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Chapter 1
“It’s an omen,” Allison hisses in my ear, suddenly worried and superstitious. Her primitive, backwoods relatives sound the same way when they gossip about inbred neighbors who have spooky nightmares or extreme flatulence. “Maybe we shouldn’t get married,” she continues. “Why don’t we just run off and raise emus together?”
“My God in heaven, this is an absolute disaster!” Shirley wails into my other ear. “Would it have killed you kids to do something traditional!?” Shirley enjoys shrieking melodramatically. But I can’t really respond to either of them at the moment, at least until Dirk Fender stops vomiting on my shoes. Thank God they’re rentals.
“It’s not an omen, Allison,” I say distractedly. The vomit warmth reaches through the shiny leather and as my toes begin to sweat, I pray that rental tuxedo shoes are water/puke proof. I wonder if they’re Gore-tex lined? “It’s just puke,” I say, and to punctuate the point Dirk retches his remaining stomach contents onto my feet. “Emus?” I ask, suddenly remembering Allison’s strange comment.
“We’ll talk later,” she replies, but I can tell she’s already daydreaming about some other goofball scheme. That’s just the way she is. Although it strikes me as odd that she’d be thinking about stuff like that during our wedding.
Dirk gurgles and moans and appears to be finished throwing up. He spent last night at Caesar’s Palace sucking down watery drinks, and now his $1.99 all-you-can-eat gutblaster breakfast has taken revenge. All over my rented shoes.
“Unbelievable!” Shirley groans. “It’s...profane! We could’ve had a lovely ceremony at St. Katherine’s with Father Mike instead of this...farce!”
“Mom, please,” Allison says, but her heart’s not in it.
Our wedding Elvis isn’t particularly disturbed by the disruption of the ceremony; I suppose he’s had many a wedding disrupted by drunken best men. He asks without interest, “You waahnt me to go on?” His Boston accent is disorienting; he looks like Elvis but sounds like Ted Kennedy.
When we decided to get married in Vegas, Allison wanted to go tacky all the way and be married by an Elvis. We were astonished at the number of wedding chapel Elvi in this town—we couldn’t decide between young and buff or old and fat. “Gotta go with blubber junkie Elvis,” Dirk had suggested. “If you really want to be cheesy.”
Allison agreed with his logic, and I reluctantly went along. I wasn’t keen on the whole notion of an Elvis Vegas wedding, but at least Allison was willing to marry me, so I had to take it any way I could get it. Shirley, her mom, had insisted on coming along with Allison’s dad Bob, even though Allison warned her they’d probably be offended.
Allison was right.
“This is unbelievable!” Shirley moans again, and even Elvis is annoyed with her.
Allison’s dad gently touches Shirley’s arm. “It’s the kids’ wedding, Shirl,” he says, but Shirley doesn’t hear him. She seldom does.
“I raised you better than this,” she fumes at Allison. And then she turns on me. “And you, Larry, I thought you had more sense?”
I smile and shrug like a dope. I do have more sense, but how can I say so in front of Allison, my soon-to-be bride—at least she will be if Elvis Kennedy finishes the ceremony. Dirk slowly stands back up, wiping his mouth on his tuxedo sleeve. He’s not quite as green as he was; now he’s a pale shade of gray.
“Sorry,” he mumbles.
“You’re a doctor, for God’s sake,” Shirley snaps at Dirk. “And weren’t you in a fraternity? I’d think you could handle your liquor better.”
“Apparently not,” Dirk says. He’s trying to be civil, but I know Dirk hates being scolded. Dirk doesn’t take well to orders. It was hard enough to convince him to rent a tux, but Allison insisted that she wanted us to be well-dressed—even if it was for a gloriously tacky Vegas wedding. And Dirk has a big soft spot for Allison; he’ll always do what she says.
Allison’s maid of honor, her all-time best buddy Brenda, has been uncharacteristically silent through all this. I know she doesn’t approve of me; you just get the sense from people sometimes when they don’t like you. And I’m sure she doesn’t care for Dirk, my all-time best buddy. I know that for a fact because earlier today she told him he was a crass pig. You don’t say that to somebody you respect.
