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    These are the times that fried my soul.

    Let's get this straight right up front: I never wanted my life turned to shit, I never
wanted to leave New York, and I never wanted to learn any damn life lessons. I was happy
the way things were.

    All this took place in one of the last years of the old century. It has taken me this
long to digest it, and the events of 2001 didn't help me any. I witnessed them from
thousands of miles away, in a fit of impotent horror and rage. Distance did nothing to
insulate me from the pain, and time has not healed me. More about this later on.

    And it really wasn't about me, anyway. At least not at first. It was about a young
guy carrying someone else's history, and I got sucked into it.

    So, it all went down the poop chute and I started writing this account a month after
I took off for nowhere special. Me and my cat.

    And don't give me any shit about the cat. He's one of the two or three best friends I
ever had in my life, and we've been through a lot together.

    We were on the road. It was two in the morning, and we were stuck in a low-life
motel off Interstate 10 in Texas oil-patch country. There was a hellscape panorama visible
from the balcony of the motel's second floor where my room was. I could see oil refineries
pickled in an unhealthy aspic of greenish light, flaring off gas from multiple chimneys into
the starless night. Chemical plants blew off their effluvia into that smudged sky. Poison by
the cubic ton, marinating the people, animals, foliage in a relentless, inescapable bath.

    This garden of earthly disgust started back in Port Arthur, on the Gulf. It's pretty
much the first thing I saw driving into Texas, except for the fog of flying insects rising off
the fens, mashed into sticky slime by my windshield wipers and spread across the glass in a
buggy sheen. So much for my fucking karma, which had been reading ZERO for a while,
anyhow. In big, black letters.

    I saw eerie mercury vapor lights illuminating with nauseous yellow light a vast
industrial complex of girders, tanks, hermetic buildings, and chimneys, a forest of which
spewed vile and greasy dragon belch into the swampy, insect-ridden air. No science-fiction
movie had ever been that scary.

    No wonder Janis Joplin couldn't wait to get out of there. And Port Arthur was just
the hint of things to come.

    The motel was maybe twenty miles west of Houston. If there was a town anywhere
near, I couldn't see it. Every hotel room in Houston was taken, owing to an oilmen's, I do
mean "men's," convention. One desk clerk told me that every room in town, even in that
motel off the interstate service road with the mirrors on the ceilings, was booked.

    This was the first place with a vacant room, and I wasn't feeling in any mood to
explore Texas any further that night. Neither was the cat.

    We trudged up to the room and opened the door. The carpet was tar-black at the
doorway, fading to dirty gray as it spread from the entrance, and then to the original color
of sickly ocher about four feet into the room. The shmutz had been tracked in from
the oil-basted balcony. It all stank of petroleum.

    The cat gave me his best "What fresh hell is this?" look, and minced over to the bed,
avoiding putting his feet on the floor as much as possible. I stepped over the grease
threshold, put the luggage on the scarred desk, and opened the bottle of vodka I keep for
medicinal purposes. I was so wound up I started writing this to burn up the nervous
energy. On a motel phone message pad, with a cheap ball-point advertising a funeral parlor.
Perfect.

    I didn't get to sleep for a couple of hours, but that was okay. I needed the time to
wind down, and the writing helped. It was the worst time of my life. I'm still trying to make
sense of it.

    The next morning, when we got out just at check-out time, the cat pissed on the
stained carpet. It was no accident.

    My name is Lenny Schneider, just like it used to say on my card, where it also said:
Private Investigator. Just like that, in italics. Now, I don't know. Only the name
remains the same. I threw all my old business cards down a Porta Potty somewhere outside
Austin. It just seemed fitting.

    This account has been pieced together, filling in what happened, by talking to
everyone involved who is still alive. And, as I head west to somewhere yet undetermined,
I've been getting it maybe right. Half scrawled on paper, half spoken into a cheap cassette
recorder I picked up in Memphis, around the corner from where Martin Luther King was
shot. Also somehow fitting.

