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The efforts which we make to escape from our destiny only serve to lead us into it.

—Emerson,


“Fate,” The Conduct of Life, 1860





ALONG CAME MARY






Locoweed

A perennial herb six to eight inches in height, with blue-green leaves, locoweed produces up to twenty-five purple or white flowers, and bears inflated pods that can germinate for years. Other names include milk vetch, rattlepod, jimsonweed, mad apple, and stinkweed. It is reported to taste bad, but if horses are hungry enough, they will eat it to the point of intoxication. Symptoms include depression, anorexia, weight loss, blindness, brain damage, resulting in death.






Maddy

1

Hell, and the Route Out


EXCEPT FOR TWO BOYS hyped up about tonight’s rodeo, the bleachers at Five Corners stood empty. Those kids in their dirty coveralls and straw cowboy hats—maybe nine or ten years old, they were already talking in the hard way of their fathers, son-of-a-bitchin’ this and goddamnin’ that. I even saw one of them spit Copenhagen into a Coke can. They leaped the seats as if they were the backs of broncos, and I knew what was on their minds: winning a silver buckle, taking home the big-haired rodeo queen, though they weren’t sure what exactly it was you did with a girl once you got her there. It’s a way of life they were indoctrinated into straight off the baby bottle. Forget about the long-legged cranes that migrated through the sandhills; the university, where they could expand their minds; the highway leading out of town to brighter lights—this was as good as it got—Friday-night rodeo, good times, and Bud Light. Even without my mama’s horoscope book I could read their futures: Knock up a pretty girl in high school, buy a double-wide trailer on time, work for NAPA Auto Parts, watch ESPN, and call that a life.

Me, I needed a map to tell which town I was in. I stood there smoking a cigarette before I started grooming the collies. I felt like ten miles of bad road, and I was looking down thirty miles of it, once again wondering how in the sweet Jesus I got to where I was. We were that far from anywhere, Dalton Afterhart and me. Tonight he would play his one famous song, and the crowd would go wild because a ten-year-old hit was really something out here in Nowhere Special, Nebraska. Everyone would buy him a beer, lay down ten bucks for his CD, and have him autograph the jewel case. I’d collect the money, and then Dalton would buckle his nasty spider monkeys into custom-made saddles on my border collies and he’d turn them loose in the arena. So where the hell was Dalton?

“Hey there, Mary Madigan.”

I looked up to see Belmont Monty, the rodeo announcer, coming my way. He wasn’t satisfied with calling me Maddy like everyone else; he had to say my whole name, every syllable coming out of his mouth like music. Monty was eighty years old, wizened as a golden raisin, and dressed in his natty Western-cut corduroy suit. I had no idea what his real name was. He’d acquired the Belmont nickname from his horseracing days, when he was a big-deal jockey and well known at the track. Then he had a wreck or drugged a horse or started taking drugs himself, or whatever else it is people do to fall so far from grace that they end up working here. “Hey to you, too, Monty. Looking so sharp there I might have to kiss you.”

He grinned, a big, white, false-tooth smile.

Mentos, my female collie, whined from her tether, and Slim Jim, my male, trembled all over with happiness. My dogs adored this man, and why shouldn’t they? He was a good man. It was something a person could tell just by being near him. He reached down to rub their ears, and they groaned with pleasure. “Where’s Dalton?”

“Damned if I know. Said he’d be here an hour ago. Guess he’s still drinking his lunch at Five Corners.”

Belmont Monty squinted at me from behind his thick-lensed glasses. “Want me to go beat on him?”

There was a sight I’d pay to see—five-foot-nothing Monty whaling on six-foot-tall Dalton. I shook my head no. “He’s been later than this. He’ll be here when he gets here.”

Monty patted Mentos one last time, then adjusted his cowboy hat and moved along to check on the others. I admired the old man, the way he got ready for each rodeo like somebody was there with a clipboard rating our performances. Once when Dalton was being a dickhead deluxe, I spent the night in Monty’s trailer. He made me a pot of green Chinese tea and sat up with me while I cried about men in general. I asked him did he have any kids, and he said God, no, he hoped not. Monty claimed to love three things, in this order: horses, dogs, and redheaded women, only when the first two items on the list weren’t available. After that night Dalton was a peach to me for two solid weeks.

People like Dalton, who had had a chance at the spotlight and missed, there was a dressing room for them here at the Great Western Rodeo Company of America. We started out every year near Blanco, New Mexico, with mesas on one side of the road and locoweed on the other. You couldn’t pasture horses there, but some cheap-ass always tried to save a buck on hay, and there was a long-drawn-out scene of suffering before a cowboy grew cojones enough to shoot the horse that ate the locoweed. Why God couldn’t see fit to add a few trees and some grass to that landscape was beyond me, but I guess God had his reasons. Even third-rate rodeos were an addiction. Cowboys got asked for autographs; kids like the ones in the bleachers looked up to them as heroes. Those riders brave or stupid enough to ride bulls earned cash, sometimes a fairly decent amount. Of course occasionally they drew a longhorn that flicked them off as easy as a booger, and they went to the hospital, where—whoops!—it was adios long-term memory, but for some people that could be a good thing.

The players in this rodeo were like slow-falling stars, but stars all the same. They attracted gaggles of groupies, girls who screamed and pulled up their T-shirts and showed everyone their wealth. Then there were roadies like me, who didn’t fit in anywhere—we came and went so often hardly anybody noticed.

I got out my various brushes and started working on Slim Jim’s glossy black-and-white coat. Border collies come in the short-and longhaired varieties. Jim’s was crazy long, prone to tangles and burrs, collecting particularly in his ruff. He stood still for the brushes, but let me come close with a fingernail and he carried on like he was being ax-murdered. Mentos’s coat was thinner, silky, a beautiful sign of weakness in her breed. She was easier to groom, so I did her last. I liked them to look their best, so I finished them up with a mist of Show Sheen, and I remembered to outline their strangely blue eyes with some Vaseline to keep the dust out.

The dog-and-monkey show consisted of two overly intelligent dogs running with two of the vilest primates known to the animal world trying every which way to get loose. It went like this: Ten white sheep and two black ones were released into the arena. Immediately my collies started cutting the sheep into herds, because that’s what they knew. The monkeys, screaming and clapping their hands, appeared to be cheering them on. From the stands all this looked hilarious, particularly with a six-pack of beer in your gut. But the monkeys were terror struck, and my collies were and are simply obsessive about work. There could be nuclear war going on up there on their backs, they’d still cut sheep. They wanted those black sheep out and separate from the white ones so bad it looked like Birmingham in the sixties.

All the time Dalton told me how the crowd loved our act. Just listen to them laugh, he’d say, and if that didn’t convince me, how about the money we got paid? He’d pull on his leather gloves and unstrap the monkeys and toss them back into their cages for bananas and some kind of herbal Valium concoction to keep them quiet until the next show. My collies were allowed to sit and watch the events, but they had to be leashed or they’d try to herd the horses, the bulls, and the clowns; if it had legs they considered it fair game. At that point things took a turn for the serious. Me. I climbed the stairs to the crepe paper–draped stage and sang, a cappella, our national anthem, and tried to think of something besides what the words mean. It was just something I did. And when people got teary and clapped too soon, I knew enough not to take it too seriously.