So now, we stand in front of pudgy Yankee Elvis—me, Allison, queasy Dirk, disapproving Brenda, easy-going Bob and pissed-off Shirley.
This isn’t how I imagined getting married.
“So?” Elvis asks again. “Want me to finish it up?”
I look at Dirk. He nods, “Good to go, bud.”
I look at Allison. She’s back in the now, returned from emus and whatever other things are rambling around in her fertile mind. “Sure,” she grins, all chirpy and happy again. “Let’s get married!”
Brenda sighs, Shirley grumbles, and Bob smiles distractedly.
“Okay,” Elvis says. “Dearly beloved....”
And before I know it, I’m married to Allison Hassenpfeffer.
“How many people are here?” I ask Allison as we clumsily waltz in the ballroom of her parents’ country club. “Two hundred?”
“Two-fifty. You forgot about the mountain people.”
Oh yeah, them. Shirley invited some of Bob’s great-half-twice-removed-by-way-of-marriage relatives from the Ozarks. She didn’t expect them to come, but the Ozarks branch of the Hassenpfeffer clan showed up in a caravan of thrashed RV’s, grubby and drunk and ready to raise some hell. They parked in front of Shirley and Bob’s house a week ago and have partied hearty ever since. The neighbors called the police, but the Ozarks crowd invited the cops to join in, and every night since off-duty cops have been partying with the wild hillbillies.
Allison’s parents are probably going to be kicked out of the homeowner’s association before it’s all over.
After the Elvis wedding, Shirley insisted that we have a “proper” reception for their relatives and friends. Allison didn’t want to, but this time I stepped in and gently suggested that to keep the peace with her mother, Allison might want to give in on this one. “It’s just a party,” I’d told her. “It won’t kill us.”
“It’s just that my mom is so...annoying.”
“Agreed,” I agreed, and Allison gave me a sudden dirty look. I guess it was okay for her to criticize her mom, but not me. “But it’s the least we can do to make up for Vegas.” In the end Allison agreed, and now we’re pretending to waltz in the crowded ballroom with a bunch of rapidly drunkening friends and relatives.
“Do you love me?” I suddenly ask. I constantly ask her if she loves me; she’s probably getting sick of it, but I still can’t believe that a woman like Allison Hassenpfeffer would have anything to do with a guy like me.
Not that I’m a troll, or anything. It’s just that I’m not the kid of guy you’d expect to see with a woman like Allison. She’s mind-roastingly, jaw-droppingly gorgeous, she’s smart, funny, nice—in short she’s got it all. She’s one of those too-good people you try desperately not to like because she’s perfect but you do anyway because she’s so...perfect.
And the smile.
Oh, that smile.
We met cute because of that smile.
I was walking down Wilshire Boulevard on a Friday afternoon, rushing to see a movie whose title I’ve long since forgotten. I didn’t care what it was, it was just Friday afternoon, I was off work, my latest girlfriend had dumped me, and I wanted to get lost in a dark theater and forget about everything.
Forget that once again, Larry Thayer was alone.
It had become a problem for me. I seemed to have enough charm to entice women, but sooner or later they got...bored. It might’ve been my career choice—I’m an accountant/computer dweeb who happily works temp jobs to avoid the political unpleasantness of something permanent, and maybe women sensed I felt the same way about them. Even the few women I’ve lived with eventually left, not with anger, but more with a resigned “You’re a nice guy, Larry, but I don’t think it’ll work out between us. Permanently.” It was always that word: permanently.
So on that Friday night I was alone. And I was starting to wonder if alone was going to be permanent.
A block from the theater, my eyes downcast at the sidewalk, I looked up, and in that second I knew my life would change forever. I know it sounds stupid, but when I looked into the eyes of Allison Hassenpfeffer my knees turned to peanut butter and I was head over heels in love.
At first it was like she didn’t see me. For an awful moment I thought this would be one of those urban sidewalk encounters where you momentarily lock eyes, then look away, never to think of one another again.
