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			OVERTURE
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			Beneath the World Trade Center

			New York City, New York

		

	
		
			LET US BEGIN WITH THIS:

			I am seventeen years old.

			And also this:

			I have been seventeen years old for over a century.

			Even as I lay down these first few lines of what I intend to be the definitive chronicle of my miserable existence, I can hear Héctor apply the final blanket of cement to my tomb. Héctor, it turns out, is the long-awaited hero of this tragicomic opera. It is he who agreed to wall me inside of this chamber, first with plank-wood, then cement, then brick, and, at last, cement again. It is the greatest favor a human being has ever paid me and it shan’t go unremarked upon, not even by a degenerate of legend such as myself.

			My dear Héctor. Such men were rare when I was born in 1879. More than a hundred years later, I find they are rarer still. He is built like a wardrobe, his boxy torso denotive of his Mayan heritage, his slicked onyx hair and brushy mustache testimony to his laudable ignorance of fashion. He has nobler concerns. His wife. Their five children. Squirreling enough away to graduate the lot of them from an apartment that, he has told me in broken English, chatters at night with cucarachas.

			So it is for virtuous reasons that he accepted my substantial cash offer. The windfall for him and his family will be great; so, too, is the risk. Should we be discovered, both of us would be imprisoned posthaste—of piddling consequence to me but a dire situation indeed for Héctor’s family, who would swiftly fall victim to the vilest cockroaches the city has to offer.

			But we shall not be discovered. Héctor may be without formal education but he is most assiduous. What’s more, the man is pure-hearted; not once during our delicate process of negotiation did he recoil at my yechy stench or wrinkle his nose at the leathery skin showing beneath my long hood and betwixt my cuffs and gloves.

			Before he sealed the final fist-sized hole connecting me to fresh air, Héctor peered inside and asked once more if I wished to call it off. It was compassion I saw in his somber brown eyes; I recognized the emotion even though, for decades, I’d kept a lion tamer’s distance from it. Meanwhile, emotions far more familiar to me fought like the lions themselves: my zeal for life clawed to shreds by a paralyzing confusion of purpose; my pride of independence gnawed away by shame for those left behind; my confidence of character swallowed down by frightful realizations, always arriving too late, that I’d failed myself, and others, again and again.

			“Thank you,” said I. “But no.”

			“I wait a day. Come back, knock-knock. You change opinion, maybe.”

			“Do not think of me again. That is an order.”

			“You’re the boss, Mr. Finch.”

			But his reluctance was obvious. To him I seem like a teenager with a lifetime still ahead of me. He cannot fathom my motivations and I know that my entombment will forever haunt his dreams. Why else do you think I made his payment so handsome?

			“Good-bye, Héctor. Take care of your family.”

			He gave quite a pause before nodding.

			“Que le vaya bién. Adiós.”

			Héctor knows how to build a wall. In seconds he was gone. And so was the world, every last wicked, wonderful speck of it. For a time I did not stir, so laden was I by the disappointment that manacled my remaining three limbs. I had hoped—so fervently had I hoped!—that the darkness of this chamber would be indistinguishable from the darkness of Death that has claimed every person I have ever known, ever hated, ever loved, ever killed. Alas, no. It is just dark. And only I, as usual, have been called upon to serve a never-ending sentence.

			Calling this final home of mine a closet would be generous. It is a rhomboidal surplus shaped by accident from the steel girders and concrete foundations propping up the skyscraper above. I am lower than the lowest subway level, deeper than the deepest culvert of electricity and sewage. This is a netherworld restricted to those underpaid drudges like Héctor who have earned security clearance. It is a space so narrow that, just shy of six feet, I cannot lay outstretched, so foreshortened I cannot stand. No matter. Héctor’s penultimate favor was to run a power cord into this locker, and from that cord dangles a single lightbulb.

			There is something brave about this bulb. I think it shall endure. My task here, after all, should not last more than a few measly months. Before me, on a child’s school desk that Héctor installed, is a box of pencils (ink pens I deemed too vulnerable to the subterrestrial chill), a cheap plastic pencil sharpener, and a stack of brand new spiralbound notebooks, the same kind children tote to school; oh, would that I had known such a conventional life!

			My right hand, the only one left, is supple enough to grip these pencils. This is what matters. The rest of me—well, I am long past the point of narcissism. The vandalized condition of my skin no longer infuriates me; my missing chunks of flesh are irrelevant; the wounds suffered from a hundred conflicts serve as plot reminders, nothing more. Down here it is dreadfully cold and I can feel—as much as I “feel” anything—the chill where my leg bones are exposed to open air.

			But that leg has lost its wandering wont; it does not itch to kick free of Héctor’s barricade and walk once more upon the face of the Earth, and for that I am gladdened. Too much harm has been wrought by me in your overworld of sunshine and noise. What, I ask you, is the foremost attribute of youth? It is hope—but not for me it isn’t. What buds of that emotion I once had have frozen over a hundred winters.

			My hunch is that your schoolmarms repeated to you the same old saw mine repeated to me: history, they chanted, is written by the victors. Thus the contributions I’ve made to your world, debatable though their worth, have been all but wiped from the records. Any accounts that you’ve read of me were, at best, unauthorized, and at worst, spurious and hateful, none more so than those centering around what they now call the Savage Tragedy of 1983. You are better than those muckrakers. You deserve the naked truth.

			For that reason I have enshrined myself here in order to set the record straight, to fashion for you a complete autobiography before I commit myself to an eternity of darkness. It is a record of what I lost: Death. Of how I lost it: Pride. Of what I sought: Redemption and Peace—and Salvation, too; was that too high for me to reach? Of what I found: Failure. Of how I failed: in every way possible. When this tomb of mine is discovered following some entertaining future apocalypse, I will be but powder that an archaeologist blows from the topmost notebook before turning the page with an antisepticized tweezer. What a relaxing fate for me, don’t you agree?

			But soft! Can’t you hear the orchestra reach its crescendo? This overture is finishing. Héctor, that most complaisant of ushers, has closed the odeum doors. Dearest Reader, slip your gloved hand over my elbow and allow me to escort you to our box—a cramped one, to be sure, but with a view unrivaled. It is time to find a comfortable seat befitting an epic telling. You shall complain to me that the composer is indulgent, the librettist mad. I shall encourage you to give the drama time to bloom before passing final judgment. Many urgent questions will be raised as the opera progresses. Will they be answered? Oh, Reader, you charm me. Would it be good theater if they weren’t?

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			1879–1896
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			In Which Your Hero’s Life Of Crime Is Confessed; Includes Meditations On Love And Violence; 

			Also, Your Hero’s Callous Murder.

		

	
		
			I.

			AWAKENING FROM DEATH WAS like standing aboard a canoe amid the keeling swells of the Great Lake Michigan. Indeed, that selfsame lake was storming before me on the seventh of May of 1896, at both 7:44 in the evening when I was murdered and at 8:01 in the evening when I was resurrected, a fact I am sure of because the last (and first) thing I saw was my Excelsior pocket watch, an object that had no equal when it came to putting a smile on the old mug.

			It was but a year prior, at age sixteen, that I had stolen the watch off a fat innkeeper who should’ve known better than to play dumb, which he did, and right at the moment that I was loosening a few of his teeth with my most talented knuckles. I was thus compelled to not only leave him as I did, with his blood and piss dribbled merrily about, but to go the extra step of filching everything he had on his person, which included, to my astonishment, the Excelsior, the precise model I had pined for in shop windows for months.

			Never had I owned anything so fine (and never would I again), with its sun-dappled gold plating, machinery delicate as grasshopper legs, and a tick, tick, tick like the sound of a man’s fibula before it shatters from pressure. It made me feel good just to look at the Excelsior, particularly during fretful periods, which is exactly why I was fondling it on the foggy beachfront of Lake Michigan when some no-good bastard son of a bitch did what he did and murdered me, crept up and shot me in the back, a bullet through the heart, and down I went, into the sand, dead as meat.

			Let us not fritter away another second.

			I shall describe to you what it is like to die.

			Most humans conceive of the afterlife as a reward of stillness after a long life of continual movement. This is only half correct. Death, sad to say, is no blissful repose atop a cloud hammock, nor is it a carefree float amid the celestial ether. Death is a suicide dive off an incalculable cliff, a free fall of such pulverizing force that you become molten, brand new every instant. This, Reader, is the exhilarative glory of Death, a motion so perpetual that all sense of self is scrubbed away and you become a Nothing in Particular, rebirthed through the Uterus of Time.

			Oh!—it was wondrous. Brief!—but wretchedly, painfully wondrous.

			For me, this paradise ended seventeen minutes after it began. I awoke not with the candied liquors of an Elysium feast upon my tongue but the bitterest sand. My first breath with reawakened lungs was a wretched one; I felt, residual from my Death, the touch of Gød. The surprise was that His touch was so physical—it was right there in my stomach, tickling and scraping. I rose to custard knees and doggie-walked toward the surf to get away, but Gød’s touch responded by abandoning the pheasant, gravy, and tankard-loads of ale in my belly and scaling my throat.

			Gød—for what He has done to me, I shall forever deface His name with a slash.

			No stranger to inebriation, I positioned myself to vomit up our Almighty Lord. I had a fancified notion that the Holy Vomit would shoot like sunshine through the gray fog and instead of the familiar sound of retching I would hear Handel’s Hallelujah Chorus. A willing choirboy, I parted my lips.

			What emerged from inside me was a damp and disgruntled mayfly. Dreadfully disappointing, no? Having moseyed into my open mouth during those seventeen minutes of death, the insect had panicked upon my resurrection and climbed its way back up my esophagus. I watched the beslobbered bug drop to the sand, be twirled by a lick of surf, and then fly away imperiously, as if I had called it a schoolyard name.

			Pocket watch palmed, I collapsed to my side, scared and confused, helpless and friendless. I closed my weary eyes. Still, I could hear each thunderous roll of the lake and feel each passing second of the Excelsior. The tide washed o’er my lips. My clothes heavied. I asked the tide to drag me away to a fitting resting spot for a Nothing in Particular—the unreturnable depths of the Great Lake!—and, given a half hour more, it did just that.

		

	
		
			II.

			YOU MAY BE ASKING YOURSELF how a young man so gifted of language (thank you) and of obvious high breeding (you are too kind) found himself on the wrong end of a bullet. Brace yourself for a cruel shock, Dearest Reader. Near the end of the nineteenth century there were a great many people who would have accepted—nay, celebrated!—my premature death at age seventeen. One of them, it so happens, was a man whose very vocation was violence, and who, I came to believe, chose to turn that violence upon me.