    So, with some phone calls, some emails as I find public libraries with computer
capabilities, and some flashes of memory, the story has come together. I made up a few
things where I needed to. If you can follow this all, I hope you care.
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    Back to the Beginning.

    It really started a couple of years ago, with a young man named Mark Fielding. It's
all about him at this point.

    Mark Fielding wasn't beaten by life--not exactly. Life didn't care enough about him
to make the effort.

    And Mark wasn't subdued by life--not precisely. He had wrestled Life to an uneasy
draw, only slightly disadvantageous to him.

    But Mark knew that, for a Rich Kid With All the Advantages, he was pretty pathetic.
And so, he was not prepared for the whole thing. But, who could have been?

    When the note came it terrified him. It could not have been more frightening if it
had threatened his life, but it hadn't. It was just there, among the junk-mail offers, the bills,
and a post card from his brother Lance, who was off in Europe on business.

    It was so low-key, he almost hadn't noticed it. He set the envelope aside to read the
uninformative card from Lance. Lance's message was, "Ha ha, I'm in Europe and you're
not." Only, not in so many words. Mark opened the envelope after everything else, and
that's when the fear began.

    It hadn't said much of anything scary: "If you're going to know why, it's time for
you to get started." But, it was written, if that's the word, with letters cut out of newspapers
and magazines and glued to a sheet from a yellow pad. Ransom notes and warnings were
always done like that, weren't they?

    Mark wondered what to do. Should he go to the police? Should he ignore it? Should
he tell his mom?

    He rejected that last choice immediately. His neurotic, paranoid mother would flip
out if he brought this to her. She would demand that he move back home, and it had taken
him long enough to escape her clutches and the attentions of his insufferable
stepfather.

    As far as the cops went, he did not need that kind of aggravation either. So, Mark
ignored it. It was the path of least resistance, a well-trod route in his life. It was no trouble
to walk it one more time.

    For the next week, Mark's tedious little life reasserted itself and the letter was
nearly forgotten. He went to his office, a grimy walk-up on West Twenty-third, and did his
job: go-fer and slush-pile reader for Hayden-Roberts, a small publisher. When he wasn't
making coffee, or doing sandwich runs, or going to the post office to mail the coldly-worded
rejection letters to the aspiring authors he discouraged, he sat at his desk and read.

    Reading the appalling dreck thrown on the slush pile was a wonderful way to
forget anything. The pile consisted of unsolicited manuscripts sent by writers with no
agents to open doors for them, and less than the faintest hope of ever being published. In
the many years he had been working there since his graduation from Princeton, he had
recommended one book to Godwit Kloster, the editor-in-chief.

    Kloster, a vain and supercilious man, was at first irritated that the "slush
munchkin," for so he characterized the succession of bright young men and women who
had held the job over the years, would bother him with a suggestion. Kloster's view of the
job was that it required a cursory look at the first ten pages, or so, of a manuscript,
immediately followed by the issuance of the rejection letter, which had been composed by
him in 1952, and never updated since.

    "Fielding," he sniffed, adjusting the yellow silk tie he called a cravat, "you are paid
to dismiss these pathetic creatures with the rejection letter. If you have read more than
fifteen pages, you are wasting your time, meaning Hayden-Roberts' time. If you are
recommending that I read it, you are wasting my time, in addition to et cetera. Get
it?"

    He swiped the air with his long manicured fingers by way of dismissal.

    "But, Mr. Kloster, this guy can write. It's not perfect, but with some editorial
advice..."

    Kloster froze Mark with a look down his long nose. "Fielding, my faith in your
ability to discern good writing is dwarfed by a mouse's fart. Go make some coffee."

    Mark felt some vindication when, the next year, the book won an award after
another publisher accepted it. He never mentioned it to Kloster because he wanted to keep
his job. That was the kind of man Mark Fielding was.

    Then, about a week later, another cut-and-pasted letter came. And that set the
whole thing in motion.
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    Back to me.

