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I AM DISTINGUISHED BY my penmanship. By the hang and hue of my suit coat. The sophistication of my haircut. The silken luster of my tie. Instead of cumin or clove, bright-leaf tobacco, essence of jasmine car freshener, I smell judiciously of Kiehl's cucumber talc, Italian shoe leather, pilfered motel soap.

My colleagues slouch against the railing that corrals us while I stand apart with my Lucite sign held level at sternum height. They grouse and carp in Pushtu and Slovak, Arabic,Mandarin, Hebrew, Yoruba. They've made their signs with pen and pencil on whatever has come to hand. With a grease marker, I've written “Shapiro” in, effectively, Baskerville.

She's due from Paris in the company of a Pomeranian, Mrs. Gloria Shapiro of York at Eighty-ninth. And though I've tried to imagine the woman as some manner of savory heiress, a handsome creature in her middle years with a haberdashery fortune and an appetite for slim discriminating gentlemen like me, there is a practical limit to my baseless optimism. Mrs. Gloria Shapiro is flying, after all, into Newark with her dog instead of into Kennedy with retainers. I spot her coming out of customs long before she has noticed me.

She is bone thin, knobby, a haute couture refugee who'd rather be dead than lack the upper-arm tone to go sleeveless. She has conscripted a hapless skycap into Pomeranian duty, a lanky black kid in an oversize hat with his trouser cuffs dragging the floor, who dangles the dog before him at arm's length. The creature is rheumy-eyed and grizzled, with nails like talons and amber teeth. He looks conspicuously unhappy and nearly old enough to vote.

Mrs. Gloria Shapiro spies her name on my square of milky Lucite. She snaps her fingers at me and says by way of greeting, “You.”

As I take her dog, the skycap favors me with information. “He bites,” he says and shows me a punctured finger. “Leaks some too.”

I hold the dog beneath his forelegs, and every time he squirms and growls, he looses a freshet of urine onto the grimy terminal floor, onto the sidewalk, generously onto each of the three arrival lanes, onto the cement rental-bus island, onto the short-term parking lot, onto the leather upholstery of my Crown Victoria passenger seat. I've been told his name is Ash-ton and he'll reliably spew kibble if not permitted to be an irrigating menace in the front.

Even on the short trip back to the terminal to collect Mrs. Gloria Shapiro's luggage, Ashton snarls and snaps and urinates with such animosity as to prompt me to wonder what life might be like with arms that end at the elbows.

Mrs. Gloria Shapiro has been led, she informs me, to expect a limousine. I don't have a limousine. I don't even have a Town Car. I have the Crown Victoria I'm driving, and it's not even black but more the shade of grayish brown you might find in a septic system. I apologize to Mrs. Gloria Shapiro and tell her the limo is in the shop.

“Where are you from?” she asks me. It comes out in the form of an accusation.

“North Carolina,” I say which, for Mrs. Gloria Shapiro's purposes, might as well be Alpha Centauri. I stand revealed as the cracker import she's condemned to depend upon to haul her clear from greater New Jersey to York at Eighty-ninth which, for all she knows, I might attempt by way of Philadelphia. And, worse still, not in a limousine but in a sludge-brown Ford.

She presses her lips together and grimaces. Mrs. Gloria Shapiro snorts with articulate force enough to insinuate the bitter anguish of disembarking from Premier Class into the care of the likes of me. I take occasion to picture Ashton winging westward in the cockpit, showing his grim teeth to the flight crew while moistening the controls.

We are hardly out of the airport proper before Mrs. Gloria Shapiro is abusing me over her cell phone to some Upper East Side friend. Her name is Enid, and she and Mrs. Gloria Shapiro forgo the splendors of Paris to indulge instead in galloping mutual abject mortification once I've elected to take the turnpike instead of 1&9.

In a stage whisper,Mrs. Gloria Shapiro floats the theory that it's my habit to pad my charges with unwarranted turnpike tolls. She's glaring at me from the backseat when I find her in the mirror. The toll plaza's vapor lights lend iridescence to her hair and cause her surgically tautened facial skin to look slick and extruded.

I hear her tell Enid, “I don't know. Georgia or somewhere.”

I lay a careless hand on the console as we cross the Passaic River, and Ashton nips my wrist. He breaks the skin.

Mrs. Gloria Shapiro insists I take the tunnel until I take it and we find traffic backed up all the way to Kennedy Boulevard, occasion for Mrs. Gloria Shapiro to wonder pointedly of Enid if a capable driver wouldn't have known to take the bridge instead.

