all the time. Like one of the old ladies on floor three: you’d find a glove pulled onto one of their feet, their shoe somewhere across the room. The poinsettia’s red leaves on the floor, as if a cat had attacked a cardinal. At lunch, you might see a lipstick tube dropped on their plate, shiny among the vegetables, relinquished, at last, from their fist, or even a snapshot, disguised in the folds of a skirt, pulled out and placed on the food like a trump card.

She stopped at a convenience store for Taster’s Choice and milk. A young man in front of her reminded her of her son: slouched into his own body, big black motorcycle boots, ugly tattoo of some bird that couldn’t become extinct soon enough etched on his forearm. He looked through her as he pocketed his change and walked past. He was someone’s son—one who either would or would not be going home for Christmas.

 

In May, she traded in her car for one that got better mileage. Her hair had grown longer over the winter, the crown flecked with white now that she’d stopped coloring it. After much thought, she had decided, at age fifty-six, to go part-time at work. Having spent so many years there, she’d abandoned the idea of one’s truly being able to prepare for one’s old age. At least, she would never save enough. Even those with money could buy scant protection in this world.

On the first day off of her new four-day week, she parked and walked into a coffee shop in Barrack’s Road shopping center. No one was in line. She ordered coffee and a muffin that was sinfully overpriced, but what, exactly, would she be saving money for? To send to her son to help pay his rent? She took the muffin, still as a nesting bird on its little plate, to a nearby table and returned to pay and to get her coffee. As she was returning to the table, a man rose and brushed past, touching her shoulder. Fortunately, there was a lid on his cup. “I’m sorry,” he said. It was the man who’d hit her car. He’d apologized immediately, so the words were part of the stumble. He sat heavily, opened a newspaper, and began to read, all without making eye contact with her, flicking the page to keep it open.

“You’re quite clumsy, aren’t you?” she said.

He looked up. This time he saw her.

“I’m the woman who realized you’d been drinking,” she said.

“What?” he said.

“The accident.”

“Oh!” he said.

“I just traded the car in. I wasn’t forthcoming about its having been involved in that little accident.”

He was flustered, a page of the newspaper slipping into his lap. He clamped it between his knees.

“I wasn’t having a good day before you hit me,” she said. “I could have been more civil.”

“I am sorry,” he said again.

“There were paper clips on the road,” she said.

“Were there? I’d been to an office supply store. Well—at least it wasn’t shrapnel.”

The comment stopped her. She waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. She decided to tell him what had happened later with the paper clip.

“I picked one up, actually. I went back after work. I used it to make a little shiv and stabbed a balloon I’d tied to my chair at home. So there you go: my little souvenir came in handy.”

He was having trouble following what she was talking about, but he decided that she spoke in a hectic way; he’d wait to see if she gave more information or—better yet—if she’d stop talking and let him read his newspaper. He did not like women who were self-satisfied about being flaky.

He nodded and turned back to his paper. He flicked the top of the page, but she knew he was only pretending to read. She took a sip of her cooling coffee and wondered why milk didn’t do much to cut the taste of such bitter brew.

“Was it your birthday?” he said suddenly. “Is that why you had a balloon?”

“No. Someone else’s. I work with old people. One of the ladies was given a Mylar balloon by her son, and she thought it was a dinosaur egg. A silver dinosaur egg on a string, and naturally it was going to hatch and the thing was going to devour her. I work with people who have dementia.”

“Difficult job,” he said.

“You learn not to judge them. Just to do whatever it takes to solve the problem.” She thought about getting up and leaving, but did not. He met her eyes and, for the first time, seemed to look into them. As quickly as their eyes locked, he refocused his gaze to some midpoint that was not her face. She said, “Something drew me back there when I’d finished work, and there was a tree lit up. No reason for it that I could see. A big, ordinary tree no one would have any reason to look at, and I had the strangest feeling that maybe it was an omen.”

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“I’m not superstitious. I don’t care what your astrological sign is,” she said. “You can believe me or not: working with the elderly really sharpens your intuition. A lot of the time I know when something bad is about to happen before they do. Just sometimes, of course.”

“Excuse me, is that the sports section?” a young man in a University of Virginia cap said.

“I’m done with it,” he said, handing up the paper.

“A student. Not an omen of death,” she whispered, as the boy walked away.

“Right,” he said.

“I’ve never thought a thunderstorm signified anything,” she said. “I’ll walk under a ladder.” She was talking to herself, but she felt like talking. She said, “Sometimes, though, I rely on information. For example: old people’s bones break, and then they fall. It isn’t that the fall caused the break. So when one of them becomes more fragile, suddenly, I often can tell what’s coming.”

“So…you stabbed your balloon and saved us from the next invasion of dinosaurs,” he said.

She smiled. “Maybe popping the balloon was me popping my bubble. I’d talked to my son in London the day before. He was asleep when I called. Or nodding out, but if you can’t look at a person, you don’t know what the truth might be. With drug users, I mean. Anyway: he said he’d call back and he didn’t. He disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” He got up and pulled out a chair at her table and sat down. He said, “What age is he?”

“He’s twenty-eight. We’re not doing all that well at finding out who the other is.”

“You and your son?”

“No,” she said. “You and me. Or maybe I’ve been bothering you when you’d like a little peace and quiet.”

“No—I just don’t know what to say. He disappeared…”

“My ex-husband hired a private investigator. So far, nothing.”

He frowned.

“He had a roommate whose girlfriend wrote me. She hinted that drugs were involved. That always complicates everything, doesn’t it?”

He nodded.

She said, “I don’t expect you to solve my problems. I don’t know why I told you. Information like that is a burden for other people. You’re not a drug counselor, by any chance?”

He said, “I don’t talk about my job.”

“CIA,” she said, matter-of-factly.

He looked at the college student, leaving the coffee shop, holding the hand of a pretty girl. He said, “You could satisfy my curiosity by telling me why you did stab a balloon.”

“Misplaced anxiety, I suppose,” she said. “I knew there was something unusual about you the day you hit me. It makes sense that you’d be CIA.”

“I’m not,” he said. “I’m just not at liberty to explain. The simple version is that I take care of people, too. Sometimes medical personnel, as it happens.”

“Doctors Without Borders,” she said.

“You like to guess, don’t you?” He pushed his empty coffee cup to the side. “No, nothing like that,” he said. When he said he didn’t talk about his job, more often than not, people made the same guess she had. He and the people he worked with had a nickname for those yahoos. They called them “the Rotary Club.”

 

A few days later, waiting for coffee to go, it came to her that he must have been flirting: pretending to be so concerned that her son had disappeared. Something seemed strange about the way they’d gotten into their long, oblique conversation. She began to think that he’d maneuvered her into guessing about what he did. CIA, not CIA…it all seemed suspicious, once she had some distance.

But this much was certain: George Wissone did not belong to the Ivy Book Discussion Group that met the first Monday of every third month. He did not shop frequently, if at all, at Foods of All Nations (nicknamed Foods of Inflation). Increasingly, people moved to Charlottesville to retire to what they thought of as a pleasant Southern town, then didn’t know what to do there. You’d see them looking puzzled, examining expensive cans of lingonberries and octagonal tins of imported teas at Foods of All Nations, wondering what other people did, why the town was so popular. Their allergies would kill them. The plane service was terrible. People didn’t expect it to snow in the winter, but it snowed and snowed. The summers were so hot and humid you had to live in air-conditioning. Still, they came and drank the local wines, got excited by spotting celebrities who came into town from their so-called farms, saw foreign films at Vinegar Hill that gave them the feeling they were somewhere else—an illusion prolonged by eating at the adjacent restaurant, with its hillside garden filled with hops dangling from trellises, and sunflowers and lavender, so like a garden in France. There were stores that sold hand-shaped imported cheeses wrapped in grape leaves, oils in handblown bottles as expensive as if you were buying great perfume, satin baby booties hardly wider than a woman’s thumb. Grown women still walked around in pastel-colored flats; there were the Muffies and Buffies and Fluffies (their dogs). There were the Southern boys on their lunch hour, with tasseled loafers and starched pale blue button-downs. There were fewer of them than there had been when Nancy first arrived from the county, but they were still there, keeping an eye out for antique wicker porch furniture and old Oriental rugs, going to the same watch repair shop their granddaddy had gone to, watching the Kentucky Derby on their televisions the size of boxcars and drinking mint juleps out of silver cups, the fresh mint growing along the flag-stone walkways as steadily as fog rolled into San Francisco. She thought, sometimes, how amusing it would be to be one of those women; instead of the old TV program Queen for a Day, which really existed to let people weep tears of compassion as they maintained the class-divisive status quo, she could become “Southern Belle for a Day”—all the better if she could appear slightly pigeon-toed and carry a “cute” purse: something with a little brocade magnolia, or a silk-screened horse. She would have errands: buying bottled mixes for drinks; finding a broad-based lightbulb for the torchiere. Heirloom tomato seeds in packets beautiful enough to frame. Choosing among rosebushes named for the daughters of American presidents who “filled in” for their mothers, because they’d inevitably died so young.

By summer Nicky was still missing, and the letters from the roommate’s fiancée had become increasingly bizarre, so much so that she’d begun sending them unopened to the investigator. There was not one shred of evidence that the girl had any idea where Nicky was. She was sure to be some confused, drug-addled liar whose paranoia was just another crowd-captivating embellishment, like chains on her wrist or a stud through her eyebrow.