Allison started to glance away, but then her gaze came back to me, and she gave me a smile.
It was just a little one, a sly, tiny, innocent flirt, but with that one smile she stole my heart.
I stopped walking. Right in front of her; she almost ran into me.
“Oh!” she said. “Are you okay?”
“No.”
“What’s wrong?” she asked, and her smile had turned to a semi-alarmed grimace. If I didn’t do or say the right thing, she’d think I was a pervert weirdo.
“It’s just....” I didn’t know if I could find words that wouldn’t sound creepy.
“What?”
“It’s just your smile,” I said like a fool. “It’s magic.”
She didn’t say anything for a minute. The traffic on Wilshire roared by, and I half expected her to push on by or start screaming or spray me with mace.
“’Magic’, huh? Nobody’s ever said that before,” she said, and the smile reappeared. Oh yeah, magic all the way.
I glanced down at her left hand. No wedding rock on her finger. That was a good sign. But a woman like her...she had to have somebody. Her smile was fading and I knew I had to say or do something fast, because even though I’d just told her that her smile was magic, that was only good for a few seconds before “What if this guy’s a psychopath?” started rattling around in her brain.
“I was going to a movie,” I said. “But now there isn’t any reason to.”
“Why not?”
“Because nothing could be better than your smile,” I said, feeling proud of my snappy, movie-like dialogue.
She wasn’t impressed. “You don’t get out much, do you?”
“Well....” I burbled. No more snappy dialogue came to mind, because I knew I was about to be squashed like a stinkbug under a size fifteen boot.
“Do women really like that kind of dopey come-on?” she asked.
“I dunno,” I said. “Never tried it before.” I suddenly wanted to become one with the sidewalk. I couldn’t look her in the eye anymore; I felt like I’d done something unspeakably crass, like fart at a funeral or giggle during Schindler’s List.
I kept staring at the sidewalk; I couldn’t move. Humiliation was bad, but humiliation at the hands of a beautiful woman was the worst. It brought back every teenage insecurity I ever had. So I was utterly astonished when she said, “Number three with beans and rice?”
“Excuse me?”
“You’re the saddest, most pathetic looking guy I’ve ever seen. I’ll treat you to a number three with beans and rice. Maybe that’ll cheer you up.”
I looked up. She was giving me that smile! “You serious?” I asked, still expecting her to laugh maniacally like Dracula and kick me in the scrotum.
“You took a chance, that’s admirable. Not everybody is willing to be a total dork. It’s kind of endearing in a sad sort of way.”
“Thanks. I guess.”
So I had my first of many number threes with beans and rice with Allison Hassenpfeffer and before I knew it we were in love.
Amazing.
It didn’t bother Allison that I was a compulsive neat freak, that I not only organized socks and shirts, but that I organized my bathroom drawer by body maintenance products: one drawer for dental care (with floss organized alphabetically by flavor); one for shaving equipment; and one specifically for “smelly body parts” like deodorant, foot powder, and scented talcum (for stinky crotch). I meticulously rotated medicines by expiration dates and noted on my computer when the Bayer Aspirin needed to get tossed.
I won’t even try to describe how my kitchen was organized.
But Allison didn’t mind any of it. She laughed, teased me good-naturedly, and still she was able to love me. I don’t know why, and I didn’t ask. I just accepted my good fortune.
“Un-fucking-believable,” Dirk told me after Allison and I had moved in together. “She’s a goddess, you’re a...well, you’re a Larry Thayer. She must have some kind of weird tidy need. Unless you’ve got some sexual secrets I don’t know about?”
Good old Dirk, I could always count on him to think gutter thoughts. We’d been pals ever since sophomore year in high school, when Dirk kicked my ass over a misunderstanding about his girlfriend. He thought I was hitting on her, but I was just asking her if she’d done her homework for geometry class. Dirk came charging over, decked me, and after that we became friends. I’m still not quite sure how.
Everything came easy for Dirk. He was a football stud, straight-A student, always had the beautiful girls, is the life of the party, knows how to program VCRs—he can do it all. And now he’s a surgeon making big bucks in Beverly Hills. But he still talks and thinks like the USC frat boy he was.