All down the ramp, Mrs. Gloria Shapiro points out gaps in adjacent lanes and has me shift and weave to gain a half a car length here and there. She comments uncharitably to Enid on the quality of my driving, and the two of them have a rollicking laugh together at my expense. I hear the sound of Enid cackling over the staticky phone connection with all the ladylike grace of a cowhand.

In the city Mrs. Gloria Shapiro has her sanctified routes and detours which, apparently, she expects me to divine. As I work north along the avenues and east on clotted cross streets, Mrs. Gloria Shapiro reveals to Enid the way she would have gone. She and Enid enjoy some galvanizing sisterly outrage over the roadwork I get mired in at Sixth and Fifty-seventh, the carting truck I fall behind on Seventy-eighth.

They conclude they should have expected as much from the pride of Alabama.

Not a block and a half from his building, Ashton sees fit to throw up which Mrs. Gloria Shapiro lays to my hectic brand of driving and claims to be a little turbulent herself. I see that Ash-ton has doused the front-seat beading with residual bile, has deposited the bulk of his discharge onto the carpet. He missed the floor mat altogether and hit instead the drive-shaft hump. I make out nova and milk chocolate, the odd macadamia nut. The stink of the stuff gives remarkable instantaneous offense.

Mrs. Gloria Shapiro's doorman wears siege-of-Stalingrad livery with epaulettes and showy stamped brass buttons on his skirted greatcoat, a modified busby on his head with both a chin strap and a plume. He is massive and Teutonic, has Eastern European bridgework and the good sense to hoist Ashton out of my Crown Vic by his scruff. Mrs. Gloria Shapiro calls him Lenny and says that Enid tells him “Hey” as he unloads the luggage from the trunk and motions for help from the lobby.

The concierge comes out with a bellman's cart and an air of imposition. He's a pudgy Cuban interrupted halfway through his Daily News who Mrs. Gloria Shapiro hardly greets and fails to call by name. He joins Lenny with his cart at the lip of the trunk and has Lenny to understand that, in his estimation, baggage hauling is beyond the scope of his duties. He takes the un-enterprising layabout's view of conciergerie which I hear him elaborate on as Mrs. Gloria Shapiro signs her ticket and, by way of a tip, visits upon me advice.

“Ammonia,” she says, and then leaves off to entertain input from Enid. “Nonsudsy,” she tells me along with instructions for blotting Pomeranian effluvia. I have just ginger ale and a castoff Wall Street Journal under my seat.

I've got the doors and windows open and am grinding vomit into the rug with a page of market indicators and selected small-cap stocks when Lenny leans against my fender well and offers me a cigarette. Mentholated, I notice. Generic. Lenny sets his hat with grave custodial care upon my hood before confessing he once attempted to drown Ashton in the gutter. A fire crew had come along to open the hydrant up the block while Lenny had charge of the creature out front on an airing. Drowning him, Lenny informs me, had seemed the merciful thing to do.

Lenny pauses and puffs. He shakes his head, flicks ash off of his greatcoat. Sounding for all the world like Henry Kissinger, Lenny says, “He floats.”

I light up off Lenny's butt and come empirically by knowledge that mentholated generic cigarettes taste decisively both at once.

Lenny proves to hail from Schrankogel in the heart of the Tyrol, and he tells me he made a sort of a living for some years as a boxer. Not a champion or a contender or a respectable stooge opponent but instead a sparring partner for journeyman tomato cans. Gym suet, a sluggish ambulatory punching bag for hire. Lenny boasts that he's been sutured in most capitals of Europe and had his fractured jaw wired in Atlantic City. He balls his massive hands into fists and strikes his boxerly pose, carries his left so low I'm sure that even I could catch him flush.

In my turn I allow I'm driving as a favor for a friend and reveal to Lenny that, in fact, I am a working actor. “Stage,” I tell him with a sniff, and describe for Lenny without prompting the role that promises to occupy me for the coming weeks which I choose to inflate and lard with fabrication. I will, in truth, be holding a pewter tankard, wearing a vest and pantaloons and trying to look for nearly a half an hour stupendously jolly about as far downstage as an employed opera chorister can get and still qualify for union wages.

I give myself out to Lenny as a man on the cusp of dramatic triumph and declaim for him a scrap of monologue I used in a showcase once.

Lenny instinctively knows better than to bother to believe me, has kept company with a vast wealth of pretenders in his day. Instead he opens his mouth and laughs, reveals his dental metalcraft in its gaudy range of alloys, ores and hues. Lenny says that in the coming weeks he hopes to wed a Hapsburg and live in regal splendor in Vienna. He flicks his smoldering filter out into the street, shoves his hat onto his head and punches me fondly on the shoulder to almost chiropractic effect.