    One night, just before Fielding came into my life, I was staking out this motel room
off the scenic Garden State Parkway with a Polaroid camera hanging around my neck. The
early April night was cold and damp, I was crouching in a cramped position behind a rental
car facing the motel room and waiting for a chance to act, and my ancient knees had long
passed the point where they could take this kind of treatment. I pondered my luck that the
knee injuries that plagued me now had appeared too late to keep me out of the Army. My
"luck": a category with no positive examples.

    I did not want to try to take pictures of the man and the woman now occupying
said room, which is why I was there. I needed to get pictures of their rendezvous for a
divorce lawyer, and I did not want to be working with a cheeseball lawyer to get that kind
of evidence.

    I shifted my weight, and my knees made noises like popping corn. I panicked for a
second, thinking that the sickening crackles could be heard inside; then, I smiled to myself.
She was making enough noise to cover up a small explosion.

    The motel, whatever other clientele it catered to, served as a hot-mattress venue
for quick trysts in the New York-Hoboken-Newark area. A decaying pseudo-brick facade,
peeling yellow paint where there was still enough to discern the color, and walls you could
read through with the right light, enclosing stained carpets and squeaky beds with
U-shaped mattresses. I'd put in some time in places like this myself.

    Tiring of the wait, I edged closer to the window and peered in between the gap in
the curtains that's always there in motels. I couldn't see much, but they had left the
bathroom light on and that was enough to discern bodies wriggling on the bed and making
the two-backed beast. I cupped my hand on the window to improve my spying, and the
camera banged against the glass. I was so startled, it took me a second to move away. Not
fast enough to avoid a naked man bursting through the motel-room door with a small
artillery piece in his hand, aimed disconcertingly at my mid-section.

    All of this, you see, went contrary to my instincts, and whatever particles of
principle have managed to survive my wasted life. I don't do divorces, I don't do divorce
hotel stakeouts, I don't work for lawyers except in the rarest of circumstances, and I was
not enthusiastic about the gun either. But, this was all in the service of my business partner
and former girlfriend, now engaged to the husband of the woman in the motel room. We
can talk about that later.

    The naked dude raised his gun, what looked like an old Army .45, and an odd
mirroring of his tumescence, to aim it in the general vicinity of my head. He hissed through
clenched teeth, "¡Hijo de gran puta!" His breath was steamy in the chilly air, but I'll
bet he would have breathed steam on a July afternoon.

    "Same to you, pal." I am renowned for the quality of my witty repartee.

    The guy thumbed back the cannon's hammer, and said in heavily accented English,
"I goin' to blow your fuckin' head off!"

    A woman shrieked from somewhere behind him, "Heitor! No!"

    Heitor allowed himself to become momentarily distracted, and I whacked him as
hard as I could with the Polaroid. He crumpled, and the gun fell from his hand as he hit the
ground. I kicked the piece away, and resisted the impulse to dropkick his gonads into the
Meadowlands.

    Polaroid cameras not only give you instant pictures, but provide instant
unconsciousness when applied properly.

    I took his picture and a picture of the naked woman kneeling on the motel bed.
Then I stepped back to get the whole sordid mess. I palmed each photograph as it emerged
from the wheezing camera and stuck it in my jacket pocket.

    "Sorry, Ruthie. But, you told your old man you weren't going to see Heitor
anymore. Adios, muchacha."

    When I got back home to my cheap-but-inadequate flat, I felt lousy. I hated the
thought of the work to begin with, I felt sorry for my nasty exit remark, and I was still
scared shitless by my brush with death. I poured myself a beer.

    I put "Sketches of Spain" on the CD player, a masterpiece of virtuosic playing and
meditative calm based on Concierto de Aranjuez by Joaquin Rodrigo, and sat in my
one chair. Miles' trumpet and Gil Evans' orchestrations began to work their way into my
brain. A refreshing zephyr clearing the foulness. Who needs Prozac when you got Miles
Davis?