Katie Shroeder, the activities director for the third floor, had asked Nancy to go on her lunch hour to get crepe paper and other things to be used for Fourth of July ceiling decorations. Perversely, Nancy had thought about buying a bag of plastic dinosaurs from a rack near the checkout counter to flip out Mrs. Bell. She used the facility’s MasterCard to pay, got in her car, and, turning onto Route 29, saw a man in a convertible who resembled the man who’d hit her during the winter, though he was younger and more handsome in profile. In June, she had informed her ex-husband that she would no longer contribute to the cost of the investigator and put a down payment on a house in a development in Ivy. Interest rates were at an all-time low. She didn’t mind the commute. The town got noisier and more expensive every day. She liked the butterflies that fluttered near the ground, and the robins and mourning doves that came to her feeders, and the way the setting sun was reflected in the pond she shared with a few neighbors that needed its water lilies thinned. It had begun to reflect little, as if it were unsilvered glass. Most days she sat by the water in the morning and again in the evening and hoped that her son was not dead. Every so often, the private investigator—whose tone was testy, so her ex-husband must have told him she no longer contributed anything—would call with what she thought was a startlingly minor question. Nicky’s favorite color? Why bother to pay for the services of an idiot?

She awoke one night from a disturbing dream in which her head had fallen forward like a rag doll’s and would not right itself, so that she could see only the distorted shadows of things around her (butterfly wings shadowed into airplanes). She had gotten out of bed and rubbed the back of her neck, rubbed her palms against her eyelids, puffy from sleep. She was lucky not to have gotten whiplash, she thought—which was the first time she connected her sleeplessness with the accident. She had believed for a long time, when he was in his teens, that Nicky had allergies, that that was why his eyes were often red and swollen. She, a nurse, had believed that, and wondered at the ineffectiveness of Seldane. She had been shocked when a doctor told her she’d been noticing, instead, her son’s reaction to heroin. She and her ex-husband had paid for him to go into rehab, he’d spent a month there before being discharged, then he’d relapsed and been sent to a private hospital. When he got out, she had found a job for him, working in town as a photographer’s assistant. Her ex-husband and his wife had rented a suite at the Hampton Inn and attended family therapy in the month between Nicky’s release and his employment (she had another nurse at Dolly Madison to thank for putting them in touch with her brother, who needed an assistant). Once Nicky was settled, his father and stepmother had returned to their condo in Aspen, and Nicky had met Claudine, who loved him until she threw him over for a good-ole-boy lawyer with a prominent practice in Lexington. That was when he’d started hanging out with the old crowd again. She was never sure exactly when that started, because he’d moved out of the house the moment his relationship with Claudine began and continued to live in her apartment, sleeping with the dirty laundry and subsisting on Gatorade and Snickers, for some time after she departed. If he’d had the money to pay the rent, he might have stayed indefinitely. He had pretended for months after it ended that the relationship was still going on. He apparently thought his mother was so stupid, she’d worry less and therefore bother him less with such dismaying ideas as dinner at a restaurant. She could remember him raging: “You don’t think this will last. You don’t think it will last because it’s a law of the universe that everything has to end badly. You think everything’s a big farce, because Dad had an affair and the woman had a baby we still don’t know was his. Who says that kid was Dad’s? Huh? You just know it, though, don’t you? It doesn’t matter how you know, it doesn’t matter that the woman won’t have a paternity test. You still think you have to be so noble and send it money. You like having to sacrifice. It makes you superior to everybody. You’ll never have another relationship as long as you live, and you don’t want me to, either—especially with some French girl. Why do you act like she’s a snob, when she isn’t? She brought you flowers. She’s going to be your daughter-in-law. That’ll be soon enough to dislike her.” The hula hoop of emotions spun, beginning become end, end become beginning, tilting precariously before slipping toward the ground when he at last became exhausted. Round and round: accusations, mockery, mockery, accusations. He had reverted to speed as the flip side of heroin.

Mothers everywhere, she thought. Mothers in their schlumpy bathrobes, playing back the nastiness of their children. Was anyone on the mothers’ side? The drug counselor at the second rehab facility Nicky ended up in outside of Richmond had expressed surprise—quite judgmental surprise—that she claimed she could repeat verbatim Nicky’s outburst regarding her thoughts on his fiancée. He was also surprised to learn that she had made no reply.

“When he became excited, what did you say to Nicholas?” the psychologist had asked her.

“What does that have to do with anything?” she had said.

“It might be productive to consider what his thoughts might have been when you were not responding after he expressed himself.”

“His thoughts? He’s never had the slightest problem expressing himself.”

He started again: “You’ve heard the term passive-aggressive?”

“You’re as much of a bully as he is!”

“Name-calling is completely counterproductive,” he had said, with the lugubrious gentleness she had seen when doctors were examining people who might, or might not, be in a coma.

Mercifully, other details of that conversation had faded. She had talked to a psychologist she’d gotten to know over the years when next he visited Dolly Madison House, and he had applauded her for not caving in. She had examined her own heart and decided that she really had been avoiding an incendiary exchange with her son that would have gotten neither of them anywhere. She was not passive-aggressive just because she had not been sucked in. Claudine was just some French girl, but she had thanked her sincerely for the flowers, and she had hoped—for a long time before she met that particular girl—that some relationship would work out for Nicky.

 

On a Sunday in July, she was standing behind her car as a teenager from a nursery lowered a spirea bush into her trunk, the bush in its burlap-wrapped ball looking enormous when separated from the others. “I like these,” he had said. “My sister had them in her bouquet when she got married. We were going to open our own flower shop, but she moved to Vancouver.”

“Does she like it there?”

“I guess so. Sometimes.”

Was he waiting for a tip? That was probably why he was so chatty. He had talked to her all the time he’d wheelbarrowed the bush to the car. She unzipped her handbag. He watched the zipper move as intently as a lost driver seeing the route he must take pointed out on a map. “Your asking if she liked Vancouver,” he said. “She said I ought to come out. We ought to open up a place out there.”

“Then I guess she likes it,” she said. She folded two dollar bills and extended her hand. He reached out with a big smile. “I delivered flowers to Dolly Madison at Easter,” he said. “I’ve seen you before.”

“Well, say hello next time,” she said.

“Oh, I always say hello once I’ve been introduced.”

“Good,” she said. “Well—thank you.”

She started to walk around to the driver’s side. Finally he said, “Mrs. Bell. You know old Mrs. Bell? She used to be our neighbor.”

“Yes,” she said. She was practiced in not discussing the residents, whose privacy always needed to be respected, even when they were not compos mentis.

“She’s in there, right?”

“Yes,” she said, in a tone meant to end the conversation. “She’s doing well.”

“Well, the ambulance guys came because I called them. I came home from school and she’d fallen on her front walk. You’d think in a neighborhood like where my parents live, somebody would have heard her.”

She nodded.

“The ambulance guys—they say they find people who’ve been down for days. Inside, outside. Sometimes it’s been days since they passed, but it doesn’t really matter, because their spirits already escaped.”

“Is that what you believe?”

“The spirit ascends,” he said. “Accompanied by the music of nature. The call of the birds; the rustle of the leaves.”

“Thanks for your help,” she said dismissively. She went to her car door, opened it, and got in. He followed her and leaned toward the window. It was hot in the car, but she had no intention of rolling down the window. She put on the air-conditioning and looked straight ahead, waiting for him to take his hands off her car.

“You’re a nurse,” he said. “I didn’t think saying something like how people depart the world would upset you.”

She put the car in gear. There was something wrong with him. She’d been too slow on the uptake.

“Come back if you want more bushes!” he called.

Irritated that the nursery would have someone like that working there, she went home and popped the trunk open but did not remove the bush right away. She went inside and poured herself a Coke, listened to the two messages on her answering machine. One was somebody who’d reached the wrong number and didn’t realize it; the other was from Sally, asking if she could babysit that night. She did not want to babysit and decided not to answer the message until much later, when Sally would have made some other arrangement. She had gone to the nursery wanting to get a butterfly bush, but they were all out, and the spirea—which she feared attracted bees—looked so beautiful, so much like a fountain of white confetti, that she’d decided impulsively to buy it. She took a vitamin pill with the Coke, then decided to walk to the pond. She liked it down there, though she’d started to worry about the kudzu, which was creeping up a nearby telephone pole, and she was dismayed to see that someone had thrown the top of a birdbath on the grass…no: it was a hubcap. Litter everywhere. The pond had been discovered; none of the neighbors would have left McDonald’s bags or cans of soda near the rim. She picked them up and walked back toward the house with the trash. It was still too hot to sit outside and enjoy the day, and in any case, she should deal with the bush.

“Can I help you with that, Nancy?” her neighbor, Henry Leterson, called. He was driving by in his blue truck and had seen the bush—larger than it had looked at the nursery—cascading from the trunk.

“That would be awfully nice,” she said.

He stopped and came down the hillside. “Pretty day,” he said.

There had been a drought. It had been so bad the summer before that people who did not voluntarily ration water were in danger of having devices installed on their pipes. There had been so much building in recent years, and the year before it had rained so little, that there was simply not enough water. This year, though, things were better. You could buy a bush and plant it and water it.

“Have yourself some lunch down by the pond?” he said, lifting the bush.

“No. It’s trash somebody left there,” she said.

He frowned and nodded. The bush sat on the ground between them. He said, “Where do you think you might like it?”

He was a tall, muscular man. She’d always thought he looked like the bird in the Peanuts cartoon. His hair was thinning, pale blond, messy. His wife had been operated on a few months before for breast cancer.

“I’d like it over there.” She pointed. “Under the side window. I’ll run ahead and find the place.”

“Okay,” he said, and moved up the hillside almost as quickly as she did.

She patted her foot on the ground, and he put the bush there. “I can move it a little, if need be,” he said.

She backed up and looked. She imagined seeing it through her bedroom window. She asked him to move it a couple of feet farther away from the house.

“Okay? That looks nice. I’ll come back with my shovel, soon as it gets a little shadier.”

“Oh, I can plant it,” she said. “Thank you very much for bringing it up here. It’s quite a bit bigger than I thought when I bought it.”

“No problem,” he said. “Well. You take care.”