Lenny returns to his post and mans the door of Mrs. Gloria Shapiro's building while I sit in creeping glacial traffic on the FDR from Fifty-ninth Street to the Brooklyn Bridge.
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I CAN' T HELP BUT believe I was intended for better use than I've gotten.Not celebrated achievement or selfless Christian industry but some manner, at least, of steady worthwhile employment. As it is, I'm largely wasted, only spottily engaged and, for a robust thirty-four-year-old, almost criminally unambitious.

I didn't move, like people tend to, to the city with a dream. I wasn't propelled by a nagging itch for fame, an appetite for self-expression, an overstimulated ardor for all things cosmopolitan. I can't remember ever hoping to abuse the rubes back home with galling displays of the polished urban sophisticate I'd become since, but for my father, I very probably would have stayed a rube myself. He made me come to the city, arranged for a job and dispatched me to fill it.

He was hardly the sort with call to address his own regrets through me. He'd seen a fair bit of the world, both as an airman in Korea and as the husband of a woman prone to fits of wanderlust who'd bound herself in holy wedlock (as my father told it) to her porter. My mother was regularly exposed in the beauty shop to travel magazines and attended missionary slide shows in the Methodist fellowship hall which had the effect of aggravating her sense of personal stagnation until her longing to be at some remove from where she'd ended up could only get stifled and tamped down by an actual vacation.

They toured Sicily, my parents did. They camped in the Transvaal. They cruised the Yangtze River and took a flat in Budapest. They spent a week by the Scapa Flow up on the Orkney Islands when two days would have very likely served them, celebrated an anniversary in Lisbon, another in Vancouver, saw a total eclipse from Tenerife, a fer-de-lance in Costa Rica, ran across a woman they'd gone to high school with at Walton-onthe Naze who confounded them by not being dead the way they'd heard she was, proved alive enough anyway to borrow train fare from my father.

Until she was too infirm to manage it, my great-aunt would come and keep me which was a little like being tended by a perfumed chifforobe. Aunt Sister was gouty and diabetic, almost morbidly short of breath and plump, she liked to call it, though she had passed plump some years back and had realized in her dotage junior sumo girth and heft. She'd collapse onto the sofa in the TV room midmorning and stay there usually until I'd helped her up to go to bed at night.

Aunt Sister took exercise in the form of adjusting the hassock to suit her, rolling her stockings up and down depending on the humidity and shifting between her Guidepost and her Greensboro Daily News wherein she'd read the obituaries and make a hash of the crossword puzzle. She didn't cook and seemed content to exist on a diet of Ritz crackers, never quite figured out how our front door locked and couldn't see to dial the phone. I could have done virtually anything with Aunt Sister's blessing and permission since regardless of what I'd propose to her, I'd get the same reply.

I'm going down to the store, out to the park, over to the neighbors. I'll be in the driveway disassembling my mother's Pontiac. I'm having a divorcée in for a spot of unseemly debauchery in the tool shed. I'll be in the basement making a portable thermonuclear device. I'm heading out for a pint of scotch. I'm going to have my tonsils removed. I'll be on Guam if you need me and don't intend to come back until Tuesday next.

Invariably Aunt Sister would do me the courtesy of stopping what she was about. She'd leave off, that is, with her daytime drama, interrupt her reading, allow her stockings to go unadjusted barometrically and indulge in what looked, for all the world, like genuine cogitation before telling me, “Well,” and telling me, “All right.”

I shopped. I cooked. I locked up nights. I vacuumed, and I dusted. I seethed over the deplorable hands my parents had left me in, and it was some years later before I came to see how shrewd they'd been. There they were off in the wide world eating their haggis and watching their eclipses while I was back home as harried and undone as a trauma nurse. They must have known I'd have no ready opportunity for mischief, would be checked and stymied by Aunt Sister's wholesale fecklessness.

They never even brought me back anything much. Nothing, that is, worth having. I'd get a slurry of leftover pocket change, shoehorns from hotels, the odd appalling gift-shop trifle (the Euro equivalent of coconut heads) and only once a handsome bottle of fine Swedish aquavit. My father stored it in the freezer for safekeeping against the day when I'd be old enough to drink it, and he sought my permission for every dram it took him to empty the thing.

My parents, then, were hardly the sort to be suspicious of worldliness which—along with doubts about the value of postgraduate education, indifference to symphonic music, contempt for federal institutions, baseless allegiance to margarine and high-test gasoline—was a long-standing and respectable local custom. The conventional thinking went that the world at large teemed with the stripe of people who could have stood more soap in their bathwater, less flavor in their food, and would all have moved here anyway if we'd known the stomach to let them.