    Noodles, my big orange cat, appeared at my window and I got up to let him in. He
rubbed against my legs, so I gave him a bowl of cat crunchies to work on. He came and sat
in my lap after he had sated himself. His big, warm body and Harley-Davidson purr worked
to help calm me down. The beer didn't hurt, either.

    I began reading a mystery novel, where the sleuth seemed to be a cat, and the
victim was dispatched by suffocation with a tea cozy. I looked down at the furry mound in
my lap. "Noodles, old man, there are very few things I detest more than detective novels
where a cat is the detective."

    Noodles's eyes closed to slits. He hissed his assent, and grunted before settling back
down. I threw the book across the room, and drank some more beer.

    The CD ended, and I arose and put on the "Focus" album, with Stan Getz's tenor sax
and Eddie Sauter's arrangements. Kreplach soup for the soul. I sat back down, and the cat
jumped back onto my lap.

    I reached over for the phone and called Mickey.

    "Hi," she said in a twitter, "how did it go?"

    "The son of a bitch tried to shoot me. If Ruthie hadn't distracted him, he would have
punched a hole in me with a .45. As it was, I cold-cocked him with your boyfriend's
Polaroid. Much to my amazement, it got the pictures, anyway."

    "Thank heaven!"

    "Thank heaven he didn't shoot me, or thank heaven I got the pictures?"

    "Uh, um, both, I guess."

    "Listen, Mickey, I just violated about every remaining personal rule I have in my
very unruly life. This guy Arnie dumped you when Ruthie came back, and the only reason
he started up with you again is because she couldn't keep her meat hooks off of the conga
player. Are you sure you want to get with Arnie? What if Ruthie keeps popping up in your
lives forever?"

    "Look, Lenny, I'm really sorry. I'm under a lot of pressure from my family and his.
Nobody ever liked Ruthie, and I'm seen as a godsend. Plus, I'm thinking of trying to start
another family before it's too late." She started to cry.

    "Okay, okay," I muttered fecklessly. "Just remember, this is one time, and one time
only. No more divorce cases, no more Polaroid stakeouts, no more lawyer work."

    "I promise," she blubbered. Noodles looked up warily to see what was making the
weird noises he heard through the phone. Satisfied that it required no personal action, he
settled back down.

    We hung up. I finished my beer, and lifted Noodles off my lap so I could go get
another one. I decided I needed a shower.

    I brought the beer with me into the bathroom, holding it outside the shower
curtain while I vainly tried to scrub my conscience clean, and swigging from the bottle at
intervals. If I were clever, I would invent a method of drinking beer while showering and
keeping both hands free. The college dorm trade alone would make me a billionaire.

    Naked and dripping wet, I padded around my pad, sumptuous only in its squalor,
and attempted to have a lucid thought. Failing in even this limited ambition, I let Noodles
out the front window and went to bed. The last thing I remember is the empty beer bottle
rolling off my naked chest.

    The next morning in my office, I found on my desk a large package wrapped in
silver paper. There was a card, I opened it.

    Dear Lenny, it said, I really am sorry about yesterday. I know that you could have
been killed, or hurt very badly. It wasn't supposed to happen that way. So, please accept
this as my token of gratitude. Love, Mickey.

    I tore the paper from the box. It was a six-pack of Pilsner Urquel, a pound of very
expensive dark chocolate and two great seats for the upcoming Mets-Dodgers game. I
agreed to be compensated.

    After a couple of cups of fair office coffee, I began to go over the papers on my desk.
Most of it was the usual crap. Solicitations for electronic surveillance equipment, detection
software--whatever the hell that was supposed to be--and requests for my
participation in various seminars, committees, and the like. There was also a letter from
Deak Rowan, who was an old client and friend engaged in the sometime pursuit of his
missing daughter. It was postmarked Cody, Wyoming.

    Before I had a chance to open it, Mickey appeared in the doorway,
shamefaced.

    "Can I talk to you?" she pleaded.

    I sighed and rubbed my face. "Yeah, sure. Come on in."

    She minced in, affecting a subservient posture, and sat in my guest chair. I felt
magnanimous, and the terror of the previous evening was gone, so I made nice.