“You, too,” she said. She realized that it would be possible to speak in nothing but clichés and pleasantries with the man forever. He was nice, but she felt sure that no matter how long they talked, they would never say anything meaningful. She stopped herself from asking, as so many people must all day, “How’s your wife?”

“All right, then,” he said, walking away. Did he feel her eyes on his back? She stared after him, thinking how often men appeared to her to be children grown tall and older. Which reminded her of her son. She walked to the shed—the previous owners had left the ugly thing behind—and dropped the litter in a trash can she kept outside. She took out the shovel, but her neighbor had been right: better to plant the bush when it was cooler. She leaned the shovel up against the shed. A wasp dangled past, seeming to come from nowhere. Again she wondered if the bush she’d selected attracted bees.

Inside the house, she looked guiltily at the “1” flashing on her answering machine. She opened a drawer and took out a letter she’d gotten earlier in the week from the girl in London and decided to open it. As soon as she started reading, she realized she’d made a mistake. The entire note was nonsense, and upsetting nonsense at that. It was a notecard with a badly drawn thatched cottage on the front. Inside, she read:


Dear Mrs. Gregerson,

I am afraid I might not have put enough postage on the last note. When I wrote before, I asked if you could send $ so some of Nick’s friends could look for him. I am going to be honest and, say that he has been dating an American girl who has her own agenda over here and, that the two of them went to Leeds to get drugs to sell to a guy in Piccadilly Circus. We’ve figured out that he must not have come back from this trip, though the girlfriend who hates us is in their flat and won’t give us information. We think he may be staying in Leeds because when somebody asked her (girlfriend) in a bar where he was and, sort of insisted on finding out, she let on that he was still in Leeds on “business.” She told us to leave her alone because she’d call the police if we threatened her again and, Tony found out she sleeps with the police. It has been very hard to track him down because we are lacking in funds. I would go to persuade him to get out of this bad Leeds element and, also offer him a place to stay if he doesn’t want to stay with the American anymore. Tony has an uncle we could stay with only we don’t have the $ for a train which isn’t much. We need to have Nick back before he’s sucked into something and, also we don’t trust his girlfriend not to be insisting he stay there until a certain kind of drug arrives. We are going to go get him and get him away from this bad element and, I want to do this before my forecoming wedding. Please help us and we will help you because the most important thing is helping Nick express himself through his art. Thank you for your consideration. Even two hundred pounds not dollars would be a lot of help. Nick is a v. good friend to us and, we can talk to him better in person.

Yours truly,

Marigold Howe



How had he fallen in with such an accomplished, compassionate lady? From the time he was a child, he had selected friends she could see had bad character: secretive, sly little boys who got him into trouble when he wasn’t getting them into trouble. She remembered the game of Judge. This meant that Nicky dumped water out of a big old cement birdbath she’d only begun filling with water to keep him out of it, and sat in it to act as a judge in horrible trials the boys invented. His friend Tommy (the only murky child of the lovely Samuelsons) had sat in a lawn chair and argued in favor of sparing an allegedly stupid turtle’s life. At least, that was the way she’d heard it, when she came out and saw the turtle with a cinder block through its shell, the blood like cherry Jell-O on the grass.

When he was eight, Nicky killed a cat. He’d “lassoed” a friend’s gecko in its terrarium and said he had strangled it accidentally when he was trying to get the rope off. He took good aim with a slingshot. Boys will be boys, so many people had said to her. And—remember—he had kept a bird with a broken wing in a box and nursed it back to health. He and his friend had let it go on the Fourth of July, centering themselves, and the bird, in a ceremonial circle of spitting sparklers. Nicky’s father had been visiting that day, bringing with him his wife, Bernadine, and her terrier that wore a little red, white, and blue vest. Nancy had expected, all day, that the dog would end up dead, but it had not. It had only caused a certain amount of confusion by running away from everyone and hiding one place or another in the house, leaving little turds whose smell attracted her attention later that night, just about the time she realized the dog must have been responsible for uncovering many of her tulip bulbs outside the kitchen window, though she couldn’t be sure, since squirrels had dug them up in the past.

Meditation she thought of as a joke, though she realized that because it was an option for free time at work (newly instituted), she was biased against it. Other uses for free time (not to be confused with “break”) included doing the sun salutation in a small room that had once been a large storage closet. There was also tea brewing. The nurses’ stress was to be alleviated by tea brewing. She could give thanks that at least the dour cardiologist had not reappeared. The last slide show they had been required to watch had been on the subject of bedsores, and the number of repulsive close-ups—surely the cameraman had an obsession with the zoom lens—had given her a headache. Sitting there in the roar of the projector, she had felt like flotsam in space, sucked faster than the speed of light to disappear into some gaping—in this case festering—void.

When he was fourteen, Nicky and a friend had stolen the friend’s father’s car and crashed it into a tree less than a mile from the house, somehow managing to pin a neighbor’s cat between the front fender and a willow. It was the cat she’d heard about over and over—not from the owner, who accepted its death as a bizarre accident, but from the friend’s mother, who disagreed with her husband and felt the purpose of the ride had not been the driving, but driving with intent to kill. They had “stalked” the cat, the woman maintained. Vaguely, Nancy could remember reading textbooks, in nursing school, whose authors felt obliged to mention the merits of a vegetarian diet. This, before there was as much research and agreement among doctors as there was now. She could remember her own self-righteous Friday Fish Night (not for religious reasons: for the protein and low fat) and also her own Vegetarian Tuesdays: chopping broccoli and mixing it with polenta into little balls she cooked in canned spaghetti sauce. Her son grew up to eat Whoppers, and her husband—at least, the last she knew—ate “blackened” meat he cooked on a grill that cost more than they had paid for their first car. Edward and Bernadine had nervously made do with her hibachi, during the month they’d been in town years before, cooking skewers of beef and onions and handing the little sticks forward as if they were volatile tools of destruction.

At sixteen Nicky had not killed a fellow classmate, though he had fought with such energy that it had taken several courageous students and two teachers to pin Nicky to the floor. The other boy had no serious injuries: bruises, a cut knee. Nicky had broken his ankle—apparently after the fight had been broken up, kicking the tire of a parked car.

How much of it had been her fault? Had Nicky been more upset than it appeared that she and his father had divorced? He had never been a child who confided in anyone, even as a baby. If he awoke frightened in the night, there was no bad dream he could (or would) tell either of them about. From kindergarten, he had been attracted to troublemakers, though when he was home he had worked on various projects silently in his room and for a while had read so many books that she had to encourage him to go out and do something. In his teens, he had gone out with his easel and painted landscapes, though he never wanted her to look at them and he made her promise she would not discuss his interest in painting with his friends. Well: he had found things to do, and apparently those things had nothing to do with painting placid streams and towering trees. What he was most interested in now had to do with his inner landscape, which he was determined to turn dark and problematic with drugs. The Magical Mystery Tour had, like some powerful force of nature, itself, come and taken him away.

She got out a map and put on her reading glasses and looked for Leeds. Finding the dot on the map told her nothing. She went into her bedroom and sat on the bed, looking with satisfaction at the new bush planted in the lawn. It did not seem an omen of anything. It seemed only an improvement of her view. Its loveliness, though, also made her a little sad. Or its simplicity. Maybe its dainty branches blowing in the breeze saddened her. She remembered the boy saying that his sister had selected it for her bridal bouquet. She, herself, had carried white roses and baby’s breath. She and her husband had been married in a garden by a justice of the peace. She had been two months pregnant. In the third month, she miscarried and Edward Gregerson had stunned her by suggesting they get the marriage annulled. They should continue to live together, he said—but whether they should be married could be rethought. She had stopped loving him instantly. They had not annulled the marriage (though she wouldn’t have stopped him), and for a while they had gone on as if he’d never suggested it. He had clearly been waiting for her response, her agreement with his oh-so-logical plan, but she had not been able to say anything. She had gone into some sort of fugue state, in which she pretended to be able to do things she had done before, thereby doing them. She cooked. She had sex with her husband. She kept an appointment to take a typing test, got the results, and began a job as a secretary. After a month or so on the job, on the way home from work, she stopped and impulsively bought white roses and baby’s breath. “Pretty,” the young salesgirl had intoned, arranging and rearranging them. The roses had been very expensive. She had bought more than she carried in her bouquet. She had instructed the girl about how she wanted the stems cut and could still remember the girl’s disappointment that such long stems were being clipped so short. The florist’s paper had been patterned with pink polka dots. She remembered, because she had cried so hard, back in the car, that she had understood the Impressionists in a new way, as the dots blurred into a pink wash. She had looked at the prettiness of the bouquet and then she had begun to snap off the heads, one by one. When they were decapitated, she had broken up the baby’s breath as if it were parsley she were sprinkling on a casserole. She had reached over—the whole mess was on the floor, in front of the passenger seat—and ground some into the floor until skin peeled off the ball of her thumb. She had picked up some of the roses and taken them apart petal by petal, sprinkling them back on the pile, and then she had used the heel of her shoe to mash them further into the carpeting. Then she had driven home and left them there, where her husband had seen them in the morning when he went out to run an errand. So: he, too, could choose to be silent. He did not say anything, and the crushed flowers had been removed from the car when she sat in the seat next to him later in the day. She never slept with him again, though—as she suspected—she was already pregnant.

 

For his part, George Wissone thought no more about her. That day he had surprised himself by coming close to lecturing her on the deficiencies of the CIA. But why should he care? You wouldn’t believe the fuckups. Sad sacks who needed extrication that the big-wigs left swinging in the breeze, people you wouldn’t want to get to know. Ask no questions, other than operational necessities. Try not to involve anybody, or let anybody know you’d been there. In, out, nobody gets hurt. Minimalist ops. No brands, no trophies, no Larry, no George. The Invisible Man.