			His name was Luca Testa. He was the ascendant leader within a crime organization known as the Black Hand. I am not so conceited to presume that you are familiar. After all, there is no telling how many millennia these humble notebooks of mine have traveled. You could be reading this from your private space rocket in the year 3000! So let me explain how two men of wildly different backgrounds—but of similar rabid ambition—came to be acquainted.

			It is stinging irony that my final act on Earth is to write a book. I still recall the second-floor study of my childhood, the shelf of  spines lettered with the surnames of the damned: Brontë, Hardy, Dickens, Flaubert, Hawthorne, Dumas. The idea of imitating those loathed tormentors of my youth nauseates me. I am a young man utterly bereft of imagination, aside from imagining how a fellow’s finger will sound when I break it or imagining the cut and hue of a girl’s undergarments.

			Writing was the bane of my youth, each letter and number learned at ruler’s end while other boys my age rioted in alleyways within earshot of my cloistered study. My mother and the worthless coxcombs she employed as tutors never received so much as a cheeky word from me, the meek student. I was that overfed with knowledge, that sick with learning.

			What’s that, Reader? You doubt the exaggerations of a snot-nosed schoolboy? Permit me to provide specifics. ’Twas an hour of arithmetic before breakfast to stir the appetite for scholarship. (By age eight I knew the value of n. By age ten I had matured to know a harder lesson: that you cannot know the value of n—it changes its mind on you, the fickle bitch.) Then a break for fish and eggs, followed not by a final course of sweet rolls but rather the tasteless hardtack of algebra. Yes, back to the well-windowed second-floor child’s study for me, where every infernal dash and dot bled the day of its bright promise. After that, classical studies—literature, language, history, music, art, archeology, philosophy—bracketed by the afternoon’s dry climax of geography, economics, science, and religion.

			The blame for my over-education cannot be placed solely upon the corseted back of Mrs. Abigail Finch. A savvy prosecutor would also finger my dear old pop, Mr. Bartholomew Finch, whose fault it is that we had so much goddamned money in the first place. I knew little about him beyond that he wore a waxed mustache and stylish chapeau, but word had it that he was a self-styled “dynamitier” who demolished everything from buildings to bridges to mountains, canvassing the country by rail alongside his famously delicate cargo, thrilling observers with the disregard with which he slung his explosives from one dray to the next.

			Generally it is bad business to bomb too much of the city you call home, so the country’s leading dynamitier had established residence in Chicago, purchased an enormous house, and inserted into that house, as one might two porcelain dolls, a young wife and, shortly thereafter, their first and only child. Bartholomew Finch then skipped town to go blow shit up, a lot of it, thereafter making only cameo appearances.

			I find some satisfaction in this description of my pop. From all accounts, he was a man unburdened by the excessive vocabulary and needless dogma that would weigh down his heir. Had we been anything other than father and son, I suspect we might have shared a beer or a hooker or at least some randy stories in the back of the saloon. As it was, though, I’d have rather liked to strangle the fellow, for it was his absence that locked Abigail and me into fateful impasse.

			Paintings suspended about our home depicted Abigail Finch as a toothsome bride possessed of a blushing demeanor, but these still lifes lied. It is my belief that Abigail felt wasted by her absentee husband; a lady of her standing could not gallivant about town unescorted. From these holes poked into her pride sprung bitter founts. Some mothers, or so I assumed, might enjoy observing their child at play. Abigail preferred to stare out windows. Some mothers might dress their child in silly costumes to motivate mirthmaking. Abigail took distorted pleasure in ordering the finest of gowns for herself, only to wrap them in bags and stow them inside a closet.

			From time to time, she shuddered as if feeling one of Bartholomew’s distant detonations. To her, the Chicago beyond our property lines was in perennial post-explosion, the streets filled with debilitating debris and the air unbreathable from nitroglycerin smog. Having lost a husband to these dangerous elements, she was determined to raise her son as a man of walls, chairs, desks, inkwells, and pens.

			Each day I was laced into Little Lord Fauntleroy ensembles as restrictive as iron maidens: tight velvet jackets, hard ruffled collars, snug cuffed knee-pants, and buckled shoes. Though I looked as if attired for an afternoon outing, these were but dress rehearsals for an opening night that never came.

			“You shall not drift about the country like your father,” Abigail would declare while knotting some infernal bow about my neck. “You shall stay at hand and be a good boy. The best boy.”

			“But Mama,” I’d plead. “I just want to go out and play.”

			My, the brutishness with which she raked a comb through my hair! Never would my sheer locks hold the girlish ringlets into which she ironed them. It was a source of perpetual guilt.

			“The proper term is Mother,” said she. “Not Mama.”

			“But can’t you hear the other boys? It’s so nice and sunny out.”

			“And dirty. The city is filthy. Do you want to soil your clothing?”

			Debate never moved me an inch.

			“No, Mama,” said I.

			“Mother, Zebulon. We are a proper family.”

			We were anything but! Our Sunday walks to and from church offered my best gulps of fresh air, and when possible I wiggled from my leash and rushed up to other boys with far dirtier knees than I, only to be too shy to ask to be taught their games of cards or jacks. The Chicago streets might as well have been the Galápagos Islands; I was a stranger there, but smuggled home rare specimens, from rust-burred bottle caps and teeth-scored horse bits to sticks.

			Yes, sticks! How I adored a good, sturdy stick! So gnarled, even vulgar they looked inside our scrubbed and laundered confines, so black were the shavings of bark they left upon white lace doilies. My favorite stick of all time boasted a ninety-degree bend and, having spied lads on Sundays doing their best cowboy or Indian impersonations, I recognized it as a prize. During bathroom breaks from my tutors, I rollicked about the house with the stick in hand, dueling famous outlaws and taking down creeping henchmen with impossible hip shots.

			Confiscation was inevitable; I was a careless child. Abigail made me set the stick upon the floor before she pinched it through a handkerchief and flung it out back as you might a dead mouse. She then led me to the bathroom, filled the sink with scalding water, and waited for me to to lower my hands. Tears welled from dual pains—the burn of the water and the loss of my stick—but I did not let myself cry. I swore to my bright pink hands that one day I would find myself a better gun, even a real one, and oh! How I would use it.

			Lend me your fingers, Reader, and your toes as well, so that together we might tally the times I weathered such sanctions. I so wished to please Mama—sorry, Mother; let us agree upon Abigail—but came to accept myself as a grave disappointment. Why else wouldn’t this woman traffic in hugs or kisses, those currencies of affection so prevalent in my storybooks?

			No cruelty leveled by Abigail Finch oppressed me more than French. It got so that I could manage but a few hours per night of sleep. My first duty each morn, after dressing, was to enter Abigail’s room, stand rigid before her bed, and recite five minutes of memorized French narrative while she scrutinized every lilt of lip or curl of tongue. She frowned at each stuttered flub and snapped her fingers to make me start over. On bad days, I was there for an hour. But what glorious serenity felt I when I got it right! My mother appeared to float above the sheets, taken away by my expert telling.

			For five years I believed that hogwash. At age thirteen, I misspoke an obscenity and my sonhood was forever altered. What I meant to recite was Le garçon a regardé le soleil se coucher sur la butte (The boy watched the sun set over the butte.). But B and P sounds are slippery, and the last word came out pute—a vulgar word for “whore.” I nattered past it, perceiving my blunder only after beginning the next paragraph. At first, I thanked my luck that Abigail hadn’t noticed. A mere minute later, I became irked. My sterile life frustrated me, and the idea of getting into real trouble was strangely enticing.

			Again I smuggled the word into a sentence. Again she evinced no ill reaction. I used it twice in repetition: pute, pute. She nodded along. With an icy thrill, I began to insert into my monologue supplementary smut: chatte, merde, connard. She remained satisfied so long as I pronounced my profanities with pluck. When at last I was excused, I had to hide my trembling hands.

			Abigail Finch did not speak French.

			The language, as best as I could guess, had been chosen not for the practical purpose of a future business trip I might take abroad, but rather for the fantasies that French allowed her, of Parisian balls she’d never attend, of twinkling boardwalks along which she’d never stroll, of mystery, of romance, of love. My hundreds of hours of slavish study had nothing to do with me. I was just a knife in Abigail’s silent fight against the deficiencies of Bartholomew.

			So I was a knife, was I? Well, then, I would cut.

			I started to fry my French in spite. Vous êtes bête. (You are stupid.) Vous ne savez rien. (You know nothing.) Vous êtes méchante. (You are mean to me.) Je ne vous aime pas. (I don’t like you.) Abigail smiled gently and I felt rotten; she nodded wisely and I felt rottener. Loathing oozed from every pore, and rather than soak myself in its hot viscosity, I slopped it back upon her. Je vous déteste, Maman, je vous déteste: I hate you, Mother, I hate you.

			From there the oaths only compounded.

			Forgive me if I do not repeat them here.

			These were the most hurtful things imaginable to say to a person, and I do not believe one can say such things day after day, and month after month, and continue to look into the eyes of the blasphemed. Nor could I look into my own—the reflection I saw inside every pewter teapot and glass clock face repelled me.

			By the day I turned fourteen, I wanted nothing more than to escape the shame and guilt. Youth had served me only anguish; I was eager to leapfrog the teenage years, jump into the big, ugly boots of an adult, and do whatever it took to be, at long last, noticed. If I was fortunate, thought I, I’d become the antithesis of what Abigail wanted. I’d burp in public, guffaw rudely at burlesque, wear the same suit for days on end so that words (embarrassing to me for how stuffily I spoke them) became unnecessary to convey my surly nature.

			That night, before I left, I tiptoed the path I’d taken to deliver hundreds of insulting French soliloquies and stood one last time at my mother’s side. Even in sleep she was disgruntled. She clawed her pillow and gnawed her bottom lip. Curiosity got the best of me and I leaned over the bed, as careful as a lad of that age can be, and placed a kiss upon her troubled forehead. It was as nice as the books said, though a bit salty. I licked my lips clean and moved with some reluctance toward the door. I was sorry I could not be the boy that Abigail Finch had wanted, but glad that she might finally rest easy in my wake.

			Au revoir, Maman.

		

	
		
			III.

			AND THAT, DEAREST READER, IS how I ducked the drab future aimed squarely between my eyes and began to ramble exciting ethnic neighborhoods, stealing every strange, spicy morsel I could, much of which fell out of a mouth agog in constant wonder. This boisterous, cantankerous, pugilistic city had hidden from me for too long.