    "So, bubbeleh, what's on your mind?" I smiled extravagantly.

    "I'm sorry."

    "Yeah, I know. Thanks for the tickets, and the beer and chocolate. I really
appreciate it."

    "Look," she began, spreading her arms in a sort of supplication, "here's the deal.
Arnie and I are really getting married. Ruthie is permanently out of the picture--"

    "Except for the Polaroids."

    "Yeah," she smiled ruefully, "except for the Polaroids. In fact, it's those very
pictures that put her out of the picture, if you get my drift. Arnie's a bit of a sentimental
fool, not unlike you about Sue."

    "Hey," I interjected, "don't strain my good will, here. I may have some unresolved
issues with my ex-wife, but sentiment don't enter into it. Get my drift?"

    Now Mickey relaxed. She was on ground firm enough to make a sortie. "Unresolved
issues? Do you know any other divorced couple with the same relationship? She's more
important to you now than when you were married, somewhere back in the Johnson
presidency, wasn't it?"

    "Yeah, but I can't recall whether it was Lyndon or Andrew. Look, Sue and I can't live
together, and we certainly can't get along most of the time, but she's a lot of fun to know as
a person. I'm hoping that, even after you marry Arnie, that we'll stay friends."

    "Lenny, get with it! That woman is after you like a dog after a bone. After all her
years of mishigass she's finally realized that you were the best thing that ever
happened to her."

    "Gee," I murmured, eyes on Full Puppy Dog, "I kinda wish you had had the same
feeling." I hoped I hadn't laid it on too thick.

    "Lenny, I know, and you should know, that she may be too crazy for you, but I'm
not nearly crazy enough. If she's mellowed at all, and I'm not saying that I think she
has, it might not be a bad match."

    I had about enough at this point. "Okay, Mickey, time's up. Is there anything else
before I show you the door?"

    She looked up, as if considering. "Guess not. Oh, one more thing. No more divorces,
no more lawyers. The emmes."

    "That's two things, but thanks."

    She blew me a kiss, and walked out. I got back to my mail, and some stray
paperwork.

    About an hour later, Mickey poked her head into my office. Her eyes were all big.
"Lenny, we have a visitor, maybe a client."

    I swept together some papers, in a fruitless attempt to fake order on my desk. "Um,
okay. Show him-slash-her in."

    "Him. Even if it's a lawyer?"

    "Damn! Didn't we--"

    "Hold it, don't get your shit hot. It's David Goodman."

    "You mean David Goodman? The David Goodman?"

    "The same. Should I tell him to get lost?" she asked archly.

    "You do and I'll never speak to you again. Show him in. David Goodman?"

    "Yeah, yeah. Hold on."

    A few seconds later, The David Goodman wheeled himself in. Once a labor lawyer,
defender of victims of the McCarthy/HUAC poison, and a civil rights lawyer whose passion
and winning record made him a saint in the 60s. He was in a chair because he had been
pulled violently from a Freedom Bus in Georgia and beaten until he was nearly dead. He
lived, paralyzed from the waist down, to fight again. Old Lefties like me pined for his
nomination to the Supreme Court. In the current political climate, it was more likely that he
would win an Olympic gold medal in the high jump.

    He was broad-chested and thick with muscle through his shoulders and arms, the
result of his taking up wheelchair racing years ago. His upper-body size was all the more
exaggerated because of his puny, withered legs. He wore an expensive gray and obviously
custom-made suit, and his hair was a silver mane cascading down from a bald crown.
Piercing, large brown eyes were the more startling, magnified as they were by his glasses.
He looked like a biblical prophet sporting designer eyewear.

    I was in awe. I guess my jaw had dropped.

    "Are you Lenny Schneider?" he asked, his characteristic lisp in evidence. "I heard
you were a smart guy. I'm not so sure, now."

    I laughed, and the spell was broken.

    "I assure you that I'm smarter than I look, Mr. Goodman."