I'm sure my parents inspired no end of whispered criticism for going, like they did, all over the place. Most particularly my father, who had scant use for civic diplomacy and so would return from a trip and tell to about anyone who'd listen how the virtues of where he'd just been far outstripped the ones at home. My mother, for her part, was perfectly capable of a cozy bromide, could fix her mouth and insist that an evening at a Palermo café table with a view of sunset on the Tyrrhenian Sea was nice enough in its way but could hardly compete with the pleasures of life back in Neely among her neighbors and her many cherished friends.

This was not the brand of sentiment she would air in front of my father because she knew he'd say, “Christ, woman!” no matter where they were.

He had a cynical streak,my father did, an acidic sense of humor, a talent for lively improvisational deflating commentary, a decided preference for native decency over organized religion, a profound aversion to nostalgia, little use for politics, an abiding and largely unindulged enthusiasm for cribbage and a deep affection for flue-cured burley tobacco in the form of Tareytons.

My father disapproved of sneakers on any human over forty who was not in the verifiable care of a licensed chiropodist. He followed the Cardinals but only through box scores and only in September, owned on vinyl the complete recordings of the Harmonicats and observed a lasting moratorium on transactional palaver once the cashier at the Big Lots, when he'd asked her how she was, had passed a quarter hour in breathless clinical description of the fallout from her hysterectomy.

My mother was always, I think, a little surprised she'd fallen for my father. She was guilty of an indefensibly sunny disposition, had been raised to an uninhibited fervor for her Holy Savior and had grown, I suspect, to anticipate she'd take up with a man who shared her faith and embraced her optimism. Instead my father had come along with his faintly pagan roguishness and, the way my mother told it, an impossibly dapper pair of pleated trousers.

We had for years in an end table drawer a snapshot of my father wearing those cavernous pants while posed before an oleander bush. He always looked to me a little like a camel driver, hardly formidable competition for the righteous Son of God, and I do believe that my mother endured lifelong disappointment over the fact that most everything she'd been brought up to believe had been thwarted by a droopy pair of powder blue serge pants. She regretted, I think, a certain want of spine in her convictions, wished sin were less delicious and Christian virtue not so dull.

I doubt they ever mustered between them concrete misgivings about their marriage. They suffered through the usual upsets and abrasive interludes, but my mother and father were each ideally suited for the other in that she instinctively curbed him just when he had need of curbing and he checked her when she'd earned cause to be checked.

My father enjoyed dismantling people the way a man might demolish a barn. He'd start with the trim and the hardware, take issue with stray fond beliefs, but gingerly and in a cordial manner, before setting about to remove the siding a clapboard at a time. He'd ask after the car a fellow drove, the religion he subscribed to, the shows he watched, the work he did, the hobbies he pursued. And once my father had made his way entirely down to the raw framing, he'd locate the posts or stays or trusses holding the structure up and proceed to explain to the candidate at hand why his core convictions were benighted rubbish.

My father considered this sort of thing philosophical inquiry, and he chose to believe that most people would be gratified to learn where their joists were racked, their sills bug-eaten, their rafters out of true, where they'd departed from sound judgment and right thinking. My mother, for her part, considered “gratified” an extravagant reach. She allowed my father his interviews, the odd genial belittling jab, but once he'd laid the groundwork for wholesale demolition,my mother would ordinarily intervene.

From across a room, a patio, a lodge hall, a restaurant table, my mother would tell my father, “Louis,” with enough emphasis and bend to snare his undivided notice and arrest his line of talk. Then she would train upon him the special puckered face she pulled as a reminder he'd “gratified” a man into his grave already.

Yes, my father had once subjected a Hazlip to philosophical inquisition on an occasion when there had been a dearth of sounder people about. My father always insisted he was only trifling with the fellow, had been driven into that Hazlip's company out along the street once the town band had struck up (with its usual overabundance of brio) a brassy Benny Goodman medley.

After the icehouse burned, the two-acre lot it had occupied in town had been turned into a park with a burbling fountain and a band shell which had proved to be a thoroughgoing acoustical fiasco due to the reverb from the bank facade directly across the street. So the band would be revisited by the phrases it had played mere moments after it had finished playing them, most usually while it continued to lacerate a melody. The music, then, the band was playing and music it had but recently butchered (wholly unimproved by its visit to the bank across the street) would meet together the way sedans will sometimes meet out on the highway, which is to say catastrophically.