			Chicago of 1893 was a sensory carnival. The striped cloth awnings of taverns, druggists, and shoemakers snapped in lakefront wind; meat markets stank of hot blood; the glass bottles of milkmen made music as they were lifted from dairy wagons; locomotives coughed up oily clouds that settled as soot upon your skin; and horse-drawn undertakers’ carriages clacked and clacked and clacked—the only sound that did not change in a town that was always changing.

			Those first weeks were quite a challenge for the baby-fleshed Zebulon Finch! I slept in barns, on sidewalks, inside of factories that had left windows open. I became acquainted with creatures I’d never before met: lice, mice, roaches, and rats. Many a night I held back sobs while dreaming of my clean and comfortable bed, and yet I refused to go home. My sense of self-respect was a foundling, but born with a pair of strong knees.

			Hunger gave me the boldness required to seek employment. I placed brick, scraped a hog-house floor, and scrubbed smelly horses. My tender palms grew callouses of which I became obsessed. At night I’d stroke these rough patches in wonder. Look at me now, Mother! A proper hooligan at last! A lonely one, though, until a stint operating a paintbrush brought me into federation with a young Italian by the name of Giuseppe Fratelli.

			Fratelli was my opposite. He spoke enthusiastic but patchy English and had no formal education at all, but possessed a rat’s instinct for survival. After a long weekend spent painting a firehouse, he invited me to his uncle’s tavern for a carafe of red wine, a drink with which I was unfamiliar. I found it sour, but Fratelli guzzled it like water, and soon enough we were arm in arm singing songs from the old country. It was my first bender, and despite the morning-after head-pounding, I enjoyed the hell out of it. My future, as I saw it, was filled with drunken binges and the resultant blotting away of unwelcome memories of my mother and father. I could not wait.

			Never before had I a companion, and for a goodly while I behaved as Fratelli’s shadow. He was but a handful of years older than I, but I idolized his fearless swagger, disrespect of elders, and forceful animalism, whether it be in pursuit of violence or amore. I endeavored to improve his English and in exchange he taught me where to find the nearest hostels, the cheapest markets, the warmest baths, and the least revolting outhouses.

			Little Italy was a hazardous place for a boy of my refinement. Try as I did to ply the slang of the street, the truth was that I sounded like a blue blood looking to get mugged. Thus I took Fratelli’s lead and focused upon the physical. I engaged in my first fist fight; the pummel upon my flesh was frightening, but when it was through each bruise panged in the most invigorating way. The desperado fantasies I’d spun while shooting my stick-gun in Abigail’s house had prepared me quite well for these rowdy new habits.

			The painting work eventually dried up (so to speak) and I did not see Fratelli for many weeks. When next I did, he was looking fine in a Prince Albert frock and wide-brimmed fedora, and I asked him what business had so quickened his income. He looked about furtively before beckoning me into the shady sort of establishment within which two enterprising young men could have a confidential consultation.

			There he told me of the dire lack of employment that had led him to risk the unthinkable. It was not difficult to find reports of the violent La Mano Nero gang in newspapers, but Fratelli revealed to me that the title of “the Black Hand” could be borrowed by anyone possessed of pen, paper, and desperation. He described the note he had written to a grocer demanding one hundred and fifty dollars or else the Black Hand would cut off the noses of his children. “A veil will not hide the wound,” was the line of which Fratelli was proudest. I was in shock. Had he actually received the money?

			“Every and each penny,” replied he, flashing me a winning grin.

			I was jealous, all right. By then, ambition to improve my social position burned so fiercely that I’d made it my purpose to understand the Italians among whom I spent my time. Largely, I found, they hailed from hamlets in southern Italy, and many wished only to generate enough wealth to return to Sicily or Campania and purchase land for their waiting families. Practical men, and yet La Mano Nero was on their lips, each utterance followed by a kiss to their crucifixes.

			In other words, they were ripe for the picking.

			Was I ever the nervous one! I had chosen as my first target a tailor and written my extortion letter a dozen times over. Finally I stamped it with the famous trademark—a fist rendered in black ink—and delivered it beneath the tailor’s door with specific instructions regarding payment.

			On the appointed day, the tailor indeed arrived, looking green. Taking a great breath, I walked past the tailor and paused to ask him the time of day—that was our signal. He mashed his lips as if dying to spit invectives. Instead he stuffed an envelope into my hand and charged away, eyes watering. My heart was an eager little woodpecker as I dove into the nearest alley and counted my winnings. The two hundred dollars was all there. I whooped. I couldn’t wait to find Fratelli and flaunt it.

			Instead what I found were a dozen new targets for extortion. The first purchase I made with my profit was a ream of paper and a flamboyant set of pens. My fantasies were a-flutter with the kinds of depraved acts I could describe, the astounding sums I could command. My second payment was for a room of my own, and nestled within, I sat at the furnished desk, cracked my knuckles, and set to writing.

			What I had overlooked was that the Black Hand’s clout came from a willingness to make good on threats. Few American thugs I had heard of would slash a man’s face in broad daylight just to make off with his wallet. But these immigrants and their mafiosi were a different breed. Merchants began to neglect my limp ultimatums. My money dwindled. I became anxious. Still, I would not be forced to return to Abigail Finch. As tough as I’d become so far, I needed to become tougher, and be quick about it.

			I set my sights upon Mr. Perfetta, a reputed saddlemaker and bridlemaker possessed of a comely wife and gurgling baby. I sent a letter, a strong one, full of phrases like “you have been adjudged to hand over money or life” and “woe to you if you do not resolve to comply.” I demanded payment of five hundred dollars and specified a due date; Mr. Perfetta, however, ignored it. I sent a follow-up letter stating how I was “sick and tired of your dally” and that inattention to this second chance would “bring down your ruination” and in the margin rendered my finest black hand emblem yet. The new due date came and passed.

			So it was that I girded myself for violence. Not wishing to prolong the wait, I journeyed to his shop. I was early and found this note upon the door:

			Dear Mr. Hand—

			Thank you for your notice of payment due. I regret to say that I am already obligated to another Mr. Hand, who has demanded from me the even more impressive sum of $1,000 and who has insisted I produce “every and each penny.” I do wish that the various Mr. Hands would call a meeting to agree upon their figures. In the meantime I will resume the production of saddles and bridles, both of which I can offer at a fair price should you be in need.

			With respect—

			Louis Perfetta

			Even before I gathered my dropped jaw I recognized the phrasing of “every and each penny” and identified my competitor as none other than Fratelli. The unfairness of it was too much to stomach. Fratelli possessed every advantage over me—he was, after all, Italian!—while I had been reduced of late to stealing windowsill baked goods. Fueled by a childish frenzy, I accosted every sleepy-eyed palooka on the block with the only word that mattered—“Fratelli!”—until rewarded by a pointed finger. By nightfall I had closed in on a café outside of which stood Fratelli smoking a cigarette with wine-stained fingers.

			Humiliated, hungry, and tired, I challenged him. He responded with familiar oaths. Ciuccio! Finocchio! Stronzo! In retaliation I unleashed my full vocabulary. He could not keep up and that shamed him. He slapped my face; I slugged his head. There was a scuffle, the sort to which I’d become accustomed, and then, somehow, he got his hands on an empty wine bottle. This he used as a club, a capital idea had not a lucky snatch of my hand robbed him of it upon first strike.

			Reader, I know not how to plead. Fratelli was bedecked in rings, fobs, and a pelisse, while I, Zebulon Finch, son of Bartholomew, could feel the crusted filth of my undergarments. How woefully easy was the act of lowering a blunt weapon! The bottle crashed upon Fratelli’s forehead, driving him to a seated position. There was blood. His fingers clawed at my throat. To ward them off, I lowered the bottle again. More blood, this time arterial.

			Bestial now, I hurried back toward Mr. Perfetta. I would show him exactly which Mr. Hand he was dealing with. Within minutes, though, I was intercepted by a hulking trio, two of whom gripped me by the arms, while the third relieved me of my weapon, removed a handkerchief from his coat pocket, and made a fastidious display of wiping clean his fingers.

			Said he, “My name is Luca Testa.”

			His accent glided like lotion, quite at odds with a posture that made it look as if he hung from a coat rack. He folded the handkerchief, smoothed the center part of his otter-sleek hair, and offered a grin made up of identical round teeth.

			“And I am the Black Hand.”

			Such rodomontade deserved the scornful laughter I gave it. Testa muttered “andiamo” and his men-at-arms ushered me several blocks south, down unlit stone steps, and into an underground trattoria populated by whispering men with gleaming pinkie rings. I was terrified, yes, but also thrilled. Even were my throat about to be slit, I was more alive than I’d ever felt inside Abigail Finch’s prison.

			We took seats at a corner table. Testa sat on one side with legs crossed and fingers laced upon a knee. I squeezed between the two heavies. Testa clapped his hands and a man brought over a bottle of wine and poured glasses, one for Testa, one for me. I bolted most of it in a single go and saw Testa’s amused smirk. I was fourteen but felt half that; I urged myself to slow down, calm down, listen, and think.

			Testa had a vision and with a liquescent lilt described it. The American offspring of La Mano Nero, said he, had carved itself a reputation, but how far could it go with sloppy firebombings, stabbings, and kidnappings? Centralization of power was the key to upward mobility, and it was he, Luca Testa, who would midwife this phase. Finding candidates for soldiers was easy, laughed he, for nothing was more difficult for a criminal to hide than success. Fratelli’s gaudy costuming had recommended him highly, but his meeting with Testa had been canceled due to a random attack by a psychopath named Zebulon Finch.

			Fortunately for me, my rash behavior warmed the cockles of Testa’s heart. True, I wasn’t Italian, but a young animale like myself was just what the man needed. I’d be supplied with several sets of smart clothing, the newest model of derringer, and money enough to throw at drink or women—provided neither got in the way of business. All I had to do was fire the occasional bullet, break the occasional nose or finger or arm or leg. Could I do that?

			Yes, thought I with some surprise. I think that I can.

			Testa added that I’d also have to start the occasional fire. He asked if I knew anything about dynamite and I wondered if my old pop, wherever he was, could feel his ears burning.

			Testina d’agnello was brought before us on a silver platter and Testa basked in the aroma. It was a fitting repast: baked lamb head, cloven in two, with both eyeballs still in place to monitor its own consumption. Abigail Finch would have fired the cook who dared place such a dish before her. I, therefore, was impatient to dig into the brains—the best part, insisted Testa.