    "Thank the powers that be you're smarter than you look, and call me Dave."

    "I was there when you made that speech at Columbia in 1968. The one where you
made the case for non-violence and the Weathermen assholes tried to shout you down. You
changed my life. I was about to become a militant. Everything you said made sense to me. I
guess I should thank you."

    He nodded. "No charge."

    "Boy, you really are a different kind of lawyer."

    He chuckled politely. "I hope you didn't give up your militance. You don't have to
hurt people to do the right thing."

    "Yeah. You said, 'There's a whole lot I would die for, but nothing I would kill for.'
I've never heard it put better."

    "Well, Lenny, now that you've kissed my ass sufficiently, can we get down to
business?"

    "Your nickel, Dave."

    He shifted in the chair and gave me a stern look. "Just one more thing. You got a gat
and a bottle of cheap rye whiskey in your desk drawer?"

    "Actually, I've got a six-pack of Pilsner and a pound of dark chocolate. You got a
motorized wheelchair you chase ambulances with?"

    He grinned a huge grin, the one that had melted the hearts of juries from
Birmingham to Binghamton.

    "Okay," he straightened his tie as he spoke, "I think we're ready to do some work.
My client has been getting threatening notes in the mail. Weird stuff, with words and letters
cut out of magazines."

    "And the cops won't do anything because they can only respond to an overt
act."

    He nodded.

    "What's the nature of the threat?"

    "Well, Lenny, that's the weird part. There's nothing like an actual warning, or a
description of what's going to happen. Shit, they're more like fortune cookies."

    "Did you bring them?"

    He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a legal-size envelope. He threw it
lightly on my desk.

    "That's a representative sample. Careful, some of the paper is fragile," he instructed
me.

    I opened the envelope. There were a few pages from an 8.5 X 11-inch yellow pad
folded together. I gingerly unfolded them.

    "Dave, how old are these?"

    "Well, he got the first one in 1990. The paper was already old when it was
used."

    "He's just getting around to taking care of this? I thought my schedule was
crowded."

    "If you decide to take the case, and you meet my client, you'll understand. He got
three or four in '90, a couple a year or two after that, then nothing for a long time. He's not
the kind to look for trouble. When they stopped coming, that was all right with him."

    "So," I said calmly, "what's with the sudden panic?"

    "He's gotten two in the last month, and he's finally scared enough to do something
about it. The last one said something like, 'They're almost all dead now,' or words close to
that. He's in a sweat."

    "Okay, I'm fascinated. Do we need to talk fees?"

    "He can afford it. Can I get you two together, maybe tomorrow?"

    I made a great show of looking at my pocket calendar, which was tracking Mike
Piazza's batting average, but not much else. Sort of like me. Tomorrow was empty, because
the ball game hadn't been played yet.

    "Nothing tomorrow. That's because tomorrow's Saturday. Must it be Saturday?" He
nodded. I sighed. "How about nine-thirty?" I offered. "You got it. Let's do it at my office. I'll
call you to remind you." He handed me a business card. "By the way, his name is Mark
Fielding, and he runs a small publishing house."

    "Oh, then I just have time to polish up my manuscript. 'Thirty Years a Private Eye.'
Think he'll go for it?"

    Goodman gave me another stern look. "I said he was scared, not stupid."

    We shook hands, and Dave Goodman did a wheelie out my door.

* * * *

   Maybe you need some more background on Mark Fielding. This is how he came to
run Hayden-Roberts, some time before I got involved. I spoke with him by phone several
times over a year, or so while putting this together.

    No one was more surprised than Godwit Kloster himself when he died, although
those that worked with him believed that he would probably live forever, wreaking terror
on generations unborn. Yet, dead he was.

    And he had died in the act of love with a young woman, a girl really, who was
interning at Hayden-Roberts. The poor thing had been beside herself, having to deal with a
naked dead man old enough to be her father in her bed, the police, and then her parents.
Naturally, it was assumed that she would not make another appearance at the publisher,
and the staff used Kloster's absence, and the deliciously salacious scandal, as their sole
topic and pastime the next day. They stood around the coffee pot, conspicuously not
grieving.