The way my father described it, enduring a concert at the icehouse park was the musical equivalent of eating Waldorf salad—all sorts of unsavory incompatible items together at once.

The only remedy was to sit as near as possible to the stage to allow the band the chance to drown itself out, but given the caliber of local talent ordinarily on display, about the only thing worse than hearing the Neely band play with an echo was hearing it play up close and unobscured. Year in and year out, that ensemble could claim a couple of good musicians, but, as is the way of the world, the flat unrhythmic mediocrities always played just loud enough to swamp them.

It was relatives mostly who sat up close, spouses and cousins and offspring along with civic boosters like my mother who insisted on believing that everything homegrown was better than it was. My father attended because the park was in a seedy part of town, so he couldn't in good conscience let my mother go alone. But she preferred him wandering loose rather than perched up front beside her where he'd wince over artless phrasing and actively bemoan arrangements. She decided she'd rather have him cadging cigarettes by the street.

My father had contracted some years back a nagging case of walking pneumonia which my mother had seen as an opportunity for him to give up smoking. She always insisted that her father had died from some manner of nicotine poisoning. He smoked Luckys and dipped Tube Rose and stayed phlegmy and congested but expired, in point of fact, from comprehensive arterial blockage and so was a victim more of bacon drippings and chicken-fried cube steak.

Now if my father had been a smoker in the conventional sense, he likely could have found some way to give his Tarey-tons over. He might have taken nicotine supplements or undergone hypnosis, sought peer support in the musty basement of the YMCA. In point of fact, though, he was more in the way of an avid tobacco enthusiast. He enjoyed the trappings and the rituals of the smoking life. Tamping the pack and peeling the band, tearing the foil along the stamp edge, bucking a cigarette free of its brethren and running the length of it under his nose. He appreciated the futile wishfulness of matchbook advertising, the rasp of match head against striker, the smell of paper and leaf once fired.

He never really drew on his cigarettes in the common local manner, as if he had need of burley-tobacco smoke to keep him alive. My father was more in the way of a cigarette aficionado. He was equipped to admire the delicate striping of the rolling paper, the bouquet of the blend, the column of ash, the tang of the smoke on his tongue. If my mother had not been seized by such a blind distaste for smoking, she might have noticed that my father, even once he'd lit one up, hardly by local standards smoked his Tareytons at all. He savored the scent and feel, the ceremony of the undertaking. He had cigarettes instead of NASCAR or the mysteries of high church.

Initially my mother attempted to curb him with disapproval alone before she graduated to overt acts of frustration. She'd snatch away my father's ashtray once he'd ground a butt out in it, would dump it and rinse it and leave it to drain in the basket in the sink. My father merely added retrieving the thing to his host of Tareyton trappings. In response my mother began to break my father's ashtrays. I do believe she accidentally fractured his scallop shell, the one with GRAVEYARD OF THE ATLANTIC painted on it in gaudy scarlet. It was brittle and thin and went to pieces at last against the sink edge, but a few of the subsequent ones were plastic and called for directed hammer blows.

My father never offered to rise from his chair in the den and intercede. He confessed to me once that he found my mother's pluck a little stirring and then winked in a fashion, I have to say, I wish he hadn't winked. He carried a box of ashtrays home one night from the grange hall, little accordion-folded items made of glorified aluminum foil. For every one my mother crumpled and dispatched, he had a dozen more.

That's when my mother took to hiding matches and throwing Tareytons out—half-finished packs for the most part, but an entire carton once. Then she met at a women's circle meeting with authentic ammunition, learned that the husband of a cousin of a woman she had met had been diagnosed with a malignancy. Or semiauthentic ammunition, that is, since it was a testicular tumor, a fact which my mother omitted from the version she favored my father with.

She took to fretting over my father's health, and when she fretted, she wasn't plucky, and when she wasn't plucky, my father found he was insufficiently stirred. So the gesture my father made for my mother, his pledge to give up smoking, was a little in the way of testicular itself.

Of course, he didn't actually quit but did become discreet and cagey. He secreted Tareytons and matches away all around town and would produce them as he circulated from mailboxes and tree cubbies, had packs hidden out of the weather deep in mausoleum niches and under memorial headstone overhangs. So a stroll with my father was often a lesson in vice-fueled legerdemain.

The trouble was, he earned in time a reputation for ghoulishness. People, most particularly widows, would drive out to the cemetery to pay what they called their respects to their late husbands and various kin which involved usually a spot of groundskeeping informed by abuse. In Neely sudden death routinely functioned as a prelude to resentment. Husbands (as a rule) would keel over with a rupture or a blockage, with their worldly affairs a little wide of tidy and resolved, leaving their wives alone to negotiate the local stages of grief which tended to open with numbing shock and culminate in indignation.