For instance, this one time in our travels, we stopped at a Wal-Mart that was having a plant sale, and I bought all these four-inch pots of indoor greenaroo. Dalton got a big kick out of that, me going “domestic.” Soon enough all the plants mysteriously died. I think he sabotaged them with coffee. Dalton was jealous of everything I liked, even my clothes, especially my deerskin leather jacket with the red-white-and-blue-beaded fringe my grandmother Fawn made me. He hated the fact that I had Indian blood in me and he did not. Next I got these cactus plants, special food, and a book on how to care for them. I bungee-corded them to the window in the trailer, and on the first of every month I fed them an eyedropper of plant food. At present my paddle cactus was sporting a fat little bud! Every day I checked on it, and I told that plant, Spike, if you can manage to bloom in this crazy environment, maybe I can too.
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FIVE CORNERS ROADHOUSE was this hokey, hogan-shaped building that badly needed a new roof. Not that it mattered much in the summertime, but come winter I imagined the place leaked like a sieve. There was a wooden hitching rail in front of the parking spaces. Even a few ratty horses tied up. Nothing worth stealing except for this seventeen-hand black-and-white paint horse with a ton of chrome. Inside the bar all the rodeo cowboys were drinking, which was what I’d’ve liked to be doing, but drinking made me do stupid things, like have sex with total strangers or agree to five-year-long singing gigs with men like Dalton or—duh, what do you know?—both, so I avoided the bottle, though I hadn’t quite got around to doing the AA thing. On the sign outside Five Corners, faded plastic letters announced that the Lou Peltier band played every Thursday through Sunday. I wondered if he was a distant relation to Leonard, one American Indian who stood up for his beliefs enough to stay in jail and not rat out his brothers. It killed me how Bobby Dylan could sing one song and get Hurricane Carter cut loose. Unless Clinton grew a conscience—and how likely was that?—Leonard would rot in the slammer until he was an old man crippled by phlebitis. Underneath the regular sign, in those plastic letters they use on movie marquees, it read, TO-NITE ONLY DALTON AFTERHART. Whoop-defecking-do. Just then, the door swung open and out came Dalton himself. It says in the Bible that man is created in His own image. I hoped that was an exaggeration, because if not, Lord God, what a specimen! Imagine Kevin Costner with an overbite, a beer gut, and a little bit blonder hair, age fifty-two, but looking older. Now cut his vocabulary in half, give him a shorter, fatter Johnson that only works half the time, and the bank account of some ordinary Joe. Take away manners, and throw in a Ph.D. in sweet talk, paint a mean streak down his back, and you have Dalton Afterhart, who professes to have authentic Cherokee Indian blood! First time I met him in Tulsa he asked me to call him Chief. I told him that sounded even dumber than anything I could ever have thought up, and I had a lengthy history of dim. I am one-quarter Creek Indian, one-quarter German, and the whole other half of me is a terrible combination of fighting Irish and Sicilian Eytie, thanks to Daddy’s parents’ scandalous union. I didn’t tell anyone anything when they asked me why my last name (Caringella) was so unusual. I just said, Gee, isn’t that a coincidence, your name sounds pretty fecking weird to me, too.

“You feed those monkeys, Maddy?” Dalton slurred as he tried to light his cigarette. He was way buzzed, having trouble with the lighter, and I was banking that even with a pot of coffee in him he wouldn’t be sober by the time he needed to perform.

“Hell, no. They’re not my monkeys. You feed the little bastards.”

“Those monkeys pay for your cigarettes, let me remind you.”

“Relax, Chief. I tuned your guitar.”

He stopped in his tracks, the cigarette hanging from his lips, and gave me a smile. Nobody knew this but me, but Dalton was going deaf and he could not tune that beat-to-shit Gretsch to save his life. He fancied himself some Willie Nelson clone, on the road 365 days a year. I guess he thought the world would eventually give him a trophy for his time, and my tuning the guitar would go down in history as a small contribution. “That’s what I love about you, Madigan,” he said, using my middle name, which I preferred. “You’re thoughtful.”

Dalton was the only man who ever said “I love you” to me besides my daddy, and my daddy sure as hell didn’t say it anymore.

“Oh, get over yourself,” I said, and went to tune the guitar before he realized I was lying.

[image: flo1]

WELL, THE NIGHT DIDN’T STAND STILL for thinking, and Dalton did not get sober enough to sing. In fact, he must have had some secret bottle stashed back in the trailer because when I came to get him for the show he was dressed to perform but passed clean out. He’d apparently bumped into a few things along the way, too, because the frying pan was on the floor, and so was a bagful of onions, and the silverware box I kept all straightened was upside down, and I nearly broke my neck stepping on spoons and knives. Then I saw my jacket. Mother feckity! It was covered with vomit. My paddle cactus was out of its pot, and the bud, which was just starting to unfurl a silky yellow blossom, lay crushed in the sink. I cradled it in my palm for a moment and then tossed it in the trash. Using a dishrag, I wiped each bead clean and tried to get out the worst of the stain, but the deerskin had soaked too much up ever to look good again.

I sat down on the bed and took Dalton by the shoulders. I shook him hard, I threw water on his face, yanked his belly hair, screamed in his ear about what a worthless piece of shit he was, and all the while he smiled and rolled his eyes. His limp form in that horrid parrot-patterned Hawaiian shirt fell back on the bedding like he’d just finished a day of hard labor. Jimmy Buffett after too many margaritas. I was killing mad. If we didn’t do the act, we didn’t get the paycheck, and we needed gas money just to stay with the rodeo. Outside the trailer I heard the collies whimper, and I pictured them cowering. They hated fighting, and could tell when I was in a bad mood without me saying a word. The monkeys, who were probably hooked on the herbal Valium, rattled the bars on their cages and screamed that ear-piercing squeal that meant they knew it was almost show time.

I asked God, What have I done in my twenty-nine years to deserve this?

He answered, Don’t go there, Madigan. The answer will take too long and you can’t spare the time.

So I rinsed the vomit off my hands. I swept up the dirt, picked up the silverware and the onions. I took out the leather gloves, the special saddles, said a Hail Mary, who had never let me down. Some Christians will tell you that praying to the Mother of God is pagan, blasphemous, and downright wrong. To them I say, Excuse me, and just who taught Jesus his pleases and thank-yous? Give the woman some credit. I harnessed up my dogs. Mentos was such a good girl that she looked at me with her wide blue people eyes and lifted a front paw when I went to adjust her cinch. Slim Jim stood tall; like a good soldier, he knew the drill. Then came the monkeys. Thing One and Thing Two was what I called them. Their little biting faces were pure evil. At first they looked real cute, like wrinkly old grannies, but if you gave them a half second they’d transform into aliens with razor-sharp teeth like in that movie about the gremlins.