He really did go on what might be thought of as medical missions, usually along with a doctor: off to the rescue of rich Americans who got themselves in trouble. He and O’Malley were just limo drivers, so to speak. O’Malley drove the car and he extricated Joe Blow. What do-gooder first thought of taking a bunch of kids on the same plane, he had no idea, but children began to be part of the haul. It started during the Carter administration. The kids were usually orphans, or kids whose adoptions had gotten fucked up for one reason or another, and there were nuns in the United States waiting to catch them when they arrived in the States. They would parcel them out to church-affiliated adoption agencies or into the arms of prospective parents. The 2002 trip to Sierra Leone had been textbook perfect. As well as some big-bucks American businessman who’d developed septicemia, they’d brought out four kids: three boys and a girl. The night before, O’Malley had gotten in a fight with a Harvard-educated Beng tribe leader on the subject of Michael Jackson’s fitness as a parent, and had broken his right hand throwing a wild punch, though he piloted the plane back one-handed and they sang doo-wop songs to the kids half the way to Logan. Hadn’t it been Logan that time? Rich O’Malley was Irish Catholic, married to his childhood sweetheart at age eighteen, unfortunately unable to conceive after a course of chemo for Hodgkin’s at nineteen. His wife worked in Bethesda, Maryland, as a first-grade teacher; he flew planes out of Reagan (“National Airport” to Democrats) on his humanitarian rescue missions—why not call them that? They saved people who needed saving, after all.

Lawrence Krebs, aka George Wissone, had been recruited right out of St. Christopher Summer Camp of Haller Isle, Maine. Last two years of high school skipped, free college, a passport that gave his age as two years older than he was; one hundred thousand dollars in an offshore bank account; a letter of thanks from the president of the United States that consisted mostly of an uppercase warning not to frame it and hang it in public view. That was it: they came after Eagle Scouts. They loved kids whose parents were tragically dead. Let others debate flying saucers and life on other planets; Larry got to parachute out of planes nobody realized had been dreamed up. If everybody was so dumb that they could be diverted into thoughts of life elsewhere, as opposed to how truly bizarre things were in the USA—well: that was the plan. He had met Reagan and George H. W., but Dubya wanted no personal contact. Which was fine with him. He sensed he wouldn’t like the guy. He had a bias against certain other ex-alcoholics. Reagan was not yet senile. George H. W. was a very focused man, out there steering his cigarette boat. Maybe after all this time he should hang the letter of long ago. Let Paula stop to read it on her way to his bathroom. Or put it on the refrigerator with one of those vegetable magnets people give other people when they’re in on the joke. His offshore bank account had grown substantial. Martha’s nosedive and Wal-Mart’s organizational problems? Another year or two, he’d be retired to a house in Mustique.

Still: this changing-identity stuff was slightly embarrassing, the where-do-I-live-today nonsense, a lifetime without being able to befriend much of anybody except a pilot who knew exactly what he did and who was also obsessed with God’s will (which apparently included both cancer and cancer treatments) and—to his own mystification—a pretty trust-fund Bard dropout who never asked qu-qu-questions, who preferred cosmetic surgery to jewelry, who, touchingly, liked his old tan terry-cloth robe better than her own Frette…at least he could claim he had something resembling human contact with two people.

The day after he’d moved to Charlottesville, new license wedged in a wallet (a present from Paula) made of the skin from some Gila monster du jour, 2/2 WBF condo rented in his assumed name and furnished by Ethan Allen before he arrived, he’d set out to find a place for lunch and to pick up some supplies for his home office. Some techie would come and hook up the computer, install the program, admire the desk chair. His was a life in which he was rarely questioned. He had no idea who the setup guys were, but they came in a black van, wherever he lived, and set to work immediately. His phone, though, had to be installed by non-telephone-company people, who came in an assortment of vehicles, including motorcycles (San Francisco) and a Volvo pulling a horse carrier (Atlanta). He didn’t question them, they didn’t bat an eye about him, or whatever they were hooking up. The first night in any place, he would call in—he had to do this at 11 p.m., a time he had chosen long ago as convenient—and when he said hello, he would immediately be hung up on. The phone would ring seconds later and the same voice he’d heard through the years would say, “Welcome to your new pad,” and call him by whatever name he would now be using.

His first day on Vinegar Hill, he had called in at 11 p.m., then looked through the phone book to see where he might buy office supplies. One of the chain places was in town; he decided to go there in the morning, then stop at Red Lobster for lunch, in that his life otherwise had little continuity. Recently, Paula had represented continuity, too, he supposed, though she’d dropped hints that she was thinking of a more settled life: Paula with her enhanced cheekbones and her collagen pout, the wine she drank deepening her cheeks to a rosy glow. She often called him “hon” because she couldn’t accept the name change. He loved it when it came out “h-h-hon.”

He called Rich O’Malley on his cell phone. They could only chat on an unsecured line, but he didn’t want more than that. Just to hear a familiar voice—though this time, O’Malley was only a couple of hours or so away. Rich picked up the conversation where they’d left off, telling him that SAD was a very real thing, and that even OfficeMax now sold lights he could sit under. Rich often confused himself with him. In a way, it was flattering. Rich, himself, stayed in the same location when he wasn’t flying and ate daily at a restaurant called O’Donnell’s. A worrier, Rich didn’t know what he was going to do when they closed the place. There was a diner he had his eye on, that was old-time authentic (Rich’s term of greatest approval), but of course that would be a step down from his favorite seafood restaurant. They hung up by saying “Spry jive,” which was a variation of “high five,” though the joke had become so convoluted over time that he couldn’t remember how it had started: they just both signed off that way.

He had decided, at the last minute, after putting a Puppies of America half-price calendar in his shopping basket, to toss in some other items he could not imagine using. These included a large package of pencils (pencils!), a little stand with a clip at the top to hold a picture (he decided to leave it as it was, with Britney Spears’s coarse face, smiling), a package of scissors with different-colored handles (who could possibly care?), and a sheet of bronze circles that contained the individual letters of the name George. He also threw in a large container of paper clips, already filled, with an annoying magnetized hole that both trapped the clips and made them difficult to get at, and a gallon of Poland Spring. Standing in line, he picked up a couple of things that were on a display rack near the cashier: a “theme book” with a spiral binding and a desk lamp with a clock in its base. Impulsively, he also picked up several panoramic picture frames that were shrink-wrapped together, and a pen covered in velvet. He almost put that back, ashamed of himself for squandering money, but the pen felt sensual, and Paula would like it. If he was buying paper clips, when he had not clipped together two pieces of paper in perhaps ten years, why not a pen? He slid his newly FedExed American Express Platinum card in the machine at the counter and—with an almost heartfelt laugh—answered the cashier’s question by saying that no, he did not want to be added to the mailing list. When she asked his zip code, he hesitated, trying to remember.

In the last town he had bought a sound system: speakers everywhere in the faux Tudor 2/3 w/Jacuzzi. There had been perfect sound to listen to Lucinda Williams, and the setup had come with its own security system, so that if anyone tried to detach any of the speakers without hitting a code, he could…what? Spring out of bed and tackle the intruder? He had bought that in Columbus, Ohio. He never thought he would sink that low, after almost four years in Los Angeles, but he had. From there he’d gotten a semi-reprieve to Atlanta, for what turned out to be not even six months. Now they had a run on obscure Southern places, with their self-satisfied small-town urbanites and their eager little regional airports: Roanoke; Charlottesville. If this were a James Bond movie, he’d get to see who was cast in the role of the man who assigned him to those places. He had begun to think that they must be mad at him for some reason, though he’d had a run of ten consecutive successful missions, though before that…but who could blame him for having a guy die of AIDS in a hospital corridor, mid-rescue? Who even knew the guy had it? From Roanoke, he’d gotten a retired diplomat with an Ecstasy problem out of Haiti (though he’d had to shoot a medi-dart into the guy like he was a tiger), along with nine kids. From Atlanta, he’d gotten a counterespionage guy from North Korea, where he’d been roughed up big-time, whose prosthetic right arm the U.S. government had in the works before anybody even set eyes on him. The guy had screamed the whole way back in the plane, at one point going for the doctor’s throat, scaring the one little girl he’d snatched into years of guaranteed nightmares.

He was trying to put it out of his mind that Paula had called to say she wouldn’t be coming to Virginia. She thought it was time both of them started to date other people. He’d noticed that visits to see her friend Princess Stephanie of Monaco always had a negative effect on her. Afterward, Paula spoke as if she’d just learned the meaning of life from some quiz in Glamour.

“My job,” he could remember the woman saying, and he had thought: Oh, tell me about it. Tell me about your all-important job in which there is no chance that you will ever be exposed to smallpox, or that anybody you work with might want your ear or your tongue as a souvenir. Tell me about the comfortable chair you sit in and the temperature-controlled room in which you work, and tell me about your personal sorrows. What would those be? Divorced? Difficult kid? Middle-aged romance gone bust?

That was the only one he hadn’t found out about: the last one. He had tried not to acknowledge her at the coffee shop. He’d tried his best to pretend he didn’t know who she was, hoping, at the very least, that that would bother her, and she’d retaliate by ignoring him. But no such luck. It was as if they still stood in the street, and there was still something she wanted. How happy she must have been to run into him months later at Greenberry’s. It gave her another chance to make him apologize—because it was obvious she was one of those women who wanted an apology that would unfold like an accordion. He’d never heard from the insurance people, but since he’d never paid rent or any other bill, he hadn’t expected to.

Nancy Gregerson was Paula’s opposite: too talkative; wry, when she had no reason to feel superior. He had been surprised at how old she must have been, though; he’d come to think that only Paula looked younger, year after year. He’d forgotten that other people might just have good genes, or that not being fat, like most Americans, could make a person seem younger. He’d been unhappy to see her, and that had made him itch to put his cards on the table, in a perverse way. He had almost been able to taste the words Sierra Leone when she was making her silly assumptions about who he was and what he did. In the buzz of the coffee shop, he had heard their plane setting down, the caffeine he’d ingested giving him a rush that was similar to the way he’d felt running from planes in darkness. People and their questions and their assumptions. He’d never understood asking direct questions, because all you could find out from a reply was one individual answer.