The women who visited the municipal cemetery with the greatest frequency were, by definition, the angriest of the lot. Their husbands had left them with second mortgages, car payments, Visa debt, the occasional long-standing girlfriend in Danville or Winston-Salem who'd shown up at the funeral to stake her romantic claim. They'd found by then the pornographic fetish magazines, dollar chips from Biloxi casinos, hidden fifths of Everclear, the odd paternity subpoena in a furnace-filter box.

Their husbands, in short, were not anymore the men who they had buried, and on trips to the cemetery, they would inform them of as much. Impolitely, as a rule, and with an overabundance of venom which my father was, a little too frequently, handy to hear them at. They'd see him and seethe and think poorly of him, if for no other reason than he was an actual living man convenient to be thought poorly of.

Talk, naturally, circulated about his preference for the graveyard, talk originating with and colored by women who knew scant use for men, and it was enough to cause my mother to take charge of his cigarettes. She kept them for a while in a drawer in their mahogany secretary, thereby prompting my father to leave off with the graveyard altogether and spend his leisure snooping around for the key to the filigreed lock.

Since my mother was stingier with his Tareytons than he cared for her to be, my father took to bumming smokes from citizens on the street. That's how my father fell in with that Hazlip at the icehouse park who gave him a Carlton and then set in to speaking at some length of assorted wretched choices he had made throughout his life. Automotive and matrimonial. Educational. Tonsorial. Moral. Civic. Legal. Dietary. That Hazlip owned up, apparently, to being severely blue and sought from my father advice on how to cope and what to do.

My mother took the view my father should have bucked that Hazlip up, should have visited on him a splash of even wholly fraudulent sunshine, but my father had been preoccupied with the effort a Carlton requires for a human of normal lung capacity to draw smoke through the filter, so he'd hardly heard that Hazlip and had no notion what to say. When that Hazlip drove his Fiesta into a pond on the way home and went unmissed and undiscovered for about two weeks together, my mother preferred to believe that my father had at least partially killed the man. As the keeper of his Tareytons, she blamed herself a little and decided to let my father at his cigarettes again.

She revealed where she kept the key to the filigreed lock of the secretary, in a small ceramic jug on the kitchen windowsill that contained otherwise a few paper clips, a little grit and lint. My father humored my mother at first, and whenever he wanted a Tareyton, he'd waste a solid quarter hour shaking the key from the jug. One evening, however, he chose instead to extract it through the bottom. He brought to bear the very hammer my mother shattered ashtrays with.



3

SO WITHOUT ARTICULATE COMMENTARY, discussion really beyond a snort, they went back to their pre-testicular-tumor life together. My father indulged, whenever he wished, in the rituals of smoking while my mother actively disapproved and made his ashtrays scarce which frequently functioned for them as a manner of foreplay. They were, then, affectionate as a rule and pretty happily bound together with few regrets that they had settled and stuck just where they'd ended up, but even still they weren't so terribly anxious for me to imitate them. My father in particular expected me to range wide and explore, even decreed and organized it for me once I had resisted.

I was back at the time to seeing a girl I'd dated in high school. I'd gone to college halfway across the state, had come home with a degree but precious little professional ambition. I'd reoccupied my old bedroom, reclaimed my chair at the breakfast table and was working with a guy I knew installing kitchen counters. Or rather he was installing kitchen counters that I would help him carry when I'd not been sent instead to fetch a tool out of his truck.

I met up with Fay again once we'd been called in by her aunt to replace the butcher block on her pass-through with artificial stone that looked a bit like granite until you touched it. Back in high school, I'd been Fay's boyfriend for almost an entire month while she was in between linebackers. She'd spent the first two weeks complaining to me about the one she'd dropped and the last week and a half ensnaring the one she claimed for a replacement. I got to drive her around in my father's sedan and keep her in barbecued Fritos. She'd leave most nights the orange imprint of her lips upon my cheek.

She was sunning herself at her aunt's poolside in just bikini bottoms, was nut-brown and blond and tattooed on the blade of her right shoulder. Not a flower or a butterfly but some strain of jungle cat large and colorful enough to have graced a gunnery sergeant.

“Is that Fay?” I asked her aunt, and she and Buddy, the guy I worked with, glanced out the window as Fay flipped onto her back. Buddy groaned involuntarily at the sight of Fay's bare chest.