They despised the saddles, the straps, the stirrups, the buckles, and the cinches that kept them tethered to the dogs. They were trembling by the time I got the second one buckled in—and they’d each had nine peanuts as bribes. I wanted nothing more than to let them out, but the thought of that paycheck kept me going. Lately we’d been eating only one meal a day to save up cash. I changed into Dalton’s Hawaiian shirt, tied it above my belly button so my silver navel ring showed, grabbed his ratty old guitar, and headed out the trailer door just in time to hear his cue.

It wasn’t that big a crowd tonight. Maybe sixty people. The rodeo arena looked so different in the dark, somehow more genuine. Once when I was really broke I did exotic dancing in this club in Tulsa, and the way they made me up and lit me I swear my own daddy could have walked in and not recognized me. That was a lifetime ago—how could I say that and not yet be thirty years old? I let the dogs into the arena. Mentos ran to the left, Slim Jim cut right. I let them circle twice, and then I lifted the gate for the sheep.

The crowd went berserk as the dogs began to work the arena. The monkeys squealed like they were being stomped to death. Two beefy women stood up in the crowd and started yelling about animal cruelty. They were wearing white T-shirts with big red splotches on them, I guess made to look like blood. I prepared myself for whatever came next—a paint gun, a bullet, or the afterlife.

My identical twin, Margaret—I called her Maggot; she called me Mary Magdalene—could not hold a tune if it came in a bucket. In all other ways she was a superior human being. Maggot worked in a day care center, tending the babies. I pray for you, Maddy, she’d said to me more times than I could count. I pray that your music lifts the spirit, that you find a good man, and that our Heavenly Father blesses you on a daily basis. I’d get so mad at her I wouldn’t return her phone calls or answer her letters, even though she never played such games. Singing was the only thing that ever came natural to me. I wasn’t afraid of solos, or opera, or even the national anthem. People heard my voice warble on “and the l-a-nd of the free” and assumed I was choking up on patriotism, but it wasn’t true. Politics had failed me every step of the way. Maggot was very patriotic. She voted in every election. July Fourth was her favorite holiday, and she was purely mental for fireworks. Because of her dying, it was hard for me to sing that anthem all the way through. Dalton always said, “Madigan, you keep that wiggle in your voice, it’s fuckin’ brilliant.” Feckin’ Dalton. Sometimes at night when I woke up next to him and he was sleeping on his back snoring like a ripsaw, I got the urge to crush a dozen bananas, rub them over his privates, and turn the nasty-smelling spider monkeys loose.

“Stop the insanity!” one of the protesters yelled, and I thought, Huh, using that spiky-haired power-workout chick’s slogan isn’t very original.

“Shut up, you dyke!” a cowboy told her, and a beer bottle flew through the air. Like thunder, the grumbling that rumbled through the crowd increased, and the air felt heavy and ugly. But the dogs kept running, the white sheep moving like a beautiful stream, the black sheep behaving like the hunted. I hated this act, I hated the activists, I hated Dalton Afterhart and his drunkenness for leaving me in the bull’s-eye of this evening, and I missed my jacket, which I knew would forevermore smell like his beer and nachos sick-up.

“Animal cruelty!” the dykey girl’s friend yelled, and the beer-bottle cowboy and his pal rose to bodily remove the two women, who from the looks of them, were ladies who would not suffer such interference without protest. They screamed and fought, but the crowd booed them down. My collies continued to herd the sheep, the audience clapped, the monkeys wailed; I got a headache that said, Have one drink, Madigan, just one, and then I’ll leave you alone.

Then Belmont Monty went to the mike. He said, “Ladies and gentlemen, Dalton Afterhart, singing his Top 40 hit, ‘When You Stopped By.’”

Only it was me climbing up there to the spotlight with the beat-up Gretsch with its duct tape–covered holes, and wearing Dalton’s Hawaiian shirt, all smelly in the armpits because no matter how much deodorant he rolled on, he reeked. I tossed my black hair back over my shoulders and smiled, leaning into the mike. From this far away the scar on my mouth didn’t show, but every time I pulled my lips across my teeth, I felt it just the same as if it were still in stitches. “Good evening, folks. I know you were expecting Dalton, but he came down with the flu. I hope you’ll put up with me singing his song, though, and I do have his CDs for sale, autographed, and special for tonight to make up for the disappointment, one dollar off.”

“When You Stopped By” was so pathetically easy a song, and I had heard it so often, that I could play it in my sleep. Dalton sang it in the key of G, because for anything else he’d need a capo, and he lost them too often to keep track. My voice was higher than his, so I barred the chords, sang it in E-flat, and tore things up with some fancy chord inversions just to keep from boring myself to death. It told an entire story start to finish, not just one good chorus where you sang the same refrain over and over. It had this mysterious ending that made you want to know what happened the next day when the couple involved woke up. I shut my eyes and sang.

Lately I had the urge to see Mama again, even though she didn’t seem to share the inclination. Pretty soon I’d turn thirty, though, and I kept on thinking that since it was the end of my twenties, having lived through that decade of madness, I should touch base with the woman who gave birth to me. Mama was in Oklahoma, living on the edge of the reservation again with her sister, MayAnn. My dad, well, I’d come to learn it was best to leave some people alone in their grief. Between us there was Maggot. Gone, but not gone. I’d’ve given anything to trade places with my twin before she died. It’s not that I didn’t like myself; it was just that at this stage of the game I would have liked to walk in Maggot’s shoes and, however briefly, see the world through her eyes. Like now, under this summery Nebraska sky, so wide open. To me it looked like a dirty gray sheet, and made me think of chintzy motels and bad sex. Maggot, she’d probably have seen tempera paint on crisp white paper. The first brush-stroke of something beautiful enough to frame. She might have turned to me and said, Mary Magdalene, the Lord hath made some real beautiful stuff down here, and I would have answered right back, Yeah, but for every pretty thing there’s five cosmic mistakes He should be thoroughly ashamed of, and she would go on to say, Never end a sentence in a preposition, and I would have fired back, You just did, and then we’d hit each other and start laughing….

I had—still have—this famous temper. Maggot had endless compassion. People in need of comfort were drawn to her. Seemed like everyone but the horny gave me a wide berth.

And the song I was singing: It made me think about how when I met Dalton years ago I thought he might be the answer to my prayers. I needed somebody older to keep me from doing stupid things, and to demonstrate how to behave in public, somebody to slow me down and help me grow out of my wildness into well, maybe a lady, like Maggot was. But it didn’t work. Well, it kind of worked for a while, but then it was like this Chinese cook I once dated said—sanpaku—everything got out of whack and I saw that mostly what Dalton was was an old drunk who liked firm young nookie because it helped him forget he was growing old. So I had this feeling inside me of my heart tapping its foot, and now my fecking cactus wasn’t going to bloom, and the jacket that my grandma made by hand with tanned hide and hundred-yearold trade beads was ruined by an alcoholic’s poor aim.


When you stopped by

It was fall. All the falling autumn leaves

Decided not to fall after all. They hung around the trees

Making canopies of red. Lacy dreams of gold and green,

Colors soft enough to make a bed.