    Wally Burns, the gnomish printing manager, was in a transport of wicked glee. His
hairy arms poked out from the sleeves of his rumpled suit as he gesticulated.

    "Can you believe he died in the saddle? Christ on a crutch! And with that little girl!
What the hell was she thinkin'? I thought Kloster only liked boys."

    Frances Sternberg frowned. The dignified office manager was the only person still
at Hayden-Roberts who had more tenure than Kloster. In fact, she had hired him. She
glowered at Burns, and shot her cuffs from the vintage Chanel suit so typical of her
expensive, classic wardrobe.

    "Shut up, Wally," she growled. "Godwit may not have been your idea of a man, but
you, we, knew nothing about his personal life. And I don't care. He did his job. When he
became managing editor nobody liked the idea, but nobody could dispute that he earned
it."

    Wally squirmed at the rebuke. He changed the subject.

    "So, Fielding, I guess that puts you in line to be the honcho. You gotta tell me if
boning the interns is in the job description."

    Mark Fielding ran his fingers through his thinning hair, a nervous habit and one of
his characteristic gestures. He fiddled with the sleeves of his Oxford shirt, rolling them up
as he spoke.

    "One thing for sure," Fielding mused. "We have to find another intern. It took us
long enough to find that kid, and I doubt that she'll be back."

    The Three Editors, as they were always known, kept their counsel, as they always
did. The only topic they were known to speak of was manuscripts, the care and feeding
thereof. The almost-elderly men, two widowers and a bachelor, could have been brothers,
but they weren't. Their brotherhood was of their personal styles and common vocation,
and the editing office was a kind of monastery to their calling. They were Norman Gall, Gus
Pappadopolous, and Frank Mayer.

    Frances said, "I'll call the employment agency. Maybe they've got someone for us.
Meanwhile, if anyone's got a niece or nephew or grandchild, or something, who wants to
get into this miserable business, let me know."

    They all nodded, the Three Editors, Wally Burns, Miss Fender the receptionist,
whose first name was never uttered, and Mark.

    "I don't have any nieces or nephews," Mark responded, "but I've got friends who
may have. I'll use this as an excuse to call them."

    "Kloster's doin' more good dead than he ever was alive," smirked Wally.

    Miss Fender gasped, "Mr. Burns, that's a sin, talking like that of the dead!"

    "Forget it, Miss Fender," Frances said out of the corner of her mouth. "In Wally
Burns's catalogue of sins, that one won't even make the top twenty. Mark, can I talk to you?
As for the rest of you, find something to do. This place hasn't closed down, yet."

    The crew dispersed, Burns still chuckling as lurid visions of Kloster's demise ran
through his mind.

    "Frances, why don't you come into my office?" Mark offered. She nodded, and
followed him in, closing the door behind her.

    He gestured to a chair, and she sat. Without further preamble, she began.

    "I spoke to Melissa Hayden last night."

    Mark's eyebrows shot up. "Old Melissa? I scarcely knew she was still alive."

    "Yeah, alive and definitely kicking. She's about ninety-five, you know. Anyway, she
and I had a long talk. She was about ready to pull the plug on this joint."

    "But why? We actually turned a profit last year, and..."

    "Yeah, yeah. That was my argument, too. That, and you."

    Mark delivered a theatrical, but sincere, "Me?" complete with popped eyes.

    "Kloster was an old fool. Since he was made managing editor, and you became
acquisitions editor, we finally had people in the right jobs." Frances took off her
tortoise-shell bifocals and rubbed her eyes. "Godwit Kloster wouldn't recognize talent if it
bit him. But, he was great at the business end. You, on the other hand, have turned up every
successful author we've ever had since you got here. I'm damn sure you're the only
acquisitions editor in town who still goes through the slush pile."

    Mark blushed and began to stammer a justification.