But she had, finally, surprised him. Some time after they encountered each other for the second time, she had called—he supposed she must have kept the ripped-off corner of a piece of paper with his quickly scribbled phone number he’d given her after the accident, because he was not listed in the directory—and just as he was winning at computer solitaire, trying not to think about how many more days or weeks or months he’d have to wait in this pointless town before he was finally called away, which would mean, at least, that when he returned he would be sent to a new town, he’d picked up the phone, seen her name on caller ID, and frowned. He pushed the button and took the call exactly because he’d been trained not to act spontaneously, and ignoring his programming kept him on his toes; without that reflex, he would long ago have been dead.

He had thought she might be calling with some pretext for seeing him again, but instead she was calling to see if he could help her find her son.

 

They had coffee in the living room of her house in Ivy. When he walked in, the smell of mold contracted his sinuses as if a clothes-pin had been pushed down on the bridge of his nose. It took him back to summer camp, and the moldy mattress. The dog who befriended him—his dog, as he thought of it at the time—whose ruff had the same sharp, sour smell.

He had been correct in assuming she would be more nervous in person than on the phone. There he stood, on a cheap imitation Baluch runner, Nancy Gregerson nervously inviting him in and standing too close, like a skittish animal, so that entering became awkward.

He had almost no idea how other people lived, so he hadn’t tried to envision where he’d be going, though the lack of anything hanging on the walls seemed odd. Hardly an art connoisseur, he put up posters, at least, when he moved into a new place. Starry Night; a Warhol soup can in the bathroom. It was unfortunate that people tended to save their more amusing art for the refrigerator or bathroom, because they spent so much time in both places that they naturally became blind to the house’s best jokes. He saw no picture of the dearly beloved missing son. There might be one on the night table, but he was one hundred percent sure he would not be going into her bedroom.

“I don’t believe in fate,” she said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with some vague feeling that our accident had a purpose.”

Our accident, he registered. “No,” he said.

“Sit down,” she said. She gestured toward what looked like a comfortable chair. He assumed it was her seat, but took it anyway. She offered him something to drink. He asked for coffee. The walls of the living room were beige. A less wincingly colorful rug than the one in the entranceway filled the space between the sofa and the love seat. She had not put out a bowl of nuts, which interested him. She was not moving toward the kitchen to get the coffee, either.

“I still have it in my head that you’re in the CIA,” she said.

“Okay, I’m a spook,” he said. “Does that make you more comfortable?”

“No,” she said. “I guess it doesn’t. Doesn’t matter, I mean. One way or the other. You don’t want hot coffee in this weather, do you?”

“Don’t you have air-conditioning?”

“Central air, but the generator needs to be repaired.”

“Lived here long?” he asked. He did not know how to make small talk. He seemed to alternate between complete silence and screaming instructions into someone’s ear. He realized that gave him an odd demeanor when he tried to exchange pleasantries. His voice sounded mocking.

“I moved in in June,” she said. “I didn’t know the generator was going to stop entirely when you said you’d come over. I can open the windows. That would be better, wouldn’t it?”

“Allow me,” he said, rising and opening a window, which required all his strength. She would never have gotten it open. There was no breeze. He opened another window, through which he could see bees hovering around flowers. He looked into the kitchen. He wanted something to hold in his hand, was the truth; he was a little nervous because he still didn’t feel certain there was no subtext to his visit.

“How much should I make?” she called. “Are you a big coffee drinker?”

“Two cups,” he said.

She disappeared into the kitchen. Outside the window, he saw a bird fly into a tree. In the distance, he heard what he thought must be wind chimes. Paula liked wind chimes, but he didn’t like anything that made noise, including doorbells. Better that someone knock on the door than ring a bell. When he moved somewhere new, he always disconnected the doorbell, which was one of many examples Paula returned to, again and again, as evidence that he was “crazy.” He had spoken to her in New York earlier in the evening. He had assumed that Nancy Gregerson might have had second thoughts, but instead the ringing phone had been Paula, whom he hadn’t spoken to in quite a while. She told him she was never coming back. She also told him—silly girl—that she had decided to have liposuction on her jiggly thighs. Her legs were one of her best features; she absolutely did not need anything done to her legs, but he had listened silently so as not to risk angering her. Before they hung up, she had said again that their relationship was over, which gave him hope. If she’d only said it once, he would have been more inclined to believe her.

Nancy Gregerson came back into the room empty-handed, though he could hear the coffee machine gurgling in the kitchen. He said, “If you got your son back, what would that mean?”

She cocked her head. “I don’t understand,” she said. “If I had Nicky back, I’d know he wasn’t dead.”

He nodded. It was a good-enough answer. He had suspected—feared—that she’d answer by saying something sentimental and unrealistic: that they’d have a rapprochement, that she’d wean him of drugs—something like that.

“Do you have children?” she said.

He shook his head no.

“A wife?” she said. She added, sounding a little bemused, “Or can’t you answer a question like that, either?”

He said, “I have a girlfriend.”

She moved toward the kitchen, but stopped and turned. “And you were in Vietnam, weren’t you?”

“As a matter of fact,” he said. “I suppose you were protesting. Right?”

“March on Washington,” she said. “You’ve got to admit: it did accomplish something.”

He had no intention of discussing politics with her. He did not have time for politics. Also, he didn’t want her to think that he was going to tell her things about himself. Paula, in fact, did not even know when his birthday was. It secretly pleased him, every year, when they did something inconsequential on his birthday. This year, however, he had not seen her on his birthday at all. Or even known where she was.

“You’re right that I might be able to help you,” he said. “Why don’t we leave it at that?”

“That’s fine with me,” she said. “But I want to ask you: How, exactly, might you help?”

“You called me,” he said.

“I know, but…” She walked away, into the kitchen. He thought about going to help her, but he didn’t want her to like him. It was easier when people didn’t have much feeling for one another. He went to the chair and sat down. Now there was a slight breeze, and he waited.

“The thing is, I don’t have much money,” she said, handing him a mug of coffee.

“I don’t imagine you’d have called me if you didn’t have the money for a plane ticket,” he said.

She sat in a chair covered in unpleasant yellow fabric. “But why would you help me?” she said.

“Let’s forget the help word and think of this as a project,” he said. “Men like to think of things as projects.”

She nodded. They would drink their coffee and he would ask her some questions. He would ask her for paper and a pen and write down what he needed to remember. He thought, too late, of the “theme book” it had amused him to buy.

“How long has he been in London?” he asked.

“How long, or when did he disappear?”

“How long,” he said.

She thought. She said, “A year and seven months.”

He said, “Could you write down his full name and the last address and phone number you have, and his girlfriend’s name and number?”

“I’m not sure there is a girlfriend.”

“I thought you said on the phone that someone wrote you.”

“That was his roommate’s girlfriend. I have some of her letters. I used to send them to the man my ex-husband hired, but there was no point in that. I just read one of them. She’s…if I talked like my son, I’d say, ‘She’s fucked up.’ ” She got up and went to a table, opened a drawer, and took out a package of letters held together with a rubber band. When she handed them to him, he saw that the one on top had not been opened. She handed him another letter, opened, that wasn’t part of the package. “I’m worried the private investigator will be mad we’re meddling,” she said.

“I don’t think we should waste time consulting Miss Manners.”

“No. I suppose not.”

“I’ll buy my ticket and take reimbursement in cash.”

“What if you don’t find him?”

“Did you think there’d be a refund?”

“I’ve never been involved in anything like this before,” she said. “Was that a stupid question?”

“If I don’t find him,” he said, “you’ll have a videotape of the people who were closest to him when he disappeared. With that, you can pretty much write your own story.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. She said, “That doesn’t sound like something I’d like to see.”

He pulled the notecard out of the opened envelope and read it. “You weren’t stupid enough to send money, were you?” he said when he’d finished.

“No.”

“Would you tell me if you had?”

“Yes.”

“Write down the names of any close friends he has, and give me any other information, like where he had a bank account, where he was working. Do you know?”

She frowned. “I guess so,” she said. “In some ways, it seems so long ago. His friends…he had friends I didn’t know. Most of them, I didn’t know. There was a woman who moved to Lexington—”

“Write it down, please,” he said.

She got a notepad and bent forward earnestly, writing like a student taking a test. He drank the rest of his coffee. When she finished, she said, “What will I pay you besides the plane ticket?”

“The truth is,” he said, shifting in the chair, “I’m having trouble coming up with a figure because I don’t really go looking for people’s sons.”

“You do…medical things,” she said. “Are you some sort of doctor?”

“Don’t worry,” he said, not answering her question. “This comes along at a good time, when I need a change. Do you like living in Charlottesville? I can’t say that I see the charm.”

“I lived here with my ex-husband, and we had Nicky, and then I went to the university and got a degree in nursing and got my job. I’ve never moved.”

“I move a lot,” he said. For him, the comment was almost astonishingly confessional.

She nodded. She seemed to understand that he didn’t like questions. He could see the difficulty, of course: she was afraid he’d ask for more money than she had. Yet he didn’t want to risk her liking him by saying that he wouldn’t charge anything. He thought it would be fun to go to London. See a play, eat some Indian food. He had a hunch that it wasn’t going to be difficult to find her son. He already knew the man to call to get things started. He’d have to call the agency to make sure he didn’t have to be sitting at home for the next few days, however. They had told him, almost as if his question must be facetious, that they could easily spare him for what they called “a vacation” from Monday to Friday. He made little effort to imagine how they thought, or what they thought. He sometimes wondered if he’d met anyone he talked to on the phone and hadn’t known it. The same person he talked to—if it was even the same person—might be the person who had installed his telephone, he supposed. It was pretty clear that when they spoke, it was filtered through a voice changer. In a way, they had become a bizarre form of his missing parents. He had never realized that until that minute, and it was so obvious: their disembodied voices were like the voices he heard, sometimes, in his head, except that he had to invent his parents’ voices, while the agency he worked for invented false voices with which to speak. Nancy Gregerson had said nothing all the time he’d sat there, thinking. He said, “Was it a mistake to tell you this isn’t what I do, looking for people’s kids and bringing them back to suburbia? Because it doesn’t inspire confidence?”