So what’s a man to do

When he meets a girl like that,

But hang around her life; maybe ask to hang up his hat.

And somehow the years collide,

And lovers grow from friends.

Like that day when you stopped by

I never wanted it to end….



When I finished singing you could’ve heard a pin drop in the arena. Not even Slim Jim howled. God, I asked, did I sing it wrong? Were my fingers barred wrong on the frets? Was I singing the jokey lyrics I made up when I was bored to death, pissed off at Dalton and his pretentious delivery? Had I totally lost it? He didn’t answer. Oh, what did it matter? I got paid no matter what. Feck it; all’s I had to do now was sell the CDs, sing the national anthem, and I could go to bed—if I could shove Dalton over enough so I could lie down.

Then the most amazing thing happened. Everyone got to their feet, like America commanded they do with the anthem, only I hadn’t sung that yet. They clapped and they clapped and they would not stop. I felt tears in my eyes. I just stood there until Belmont Monty came over and patted my back and said, “Maddy, sweetheart, maybe we should have the national anthem now, and you can sell the CDs afterwards.”

I looked down to make sure my fly was zipped, and it was. Then I whispered to Monty, “Does this mean I did good?” and the mike caught it. Monty said, “Yes, honey, you did right fine,” and the crowd laughed.

So I went ahead and I sang the anthem. For once I made it through “land of the free” without the wiggle interrupting my voice.
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LATER THAT NIGHT, when I was trying to balance the monkey cages and the collies and get back to the trailer, the girls with the phony bloody T-shirts showed up. I looked up from the cages and there they were, kind of scary, like biker chicks, hands in fists at their sides, and I felt this unreasonable urge to start laughing, but immediately saw that this would not be the best tack for somebody five four and 120 pounds to take.

However, Caringellas were not quitters, so I planted my feet and stood my ground. “Something I can do for you ladies?”

The smaller one took a step forward. Right then I got the impression the bigger one had bullied her into speaking first. “What you’re doing with those monkeys is animal cruelty.”

I sighed. “I couldn’t agree with you more. Only they’re not my monkeys. They belong to the guy who’s passed out in the trailer over there. Why don’t you go take it up with him if you can wake him up?”

“And the collies,” her friend added, moving toward Slim Jim, who growled low in his throat. “It isn’t morally right to force dogs to wear saddles and chase sheep.”

I held up a hand. “Hold on, Babe. The saddles are one thing, but border collies are bred to herd sheep. I swear, if these two don’t get to herd something on a daily basis, they rearrange their food dishes. It’s in their blood—”

That’s when the first balloon hit me. I thought it was full of water, but then I looked down at my belly and saw that the parrot shirt was covered with red. A quick sniff told me it was probably food coloring, but by then I was royally pissed off. Then the second balloon hit me in the left tit, and the third missed me but caught Mentos in the eye, and she started yelping.

“You call yourself animal lovers?!” I yelled, and just like that I shifted into fight-club mode, knocking the smaller one to the ground and kneeling on her chest in two seconds flat, and I heard the satisfying crack of a rib under my knee. She huffed hard, then bitch-slapped me across the face and once again I saw red, but this time I felt a slow trickle down my cheek, and reached up to touch real blood—mine. She must have been wearing a ring. I doubled up my fist and landed one on her chin, and then I leaned back and hauled Mentos by her collar to the girl’s face. “Look what you did! You could have blinded my dog! Get out of here, you coward, and take your asshole friend with you or I’ll kick her butt, too.”

One more knee, this time to the belly, then I shoved her off and looked for her friend, but surprise, surprise, the bigger one was nowhere to be seen. I was breathing hard as I found a hose and wet a cloth, gently daubing Mentos’s face clean. She had the eye half closed, and I knew if I told Dalton I wanted a vet to look at it he’d argue she was just a damn dog and one eye was plenty, then go drink whatever I would have spent on her vet bill.

Belmont Monty came over with my pay as I was sitting there hugging Mentos, trying to calm her. He whistled. “Lordy Jesus, you’re all cut up. What in hell happened here, Maddy?”

“Had a little run-in with the animal lovers.”

“Those girls in the bleachers?”

“If you can call them girls. I had my doubts, but I didn’t check their panties.”

“Two against one? You’re such a little bit of a thing. How did you manage—”

I cut him short before he had me laid out in an ambulance, headed for intensive care. “Monty, can I have our pay?”

“Sure.” He counted it out and looked at the cages with the screaming monkeys. “You—uh—sure you don’t need any help with those—uh—primates?”

Poor Belmont Monty. He was too old for this. He should be living in some nice little one-bedroom apartment near the Los Alamitos racetrack, where he could watch the six A.M. workouts in peace. If I’d’ve said yes, he’d pop a coronary on the spot. “Relax, Monty, I’m all right. This is just a scratch.”

“Be a shame to add another scar to that pretty mouth, Hon.”

Yes, it would be. I folded the bills into my pocket. “It’s nothing a Band-Aid won’t fix.”

Visible relief flooded his face. “Well, then, I’m gonna grab me a beer. Hope Dalton’s feeling better. See you two in Cheyenne.”

He toddled off into the night, headed for Five Corners and beer, billiards, and boobs—the three B’s, which made up the brotherhood of man.

I trudged back toward the trailer, but there was a lot of traffic, pickups coming in with the radio blasting C&W; feed trucks going out empty, headed to suppliers; travelers ogling the sights; and the locals all juiced up and ready to party. What stopped me was a yellow Ryder truck. It was probably just somebody’s weekend rental, moving furniture from one residence to another, but since McVeigh blew up the Murrah Building, to me every yellow van was a potential bomb. I couldn’t move.

Mentos whined, Slim Jim danced around me, and the bastard monkeys shook the cage bars Jonesing for their nightly dose of herbal Valium. I knelt down in the dirt and howled out loud for my sister, who did nothing to deserve having her life erased at age twenty-five just because some idiot was mad at the government.

So many things I wanted right then that I couldn’t have—like my family around the dining room table in McAlester, with fry bread on one side of the platter and fettuccini on the other. I wanted to hear Daddy arguing the merits of saying the rosary and Mama saying horseshit to all that, and smell her burning sage at dawn and blessing the four directions. I wanted to wake up drenched in sweat because it was 105 degrees outside, and see Maggot sitting there with not one hair out of place and her shirt buttoned all the way up to her collar, a peaceful smile on her face because she loved her life like it was winning the damned lottery.

When it happened I was sleeping in a Super 8 with some dirtbag whose name I don’t even remember. I woke up with a start, thinking what the hell was that dream I was having, or am I getting the flu, or maybe this is a heart attack because of how much cocaine I did last night, and then I felt it—the bottomless pitch into loss, and immediately afterward the phantom ache of my lost twin rising like bile in my throat.