			My second bite was on my fork when I heard myself ask, quite gaily, if I might be allowed to compose extortion notes. Testa stopped chewing his brains. The shoulders at either side of me bristled. I filled the silence by saying that I fancied myself not half bad at writing and that my ink fists were coming out more realistic each time I drew them and if he thought he could use some help—

			“Che cazzo?” Testa surveyed his associates. “Is this a playwright I’m hiring? Was that Willie Shakespeare giving the business to Fratelli? Was that a feathered quill bashing in that dago’s head?”

			I shan’t forget that gut-twisting moment before he broke into laughter. His relieved colleagues chuckled back. Testa wiped at his eyes and shook his head in disbelief as he took another forkful of brains.

			“This kid. This kid’s all right. Look, you nut. No openings for playwrights at the moment. Not in the market for poets either. But do what you did tonight, when I tell you to do it, and you can fancy yourself whatever you like. Capisci?”

		

	
		
			IV.

			I CAME TO KNOW THE ACRID smell of piss evacuated by the bladders of cornered men. I became attuned to the eggshell crunch of an Adam’s apple giving way beneath my pressing thumbs. There is a certain force required to tear off an ear and I can describe it. Italian never made much sense to me but I came to recognize the words being repeated by victims during the same critical moments: Salvami. Madonna. Rapidamente. Mi dispiace, sono molto dispiaciuto.

			Half of my cohorts were teenagers. I had a hunch that Testa liked his thugs young for the ease with which he could transfix them with danglings of reward. Most were runaways like myself, though from backgrounds more unwashed. I affected their boorish demeanors as best I could: contests of belching or urination, boasts about innovations in the thriving business of coercion, and meticulous chronicles of perversities shared with fast floozies.

			Eighteen months after taking up with Testa’s Black Hand, I met Wilma Sue. Do not think that I hadn’t enjoyed other whores before her. Ridiculous! Fratelli had dragged me to a cathouse within a week of our first bread-breaking, and though I cannot say my performance there was laudable, my confidence and ability doubled—no, tripled!; no, quadrupled!—with subsequent visits. Identifying yourself as one of Testa’s men had advantages. Rarely did I wait for service and often I was allowed to keep tabs. I was tireless in my pursuit of orgasm. I was, after all, fifteen.

			Wilma Sue lived and worked alongside three other demimondes on the second floor of Patterson’s Inn, a serviceable club that sold their beer flat but in large quantities and encouraged their women to hold court near the first-floor balustrade. My first time with Wilma Sue was coming off a fabulous drunk and I fear that I was a bellering lout as she helped me up the stairs, sat me on the bed, yanked off my boots, and set to stripping my relevant half.

			As a boudoir artist she was more than competent. Even in my sapped state she knew how to bring me to attention. I was in no condition for rolling over so she climbed on and did the work herself, though my most vibrant memory from the intimacy was her strange, tilted expression, as if I were murmuring something of great interest.

			The next morning I was struck by how beautiful she looked brushing her brown hair in the peach rays of light, and so I brought out some more bills and asked for another go. Her fine pale face and darling underbite was untroubled at my request and I found myself comparing our ages (I estimated she was nineteen) and wondering if I was as proficient at my job as she was at hers. Finally she responded that another round would be acceptable, yet she continued to brush. After a spell she asked for my name. I told her and she frowned.

			“Zebulon? So sophisticated for one so young.”

			I shrugged. “Last name’s Finch.”

			“Like the bird? You’re no bird. Puppy, maybe.”

			“Puppy?” It was my turn to frown.

			The glissando of her laughter swept away my irritation like dandelion fuzz on a breeze.

			“Fine, not a puppy. A proud, healthy horse.” She brought a hand to her forehead, playing the fool. “Of course! I should’ve said that at first. All young men appreciate comparisons to horses.”

			In the off chance that you do you not frequent brothels (you poor thing), let me assure you that it is atypical of trollops to goad customers in this fashion. Wilma Sue, though, jabbed as if it were sport, and instead of gall I experienced a pleasant flutter of excitement. The corner of her lips climbed in anticipation of further skirmish. I was glad to oblige.

			“Oh, yes, miss,” said I. “A horse indeed. You’ll want to find yourself a saddle if you don’t wish to be bucked.”

			“Bucked?” She turned on her stool. “What kind of horse are you?”

			“Just a horse like any horse. I see you’ve got a couple of apples there. Let me show you how well I nibble them.”

			Wilma Sue brayed like an ass and clapped a hand over her mouth as if that might retract the unfeminine sound.

			“No, do not blush,” said I. “It’s good to know that you are a donkey. A donkey and a horse—this union might not be as unnatural as I feared.”

			“You’re a cruel one.” Her carriage was one of complete relaxation, her spine curled, the ruffles of her nightgown gathering over the soft dome of her stomach. It was the most fetching posture I had ever seen held by a professional. “Such cruelty deserves a name. I will not call you Mr. Horse, for fear that you’ll call me Miss Donkey.”

			“The other girls call me Zebby.”

			She dismissed this with a wave of her hand. “You have a middle name?”

			“Aaron.”

			The sardonic lines of her face smoothed and she placed both hands over her heart. She nodded, struck speechless in a way I still do not understand, and I nodded back, glad that I had bumbled into an answer so favorably received. There was silence then; I shuffled my feet and discovered the money still in my hand. I held it out to her but for a time she did not look at it, as if hoping to sustain an alternate reality for a few more seconds. When she removed her garments and reclined upon the bed I found myself mad with desire, not just for her luscious body but for that unguarded smile and acerbic tongue.

			From that day forward Wilma Sue became not just my favorite prostitute but my favorite person. Oh, I hear your doubt fulminating across the centuries. “But Zebulon, old boy,” you chide, “had you a single other acquaintance with a woman to whom to compare this girl?” The answer: no, not really—and what of it? I required no parade of the fairer gender down Western Avenue (though that sounds like good fun) so that I might juxtapose and judge, not when Wilma Sue, with her every sweet breath, rebutted each adverse aspect of womanhood I’d learned from Abigail Finch.

			Under Abigail, my every word of English—and for a time, French—required exacting evaluation for accuracy and suitability before I voiced it. I’d be a dead man if I played that slowly with Wilma Sue, whose conversation demanded a spry tit for tat. Where Abigail had shrunk from the outer world and each new day’s fresh frights, Wilma Sue was nosy, posing inquiries and immediate follow-ups regarding all I’d done since last we met. And of my elocution, that stigma nailed into me by Abigail Finch? Wilma Sue found it charming, particularly when used for lecherous repartee.

			Put simply, she liked me. Not because I served her purpose, as I had Abigail Finch and still did Luca Testa, but because I was Zebulon Aaron Finch—the one and only.

			In the privacy of Wilma Sue’s room I was bellied with butterflies and rabbity of heart. My muscles ached all day, if not all week, to press her girl parts against me, and the tilt of her spine when I entered suggested she wanted those girl parts pressed. Behind her closed door I dropped every crude pretense, engaged in solicitous intercourse, and laid so that I might feel her heart beat like a clock—tick, tick, tick. It was a rhythm over which we spent nights uncoupling from our unpalatable professions and discussing which wonders of Chicago the two of us might one day enjoy together: an egregious supper at the famous Allgauer’s Fireside, a clackety streetcar ride to the North Shore beach, a trip up the preposterous piston-powered invention dubbed the “Ferris wheel.”

			Now, it is true that other men cycled through Wilma Sue’s room. It was not my business. Yet I yearned to find fault in how those arrogant bastards looked at me when they passed through the bar so that I might find an excuse to flatten their noses. I had to be careful. For a Black Hander to display affection for a person was to risk that person’s safety. So I doused my silly, chivalric urges in alcohol and tried to celebrate how I’d become my own man. I made a good show of gruffness: I snarled over Scotch, stewed over stew.

			There was no hiding my vocation from Wilma Sue, so often did I come to her bruised and eager for her brown paper and vinegar poultice. It was a heady time for Zebulon Finch. Newspapers doted upon the Black Hand like a favorite child and I became a fanatic collector of their breathless accounts, pasting into a scrapbook any headline of which I felt partially responsible. I could not resist sharing the compilation with Wilma Sue, and while we dawdled in bed I gave each headline my most orotund tone:

			THOUSANDS IN TERROR SINCE BLACK HAND ATTACK WAVE

			SIX INJURED BY FIRE, RESIDENTS PLEAD FOR PROTECTION

			MILLIONAIRE DRIVEN TO EXILE BY RELENTLESS BLACK HAND

			ITALIAN CRIME ORGANIZING—A PERILOUS CONDITION

			Was it so wrong, my pride? Does not every boy long to begin adulthood with prodigious success? Chicago teetered upon a fulcrum that, should it swing in the direction of Testa, could change the centers of power and influence of the entire country—and I was at the center of it! From time to time, I fluffed my feathers before Wilma Sue’s mirror and flapped about her room in the excitement of it all.

			On this single subject, however, she did not match my mood. Shall I be truthful? It stung. Everything else about me—the socks I purchased, the way I wore my hair, my posture when I peed—she challenged until she had me riled enough to tear off my clothes, then hers, between hiccups of laughter. But regarding my job she maintained the reserve befitting a paid courtesan. Let me be truthful again despite how it pains: I attempted to purchase her opinion with cash, tight rolls of Black Hand dollars that I doled out in gross overage. See? I tried to say. Can my line of work be so bad if it pays for pretty new dresses or knickers to replace those worn ones?

			What else could a girl in her position do? She took the money. Never, though, did she submit a word of gratitude.

			On occasion, late of hour, after the awkward matter of payment was lost behind us, Wilma Sue would play with my gun. (By that, randy Reader, I refer to my sidearm!) I lodged no protest; she was the one living soul I trusted not to shoot me. Two years into my Testa tutelage, I’d traded my derringer for what I fantasized would become my signature weapon: an 1873 Colt single-action revolver known colloquially as the “Peacemaker.” I relished the nickname even if “peace” was obverse to the Black Hand objective.

			One night, Wilma Sue languidly popped the cylinder and let the six golden .45 caliber bullets drop silently to the sheets. She then arranged the Peacemaker upon the mattress in odd fashion, with the butt and open cylinder propping it into a triangle. Over the barrel she draped the edge of the bedsheet.

			“Look, Aaron,” said she. “It’s a wee little house.”

			Abigail Finch had boiled my hands upon catching me with a gun-shaped stick. Seeing Wilma Sue look with affection upon a gun of actual polished silver jangled my insides with optimism. She was adjusting, thought I, to my criminal obligations.

			“A house?” said I. “I’m afraid your architecture is too primitive. A teepee at best.”

			She set one bullet on its flat end beneath the sheet overhang.

			“Here is wee little Zebulon Finch.”

			“Oh, come now. Don’t I rate a larger caliber?”