“No, I do feel confident,” she said tentatively. “I do think you’ll try your best.”

“It means absolutely nothing to try,” he said, and when she leaned forward in her seat, he realized, with a little pang in his chest that surprised him, that of course she’d expected there would be some homily to complete the sentence.

 

On the flight across the pond he found himself remembering Operation Eagle Pull, which was the name of a mission you didn’t talk about except by another code name, even though the name of the mission had once been printed accidentally in The New York Times. But that particular Vietnam mission wasn’t to be referred to that way, any more than you were allowed to say “Rumpelstiltzkin.” Any urge to say it, and an automatic bleep went off in your brain and the term vanished as quickly as if you’d said the F word on television. Maybe Madonna had gone on Letterman and been talking about Operation Eagle Pull; maybe she hadn’t been particularly profane that night, at all.

Bleep rhymed with sheep. Which you were supposed to count to go to sleep. He closed his eyes and saw in the red darkness of his eyelids the lights sweeping the ground, felt his eyes tear up the way they did when rope ladders were dropped that might not bear enough weight. Eyes closed, he saw O’Malley’s expression, too: eyes bright with determination.

From a tray held aloft, the steward offered poisonously strong liqueurs the color of velvet: fern green; doll’s eye blue. He could feel their sting, register their warmth trickling into his stomach. The steward had assumed he was making a decision, he had looked so intently at the unnatural colors in the bottles. In the seat next to him, a gray-haired lady in a perfectly fitted suit snored, after having ingested a pill. He took the pill case out of his shirt pocket and wondered if taking an aspirin might ward off the headache he sensed coming on. He swallowed two. In the pill case were also three Viagra. Cute Paula, leaving them here and there like pocket change. Liposuction, indeed. He wondered if she would weaken, or if their relationship might really be over. In any case, she couldn’t reach him now. When he’d told them he was going, he’d lied only in saying that he was being paid big bucks to bring back a friend’s wayward son. Two lies, really: she wasn’t his friend, and he hadn’t discussed money with her. All they’d said was, “Call home, E.T.” Maybe if the agency went out of business, the people he spoke to could become stand-up comics. They did not approve of the amount of time he and Paula spent together. She was on a nut list for writing her congressman so often about the pesticides used on fruit, and her car—they didn’t like it one bit that it was a BMW—had been booted several times because of unpaid parking tickets. They could be nasty in Atlanta. As it had been explained to him, Paula wasn’t their sort—and, by implication, shouldn’t be his—because she wasn’t a respectful person. The congressman had written back, but Paula had kept up her campaign. She was not respectful, he should realize, though they did admit that certain deductions taken on her 1999 taxes did seem to be something her overzealous accountant was responsible for. Their relationship was not the sort of thing that got anyone disinvolved. The word for fired was disinvolved. No: you’d have to do something a lot more unexpected than keep company with a Libertarian ex-hippie on Zoloft, with a love of Botox and the countryside outside San Francisco, to be told to turn in your trench coat.

It would be great if they issued trench coats. Really: they could camp it up, instead of doing everything possible to make sure no one ever had reason to laugh—their own witticisms on the telephone excepted. Talk to them on the phone in anything but a muted monotone and they’d have someone tail you for a week. He liked being on a plane, where it was difficult even to think that someone who knew him whom he didn’t know could be. He took an Ambien, opening the little pill case for its last possibility, and drifted off, thinking of Paula. Paula, who could be known, to some extent, by what she was not. Not a wife, or a mother, or a good aunt (according to her). When she bought toys she ended up keeping them for herself. She bought booties for a friend’s baby and decided to keep them to store her rings in. Paula got very involved in fashion magazines, though she was allergic to the fragrance sheets and ended up scratching her nose as she flipped. Paula with the teeny permanent “hairs” added to the sparse centers of her eyebrows. The false eyelashes razored apart, applied with glue for special occasions. She’d get up in the middle of the night and puree things and put them on her face: avocado; peaches mixed with milk. There would be a laugh track if there was a Paula sitcom, but he thought she’d be better as her own reality show. How would he figure in? Maybe he could have a monologue in front of the camera and ruin his career by talking about Operation Eagle Pull.

“May I offer a warm washcloth?” someone in the half-dream said.

He opened his eyes. The steward stood in the aisle, dangling a washcloth held by tongs in front of his face. No wonder he’d been thinking of the perfumed ads in Paula’s magazine…but that was hours ago, apparently. According to his watch, there was only another hour left in flight. The lady next to him was looking into a compact and powdering her nose. He wondered, nervously, whether he might have spoken when he was dreaming.

Apparently not. The woman waved away the towel—as did he—though he took a mint she silently offered him from a little tin. The plane dipped, and the captain spoke, his voice too quiet to be heard. He heard “seat belts” and “altitude.” A woman was standing outside the restroom door. The steward gestured for her to sit down, but then the door opened, and she ducked inside. The plane bounced a little before straightening out. The woman leaned toward him and whispered, “Kate Jackson is on this plane.”

“Who’s that?” he asked.

“Men,” she said. “She was on Charlie’s Angels.”

“I know who Farrah Fawcett is,” he said.

“I don’t doubt that every man alive knows her. Do you know, I was watching you take a pill without water and I thought: Men do not like to take pills with water, and they do not like Band-Aids. A man’s finger can be bleeding profusely, and he’ll refuse to bandage it. Just so you don’t think I’m a sexist, though, women are equally peculiar. They’ll sniffle, rather than blow their nose in public.”

He was glad he had not stayed awake to listen to this woman’s chatter. A nun from coach came into the cabin and went into the restroom. Why did nuns so often have red cheeks? He saw the steward look at her and decide to let her use the first-class bathroom. As a teenager, Paula had lived for a winter with her mother at the American Academy in Rome, when her mother had a music scholarship. She was full of stories about the nuns in Trastevere: nuns she insisted gave tourists the wrong directions, because they did not care where people ended up, if it was not going to be inside a church. Or out of sheer malicious resentment.

“Coffee, cognac, or both?” a stewardess said, smiling like a toothpaste ad. “Coffee, cognac, or both?” she said, coming toward them.

“One day at a time,” the gray-haired lady said.

He looked at her, wondering if she might just be making a personal confession.

“Because of the way you looked at the liqueur bottles,” she said. “I’m in recovery, myself. Going on nine years.”

“Good for you,” he said, confirming nothing.

“I just wanted you to know that I knew. Now: What are you most looking forward to in London?”

It was on the tip of his tongue to say “Finding some drug-addicted loser.” He thought she could handle the answer. Instead, he said, “I’m going to look for a friend’s son who’s been out of touch with her a little too long.”

She poked his shoulder. “You’re supposed to ask me what I’m going to do in London, now,” she said. “That’s a tendency we have. To answer, but not to extend ourselves with a question.”

“Okay,” he said. “Tell.”

“I’ll be visiting my son’s family. He married the nicest Welsh girl, and they have twin daughters. We’re going to the galleries. The British Museum. The Tate.”

The stewardess, mesmerized by her own words, droned on and on as she passed up the aisle, as if people didn’t already know what they were being offered.

As she walked by, he noticed that she was wearing a necklace similar to one he’d bought Paula: she had been happy with her intertwined rose-gold-and-silver Valentine’s Day necklace, but she’d guessed, correctly, that the saleslady had suggested he buy it, which meant he didn’t really get the same credit for buying it as if he’d selected it himself. The woman next to him put her bookmark in Northanger Abbey: an oversize bronze paper clip, which reminded him that he’d once bought paper clips just to spend the agency’s money on something ridiculous. And then Nancy Gregerson had gone back to the scene—she’d told him about it at the coffee shop—and found some on the street and picked one up, which she’d used later to puncture a balloon. That weird story she’d told him about dinosaurs…His mind was racing, which happened sometimes when he awakened suddenly. Again he thought of Eagle Pull. This many years later, he could remember details of the information he’d been given about land mines in the area. When stepped on, the device shot a meter into the air before sending out its fléchettes, or shrapnel fragments. Then there would be a chain reaction. It did need to be noted, however, that much in life depended upon point of view. To an ant, the spray of shrapnel would be the dream fireworks of a lifetime; a human would, of course, view the Fléchette Follies extravaganza much differently.

He supposed one reason he was doing what he was doing was because he had survivor’s guilt. He was lucky he’d never had post-traumatic stress disorder, and only used Ambien infrequently to sleep. He was lucky the alcohol had numbed the memories when it had, and also lucky he’d been able to get away from liquor after not too bad a struggle when it turned against him.

“What is your position on the Elgin Marbles?” she said.

“What are they?” he said, glad to have his thoughts interrupted.

“Art. Taken from the Parthenon,” she said. The plane dipped again, and she grabbed the armrest. “They’re in the British Museum, but it looks like they’re going to have to return them.”

“People don’t want them to go back, I take it.”

“See?” she said, poking his arm again. “You’re a better conversationalist than you knew. Your point is exactly right. The same way New Yorkers didn’t want to lose Guernica. Look them up in a guidebook. It will make you want to see for yourself.”

“I’m not big on guidebooks.”

“Most people wouldn’t think of taking a vacation without reading one!”