The aunt flung open her sliding door, and we heard her say, “Fay, honey,” and watched her join her niece out by the far end of the pool. She pointed back toward the house as she described, we had to figure, the pair of us in her kitchen with our adenoids on display. Fay sat up, bare-chested still, and peered immodestly our way. She rose and dabbed sweat from her cleavage with the towel she'd been sprawled on, stood uncovered while she cast around for her bikini top.

Fay only got the thing tied once she'd reached the kitchen door, and she proved happier to see me than I'd any right to hope for. She screamed, “Louis!” and charged directly over to throw her arms around me, kissed my cheek and left a greasy fragrant smudge of Sea & Ski.

It turned out Fay was suffering through a rather extended linebacker drought. She'd had a marriage annulled already. Fay anyway chose to call it annulled, though I'm not entirely sure that Baptists recognize the concept. Her husband had blown a knee out in 49er training camp and, following surgery, had gone to listless blubber and been cut. When the remaining defensive backfield proved immune to Fay's various charms, she moved home with a signing-bonus ragtop and a notarized Nevada divorce along with quite sufficient detached indifference toward her former husband to permit Fay to believe that her vows hadn't counted because they hadn't stuck.

She set herself up as a bachelorette and reconstituted virgin and took to trolling for the variety of neckless lout that she preferred. In keeping with local tradition, though, we had few athletes to boast of—chiefly a girl with uncommon field-hockey skills at the private middle school. The men of Fay's vintage who'd known some degree of glory on the gridiron had taken jobs, for the most part, at car dealerships and had gone,without exception, to seed.

I, however, was essentially everything I'd been in high school. Meek and wiry, that is to say, polite agreeable company. So Fay proved keen to rekindle the relationship we'd enjoyed, but with Jose Cuervo this time around instead of Frito-Lay. I didn't have anything else going on, and she'd hugged me in her bikini which, for practical purposes, had the same effect as a collar and a leash.

It didn't hurt that Buddy resented me. While he loved his wife and son, he had the capacity still to work up bile for a friend and employee who was wholly unfettered and of clear interest to a situational virgin with a deep tan, a diamond navel stud and a Bengal-tiger tattoo. For almost two months solid after we'd finished work on Fay's aunt's pass-through, Buddy regularly sent me to fetch back tools from his truck he didn't need.

The trouble was that Fay had neglected to evolve appreciably more than I had, so she routinely searched for her next line-backer while in my company. The adult part of her allowed for both an intimate relationship with me (conducted acrobatically in the wayback of my Civic) and an appetite for sporting behemoths out on the horizon. I would catch Fay, however, gazing intently upon me from time to time as if considering me for a compromise choice and measuring me for fit. She was maturing, apparently, into the grim capacity to suspect that there were only so many strapping defensive specialists to go around.

My mother didn't care for Fay. She considered her loose and vulgar, had been reared in an age when felons and drunken seamen got tattoos, not decent young ladies from proper homes, even ones with Baptist annulments. Her constitutional optimism, though, permitted her to hope that Fay was pliable enough for alterations and redemption. I suspect that my mother prayed for Fay to accept Christ as her Savior or, at the very least, reject the tube top as proper public attire. She probably dispatched a petition or two to the Lord on high as well to tempt me to see the virtues of the Messick she preferred who was untattooed and unannulled, pierced only in her earlobes and would as soon have walked to Sacramento in her stocking feet as service a fellow by way of recreation in his Civic.

My father, naturally, was equipped to appreciate Fay's allure. He was a man, after all, and so maintained a sliver of his brain for the raw unsavory objectification of women. He proved qualified, then, to recognize Fay as both a poor matrimonial prospect and effectively impossible to quit. Those occasions my mother would sigh and wonder what I saw in the girl,my father would mute the television or peer out from behind his paper and fix my mother with one of his concentrated incredulous glares.

Only once she'd begun to shift and squirm would he tell her, “George Maharis,” by way of reminding her that she herself had previously craved a man for his anatomical superstructure and precious little else. My mother, then, was reduced to fretting and prayer and scattershot hopefulness which left my father to the actual enterprise of leading me from temptation. It turned out he'd known in his salad days a variety of Fay. A Carol, in fact, with ginger hair and trifling inhibitions who'd proven weak against my father's pair of impossibly dapper pants. Apparently Carol was both lovely and fond of vigorous use, liked her fun back in a day when women were hardly encouraged to. And once my father had enticed her (assisted by his baggy trousers), she'd responded with displays of her ungirlish appetites.

My father, I recall, convened a chat devoted entirely to Carol. He asked one evening if I wouldn't care to join him for a walk, but once we'd left the house and crossed the porch, we stopped on the front steps. He perched upon the third tread down, and I sat alongside him in what had become the traditional family spot for sensitive exchanges.