Allison got used to me, but it was a little tougher for me to get used to her. Her beauty helped, but sometimes during those early days she just plain scared me. My mind is orderly, like my life; Allison’s brain works...differently. I imagine a brain scan of me would show straight pathways of well-behaved electrical impulses, electrons marching in formation as if they were traveling a finely engineered motherboard in a pricey computer. Allison’s brain scan would be a riot of color, explosions of disordered voltage bouncing off her cranium like a laser light show. We could be the poster children for opposites attracting. She’s everything I’m not: impulsive, wacky, slobby and outrageously cheerful no matter what. That’s what attracted me to her. I’m still not sure what she gets from me.
Well, maybe I do. A guy who finds beauty and comfort in columns of numbers on a spreadsheet and balances his checkbook every night might be just what a whacked-out dreamer like Allison needs. I’m glad I was the nerd who captured her fancy.
“Of course I love you, you dope,” she smiles as we dance.
“Just checking.”
She gives me a soul-stirring, tonsil-tickling tongue kiss to drive home the point. The crowd hoots and I immediately pop a chubby. Allison laughs, gives me a pelvic thrust, and all is right with the world.
I love being married to her.
The reception gets noisier and rowdier as the booze flows and the music blares. I overhear Shirley complaining to an overweight great aunt, “She’s hyphenating her name! Can you believe that? ‘Hassenpfeffer-Thayer’, it sounds like a law firm in Century City, for God’s sake...in my day and age women were proud to take their husbands’ names....” She continues grumbling about something else, but I lose interest. Listening to Shirley complain could be a lifetime occupation. Poor Bob. He’s over at the bar, laughing and scratching with some of his hillbilly relatives and having a great time. Bob’s a button-down corporate guy, but I think deep down inside he’d like to be roaming the country in an RV with his kinfolk.
As always happens at a wedding reception, guests start complaining as the music gets louder. The Ozarks Hassenpfeffers want country, the younger crowd wants Marilyn Manson, and the old people just want it turned down. I don’t much care, because I’m dancing like there’s no tomorrow with every woman in sight, young and old, and I’m having the time of my life.
I like being married.
I love my new wife more than anything in the world, and I know nothing can ever be better than this.
“Hey, good-lookin’, spare a dance?”
I look up from my current partner—a seven-year-old cousin of Allison’s named Tiffany or Brittany or Kaitlin or something—and into the bloodshot eyes of one of Allison’s Ozarks kin, a second cousin named Odessa. She’s a scrawny chain-smoker, about my age, but she looks years older. That mountain living must be tough.
“Sure,” I say, not meaning it. Odessa bumps cousin TiffanyBrittanyKaitlin out of the way with her bony hip, and before I know it she’s dirty dancing with me, lip-smacking and blowing stale tobacco/beer breath in my face. Nausea threatens.
“You gonna like bein’ in our family,” she shouts over the music. “We’re fun people.”
“Well, I sure like Allison,” I say weakly.
“Hell, she’s probably the least fun of all,” Odessa says, and to make her point she hipthrusts me. There’s definitely nausea lurking.
Odessa chases me around the dance floor until Allison rescues me. I’ve never been more grateful for anything in my life.
We’re dancing a slow dance now, and Allison’s head rests on my shoulder. I love the feel of her, the smell, everything about her. “I love you,” I whisper. She looks up and smiles. Oh, that smile. It kills me.
“Brenda said something that got me thinking,” she says, and my eyes immediately scan the ballroom for Brenda. She’s sitting alone at a table, her riot of curly red hair a glowing beacon of disapproval, sipping champagne and watching us dance. I have a feeling that because she’s been pals with Allison since kindergarten she feels responsible for her happiness. It’s that weird women friendship thing that guys never understand. I love Dirk like the brother I never had, but there’s none of that clingy chick stuff. To me the best friend you can have is somebody to drink, cuss, golf, and talk sports and sex with but have no other emotional strings attached. Women can’t have those kinds of friendships.
They always feel the need to share their feelings.