			She set a second bullet next to the first.

			“And here is merry little Wilma Sue.”

			“Were you that unshapely, I doubt either of us would be merry.”

			She took up the other four bullets and arrayed them in nativity configuration.

			“Children,” announced she. “Two of them.”

			“The spitting image of their mother. And those other two?”

			She shrugged.

			“A dog, I think. Maybe a chicken?”

			“A pastoral scene,” declared I. “I might feel remorse now when forced to fire them.”

			The conversation left me discomfited. I shifted upon the bed so that the gun-house collapsed. I chambered the bullets, secured the cylinder, slid the gun into the holster upon the floor, and made a series of jokes, the best garrisons I had against the gleam I’d glimpsed in Wilma Sue’s eyes as she watched the transmogrification of our bullet proxies back into nameless utensils of death.

			In the end, Dearest Reader, our sad story must pass through the thorny thicket of February 12, 1895. I was sixteen and stood at Wilma Sue’s stove fixing us tea while the battened window fought a howling winter storm. She’d been swaddled in blankets to her neck since I’d arrived thirty minutes prior with my coat cottoned with snow. We were too cold to converse, preferring to wait until we could bring our bodies together for warmth. Finally I could wait no longer and brought her the cup. As she dipped into the candlelight to accept it I noticed her consternation. I sat upon the edge of the mattress to enjoy the tentative stretching of her lips. She saw me watching and glared.

			“What’s the matter?” asked I.

			“Well, this tea, for one. Your tea is for children.”

			“Or those with childlike minds. Hence, your drinking of it.”

			“Don’t forget I’m older than you. If I’m a child, you’re an infant.”

			“Then you must bare your breast and suckle me.”

			She rolled her eyes and sipped the unsatisfactory liquid. I crossed my legs and arms; it was freezing and I wanted into that bed.

			“Tell me what’s wrong,” said I. “That dour face of yours.”

			She held the cup so that its steam clouded her face.

			“You have a cut over your left eye.”

			I lifted a hand to my brow and felt wetness. I’d assumed the laceration had scabbed over. Hours earlier, I had bludgeoned a storekeeper with his broom in front of his twin daughters. As sometimes happened, my prey scored a lucky blow. The snow was still light when I was finished, so I headed down the block and got myself a leg of lamb. The woman who served it said nothing about the blood gushing from my head. Afterward I crossed the street and drank two beers. The man who poured them said nothing about the blood, not even when it made patterns upon his counter. The walk to Patterson’s Inn was a long one and not one I managed without several more interactions. Blood shows quite well in the snow and yet no one I met said a word.

			It was only here, in a cold black box that stank of cheap perfume and cheaper sweat, that there existed a person who cared about my physical body and, by extension, the possibility that one day, in the course of my duties, I might die. Death was the last thing upon which I made a habit of dwelling, and yet shivering beside Wilma Sue I had the abrupt, surprising notion that not only did I wish to avoid death but I wished to avoid injury, too, if it meant the happiness of this girl.

			But such an arrangement required a pledge of commitment. Had I not made a competing pledge to Luca Testa?

			I stood, shaken by these ideas, and went for my coat.

			“Aaron.”

			“I’ll find a doctor. Have this stitched.”

			“In this weather? I will take care of it. Get in.”

			“Doc Wallace won’t be under the table quite yet. I know his tavern of choice.”

			“I’m wearing no clothes,” she pouted.

			Her underbite was enticing. It filled me with sadness.

			“Yes, you are. I can see your collar. As well as the cuffs of your sleeves.”

			I pulled on my boots, grimacing at the slush puddled inside, and opened the door to the hallway. Noises to which I was intimately accustomed—drunken mayhem, general depravity—swept inside. It was this other intimacy, the one in this low-lit room, that would require the effort, not to mention the courage.

			“My Aaron,” said she. “My stupid Aaron.”

			The Peacemaker latched to my hip was heavy—heavy as a house, you might say.

			“I’ll be back, Miss Donkey.” Something caught in my throat. “Keep the bed warm.”

		

	
		
			V.

			I NEVER SAW HER AGAIN. That night I failed to find Doc Wallace but found his favorite pub all right, and drank until I sweated alcohol, which slid down my temples, partner to blood. I awoke squinting into morning light with a tin stein in my hand and stumbled out into the street. Turning left would lead me back to Patterson’s and unanswered questions. I turned right and checked in with Jonesy, the man who acted as liaison between Testa and boys such as myself. There was no work for me that morning but I bumped into two of my fellow heavies and together we banged on the window of a pub, wakening the wild-haired proprietor. We drank throughout the day; only during gaps in the gulping and shouting did I allow myself to think of Wilma Sue and how she wanted me to give up this life, and for what? To love her? Best to drink such thoughts away. The night passed in the same delirium as had the afternoon, and the new day brought new misadventures, new debtors, new opportunities to intimidate and extort. Another day or two passed. Jonesy supplied me with an envelope of money. I spent two full days perusing shop windows and dreaming about which kind of pocket watch I could afford if I could just get myself to save up, which I could not. Soon I was watchless but dressed as fine as you please, and though it had been a full week since I’d seen Wilma Sue, a part of my brain—she may have called it the stupid part—believed that my fresh duds would dazzle her and we might blame our recent discussion on winter fevers and fall again into comfortable rhythms.

			It was my habit at Pattersons’ Inn to go directly to Wilma Sue’s room. I put my ear to the door and right away knew that something was awry. Without ado I threw open the door and found a man looking annoyed and a woman covering herself. She was as skinny as a coyote and had a light mustache. I demanded the whereabouts of Wilma Sue. The man told me to get out of the fucking room. The coyote said that she did not know any “Wilmy Sue” but if this was the kind of thing that happened at Patterson’s Inn then she would have to reconsider her employment.

			I believed that I might be sick. I charged down the hall, kicking open other doors and finding girls in all states of undress, though not one shoulder or thigh or breast belonged to Wilma Sue. Downstairs I ran and took the bartender’s shirt from across the bar. He began shouting out the name of Mr. Patterson. Presently the innkeeper materialized, wiping his hands on a towel. He smirked and said that Wilma Sue was gone and good riddance, for she had had too many customers—he said this pointedly—who overstayed their welcome. I stood there trembling as he left the room. My paralysis dissevered and I careened after Patterson, finding him in a dim closet counting boxes of produce.

			He was a large man and not unafraid. Nor was I. I threw him against the shelves. Tomatoes toppled onto his shoulders and erupted upon the floor. It smelled of food and I experienced a swirl of panic that I’d never gotten around to dining with Wilma Sue at Allagauer’s Fireside, never traveled with her on that street car to the North Shore beach, never held her hand at the top of the Ferris wheel, never saw how she looked in any setting aside from this dank, stinking rathole.

			Patterson never had a chance. Between blows I accused him of casting out an angel and replacing her with a toothless, syphilitic witch. When muscle ache forced me to quit, my enemy was a twitching pink lump. I did as trained and emptied his pockets.

			That, Dearest Reader, is how I came upon my Excelsior—bright, clicking, indifferent. Its metronome provided me with hope. It had divided hours in its patient fashion long before Wilma Sue had arrived and would continue in the face of her absence. The Excelsior promised time, plenty of it, practically an infinity, and if I kept it near me it might be as if I had climbed into Wilma Sue’s bed after all. I slipped the watch into a pocket and felt the familiar, contented beating of her heart next to mine: tick, tick, tick.

			I bolted through the snow. It was simple when you looked at the evidence with a cleared head. A man like Luca Testa demanded the full attention of his army and it would not escape his attention when a promising young soldier missed an appointment, or two, or three, because of extended lounging within the limbs of a common tramp.

			Never had I been inside Testa’s home but I knew as well as anyone its location. Two men pretending to read newspapers guarded the entrance. They knew me and put on grins. I grinned back and then cold-cocked the bigger one in the face. He wailed and fell to his knees. The other guard spat his toothpick, elbowed me aside, and kneeled down to assess the damage to his friend.

			“Finch, you piece of shit. You want to talk to Jonesy, why don’t you ask instead of getting violent? Ah, look at his nose. That’s gonna break his mother’s heart.”

			The vestibule was gilded with candleless sconces and vacant art frames and opened into a parlor both lavish and empty. Unopened crates contained the majority of the furniture and finery. A wide staircase to my left swept upward but before I could go for it a set of double doors parted and out came Jonesy, a bald, pear-shaped man possessed of the unique talent of making bow ties look intimidating. His heels made heavy clumps across the marble.

			“You busted Pavia’s nose, you know that, you testa di cavolo?”

			The speed with which he had received this news amazed me, though I resigned myself to letting that particular mystery go unsolved. I reached into my jacket and withdrew my Peacemaker. Jonesy slumped his shoulders in exasperation.

			“Have you gone batty?”

			“I want to see him.”

			“Why don’t you put that thing away before you embarrass yourself?”

			I lifted my head and shouted into faraway, curtained corners.

			“TESTA! GET OUT HERE!”

			“Madonna,” groaned Jonesy. “You’re going to be Swiss cheese if you don’t knock it off.”

			I pointed the Peacemaker at a lamp and fired. Instead of exploding into dust, as had every other lamp I had joyfully demolished in my life, the bullet punched a hole through one side and exited the other, eliciting a carefree ding and a tulip of white dust. I stomped my foot like a child and looked for something noisier to shoot.

			Five men arrived at the parlor aiming four snub-noses and a single bolt-action rifle. Among them was poor disfigured Pavia, who used a winter scarf to staunch the blood streaming from his crooked nose. I aimed my own weapon back at Jonesy. There was a clicking chorus of hammers being pulled back. I took a deep breath to shout out for Testa before things got loud.

			Like magic he responded before I could do it.

			“Kid. You’re killing me.”

			He appeared at the same doorway from which Jonesy had emerged, draped in a shiny red kimono. He held a small gun, too, but it hung uncocked at his side. He waved back his retinue of triggermen.

			“Everyone relax. This is Finch. Finch just recently went insane but we’re going to see what we can do about that. Now—” He cut himself off, noticing something to my right. He narrowed his eyes into a red-hot glare.

			“You shot my lamp?”

			“Boss, I didn’t want to tell you,” said Jonesy.

			“That was the only lamp in this fucking place that I liked.”

			My Peacemaker weighed a ton.

			“Why not that davenport behind you?” asked he. “You could take target practice on it for all I care. It’d be a mercy killing.”

			“Boss,” sighed Jonesy. “We’ll send it back, I told you.”

			Testa swore beneath his breath and started back through the double doors.

			“Come here. And put that pop-gun down before you murder any more furniture.”