The driver’s-side door of the Ryder truck opened, and an old man got out. He looked at me, tipped his ball cap politely like it was every night of the week you saw a sobbing, paint-soaked girl kneeling in the dirt with two monkeys in cages and twin whining border collies. He hurried off to the bar because if he didn’t need a drink before, he sure needed one now. I told the dogs to sit, picked up the monkeys, and went into the trailer. Dalton was still asleep. I emptied his wallet and found three hundred dollars. The rat bastard was holding out on me! I left him enough for a bus ticket, shoved the rest into my pocket, gathered up my cactus plants and my ruined jacket, found my toothbrush and shampoo, and my photographs of my sister. I tipped a generous amount of the herbal drug into the monkeys’ bananas, and at the very last moment before I closed the trailer door, I un-latched their cages and whispered, “He’s all yours, boys.”

Then I closed the trailer door, unhooked the hitch, stood there for a second, and sucked my sore knuckles. I wadded up some Kleenex onto my cheek because it was still seeping, and I told Mentos and Slim Jim to load up in the truck’s cab. Mentos’s eye was swollen shut. “The first vet we come to, we’ll get that taken care of,” I promised her. I meant it. They were such good dogs; they minded so well it broke my heart. I gave them each a Milk-Bone, then popped the tab on a Diet Coke and drank half the contents down, enjoying the carbonation burn against my tight throat. The three of us headed out into the night, not toward Cheyenne and the next rodeo, but toward Oklahoma City and a different kind of showdown—one that was five long years overdue.
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Professional Laryngitis


NANCY JANE MATTOX.

A better man would have gone after her.

He would have stopped her in the weed-filled parking lot of that overpriced mom-and-pop grocery. Held her, and this part’s important, tight at the elbows, because even though Nance is small, she’s strong and will fight. He’d have held on until she was finished calling him every name in the book. Then he would have said he was sorry, meant it; admitted he was wrong, meant that, too; and just before he explained that his tragic flaw was possessing the maturity level of a thirteen-year-old, he would have kissed her.

The kiss, you see, is vital. With Nance Mattox so much hinged on kisses, especially the see-you-later kind. Nance grew up with a slate of stepfathers as interchangeable as tube socks. She had no clue as to who her biological father was. Her mother was prone to divorces the way some people catch every cold that comes along. I think Nance viewed all men as apt to bail out at any second. I’m sure my behavior during our three years of living together didn’t help. All I knew was the woman was mad for lips against lips, a quality I learned to appreciate in record time, if for all the wrong reasons.

She would have craned her neck this way and that, avoiding me, but eventually I would have landed one on her pout and changed her mind. I’m taller. I do push-ups every morning to maintain my upper body strength while at the same time avoiding carpal tunnel syndrome. When I set my mind to something, I generally attain it. This job, finding a vintage pressing of Paul McCartney’s Band on the Run, an affordably priced first edition of Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow. When I want something I go after it. Usually. And if there’s one thing I know how to do, honestly, it’s kiss.

Instead.

I stood fifty feet away as if I was up to my ass in quicksand. I watched the only woman who’s ever come close to being my soul mate (as close as I let anyone shoulder up against that big brick wall inside me) sit down on the rickety, bait-splattered steps in the fancy jeans I always used to tease her about, splay her knees in a most unladylike manner—which of course gave me an immediate hard-on—and whip out the cell phone she lives and dies by.

She made a call.

I figured taxi, but Nancy said, “I love you” even before she said hello.

So who in the fuck did she love besides me?

Then she started crying.

God. When women weep, I completely shut down. Emotional scenes reminded me of my mother, who cried in order to get me to baby-sit the neighbor’s retarded child, to take my ugly cousin to the junior prom, and to promise to major in pre-med in college when all I ever wanted was to be a writer. Not a journalist, a novelist. The real thing—Jack London, Jr. Ambrose Bierce without the mysterious ending. A hetero Gore Vidal. I wasn’t totally egomaniacal; I would have settled for a small niche on the midlist. Instead I ended up in journalism, writing a weekly column on Portland’s music scene. I supervised a herd of free-lancers who hadn’t mastered the basic rules of punctuation, and tried to get them to turn their six hundred words in on time. On Wednesdays at eight P.M. we put After-Hours to bed. Then I turned the calendar page, and for one nickel-plated hour I marveled at how far removed my job was from a satisfying career before I began the process all over again.

Next Nancy did call a taxi. Then she threw her beloved twenty-first-century digital technology into the bushes and started walking. She has this amazing butt. To look at it you’d think it was total muscle, but it’s got the perfect amount of give to it. Even though baggy jeans are in style, Nance’ll wear hers tight forever. When I looked at her rear pockets, the tips of my fingers tingled, because of what I knew. Like how to lift her up when we were getting busy, so that I could move deep inside without hurting her. Where to press to maximize contact, and send her into that squealing song that makes my eyes cross and renders me incapable of any communication beyond a smile. Imagining another man’s hands in that area—well, that really pissed me off.

So of course I had to follow her. Just to make certain she was safe.

She waited by the roadside until the taxi arrived. It took fifteen minutes. During which time anything could have happened: bear attack; kidnap by woodsman gone mad for lack of companionship; hell, she’d lost so much weight she could have been picked up by a hungry owl, her Italian shoes and all. But none of that happened except that I stood paralyzed thinking up various scenarios. Stomping out there and yelling back, which never worked. Logical explanations, which should work but don’t. Whether or not I could find a bar open this early in the morning, one with a television set and Alaskan amber in a bottle. Doubtful. All I intended to do was wait until she was safely settled in the backseat with her seat belt fastened. Then I’d catch some Z’s, shower, and do what I set out to do when I came here, which was interview one of the fundamental musical legends of the sixties, James Vernon Taylor, aka “Moose” when he was at Milton Academy; “String Bean” during the years 1966–67; “JT” for obvious reasons, and the nickname he’s best known for, “Sweet Baby James,” which is a complete misnomer. Taylor wrote that song for his nephew, son of the late Alex, who died in 1993, but did most people care to get details like that right? I cared. I spent days on research, seeking out that one unique element that would become the focal point of my piece. Once, in my youth, I’d seen the late John Fahey, onstage, interrupt the show to adjust his guitar when it went out of tune. I tune because I care, he used to say. It mattered to him. It mattered to me. I believed small details like that made my stories come to life—at least until Don, my twenty-nine-year-old editor, got that weird frown and said, “I don’t think people are really interested in this stuff anymore, Rick.” Don made six thousand dollars a year more than I did just so he could hand me shit like that and ruin my plans for the evening while I stayed late to dumb down a piece I’d worked eight hours to write smart. He had a red Fender Stratocaster guitar in his office. I’d never seen him do anything with it but polish it. The job he walked into straight from copyediting was supposed to have been mine after my boss left, but somehow I ended up on the other side of the desk, shaking his hand, saying welcome to my magazine, have at it, and would you mind ruining everything I’ve worked for years to get right? This wonder child, who’d been working nights, was now my boss. But was he satisfied with his great good luck at skipping over years of paying dues? Of course not. Not until he had his little buddies on board, and he’d changed the tone of the magazine entirely. Undone all I’d worked for. He never said so directly; rather, he let me know in subtle ways. Like assigning me to cover Lord of the Dance, and giving one of his Gummi Worm–eating free-lance pals the sit-down interview with Courtney Love.