“I like to feel like I’m discovering something,” he said, thinking aloud. “Almost everything’s written about somewhere, but if you don’t do the research, you can think you’re the first one to see something.” What was he saying? His life was one in which he was provided with information, went out, and found what he’d been directed to find. He knew how the things he encountered worked, how they detonated, how chain reactions began, how far shrapnel would fly. What a lie he was telling, just to see what it would feel like.

It felt frightening, he concluded. He would rather know everything about the marbles, so he could look at them and see what he was expected to see, understand what he was expected to know. He most certainly would read about them before seeing them.

“I’ll bet there are plenty of guidebooks that haven’t been written,” she said. “As soon as the climate changes, or fashions change, people set off for different places.” She closed her eyes. She said, “People didn’t know about hell until Dante wrote about it.”

 

The joke about the Lazy Day Bagpipe Band was that no one played bagpipes, being too lazy to do so. The band consisted of a senior citizen named Day Lawrence, and his twin niece and nephew, Timmy and Loni, who Nancy guessed must be in their early thirties. They had played at Dolly Madison before, Timmy hitting a tambourine and Loni strumming a guitar. Day Lawrence’s former fiancée had been briefly at Dolly Madison, after a stroke, before leaving to move closer to her daughter. Nancy remembered her as a very nice lady who, afflicted as she was, seemed as embarrassed by Day’s antics as with her own efforts to stand without toppling. He sang a capella songs to her that were popular during World War Two, punctuating some of the lyrics by becoming airborne and clicking his heels in the air. Mrs. Ethridge, the head nurse, was legendary for rarely smiling and even more rarely breaking stride, but she had stood in the corridor and listened to “Let Me Call You Sweetheart” in its entirety, not only smiling, but laughing, when the heel click came. There had been talk of a flirtation between Day and Mrs. Ethridge (her name was Elizabetta, but no one called her that) that extended beyond the fiancée’s relocation; someone had seen them at the frozen custard stand—though it might have been coincidence that they were both there at the same time. Surely they must gossip about her, too, Nancy thought. They must, even if only to say that there was nothing to say.

They were short-staffed, so Robins, from the kitchen, had stayed overtime to help push wheelchairs to the performance. Several times Nancy had dropped him at the bus stop, so maybe that was the gossip. She thanked him sincerely as he rolled Mrs. Bell toward the Pool Room. It was Nicky who told her that a famous New York restaurant had an area called the Pool Room, and much was determined by whether you ate in that room or another. How Nicky got his information she would never know, though he did have a snob’s ability to keep track of what was happening elsewhere, what party he was missing. The Pool Room at Dolly Madison House was a room at the back of the north wing, where French doors opened onto a kidney-shaped fish pool in which a few fish swam amid many water lilies. A large sculpture of a leaping dolphin had been donated by someone and placed in the middle, which she thought ruined the ambiance. It was a place the nurses went to have a cigarette on break, or where some visitors wheeled their friends or loved ones to have some privacy.

Accounted for: Mrs. Bell, Mrs. Albaharis, Miss Heller, Mrs. Beaumont, Mr. Freeley, Mrs. Jones and her day nurse, Mrs. Lana-han and her nephew, who was a professor at the university. Several more wheelchairs were being pushed past the nurses’ station. The light went on in Mrs. Dowler’s room, and Nancy stood to respond, because Mrs. Dowler was a screamer. Jenny, wheeling Mrs. McCall past, looked at the light above the door and rolled her eyes. It was a rule that if your hands were on a wheelchair, only in an emergency could you stop pushing the person to aid someone. Mrs. Dowler had somehow gotten herself out of bed, though, Jenny and Nancy saw at the same time. Mrs. McCall asked, “Why aren’t we going anywhere?” as Jenny and Nancy rushed forward to catch Mrs. Dowler before she fell. No such luck: she crumpled at Jenny’s feet. “Why aren’t we moving?” Mrs. McCall said. “Why aren’t we moving?” “Just a minute, Mrs. McCall,” Jenny called. “Why aren’t we moving?” the old lady said. “Just one minute,” Jenny said, all the time looking frantically at Nancy, who was trying to figure out if Mrs. Dowler was hurt. Mrs. Dowler screamed, but rarely spoke. At night, sometimes, when she was dreaming, you might hear a few words, or even a sentence, but mostly she screamed, and it might be a bad sign that she was at this moment silent. “Why aren’t we moving?” Mrs. McCall hollered. She attracted another nurse’s attention, who began pushing her and speaking to her reassuringly, without knowing what was happening in Mrs. Dowler’s room. “Blink if anything hurts,” Nancy said, forcing herself to sound matter-of-fact. “How did you get up, Mrs. Dowler?” Jenny said. Seeing Jenny’s face close to hers, Mrs. Dowler began to scream. Her favorite assertion, which she sometimes alternated with screams that sounded horrified and indignant, rather like an animal who was sprung upon by another, was: “I’ve been shanghaied.” She screamed it loudly several times, then rolled onto her side and began to cry. “All right, we’re going to get you up,” Nancy said. “Here we go,” Jenny said, chiming in. “I’ve been shanghaied!” the old lady screamed. At this point, Katie Shroeder ran into the room, hands clasped nervously. “Oh my goodness, is there anything…” “Here we go, now,” Nancy said, bearing most of Mrs. Dowler’s weight. “Take me to the bank,” someone said loudly, as she was wheeled past. “Tell us if you’re in any pain, Mrs. Dowler,” Nancy said. The old lady was upright, Katie supporting one shoulder and Nancy with a hand firmly around her waist. The old lady had gone stone-faced. “Does Mrs. Dowler understand how she had an accident?” Katie said to Nancy. “I was on my way to punch out,” Sally muttered, rolling the wheelchair up behind her. “I’ve been shanghaied!” Mrs. Dowler screamed. “She’s all right,” Nancy said. “Of course she is!” Katie said. “Were you getting ready for our musical performance, Mrs. Dowler?” “I’m getting out of here,” Jenny said. The voices of the Lazy Day Bagpipe Band could be heard, not yet in harmony, above a strummed guitar that seemed badly out of tune. “Help me, I’ve been shanghaied!” Mrs. Dowler screamed. “Everything is fine,” Katie said. Katie had the nervous habit of quickly licking her bottom lip, so red lipstick was often on her teeth. Nancy pointed to her own lips, to let Katie know. Katie looked in the mirror, and began to run her finger over her front teeth. “In the good old summertime, in the good old summertime,” the voices sang. “Strolling down the avenue…” “Who knows what an avenue is?” Nancy heard, shouted above the music. It was the director, who often blurted out things so unexpectedly that Nancy wondered if he liked to complicate things, or whether it was nervousness. “Take me to the bank!” someone hollered. The music began again: “In the good old summertime…” “I’ve been shanghaied!” Mrs. Dowler screamed, unfastening the bag Velcroed to the arm of her wheelchair. “Mrs. Dowler, you are fine!” Katie said, taking the wheelchair and rolling it into the corridor, tongue moving like a metronome over her bottom lip. Nancy lingered to look at a greeting card on the old lady’s bulletin board. The front was a photograph of a very yellow butterfly flecked with blue. Inside, she read the message: “How does a butterfly fly? / How does a butterfly soar? / How many clouds move ’cross the sky / How many, how many more?” It was signed, in shaky handwriting, “Sister.”

On her way back to the nurses’ station, she overheard someone in one of the rooms helping someone else make a telephone call. “No, I’m not going to do it for you, you just put your finger on the number when I say it. No, you can’t put your finger there, that won’t work. Pick up your finger and put it on the seven, but just…Let’s try again. You aren’t trying. You don’t have to dial the area code. I’ve told you that. This is a local call. Just dial seven . Seven. All right. Now, no, pick your finger up, you know how to push a button. They don’t make rotary phones anymore, I’ve told you that.”

“I’ve been shanghaied!” Mrs. Dowler hollered. “I need half a glass of water.”

There was spilled something—coffee?—in the hallway. Since she was right by the broom closet, Nancy opened the door and took out the mop. She cleaned up the spill, then flopped the mop into the sink. “Somebody help me,” came Mrs. Tanley’s tiny voice. Nancy sighed and rinsed the mop and dropped it in the bucket before responding.

“Yes, Mrs. Tanley?” she said. She was too tired to admonish her for calling out instead of ringing.

“Honey, look out that window at my bird feeder,” the woman said. “What do you see?”

“You’ll have to give me more of a clue about what I’m looking for,” Nancy said.

“On the bird feeder. Do you see that dead bird hanging from the bird feeder?”

“No,” Nancy said.

“You don’t see it?”

“Mrs. Tanley, didn’t you want to hear the music?” Nancy asked. Mrs. Tanley was peeking over the top of her afghan, bunched under her chin. The song had changed to “Ghost Riders in the Sky” and the tambourine was shaking wildly. Through the window, Nancy could see that the sky outside was very blue. There were a few clouds, but only a few. Three, that she could see. That was the answer, in response to the question in the greeting card, its nonsensical verse masquerading as a koan.