			The door was closed behind me after I entered. We were alone, Testa and I, for the first time ever, in a room centered by a long, sculpted table and a crystal chandelier. No doubt it had been intended for formal dining purposes, but the notebooks and city maps, not to mention the combination safes lined up against the back wall, told me that Testa had repurposed the space as base camp for general operations. On the far side of the table lay a strange two-handled gun with the oddest-looking magazine. Testa wandered toward it and picked it up.

			“Just a prototype. Thing’s as useful as my nephew. But one day, Finch, when the smart guys figure out the mechanics, a gun like this is going to own this town. You wait and see. I’ll have five hundred of these babies. You might have one or two yourself. Replace that lit match you’re packing.”

			He bent his knees and curled his bottom lip like a boy playing cops and robbers and pretended to shoot. With his spiffy new toy and posh pajamas, he looked happier than I’d ever seen him. He scurried about the room, slaughtering squadrons of imaginary police with a clip of bullets that never seemed to run out. He ducked behind a few slender columns and peeked at me as if getting the drop.

			“Bang. Gotcha, Finch.”

			“Where is she? What did you do with her?”

			Testa leaned his shoulders onto two columns so that his amused face emerged from between them, begging to be hammered.

			“You know how many sciupafemmini like you come to me moaning about a missing girl? You think I got a spare room somewhere where I stockpile them? That might sound like a fun idea to you, but when you get older, your priorities change. You expend your energy in different ways. What you don’t do is go shaking your little pistola in the face of the guy who gives you your payday.”

			“Just tell me where she is.”

			“Where who is? You hear what I’m saying? Look, I don’t like to get emotional. But you’re emotional, so I’ll make an exception. You’re just a kid, Finch, but I like you. You think I’d let just anyone come in here and shoot my lamp? That’s a compliment, free of charge—but it’s the only one you get. Now be smart and back off. We got a lot of work to do together.”

			He could see as well as anyone the blood and tomatoes smeared across my suit. They say that a leopard cannot change his spots; neither, perhaps, can a gunman scrub his clothing hard enough to wash away the red.

			My voice was no more commanding than broken wind.

			“Is she okay? Can you at least tell me that?”

			Testa caressed the columns.

			“First off, I’m not saying I know anything about any flatbacker. But I might have heard by the by how you had a special one. Maybe she could screw the paint off a wall; if so, congratulations. Chances are—aw, look, Finch, it’s a hard world. Chances are she caught herself the clap. Or met the wrong guy and he did her in. But, hey, why be pessimistic? How about some Arabian prince fell in love and whisked her off to a life of luxury? Shit, she probably just got tired of it. Walked away. Think of it this way: if she was smart, she left. Was she smart?”

			I found myself nodding. Yes, that had to be it. I had not misjudged her affection for me. She’d simply made her overdue escape from Patterson’s. I should, in fact, be glad about it.

			“Well,” said Testa, “there you go. We done here?”

			Isn’t it interesting how certain moments grow ever fatter in your mind, eating your other memories one by one so that, one day, they will be the last memory left?

			I have long wondered if Testa was aware of the double-edged brilliance of his question. If I did not kill him in that room that very second, the only other option was to redouble a dedication to the Black Hand that had eroded since meeting Wilma Sue. There could be no second-guessing my choice between her and Luca Testa, not if I valued my sanity. Besides, how would I ever find her?

			I had never bothered to learn her last name.

			Said I, “Yes. We’re done.”

			“Good.” He clapped twice. The doorknobs rattled behind my back and I smelled the dusty inrush of parlor air. “Jonesy, fill in Finch about the De Gravio letter. We gotta deliver this one today. Wait till you see this buffone. I wouldn’t change into a clean suit, not yet.”

			Jonesy gripped my shoulder. I became aware of a letter with the Black Hand symbol being pressed into my palm. Details were supplied regarding names, places, and times. Soon I began letting these facts displace the memory of that “flatbacker” of mine in bed with the covers pulled up to her chin. In lieu of her, I had her stolen heart, the Excelsior, which would now beat in replacement of my discarded original. Funny how long I have depended on the thing—for over a century. Like me, it is a machine of astonishing durability.

		

	
		
			VI.

			LITTLE MORE THAN A YEAR passed between Wilma Sue’s disappearance and my offing, but oh, was it a fruitful time for Zebulon Finch. With Wilma Sue I had toyed with tenderness; in order to forget her, I mastered ferocity. What time was there to think of her, or where she might be, when there were so many lips to split and arms to break? Testa’s fertile mind continued to bear bloodthirsty fruit, though as business accelerated, I saw less of the man himself.

			His final, and most fateful, piece of advice came when he tagged along with Jonesy to question me concerning a roustabout from which I’d left with a busted lip. I attempted to collect the draining blood in a cupped palm while Testa repeated one of his favorite chestnuts, that so long as I insisted on entering into each confrontation as a dog bounds after a skunk, I would be no stranger to a spray of ass. He insisted that there was but one way to survive in this business.

			“You don’t need to show it, bimbo,” said he. “But you gotta have fear in your heart.”

			It was a slip of advice I did not heed.

			The job that winded the clockwork of my murder began in March of 1896. From out of the mist (so it seemed) had risen an enclave populated by good-looking immigrants from a tiny island off the heel of Italy. They lived at the elbow of two unremarkable streets and had adopted a socialist lifestyle wherein each family took up the job most needed by the community. You need only visit the neighborhood on a Saturday to see these sturdy folk line their carts upon a wildflowered knoll and trade goods. Ne’er a penny changed hands.

			We called them the “Triangulinos” because of the tattoos worn on their left biceps: a triangle made of triangles. This insignia lent the otherwise congenial immigrants the aura of a posse; one got the impression that they would be all too happy to die for their shared ideals. In short, they were not the sort of fraternity a man of intelligence would disrupt, which is exactly why the assignment ended up in my angry, idiot lap.

			For days I strolled their borders, chewing jerky and spitting cigar butts and watching the insufferably handsome men tip their hats to their magnificent women. It would take a fine disaster indeed to bring down this bunch! I puzzled upon arsons; I mused over explosions; I considered the kidnapping of a beloved elder or some other such key figure. None of them sat right in my gut. The fires would be extinguished with awesome speed, the dynamite defused before damage was done, the kidnapped fellow eagerly self-martyred.

			Jonesy claimed to sympathize with me but a man cannot sit on his hands forever. I delivered the Black Hand letter (the amount specified was extraordinary even by our standards) and waited the specified number of days for the Triangulinos to respond. Of course they did not pay, so that night I took up my club, waited in the darkened entryway of a bakery, and when one of their fine young men happened by, took out his knee with a good, swift blow. I muttered Black Hand boilerplate and made my exit.

			The next day was spent urging my Excelsior to make the sun drop faster. At dusk I headed out with my club and busted an elbow. Day, night: this time it was a rib. Sleep, wake: a collarbone crumbled. A Triangulino fell each night for two weeks. Could I extend it to three? Yes, I could: the snaps and pops of broken bones became my evening lullabies.

			There was nothing innovative about my dark-corner thuggery, but the sheer number and regularity of the beatings began to bestow upon me the reputation of a phantom. Soon I came to identify this as the exact notoriety I’d for so long sought. What’s more, I had achieved it without the management of Testa or the aid of additional muscle.

			My experiment was closing in on a month when it came to a precipitous end. I was rambling along my now-favorite block, whistling and twirling my Excelsior, when a young man stepped before me with enough abruptness to bring me to a foppish halt. He wore his Sunday best though it was Wednesday, his hat freshly mended and his fingernails cleared of dirt. I prepared to deliver an admonishment (“I say, sir,” or something of the sort) when my eyes were drawn to the triangles-within-triangles inked into his biceps.

			His arm shot forward. At last, thought I, it was my turn to experience a blade to the stomach! But the object from which I flinched was an envelope so thick with cash that it had been girdled in twine. My first thought should have been how glad Testa would be to hear of my overdue success. Instead I found myself disheartened, as if this immigrant had made an exceptional offer on a prize calf I had yet to raise to full maturity.

			This barbaric business with the Triangulinos would end up being the worst thing I had ever done, or would ever do. And that, as you shall see over time, is saying a mouthful.

			Within the week I graced two separate “Wanted” posters. I heard the news as I was about to dig my mitts into a basket of shaved pork, and I left it for the flies so that I could rush out and see for myself. The first likeness made me look as if I had water on the brain, but the second lent me the lackadaisical glamor of a Jesse James or John Wesley Hardin.

			I tore down one example of each and hurried home to award them proud positions within my scrapbook. It had ballooned since the days of Wilma Sue. Now that I slept alone, the collected posters of my fellow criminals had become my confidants. At night I’d whisper to them as though we shared a bunkhouse: “Good night, Butch ‘the Rat’ Higgins. Sleep well, J.R. Baker, Murderer. Until morning, Clyde Landsness, for Whom a Mighty Reward Is Offered.”

			The rise of my reputation did not escape the notice of the boss. “Testa sends his regards,” said Jonesy, handing me a shiny new bottle of bourbon. But the twist of his mouth said something else: You did fine. Enjoy it. Just remember, this ain’t about you, Finch.

			In my mind, of course, it was. I came to view the Triangulino affair as a prime example of the major weakness of Testa’s Black Hand. Namely, the extortion letters. They came from Jonesy sealed but I began to take peeks, only to find that they were just as I had feared: the novice jottings of the barely literate. I remembered that first meeting with Testa and how he’d mocked my offer to compose letters, asking if I thought I was Shakespeare. Well, next to these dilettantes, I was!

			The first letter that I, if you will excuse the understatement, revised was for the prosperous entrepreneur butcher Salvatore Petrosino. What Jonesy handed me was claptrap: “Deny if you have Sufficient Courage this demand of $2,000 and risk all Future Happiness. Your Money or your Life is required at the following Day and Time and Location . . .”

			It chagrined me as a fellow intellectual that savvy, successful Petrosino might read such solecistic drivel. I hid myself in the corner of a pub, withdrew a piece of paper, licked the tip of my pen for dramatic effect, and met the two in hopes that magic would alight.

			Mr. Petrosino,

			So you spear with hook your beef as it still kicks its hooves; so shall you kick when lifted by our beefiest men. So you slice your cattle from brisket to round with little thought of breath or soul; such operation to us is familiar, for we open bodies the same as we unbutton a shirt. So you collect innards within a fist; so we collect your TRUE innards, your loved ones, within ours, a fist much Blacker.