Job satisfaction was one thing; the love of a good woman, another, even if she sometimes was a pain in the ass. I watched the taxi taillights disappear into the Douglas firs down that dark stretch of highway we had driven only hours earlier, when I was able to envision a different outcome—Nance naked in my arms, us making love in the shadow of St. Helens—a kind of necessary balm for all the shit that had been going on in my life lately.

Of course, Nance had no idea about the shit factor. I never told women things of that nature. Apparently my “unwillingness to share” was one of my failings. Does your tongue get paralyzed? Nance used to ask me. Women wanted so much, and words to go along with it, too. She made me dig in my heels the same way Don did when I tried to talk him out of cutting my articles by six inches.

I watched the cab until it disappeared. Someday I’m going to leave you for good, Rick.

Okay, maybe I deserved to be left.

You’re mean, Heinrich. No one can hurt me the way you do.

Could I help it if she handed her power over to me like it was a tray of chocolate chip cookies?

I do not hand my power over to you. You manipulate me into begging for attention. There’s a difference.

Maybe it wasn’t a power thing. Maybe it came down to the simple difference between the sexes. Women offered up their hearts; men ran straight to jokes the minute they felt theirs throb in response. Or it could have been simply that I was a scoundrel. Like she said.

Scoundrel.

Ha. She hated it when I laughed at her, but come on, who in the year 2000 used words like “scoundrel”?

Only fascinating women.

Which is why after the cab didn’t screech to a halt, and Nance didn’t jump out and return to me, I walked over to the store and rummaged around in the bushes until I found her cell phone. Typical scoundrel behavior. I sat down on the steps in the same place she’d been only moments earlier, but it was cold wood again, boards and nails in need of paint. No trace of Nance.

Except in the last few numbers she’d dialed. So I scrolled through them. Deleted the local number, which had to be the taxicab company. But the previous number—the one with the 831 area code—that brought out the reporter in me. Who besides me could she say, I love you to?

Dammit all, those were my words.

Which is why I then pressed redial.

“Don’t push me, Nancy,” the voice on the other end said. “I need time. How is talking now when I’m angry enough to pitch the phone into the ocean going to do any good? Jesus, the journalist! What were you thinking? That all the heartache he pulled on you was history, or was this just about sex? Tell me, why is it you’ll sleep with him but not with me?”

After he stopped yelling at Nance, I said, “Greetings. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m the journalist. Name’s Rick. Also, I didn’t sleep with her, though I sure wanted to.”

There was a deafening silence. Then, “What the hell are you doing with the woman I love anyway?”

“Allow me to set the record straight,” I said, and what followed was a most enlightening chat.

I learned enough to know that I’m not about to let her go to a jerk like that. Nance deserved better. I might not have been the better she deserved, but she was not ending up with that judgmental buffoon. Not if I had anything to say about it. I’d go see him. We’d talk. But I’d wait until everyone involved calmed down. Which might take a little while.
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AFTER-HOURS was never going to win any Pulitzers. You could find stacks of the magazine in supermarkets, coffeehouses, and music stores, as well as in gutters, where it did a decent job soaking up our state’s famous rain. We reported events in the tried-and-true style: the one-sentence intro intended to draw the reader’s attention followed by quotes from the performer—all of which had to be approved by the publicist—then a few exchanges of interview questions, a brief tour through his or her body of work, and winding it up with a reminder of the upcoming gig. We weren’t allowed to use curse words, to rake locals over the coals, and when it came to poking fun at political targets, policy was strictly hands off. For this I got paid enough to have a life that included car payments, a PPO that questioned every claim I submitted, and let’s not forget Don, who spent every working hour riding me like a bad case of zits. Lately, when I couldn’t stomach having to interview ’N Sync, when Howie Mandel’s publicist was on the phone wanting to know could he swing a cover story, unemployment was beginning to sound like a viable alternative. I entertained fantasies of writing up my resignation, walking out, and spending the day in Powell’s, walking the aisles of books in silence, hanging out with real writers, even if they lived only in the pages of their books. Imagining that was like having this compartment inside my brain I could comfortably travel to and still manage to write my articles.

A newsroom office offered about as much privacy as taking a shower on national television. Reporters typed into computer terminals that were set five feet from one another. The guy next to you caught a virus; it was yours by the end of the week. The girl two desks over broke up with her boyfriend; before lunch everybody knew the gory details, down to what piece of crockery got thrown and which body part it hit. Nobody except Don merited an office with a door. A reporter had to win three Pulitzers and cure cancer to get an office, but who really wanted a windowless cubicle? Which was why the arrival of the sunflower bouquet instantly became everybody’s business instead of just Nance’s and mine. Her card read: “Sorry about Washington. Hope you got the photo anyway. Be happy, Rick. I’m going to try to be.”

E-mail I could ignore, pretend I never got. Flowers, well, to a guy, that was cause for pause, major snickering among the ranks, because they’d automatically assume they were from my mother, or it was my birthday, an occasion for daylong teasing and black balloons. I set the sunflowers on what passed for my desk among my other tchotchkes and continued working on the Taylor interview. I’d pared it to fifteen hundred words, incisive questions, scintillating responses, and the telling detail here and there that elevated the piece to three-dimensional. What with consulting sources, piecing together the timeline, separating fact from inference, it had taken me the better part of a week. I pushed myself to edit every sentence until there was nothing left but muscle. I was just about to send it to Don when those flowers arrived. I tucked the card back into its envelope and considered the arrangement. Three tall stalks, tied in a blue ribbon, set into a cobalt glass vase with florist’s foam in the bottom to supply the water. One for each unhappy year, no doubt. In Spanish the word for sunflower is girasol. If you called someone a sunflower in Spanish, you weren’t talking about a strong-shouldered person who rose above the earth to face the sun. It was sort of an insult, like calling someone a sycophant or a social climber, proving that nothing could be taken at face value. Linguistics, in my opinion, ruined everything.

Surf the Net and you’ll discover that sunflower seeds were the favorite food of chickadees, bluejays, titmice, evening gros-beaks, goldfinches, nuthatches, and the pine siskin, as well as mockingbirds. They made a good snack food for humans, but if you swallowed the hulls you could end up with diverticulitis, like my buddy Ben, and that could mean corrective surgery and a special diet for life. No argument, the color yellow was cheerful on a gray day, and even brightened up a nice day, too. As flowers go, the sunflower was a manly bloom. Nance knew that. They stood proudly on their woody stems, heavy heads held high, but I suspect that on some level they also poked fun at my ambition.

Back there in Washington, on our ill-fated venture, I waited in the lobby of the hotel for Mr. Taylor until two hours past our agreed-on meeting time. Finally I got tired of sitting around and insisted someone at the desk ring his room. This beefy guy in a muscle T-shirt came into the lobby and told me the interview was off. No reason, Mr. Taylor had simply changed his mind. The bodyguard—maybe thirty, at least 250 pounds—flexed a biceps. “Run along,” he said, as if he were talking to some teenage groupie seeking an autograph.