My mother kept ferns on the capstones either side of the stairs, and, like her mother before her, she fertilized the things with chicken manure. Not dry inoffensive composted manure in bags from the garden supply, but mucusy aromatic droppings more recently in a chicken. My mother's ferns were robust and bushy, a thriving sight from the street but a bit of an eye-watering trial to tolerate up close, and over time we Ben-fields had taken to using the thick ammonia stink as a form of conversational insulation.

Two gentlemen having a confab between my mother's ferns weren't likely to be plagued by interlopers.

My father, consequently, felt free on the steps to speak to me of Carol more frankly than he would have spoken of her in the house. He'd won her, as it turned out, from a boy with pants less dapper than his own and had enjoyed her devotion for almost a year until a fellow with a Malibu had come along to trump my father's trousers. They'd been happy in their time together, my father and this Carol, and he cataloged for me Carol's charms and Carol's skills and enticements with the pitch of detail a man with a wife in the house behind him had need of the intervention of a chicken-manure cloud to discuss.

“She was something, all right,” my father told me, and, after a moment of pining nostalgia, he listed a string of men that Carol (following him) had been something with.

Then he told me how he'd run across her at a Christmas show in Charlotte, a seasonal retail monstrosity at the War Memorial Coliseum which my mother had dragged my father to when Mrs. Phillip J. King fell ill and pronounced herself too gastrically unsettled for the trip. As a rule my father was constitutionally incapable of Christmas cheer, most particularly in the first week of November. So he remained in the car in the lot for a while in a sullen display of pique until abject boredom drove him onto the coliseum floor proper, where he searched for my mother among the booths and the ghastly Christmas displays.

The way my father described it, he got waylaid by a Christmas product on offer. He strayed across a table freighted with assorted yuletide icons (elves and reindeer and fir trees and Santas) all made with felt and buttons and glitter and cotton and fuzzy lengths of yarn, the types of items he guessed he could find back home if he rifled a drawer or two. There at the Christmas show, though, he could buy that stuff for thirty dollars and change along with glue and blunted scissors in a pasteboard “kit,” they called it, from a woman by the cash box at the table end.

She was leathery and peroxided and hardly looked like she once had, but my father recognized her nonetheless. “Carol?” he said, and endured a spot of squinting contemplation.

Theirs was not, by my father's account, an exceedingly fond reunion. At first Carol couldn't place my father, though she eventually remembered his pants, and only after she'd studied him mercilessly did she claim to recall him as well. There were numerous gentlemen otherwise she could conjure far more clearly, particularly the six she'd taken in wedlock, including the two she'd married twice. They'd inflicted upon her all manner of unhappiness which would be in addition, my father learned, to Carol's ingrate children.

“Larry, is it?” she asked my father.

He shook his head and told her, “No.”

My mother found him wandering the coliseum floor with his arms full of Christmas “kits.” He kissed her with a passion he usually reserved for occasions she'd broken an ashtray, and she could see in his boxes through the cellophane facing what looked even to her like crap.

My father didn't trouble himself to draw the parallels. Once we'd left the fragrant front-porch steps and struck out along the roadway, he failed to moralize, and he neglected to instruct. He didn't predict what he suspected would become of me and Fay, didn't ask me to trust his wisdom and his judgment in such matters, refused to let on he was favoring me with guidance of any sort. Instead he wondered about the purpose of groundhogs in the Savior's divine plan, puzzled over the threadbare allurements of a career in dental hygiene and rhapsodized at length about an obituary he'd lately read which had presented a Sizemore's violent psychosis as a brand of whimsy.

Otherwise he left me alone to stew in what he'd said of Carol, steep in everything he'd failed to say of Fay. That was my father all over—Tolstoy doomed to live in Dickens's world.

They bought me a handsome valise, my parents did, at the luggage shop in the mall which, given the traditional local distaste for travel, sold soap and scented candles, greeting cards and magazines, and hovered on the brink of insolvency. The clerk threw in a pair of cedar shoe trees as a token of gratitude, and my parents presented the whole bounty to me one night after supper. Even I had to figure that a man with a spanking-new bayberry-scented valise probably had some manner of excursion in his future.

“So where am I going?” I asked my parents, and my mother yielded to tears.

My father had arranged for the job, the shared apartment, had purchased the airline ticket. He provided the explanation as to why it was wholly proper for a grown man to work installing kitchen counters for a living but insupportable for an adult to stay on as his assistant in the capacity of gofer and agreeable sidekick. He even went so far as to suggest Fay had impressed him as the sort who'd find some way to get along without me.
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