			The price of meat today is high: $2,000 delivered this coming Sunday to a man with a yellow handkerchief outside of Molly’s. Chew on this as would a child—quickly—and digest it rare if you can, for there is no time for the dithering of seasonings and peppers. We shall belch our gratitude.

			Hungrily,

			The Black Hand

			To this day I know the paragraphs cold. Melodramatic? Yes, of course. You must agree, though, that it contains traces of genuine poetry! Proud was I to deliver it; prouder still was I to receive payment in full. Emboldened, I exercised my wrist in service of further flowery directives, for several weeks producing the most imposing collection of extortion letters in American history.

			Lesser drafts were flung to the floor at the invention of more expressive metaphors. It was inevitable that one of my jealous colleagues would collect this dropped evidence and present it to Testa. I can see it as if I had been there: Testa pacing among his despised sofas and durable lamps, clutching a newer gun prototype in one hand as he rifled through my discards, following not so much the meaning of my nimble prose but rather the insubordination that fueled them. A man who could make threats as well as carry them out was a potential rival he did not need.

			Here at last we come full circle. On the morning of May 7, 1896, I received an anonymous letter that, despite its rudimentary penmanship, preyed quite cunningly upon my vanity. The letter expressed admiration for my abilities and the desire to discuss a proposition. Recognition at last, thought I. I dined on pheasant and potatoes and ale. On balance, I believe it was a good final meal. I walked with full belly to the lake, as I had been directed; I checked my Excelsior by the tapering dusk; by and by it was 7:44 and through my heart passed a single bullet, and all because I had ignored the advice of a man I’d stubbornly refused to acknowledge as my cerebral superior:

			You gotta have fear in your heart.

			It is not difficult, you see, to understand why I had to be killed. The more difficult question is why I, of all people, was brought back.
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			Containing An Account Of Your Hero’s Assimilation Into A Lot Of Unsavory Characters And Affiliation With A Person Of Very Small Stature.

		

	
		
			I.

			MY NEXT MEMORY COMES TWO days after my murder. I was seated inside a tent. A man entered from a corner, parting the frayed yellow fabric with a shark fin hand. He took a single oversized step and then held that bizarre pose, legs scissored, while one hand weaseled into the folds of his frock coat and procured a cigar. His other hand held a chicken leg, undercooked and drizzling pink liquid. Masterfully, he lit the cigar without losing the chicken. Puffing away, he loped closer and sat with enough spirit to flare his low-hanging hem, which flung grit from the dirt floor into my open eyes. Quite oddly, I felt no sting.

			He crossed a leg over a knee and bounced it; the scruff of his boot was slathered in cheap polish. He held his cigar with an actor’s verve and with his other hand brought in the chicken leg, rotated it for best vantage, and took a rapacious bite. I guessed the man to be more than double my age and yet he gave off an impression of rakish good health. Beneath the scraggled beard his flesh was peach-hued; his lips were red, even too; the hair falling from under his top hat flowed across his shoulders in a womanish cascade. His pale green eyes were ringed with red, the kind that told of late nights and budget booze as much as it did the unshirkable responsibilities of morning.

			I would come to know this man as the Barker.

			He smacked his lips when he drew smoke.

			“I’m a busy fellow,” said he. “So out with it. Who are you?”

			Speech was a revolting memory. I burrowed back into my quiet.

			The Barker spat a tendon and hovered the cigar before his lips.

			“Indeed. Very clever. Hold your cards, reveal nothing. Force the interrogator to ask the same question of himself. Who am I? Who are any of us? It becomes existential. Ah, you’re a cleaver, sir. You’re the sharpest object in the drawer. Indulge me a revision. What is your name?”

			Being addressed was a torture. Did this mean I was not, as I’d hoped, a ghost? Dull sensations began to seep in from great distances: coldness, wetness, a discomfort in my neck. Also came the first twinges of curiosity. Where was this tented location? How I had arrived there? What was the reason for my paralysis?

			“No name.” He oozed smoke. “This, of course, opens up a host of possibilities. You’re a thief, mayhap a feminine defiler, and what you seek is sanctuary. You realize that this changes our dynamic. If I lower myself—forgive me, sir, for the blunt words. But if I lower myself to deal with—ahem—Criminal Element, the only Christian method of proceeding is that I become the benefactor and you the benefacted. An awfully one-sided relationship, that one. No, it’s better to be out with it. Tell me what it is you have done.”

			At this point our twosome became three. Slinking through the same corner opening was a tabby in the most destitute of states: down an eye, patchily furred, and pregnant. Her legs were mud-crusted, her tail crooked. She threaded herself about her master’s ankles, opening her scabbed muzzle to mewl for chicken.

			The Barker’s eyes grew redder as he squinted.

			“My, my. It was a child, wasn’t it? Who you . . . well, I don’t care to voice such perversities. And since you see no need to disavow me of this assumption, I am forced to presume it correct. That’s a foul business, sir. Why, I could be jailed if I was found to be giving you asylum. Oh, no, sir. Heavens, no.”

			He flung aside the chicken bone and inserted his thumb into his mouth all the way to the root, withdrawing it with a slurp as he sucked it clean. He held aloft the glistening digit as if imagining one of the aforementioned perversities. The cat, meanwhile, eyed the grass for sign of the bone but displayed none of the gumption necessary for scavenging.

			“Apologies for wasting your time, sir,” said the Barker. “And I believe I shall stop referring to you as ‘sir.’ It is a gesture I make to honor the poor abused child, you understand. Children—defenseless angels! We adults are obligated to protect them.”

			He expelled a tragic sigh and brought himself to his feet. Despite the unfair scoldings, I longed for him to remain. I was a little boy—lost, confused, willing to cling to anyone possessed of orientation. The discomfort in my neck magnified.

			The Barker had gone but two steps before he turned on a heel and jabbed the cigar in my direction.

			“On the other hand, it is my belief that, as Jesus of Nazareth taught, we all deserve a bit of forgiveness. For who among us hasn’t a sin tucked away in his darkest heart? Yes, by George. I believe an understanding can be reached between the two of us. Look! Even Silly Sally likes you. Don’t you, Sally? Don’t you, Silly Sally Kitty Catty?”

			My lowermost vision caught the cat’s matted tail as it swayed in the vicinity of my feet. Something about this creature’s proximity upset me.

			“You’re a crackerjack listener, anyhow,” the Barker continued, “and if you are to work for me, that is an asset. For I, as benefactor, will tell you to do things. And you, I’m afraid, will be required to do them. Discussion poisons the rehabilitation process.”

			I felt the cat’s fangs tugging at my ankle. Through benumbed senses, I catalogued the quick, violent actions necessary to rid myself of this animal. But I could no more act upon them than I could form words or lift my chin from my chest. Oh, but this frightened me! Was this waking slumber the penance of the damned? Was this man Mephistopheles, this tent an antechamber of Hell?

			“They tell me,” said he with a simper, “that they fished you from the lake.”

			The man had called me a gambler but it was he who knew when to turn his best card. The bottom of the lake—yes, that’s right, I had witnessed it! I had lain upon pebbles, blinked stupidly at the remains of a sunken boat, been kissed by a passing school of fish. Sand had shifted in such volume that the lower half of my body had been covered, then uncovered, then covered again. How long had I lain down there bereft of air? It had to have been hours. It was then that I remembered my murder.

			Remembering it was worse than the act itself, I assure you.

			The truth was, to say the least, difficult to accept. I was a corpse. I could feel the stagnant weight of internal organs no longer quickened by lifeforce. A bullet had pierced my heart—warm spring air now passed through the wound!—and I had suffered a hundred drownings. I believe I would have lost my marbles right there in that tent had I not heard the Excelsior ticking away inside my pocket, unfaltering despite its recent dunking, my steadfast beating heart.

			The Barker observed my reactions with a biologist’s dispassion. The cigar rolled from one end of his mouth to the other, a pendulum.

			“My initial interest in you stemmed from a report we received from a satisfied customer of ours residing south of Chicago. It would seem that this gentleman, a Mr. Avery, hoping to catch breakfast, borrowed a hook and rod and obtained himself a rowboat. On this particular morning he hooked a big one. He hooked you.”

			The Barker pointed.

			“The webbing between your finger and thumb. Right hand. Take a look.”

			It was my first willed movement. My eyeballs, devoid of moisture, skipped across tacky sockets, and my elbow scuttered like machinery desperate for lubricant. A hand that looked very much like my own rose shakily from its dangled position. Carefully I rotated it.

			There was an ugly hole ripped clean through the flesh exactly where the Barker had said. I brought the hand closer. The visible meat was a dull gray-pink. Blood failed to pump, even when I clenched and unclenched the fist. For a moment there were no sounds but the popping of my finger bones.

			“Twenty years now I’ve fielded cockeyed stories from desperate milksops,” said the Barker. “So when Mr. Avery returned to our grounds demanding an audience in regards to a man who breathed underwater, I motioned to have the sot escorted away. But then he mentioned the other thing and I knew I had to see it.”

			My expression was fixed, yet must have conveyed puzzlement.

			Up went the Barker’s eyebrows. “You don’t know? Oh, my. My, my. I don’t know how to say this.” He winced and pointed with the cigar. “There—right there. On your—yes, right there.”

			I spider-walked my fingertips across the shirt slicked to my deadlocked chest, in and out of the collarbone hollows that no longer throbbed with pulse, and onto my cold neck, where I discovered something that was not flesh. Panic reared and I counted along to the Excelsior to calm myself. So this was the cause of my neck discomfort.

			An iron fisherman’s hook the size of my forearm was implanted deep into my jugular. I swallowed and there was a metallic clink. I probed with my tongue and tasted rust. With great effort I fiddled around and found two inches of iron pushing from inside my neck like a goiter. I took the hook’s handle with fantasies of extraction but I was far too weak. Silly Sally, who continued to work my ankles, cocked her head in an inquisitive way. The weight of the hook pulled my head to the right, giving me, I imagined, a similar expression.

			“I would be cross with Mr. Avery for gross mishandling had he not sold you to me for nothing more than what he’d lost at our Boardwalk the previous night. For this business, as you shall learn, is all about acquiring the New.”

			The Barker tossed his cigar and approached, frowning at my impalement like a doctor, which might have been comforting if not for his playful, mincing steps. He wiggled his fingers as if to limber them and spoke in the barest of whispers.

			“When a man of my talents meets a man of yours, there are few limits. Of course, this grappling hook will have to be removed. We can’t tip off the audience prematurely. Ah, that reminds me, I’ve already chosen for you a name, as you do not appear to own one yourself.” He made a theatrical gesture. “‘The Astonishing Mr. Stick.’ What do you think? Handbills are being printed as we speak.”