“We had a confirmed appointment,” I countered.

“Now you have a canceled appointment.”

“Can I at least get a photo?”

He looked at me like I was gum on his shoe. “Call the publicist.”

I sighed. “Look, I don’t want to drag this out any more than you do. I was promised an interview and a photo shoot. My story’s due in two days. Can’t you work with me here?”

He looked at me unblinking and said no.

I wanted to deck him, but I flipped my notebook shut and got in the Saturn and drove home. I turned the stereo on as loud as it could go without blowing out another set of speakers to my CD of choice: Emmylou Harris’s Red Dirt Girl. Who needed James Taylor—a man idiot enough to leave Carly Simon with that incredible mouth of hers—the whiny songwriter whose late work drew in the over-forty crowd like a free subscription to Consumer Reports ?I wrote the piece the way I always do; on first draft everything gets in—my own ideas mixed in with the facts, emotions coloring the piece, any residual anger of not getting my questions answered allowed to burst into flame, the description of bodyguard boy none too flattering and filled with speculation of steroid abuse. Though it was far from a time-effective journalistic technique, it worked for me. When interviewing, I left the tape recorder turned off and relied on extensive notes. No tape meant people came to trust me sooner. Sometimes they revealed drug problems or copped to chronic illnesses, and in one memorable case, a celebrity cheating on a spouse. When they asked me not to include those details in the piece, I honored their wishes. Nevertheless, putting them into my first draft led me to interesting places, and sometimes provided the one defining detail that gave my article an edge. I backed up my files, naming them a, b, c, and so on until I’d edited down to the proper word count, finessed the transitions, and emerged with a final draft that was worthy of going into the queue. Don edited me. He slashed-and-burned like the forest service. But this piece was so tight I figured it didn’t need anything except a headline.

When I’d pitched the story to Don, explained how great it was going to be, he’d responded, “It had better be, Heinrich, or you can pay your own travel expenses.” We stood on opposite sides of the journalistic riverbank, Don and I. Whatever subject I considered worthy of a story he called outdated or, worse, “easy listening.” If it wasn’t about GWAR or Kirk Hammett, it didn’t merit ink. At first I tried explaining our demographics to him, then I figured the positive feedback I’d get from the James Taylor interview would show him. Sure, Taylor was a musical grandfather by today’s standards, but his concerts sold out, and he did not give interviews. Not only would this profile put me in Don’s good graces, he’d look good. That in turn would ease the pressure on me. Not that I was in trouble, just fielding the usual crap—call this publicist you pissed off, your free-lancers are late, glaring typos, et cetera, et cetera—it wasn’t so much a matter of the next promotion that came along being mine. I planned to outlast Don and his red guitar by example. So I combed the Internet, pulling a little from this web site and a little from that one, patching Taylor’s words together like one of my mother’s hokey Oklahoma quilts until I had a sort of secondhand interview consisting of Mr. Taylor’s words. And it was good stuff, the piece among the best I’ve ever written. I documented my sources, cited each web site I’d taken his words from, sent it into the queue, notified the photo department we needed a picture, and then I went downtown and drank Amber Ale with Ben. We listened to a new folkie group consisting of three guys and one girl with shaggy armpits and a whirly-twirly skirt. She sang about loving the earth in such a committed way I expected her to dump the contents of their tip jar back to the soil.

“Behold, a dirtette among dirts,” Ben said, referring to the girl in the group. He told a mean tofu joke, and once again laid out the plot for his great American novel. “It’ll be a bestseller, man,” he insisted. “Blow their minds. Sell to the movies. I’ll have so much bank I’ll be golden.”

Reporters all had novels. Ben’s simply floated closer to the surface. Mine was deeper down in my gut, lodged there like undigested sunflower seeds. The story had been there so long I could no longer tell if it was guilt or inspiration. I drank my beer, listened to the music, but those flowers Nance sent kept accusing me.

Honesty had been Nance’s thing. Mine too, I thought. But in the year that she’d been gone, all my boundaries had blurred. I’d lied to women just to get them to go to bed with me, and then never called them again. I’d written seductive e-mail to one girl, and when it failed to get a response, I copied it and sent it on to the next one. I’d promised my mother I’d come home for my birthday and then flaked out at the last minute. When my dad ended up in the hospital, I should have flown home, but weaseled out of it, rationalizing that since it turned out to be angina, a phone call sufficed. From time to time, I told myself to call Nance, at least end things in a friendly way, but somehow I couldn’t dial the last digit of her number.

Had I ever sent her flowers? Once. A Hallmark thing I ordered off the Net. Standard bouquet of dyed carnations and daisies; flowers she hated. Got free air miles for it. Never used them. Now she worked on a flower farm. Probably picked her own bouquets.

I’d sent the story to Don an hour before deadline.

“Got the Taylor thing,” he said in the hallway as I was putting on my jacket.

“Good,” I said. It wasn’t a compliment any more than a dog raising his leg at a fire hydrant was a friendly hello. “See you Monday,” I said.

He stood there looking at me for way too long.

Monday morning the sunflowers were still upright in the florist’s vase, but the water had turned murky. Before I could sit down, Don called me into his office.

“Here’s the thing,” he said.

“What thing?”

“Your Taylor story. It’s an okay draft, but it lacks bite.”

“What do you mean, ‘bite’?”

He rubbed his chin, which featured a thin beard and, seen in the right light, looked rather Amish. “He’s an old coot. Nobody cares how many platinum records he sold. What I mean is, where’s the dirt? You worked on that thing for a week. Surely in that time you managed to uncover something interesting. Like, wasn’t he a heroin addict? Do something with that. Punch it up.”

I took a breath. “There’s no source to back up that rumor. I didn’t get to where I am by writing stories based on innuendo.”

He patted me on the back. “Look, dude, I’m not saying it sucks, just that it’s bland. Put something in about the heroin, and the response will be humongous. We want it to pop. To get calls. That’s what I’m after.”

I hadn’t been called a dude since junior high. “I don’t think I can do that.”

“I figured as much,” he said. “Which is why I handed it over to Ethan. You two will share the byline.”

Well, I’d walked into that one. He answered his ringing phone and I started off to my desk, my upcoming weekend thoroughly trashed. Ethan was one of Don’s pals, with multiple facial piercings and a set of Bose headphones. He was an adjective-crazed skateboarder, and there was no way I’d share anything with him, especially not a byline.

I turned back and knocked at the open door of Don’s office. He was sitting in his chair polishing the Stratocaster with a chamois cloth. “Can you even play that thing?” I blurted out before thinking.

His laugh reminded me of one of those toys Nance used to buy for her dog, a high-pitched squeaking that really got on my nerves. He demonstrated for me just how well he knew the guitar, and even without an amp I could tell he was good. “One more thing,” he said as he set the guitar back into its display stand. “I forgot to tell you that while you were away, we had a meeting and made a few shifts in the paradigm. I’m changing you from days to evenings. Really, it’s a compliment. You’ve been at this game so long we need you to start training the future.”