I’m glad I’m a guy.
As I warily exchange glances with Brenda, I realize that she doesn’t like me because I’m taking Allison away from her.
“And what did Brenda say?” I ask, looking back at Allison and dreading the answer.
“She thinks we should have kids right away.”
We’ve talked about the kid stuff before, and I thought we’d decided to be married for awhile.
“Oh yeah? What do you think?” I ask, my voice tight. It’s tough to control it. I want to scream, “WHO GIVES A FUCK WHAT BRENDA THINKS?” But, of course, I don’t. Larry Thayer, Mr. Control, Mr. Polite.
Mr. Doormat.
“Maybe she’s right,” Allison says with an annoyingly dreamy lilt in her voice. “I mean, that’s why we’re married, isn’t it?”
“It’s not the only reason,” I say. “We have plenty of time.” I glance back over at Brenda. She’s watching us closely, with a tight little smile. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got a microphone hidden in Allison’s hair.
Allison leans in close, and I hug her tightly. “You’re right,” she says, instantly changing her mind. “We’ll wait.”
A relief wave washes over me. Thank God. It’s not that I don’t want kids, but there’s no big hurry. Damned Brenda. She knows how Allison is and she’s taking advantage of it. It’s always something with Allison; she’s constantly getting ideas, notions, crazy whims, and I can’t keep up with her. It’s part of the reason I love her so much, but it can also drive me crazy—and I know it won’t get any better. She’ll be all fired up about some new idea, scare me to death, and then change her mind in ten seconds. A sneaky friend like Brenda just takes advantage of her impressionability and makes things worse.
But I’ll worry about it later. Now, things are settled, I’m married to the woman I love, and everything’s okay.
Until Allison comes up with some new notion.
“I fuckin’ pured the three iron, Lar, you see that?” Dirk Fender whacks balls on the country club’s driving range, a smoldering Kool dangles from his lip, and if he wasn’t wearing a tuxedo he’d fit right in with the other practicing duffers. I’ve never seen somebody in a tux hit golf balls; but, as with all things Dirk, he pulls it off. He’s even kind of dashing, like a swashbuckling James Bond/John Daly.
Allison was afraid he’d show up for the reception in shorts and a Motley Crue T-shirt—which was a realistic fear because Dirk likes to be casual—so she ordered him to rent a tuxedo. “You looked so...manly in Las Vegas at the wedding, I’d love to see you dressed up in a tux again,” Allison had cooed to him in her best breathy, sexpot voice. Dirk knew he was being conned, but, as before, he couldn’t say no to her.
So he showed up at the wedding reception in a tux with a supremely bored, huge-breasted woman on his arm who looked suspiciously like a hooker.
I didn’t want to know, so I didn’t ask. The woman vanished after a few dances; Dirk was probably paying her by the hour.
Dirk had disappeared from the reception a while ago, so I wandered outside to find him and get some air after dancing, kissing unknown aunts, and guzzling champagne began to fog my brain. Allison was busy making the rounds of all her clan, so by ducking out I escaped the cheek pinchings and slobbery smooches from old ladies. There’s something about fleshy, lipsticky kisses from elderly women that creeps me out.
Dirk takes another massive swing and smacks a range ball out past the two-hundred yard marker. “Fuckin’ pure,” he murmurs. “I was cut out to be a doctor.”
I don’t get the connection, but that’s not unusual with Dirk. His mind works on a different—and most of the time filthy—level.
“Why does hitting a pure three iron make you a doctor?” I ask stupidly.
Dirk rolls his eyes. “Doctor. Golf. Get it?”
“Oh, yeah.”
“Don’t have any more champagne. It makes you more retarded than usual.”
“You can hit a three iron and you’re an arrogant prick...no wonder you’re such a good surgeon.”
“That’s more like it,” Dirk grins. “Show me your shit,” he says, smacking another perfect three iron over the horizon.
I figure what the hell, a guy at his wedding reception can hit balls at a driving range, so I grab the three iron from Dirk and let one rip. I catch it thin, and it bounces weakly to the hundred yard sign.