    "Just shut up and listen," she went on. "We're all glad that you do. I told Melissa
that she should keep the place open, give you the managing editor job, and let you keep
working acquisitions. I think that you can handle the business part, and the other stuff, if
you have an assistant for both ends. We need to hire a good business manager, and another
slush munchkin, one that works closely with you. I think that we can turn this place into a
small, prestigious house with you in those roles."

    Mark was flabbergasted. He never had known anyone to exhibit such confidence in
his abilities. He felt light-headed, almost in a swoon.

    "Frances, I hardly know what to say."

    "You'd better say 'yes' or all our asses will be in the street by next week. Melissa's
family has been the founding and guiding angels for this place, although there's been no
Hayden here since old Spencer died about two weeks after I started, during the Mesozoic
Era, and the Roberts are long gone."

    Mark smiled. "The Mesozoic? Funny. Really, when did you start?"

    Frances made a show of frowning at the question, but she answered it. "I've been
here since I graduated from high school in 1949. It was just to tide me over until I got my
big break on Wall Street. I was gonna be the first woman broker. I might as well have tried
to fly to the moon. I got such grief...

    "Eventually, I relaxed. This job wasn't so bad, and they liked me here."

    Mark leaned forward and put on a sincere face.

    "Everybody likes you here, Frances. This place is unthinkable without you."

    Frances leaned over to look in his eye. "Stop sucking up, goddamn it! You're the
boss now, so start acting like it! And, I damn well won't be here forever."

    "Sure, sure. Whatever you say!"

    Frances sighed. "I wonder about you, Fielding. I wonder if you have it in you. This is
your golden opportunity. Don't fuck it up."

    Frances stood up, smoothed the wrinkles from her Chanel, and walked out.

    Mark Fielding was stunned, alternately elated and terrified. He reached into his
desk drawer and pulled out an old, black-and-white speckled notebook, the kind schoolkids
used. In it were years and years of observations, ideas and plans. He had written in it as
recently as last week. It constituted the basis for a business plan for Hayden-Roberts, which
served both the artistic and administrative requirements for the firm. He never believed
that he would actually have the chance to implement it. He was more ready for this than
anything before in his life.

    "Frances," he whispered, "watch my smoke."

    That night when he got home, he was in something like bliss. He decided to call his
brother Lance and Lance's friend Tom and take them both out to dinner. He wished he had
a girlfriend to share this with. He was happier and more confident than he had ever
been.

    Mark picked up the phone to make some dinner reservations, absently opening the
mail. One envelope contained a page torn off a yellow tablet. In letters cut from magazines
and newspapers, it said, "They're dying off now. Get busy."

* * * *

   While all that Fielding mess was transpiring, I lived my life safe in my little rut. I
may have lacked ambition, but I was happy. One of the places that made me that way was a
bar on Twelfth Street. I hung out there a lot.

    It was Friday night, after all. I was sitting at the bar in Dirty Ernie's between my
ex-wife and a cop, and I was having a great time.

    Ernie had just permanently installed some new beer taps to serve a small but
outstanding selection of Northwest micro-brew beers. This was largely at my urging, since I
had returned from a job in Portland, Oregon, some time back. I was well into my second
pint of Deschutes Porter, and the glow of judiciously-applied alcohol warmed the dark
corners of the neighborhood bar for me. The crowd at Ernie's was convivial, and the
rhythmic murmur of conversation provided a counterpoint to the Three Sounds playing of
"I Could Write a Book" spreading from the juke-box speakers.

    I arched my body to stretch against the back of the barstool. Sue, my ex-wife, and
Jane Murphy, a cop, each leaned toward the other to finish a conversation, one elbow each
on the bar to cradle their respective heads.

    I let my ears search randomly through the audible conversations. It was easy to
pick out Mishkin's asthmatic whine as he bent somebody's ear about Carlton Fisk, "da last-a
da old-time-type ball players, but transitional and sometimes brilliant, like a Don Byas
solo." If you didn't know Mishkin's limited-but-deep frames of reference, you eventually
doubted your own command of English.
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