 

George Wissone’s dossier on Paula, obtained by inserting a telephone card and calling her sister Jan: Actually, she has been seeing someone else. She actually decided to get out of your orbit for a little while and see what it felt like. Well—more to be alone than to be with someone else, actually. I don’t want to be in the middle. I’ve always liked you. I’ve actually wished she wouldn’t tell me so many personal things, like medicine she orders over the Internet and stuff like that, but what do you do, tell your sister not to confide in you? Actually it might not be a bad idea, meeting someone new. You know, they say true love will stand the test—not that I’d be eager to subject my own husband to temptation, but actually, I don’t think he’d go anywhere if I can’t even get him to the movies unless it’s Julia Roberts. You marry somebody and they’re so lively and then hardly any time goes by and it’s like they get a cold one day, like they’re run down and they get a virus and they aren’t themselves, and weeks pass and before you know it, years have gone by and you’re still waiting for the virus thing to pass. Fred wouldn’t give me a gift for my birthday unless the kids insisted. I mean, we do have too much stuff. That’s not something Paula’s encumbered with, is it? She’s got her laptop and those jackets from France she can wear forever, they’re so classic, and she has zero interest in trinkets and jewelry and things like that. I suppose she does think a lot about how she looks, but at this age, who doesn’t? She’s got those beautiful almond eyes. I used to be so jealous, with my beady little eyes. My skin is my best attribute, I think. That, and the little waist. Everyone in the family has that, except that our older sister looks so much like an hourglass because of her breasts and hips. Paula and I were always happy we didn’t get our mother’s hips because a big butt usually comes along with them, right? And that crazy husband and the four children. I mean, I’ve got two and I certainly didn’t plan the first one, but those things happen and even though they’re a lot of work, you’ve got to love’em. You never met Christie, did you? Christine, as she’s always correcting me now. If they didn’t drive through here to see his mother, I don’t think I’d see as much of her as I do. I love her, but we don’t have much in common, actually. So what should I do if Paula calls? I promised I wouldn’t talk about her, and here I’ve gone on and on—but hey, she must know I like you. She introduced you, after all! And you know. You know how much you move. She used to like that. Well, actually, I think she liked getting out of Manhattan. I mean, she loved the city but for a while all that travel servedits purpose, and now after 9/11 everything’s such a mess, who could possibly want to put themselves through it? She bought a new car. I don’t see the harm in mentioning that. She’s got some notion of driving somewhere. I never actually realized she hadn’t owned a car since college, except for that leased car that was always getting towed. Look, if you want my personal opinion, she’s just a teeny, tiny bit of a bitch, and she’s decided to test your affection. She hasn’t made this man sound particularly important, except that our mother is jumping up and down, because, hey, doesn’t it figure that she thinks it’s the best thing in the world if a woman has a doctor for a husband? Paula is a very loyal person. She went through her wild days and pulled out of it really well, but lately it seems like she just wants a fling or something. I know she loved wherever it was you two were in San Francisco, outside of San Francisco, and then you had to move…it is mysterious, all this moving, though it’s none of my business. It might have been a good idea to go to Manhattan with her just for a while, if you could have. If she hadn’t had such wanderlust, she would have finished college. It wasn’t her grades that caused any problem. Even if she wasn’t there when the Towers went down, it has to have done psychic damage because it was her special place, along with tens of thousands of others, right? When she lived in the Village after her sophomore year, she was very impressionable. The dry cleaner knew you back then. The people at “your” coffee shop. That’s the nice thing about New York: you can feel special there just because of a little nod and a wave. I never thought Paula wanted children. Actually, I feel like she dislikes her nieces and her nephew. It shouldn’t be held against the kids that they have no manners. That’s Christie’s fault. Well, anyway. Paula’s a conservative girl, at heart, and it might just be that all the travel, to say nothing of how mysterious you could be, sort of got to her, and then along came this doctor guy. In no way can I imagine Paula with someone else. She’ll miss the travel and the dislocation. You might have a problem if she’d left in order to be with this man, but hey: it’s just…he had an idea, she decided to go along. She might have felt a little—how should I say this? Pissing in the wind of her own fate, I guess would be the way I’d put it. Paula is a very unique person. I was going to say special, but that has so many PC connotations, you might have thought I was saying she was retarded! We both know Paula is fun-loving and devoted…don’t you think she’s devoted? But she never quite figured out what she wanted to do after she left Bard. She started that novel. Then she took that course at Columbia with that jerk who discouraged her. I mean, what would he have suggested? Not even trying to write? Maybe he had a lot of stuff rejected himself, is what I think now. She got so hurt. She changed then. But San Francisco came along, and she really liked it. She loved the opera. Or am I thinking of the ballet? I shouldn’t talk about her so much. I’ll tell you the truth: I don’t know where she is right now, but people need breathing room every now and then. It’s a shame you couldn’t have lived in the Valley, because I never knew her to be happier. It could all happen again. Even as a child, she’d get disagreeable. She had tantrums, but we weren’t allowed to use that word because you had to pretend the person wasn’t having a tantrum, or you’d be disciplined yourself. You could actually think of it as a growth move: Paula about to find out how good she had it, being lonesome without you, all that. Think of it as a little trip. A little exploration. You could do the same. Though God knows, men don’t have to be told that. They always know it in their bones. Actually, she’ll be lucky if she comes back and you’re not attached to somebody else. From what I understand, you had a very good relationship. She wished you’d talk to her more, but I told her: Dream on. He’s a man.

 

He took a deep breath, exhaled, and pushed open the unmarked door with three peepholes at varying heights—presided over by no one, that night—that opened into Forever. Max sat in the back booth—the one George Harrison favored, before he died—-longer-haired than when he’d last seen him, coughing in the fumes of his own cigarette smoke. His wrist was in a cast. A blonde was with him who immediately excused herself before any introduction.

“Max. Did I do something wrong?” he said.

“Give a girl one glass of white wine, she has to take a whiz immediately,” Max said. “She’ll come back all smiles, bladder empty, dying to know your name so she can begin to forget it.”

“You’re in a good mood.”

“I’m in pain, I hate pain pills, and I’ve always called a spade a spade, even if what I was talking about was a white woman pissing,” he said. “Never mind what happened to my wrist.”

“Max, our lives don’t matter,” he said solemnly. He was echoing Max, checking to see if he remembered. He did, and it got a smile.

“I’ll have an orange juice,” George said to the server.

“Vodka for me, another white wine for my lady friend in the loo,” Max said. “This man is the only alcoholic among us.”

The waitress went off, expressionless. Over her flat breasts she wore a white bustier, and black slacks tucked into black boots with a fringe of little bells. She had curly red hair and freckles. She was probably 34A, and nineteen years old. O’Malley would have eyed her seriously, then pronounced her not the equal of his wife. He had never once seen anyone he thought equaled his wife. That included a brief chat with Cindy Crawford, who had believed that both of them were writers for Variety.

“That’s the truth about white wine,” Max said. “If you order them a vodka—and believe me, that’s like asking them to drink their own blood, it’s so hard to persuade them—they drink it and sit for hours. But one white wine and they race for the loo.”

“Other than info on your girlfriend’s bladder, what have you got for me?”

The waitress put down the vodka, white wine, and glass of juice. “Cheers,” she said, walking away fast.

“I’d ask for nuts, but I’m tired of leaving big tips,” Max said. “Sometimes I think, If they don’t bring the nuts, the hell with them. I don’t want nuts anyway. Something better, but not nuts. I get tired of living in London. Rotten weather. Nobody bathes.”

“And you didn’t care for the monarchy, the last time I inquired.”

“Right. One of them dies, Elton John comes out of hiding and plays the piano.”

“She was the only one who would have gotten an Elton serenade,” George said.

“Sir Elton,” Max said, correcting himself. “And did you know he chose to live in Atlanta? That’ll tell you how pointless this place is.”

He thought briefly about defending Atlanta, but the truth was, it was something of a blur. Really, he missed Los Angeles. The blonde came back to the table and sat down, sniffing and smiling. “Never mind introductions. Let’s pretend we’re all old friends and we’re just picking up where we left off,” she said. “That would make me feel less lonely.”

“She always has nice ideas,” Max said. “Doesn’t that strike you as a nice idea?”

“It would be a fake name, anyway,” she said. “Like you’re Max. Right. I saw a driver’s license that said something else, and then a credit card that was different from that. Aren’t you supposed to have these things coordinated, like sweater sets? Anyway, I don’t want to pretend. I don’t want to feel weird and lonely just because I’m out on a date.”

“He’s the Dormouse,” Max said, pointing to George. “Jet-lagged Dormouse.”

“There’s stuff being developed for jet lag that’s supposed to be on the market soon,” she said. “Real stuff doctors would prescribe.”

“That would be good,” George said.

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZ. ‘That would be good,’ ” Max said.

“I look that tired?”

“He’s mean, isn’t he?” the blonde said. “My real name is Cary. I’m from Oklahoma.”

Mick Jagger was singing “Angie.” He lived around the corner from Max. They’d gone to the movies together a couple of times, and Mick had given him a tape of an Irma Franklin song Max had been trying to find for years.

“Your candle burned out long before…” Max sang, fingering the tabletop like a piano in perfect imitation of Sir Elton.

“I never know what you’re doing,” Cary said. “I’d really like it if you wouldn’t start singing, and tell me what you’re really thinking.”

“Princess Diana’s death,” Max said flatly.

“Oh,” she said, dropping her eyes. “Sometimes, for no reason, I start to think about her, and I get so sad.”

Everyone was silent.

“So, Max, before I fall asleep, as you’re going to accuse me of doing: What information have you got?”

“Everything. I don’t usually ask, but who is this Nicholas person?”

“As far as I know, he’s some druggie not worth finding, but his mother—a woman I hit in a minor fender bender—asked me to locate him. I agreed as a kind of dare to myself: to do something easy, just once.” He had also thought that it would be instructive to find someone who was sincerely missed by someone who wanted him back.

“You hit a woman?” Cary said.

“I was in a car accident with the guy’s mother,” he said. “I don’t hit women.”

“Don’t believe him,” Max said. “He’d say anything to get you in bed.”

Cary screwed up her face. She said, “Do you think you’re funny?”

“Let’s all have a drink,” Max said, drinking his down. “Now,” he said. “Here’s what I have, and it took a precious ten minutes out of my day, George Wissone.” Max let the name reverberate for a second. In Los Angeles, Max had known him as Arthur Hyde—though even then, Max had been Max. Max lit a cigarette and fanned the smoke into George’s face. He said, “I have his address, a key to his apartment—excuse me: flat—and the name and cell number of his dealer. I have his phone bill from the previous month, before service was cut off, and a picture of him with a girl outside the Piccadilly Circus stop whose name I didn’t get, I’m sorry to report.”
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