“Excuse me?”

His phone rang, and he answered it. Gave me enough time to think up a dozen reasons I should remain working days, all of which I knew he’d shut down. When he hung up, I asked, “I suppose this means weekends, too.”

“Sure, occasionally.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“Dude,” he said. “You and I are finally on the same page. Awesome! Take the rest of the day off, but be back by four, okay?”

“I don’t think I can be back by then,” I said. “In fact, I don’t think I’ll be back at all.”

I had to hand it to him. He never even blinked. “Well, nice working with you. Don’t let the door slam you in the ass on your way out.”

If he’d picked up the guitar again, I would have had to kill him.

Back at my desk, I packed up my stuff and ignored the ringing phone. Who’d be calling a dinosaur like me? The Spice Girls? Hanson? I was about to let it go to voice mail when I decided to take it one last time, thinking against all odds it might be good news. “Heinrich, After-Hours magazine.”

“Oh, honey,” my mother said. “Thank God. I tried to get you all weekend. Your father’s in the cardiac unit. He had bypass surgery. Everything went fine, but the doctors said we’re not out of the woods yet. I know I’m imposing, but can you please take some vacation time and come home? For a few weeks, maybe?”

So. Richard senior had finally had the Big Kahuna. The phone call I’d spent much of my life fearing had come. “Sure, Mom.” I cradled that phone in the crook of my neck for the last time as I logged onto the Net and made my reservations.
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IT WAS RAINING OUTSIDE, beading up on my leather jacket. The first flight I could book was a redeye. I wandered through the plaza, downtown, circled the City of Roses sculptures, checked out the homeless guys who were happily drinking the dregs of other people’s Starbucks coffee. One beggar rode an ancient bike with a basket, in which he always had a kitten, never a grown cat. I didn’t want to think about what happened to the kittens when they grew too old to work his scheme for him. I sat down on a bench and clutched Nance’s cell phone, which I always carried with me. Had she still been in my life, all it would have taken was one call. She would have set aside whatever she was doing to cheer me up. Made me a wonderful dinner, taken me to bed, worn me out, washed my back in the shower, explained that there were so positive aspects to quitting a job at age fifty, that some would say this was “the opportunity of a lifetime” instead of a poorly aimed shot, and it was important to go home and be with my dad, that family was blood, and times like these you had to be there, and I’d do fine, really I would. But Nance wasn’t here. It was ridiculous to imagine I could have beaten Don at his game. The little ferret was untouchable. Apologies would only make me look like a chump, and I wasn’t sorry. As for working nights and weekends, the truth was, I was too old to keep crazy hours with no nights off. At the same time I knew any paper or periodical I approached would put me on the same schedule. Journalism was an industry where nobody except little twerps like Don got breaks. Behind his back we all told jokes, but from now on, it would be his name on the masthead of After-Hours, not mine.

And my father? We’d never gotten along all that well, but I didn’t want to think of him dying. I wondered how much it hurt to have a heart attack, that whole left-arm thing, and how long it would take his ribs to knit back together after the surgeons had cracked him like a walnut in order to work their magic. Suppose he developed complications? Or didn’t make it? How could my mom get on by herself? My brother lived twenty miles away. He’d take care of her. But my parents had been married fifty-two years. When a longtime partner died, the other half of the couple caught a case of the dwindles, and usually died soon after.

I spent the remainder of the day arranging to have my things put into storage—books, CDs, clothes. After Nance left I’d kept the space pretty spare. I informed the leasing agent I was out of there, to use my security deposit to make up the difference in rent and have the place cleaned. Ben had been looking for a car, so I gave him the keys to the Saturn, and he gave me a postdated check. How frightfully easy it was to dismantle a life.

I called my mom from the airport pay phones, staring at women who traveled wearing platform shoes and hip-hugging jeans. They looked so young, out there strutting their stuff. Meanwhile, my dad was getting blood transfusions, and he’d be in the CCU until the threat of pneumonia passed. Yes, my brother was there with her, and my sister was driving down from Maine. Everybody was just thrilled I was coming home. It was a sad reason to have a family reunion, but a reunion regardless.

I listened to her babble on, thinking of the way Don’s fingers had traveled up and down the guitar strings, how he had that complex chain of notes committed to memory, while I had to keep checking my ticket to remember which gate my plane was leaving from.

“Fly safely, honey,” my mother said.

“Get some rest,” I said back.

At midnight I heard the rattle of the newspaper dispenser clanging open and watched the guy empty it and load up the new issues. I spent a quarter to buy one, and flipped pages until I found my article. Don had kept his word. Ethan had skate-boarded all over my writing. There were six inches allotted to the heroin question—no proof—just enough tawdry speculation to give James Taylor ample reason to refuse all interviews for the rest of his life. And there on the byline, right next to Ethan, was my name.

That was it. All bridges burned. Career conflagration.








Beryl
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Postcard from Palmer


May

Dear Bad Girls of the South,

To answer your smart-alecky questions, yes, we do have summer here in Alaska. Do we ever. Imagine a four-month-long holiday, where instead of the sun setting it gently touches down for an hour or so, then lifts again, like a hotair balloon. Everywhere you turn there’s a music festival, an outdoor craft market, a wildflower nature walk, some kind of celebration of all that light. And yes, it’s vegetarian heaven, the produce freakishly mammoth, and the cabbages worthy of documentaries. Along with all that come tourists, whole flocks of them with lapdogs and cameras and campers with decals in the windows—just like Bayborough-by-the-Sea, only we have more parking. And please don’t worry. I’m fine. Sometimes I get so busy that I forget to write, that’s all. You guys are in my thoughts all the time. I miss each of you beyond reason. How is Leroy? And that old carrot pillager, Duchess? I’ll bet you guys are selling so many cut flowers right now you hardly have time to plan for fall. Which fertilizer will you use this year? How many poinsettia orders do you figure you’ll get? Did you plant that pink variety again?

Earl’s in Anchorage tonight, playing guitar at Bear Tooth with Scott Kiefer. I’m here alone in our Palmer cabin, just me and Verde and this moose cow that’s decided that our front yard is Moose Motel 6. I wish I could fall asleep. I bought myself a silk eye mask (just like Zsa Zsa Gabor!), but it doesn’t fool my internal clock one tick. As I write this, I’m drinking coffee and staring at the mountains from the picture window, these huge granite crags. Every once in a while the moose twitches her ears. It must be annoying to have mosquitoes dogging you every minute. It’s hard to imagine winter is only five months away, which by the way is Verde’s latest word. Anyway, see you soon, probably before this card arrives since our mail travels by dogsled, I think. By the way, Pheebs, your aunt was wrong when she called the Iditarod a dogsled race. It’s a sled-dog race—they do all the work. If you get stuff like that wrong, Alaskans nail you. When I get to the farm, let’s stay up all night and talk. We have to celebrate Phoebe’s last few days as a single girl, but sensibly, no more of that hospital business, you hear?

Love, Beryl


P.S. XXXXX (X-rated kisses from Verde!)
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