			I felt him take hold of the hook’s handle. The pressure inside my neck thickened and I braced for decapitation. His touch, though, was gentle. He of all people did not wish to see me further mangled.

			His right foot kicked. Silly Sally moaned and waddled away from my ankles.

			“Filthy cat. Adores dead things,” said he. “But that does not stop me from loving her.”

		

	
		
			II.

			FUN FACTS FOR YOUR ENJOYMENT, Dearest Reader!

			I do not eat.

			I do not excrete.

			I do not sleep.

			I do not bleed.

			While I lived, these obligatory functions could be frustrations for how they delayed lustier pursuits. What shocked me in those first days following my slaying was how much I missed these signals of life. Without them, did I exist? My body had been sold to the Barker with no more ceremony than one might sell a goat or pig. Livestock, however, were luckier, for they could relax upon the promise of slaughter. What was in store for me was anyone’s guess.

			Before I achieved the scantest bit of bearings, the Barker’s cryptic caravan hit the road. The comforts customarily extended to the Black Hand were lacking; I bounced about within a cage filled with straw. Each time the carriage stopped I was bombarded with insects eager to sup upon putrefied flesh. Within seconds they sensed the unholy coldness about me and never was I pestered again.

			Gød above, pleaded I, watching the flies keep their fearful distance, how can any of this be real? I closed my eyes and composed epic odes to my squandered life, which now dangled just beyond arm’s reach—age eighteen, age nineteen, age twenty, and onward; the varieties of women to be bedded; the varieties of lagers to be drank; all of it gone, gone, gone, slurped from my stein before I’d enjoyed one full swallow. And in return I got this? This coarse maltreatment? This migratory bazaar on the road to who knew where?

			I was kept hidden from all eyes for days. The Barker’s show, whatever it was, began a brief residency in Dale City, Illinois, and between lectures I could not quite hear, he sneaked into the supply tent, pulled back the blanket that covered my cage, and peered at my woebegone visage for ten, twenty, thirty minutes at a time, searching, I expect, for sign of breath or pulse that he had earlier missed. He, a man of great skepticism, still suspected that he was being duped.

			Perhaps this is what led to his drastic change of approach. Early one morn, he employed two tattooed workers to remove me from the cage. (I lacked the power to resist or object.) They stripped me of my moldy clothes, took me by the ankles, and gave me a vigorous shaking. Lake water gushed from my throat, sinuses, and wounds. The smell was sour and the men recoiled. I was relieved, though, to be rid of the slop. The men dressed me in a suit ill-fit enough to make me miss Abigail’s uncomfortable vestments and returned to me the Excelsior—thank heavens for that!

			Scrubbed and suited, I was given work. I could not believe it at first. I was a vile demon fit to be expurgated, not some transient hireling! Yet I was propped into a sitting position inside my cage and handed through the bars a pile of soft cotton pads, a jar of red pepper, and a bottle of glue. I saw no connection between these curious peripherals until Little Johnny Grandpa, a tiny old man in filthy overalls, hobbled over, rapped his cane on the bars of my cage, announced in a graveled voice that he was to teach me the construction of “liver pads,” and bade me to listen close so that he did not have to repeat himself.

			But he was forced to repeat himself seven or eight times, so stunned was I by his irregular comportment. Little Johnny Grandpa, I discovered, was so dubbed because of a rare affliction, an outrageous disease that aged his physique at an accelerated rate. He had the sparse white hair, bowed back, bad gums, lax skin, and milky eyes of an ancient. Yet he was no older than ten years! Like any youngster, his conversational instinct was to fill silence, and as it so happened, silence was precisely what I had to offer.

			“Lookie here,” said he. “What y’do is y’put y’cloth on y’lap and then y’find the dead center with y’fingers, right?” He jabbed with his cane one of the cotton rectangles wadded upon my thighs. “Now y’take y’pepper and y’dab y’pepper on y’cloth—look, like so.”

			He reached between the bars as only a child would dare, and took my wrist. Before he’d moved my hand an inch toward the jar of peppers, he was aroused to the truth of my condition. His thousand wrinkles coiled.

			“S’true,” whispered he. “Y’cold. Y’cold as ice.”

			It was amazement, not horror, with which his cataracts gleamed. For the first time since my death I wished to speak, but my lips were capable of only a dismaying hiss. Little Johnny Grandpa sniffed at my odor; the long gray hairs of his nostrils fluttered. Right away he dropped my hand. It landed upon the cotton spread across my lap and that is where I fixed my eyes. I saw the lad’s stumpy shadow rise on two legs and a cane and leave at full-speed totter. I could lay no blame at his fleeing feet.

			Then came a miracle rivaling the one that resurrected me: the elderly little boy came back.

			“I got what y’need!” A green bottle was uncorked and he commenced blessing me with an oily liquid. A drop hit my eye and welled like a tear. “Just a little perfume, see, and y’have ladies tearing off their knickers in no time. Y’see if Little Johnny Grandpa’s not right.”

			The cologne did not mix well with dead flesh and stirred up a sickly sweet funk. Regardless, I nodded my appreciation and the boy became sheepish. He corked the bottle and jammed it into his pocket.

			“Aw, don’t y’get thankful on me. It’s not even real cologne. Colonel Moseley’s Halitosis Garg-o-lax is all it is. Comes ten cents a bottle.”

			He kneeled next to my cage, wincing at his weak knees, and snatched up my wrist. With arthritic fingers he brought my hand to the cotton upon my lap and showed me how to approximate its center. Next came the jar of peppers: he operated my fingers like chopsticks until we landed a pepper and then he showed me how to snap it in half and rub it against the cotton to create a splotch of red. Finally, a different finger was dipped into the glue and used to apply a dollop.

			“Liver pads,” said Little Johnny Grandpa. “Y’know, for y’liver?”

			I most certainly did not know.

			His sparse white whiskers curled into a grin.

			“Well, I’ll let you in on the secret, then! Folks r’worked into a tizzy over th’livers. Half what the Barker sells got the word ‘liver’ on it. ‘The Great Organ’ he calls it. ‘The Magnificent Gland.’ Y’got chills, sir? Evil lockjaw? Wretched biliousness? Wakefulness got y’spirits low? Why, it’s y’liver that’s to blame! Oh, we got pills and phosphates and snuff that’ll do y’service, but nothing so fine as Dr. Whistler’s Own Salvation of the Common Brute Liver Pads. Not convinced? Why, step up to th’platform, sir, and expose, if y’will, y’midsection. Now apply Dr. Whistler’s pad, like so, and feel th’warm bloom of rebounding health! Yes? Y’feel it?”

			I felt, at that instant, many things. First was an appreciative shiver at the deception: a man’s body temperature would soften the glue and release the pepper, resulting in a short-lived burn of “health.” Second was a pang of loss: my own body, cold as marble, had relinquished all such sensations. The third realization was the most distressing: after only a week of death, egads, how lonely was I for tones of camaraderie and cabal!

			I molded a grin from my facial flesh.

			My stiff fingers showed more dexterity while assembling the next pad, and the next. Little Johnny Grandpa hunkered down to work on his own quota. For once, nothing about my situation felt threatening. Hoping to perpetuate the moment, I enlarged my grin. Unfortunately, it peeled open the grappling-hook wound of my neck—not quite the overture of normality I’d hoped to make.

			The boy halted his work and blinked at what had to be a hallucination. I let my mouth close and the wound, like a second mouth, closed also. Little Johnny Grandpa frowned with lips pappy from lack of teeth. He then fished from his pocket a red handkerchief and hobbled his small body into position behind me. One of his arms appeared at either end of my peripheral vision. Three years operating amongst base cretins had trained me to expect strangulation. All right, thought I, let us get this over with.

			Instead his swollen knuckles and tremorous fingers tied the red cloth into a jaunty triangle that neatly hid my neck-hole. I gawked at it. The color gave my faded suit the kind of snazz I’d always preferred from my fashion. The Excelsior ticked in my pocket; the kerchief was red as blood; my hands labored at a task; were these not evidence of life?

			“There y’go, Mr. Stick,” panted he. “Sniff. Cough. Hack!”

			That was the first time I heard Little Johnny Grandpa vocalize his choking, but it was far from the last. Though the boy suffered the infirmities of the old, he maintained the levity of the young, and by turning a cough into the word “cough,” he made light of his chronic maladies. Not a day after he taught me the assembly of liver pads, his chest began to rattle with a sickness that sounded like dice in a cup. He undertook that day’s lesson while struggling for breath.

			“Morning, Mr. Stick. Hack—hack. The Barker’s asked me—here comes a hack. Cough. Another cough. Wants me t’show you th’making of . . . Spit. HACK! Th’making of worm eradicator. Makes putting together liver pads look like yanking on your pud. But y’can do it, right, Mr. Stick? I know y’can. Snort. Snort!”

			The Barker, or so I gathered, was a medicine vender of sorts, and nothing quickened sales like the suggestion that a tapeworm was coiled within one’s intestines. In this endeavor, he had two chief weapons.

			The first was the nostrum itself. Billed as The Infallible Indian’s Tape-Worm Disgorging Lozenges, these little nuggets were the apotheosis of the Barker’s genius and that week I constructed hundreds. The secret ingredient was not stomachic, not sassafras or aloe, but rather a gentle tissue paper that was sliced into long, thin strips and rolled into pellet shape before being dipped into a hardening syrup. Once swallowed, the syrup was digested, but the long strips of tissue were not, and showed up in feces as supposed evidence of the parasite’s demise. Repeat purchases were guaranteed.

			The second weapon was every bit as effective. It was a large jar propped upon the edge of the main stage, filled with formaldehyde and the most appalling congress of giant tapeworms ever assembled. Little Johnny Grandpa assured me that these abominations were actually purchased from cattle stockyards, which, as it turned out, had carved themselves a lucrative sideline providing gastronomical monstrosities to men like the Barker.

			One would be hard-pressed to look at the jar and not feel certain of impending death from within. Unless, of course, you were me. I brooded upon those tapeworms quite a lot, wondering how easy or difficult one might be to swallow. Once a tapeworm was inside of me, you see, I could pretend that it was my organs, squirming and throbbing and going about the daily business of keeping me alive.

		

	
		
			III.

			DR. WHISTLER’S, LITTLE JOHNNY GRANDPA explained, was what the Barker’s traveling show was called by those relaxed to its lectures, performances, and product, though the traveling medicine show’s full title, if you lingered upon the banner that stretched between the entry poles erected in each town, was Dr. Whistler’s Pageant of Health and Gallery of Suffering.
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