Dirk shakes his head sadly. “Just married and already the wussification accelerates.”
The combination of too much champagne, fatigue, and the word “wussification” makes me laugh, and then I can’t stop, it’s not that funny, but pretty soon I’m collapsing on the grass, tears rolling down my cheeks, and Dirk’s howling too, we’re both laughing like we’re out of our minds. The other driving range practicers throws us dirty looks, but we’re too drunk and happy to care.
“So Larry Thayer is married,” Dirk sighs when the laughter dies down. “Fuckin’ A.” There’s a wistful sadness in his voice that’s almost touching. Considering how cynical Dirk usually is, I’m amazed.
“Yeah,” I say. “And she’s pretty great, too.”
“Better than you deserve,” Dirk says, lighting up another Kool. The sun glides below the hills, and the golf balls speckling the range catch the sunset glow from the sky; it looks like the grass is covered with tiny oranges.
We sit together, best pals, and watch the skylight fade dully away to the music of thwacking golf balls. It’s almost romantic.
Allison’s on the phone with Brenda again.
I don’t want to make a big deal out of it, but this is our honeymoon, we should be out strolling on the beach, hand in hand, watching the Hawaiian sunsets, sipping fruity drinks and doing the whole Maui thing. Instead, we’re in our way-too colorful hotel room, I’m watching the Weather Channel and keeping a watchful eye out for giant bugs like the monstrous roach I found in my shoe this morning, and Allison’s chattering on the phone. With Brenda.
I eavesdropped at first, but I soon got bored. It was chitchat, nothing interesting, and the only thing bothering me is that she’s talking to Brenda at all. Best friends, I can understand that, but sometimes you’ve got to take a break. I think honeymoon is a good example. Dirk’s my best friend, but other than one drunken phone call timed to interrupt sex (how did he know the exact minute to dial?), I’m not planning on talking to him.
I’ll never understand women.
Allison finally finishes yammering with Brenda, and the minute she hangs up she pounces on me and the kisses fly. That’s more like it.
The sex, as always, is great. We’ve lived together long enough to have had lots of practice, but being married makes everything seem different—even sex. Every minute together suddenly feels more intense.
“I have an idea,” Allison says after I’ve nearly had an orgasmic coronary.
“What?” I ask, gasping. I’m immediately wary. I know that tone of voice. And it scares me.
“Remember the emus?”
“Were they the overweight friends of your parents at the wedding reception?”
“No, no, no. Emus. Big birds. I told you about them in Vegas.”
I have a vague memory of her saying something but I can’t quite recall what it was. I was too worried at the time about the vomit on my shoes. “Yeah, sure. I guess,” I lie.
“Well, believe it or not, when I was reading the in-flight magazine on the way over while you were asleep,” she says, “there was an article about emus!”
Her eyes sparkle with excitement, and she’s so damn cute when she gets excited about something stupid that I want to pounce on her and kiss her all over. But instead I say, “Cool,” coolly. I’ve learned with Allison to always be careful how I respond. Too much enthusiasm before I know what’s running through her head, and she’ll think I’m all hot about her latest goofball idea.
“I think we should raise them.”
“Who?”
“Emus, silly!”
“Emus?”
“They’re big birds, kind of like ostriches.”
“I know what they are. Why would we want to raise emus?”
“They’re supposed to worth a lot of money. When people realize how healthy the meat is, they’ll go nuts buying emu steaks and burgers. And if we’re on the ground floor, we’re rich.”
I try not to laugh, because I know it’ll hurt her feelings, but it’s hard. Here we are, post-coital in Maui, she’s naked and luscious and I love her and if I could get a hard-on we’d go for round two, and we’re talking about starting an emu farm! Life with Allison is an adventure.
“There’s not that much room in the condo,” I say, going for the joke. She doesn’t bite.
“We could move out of the city,” she says, her voice warming to the subject. Allison’s never been a big fan of the city, even though she was born and bred there. She has some unrealistic romantic notion about the joys of rural life; I think she’s read too many issues of Country Living. The city isn’t perfect, but what is?
“What about my jobs?” I ask. Just because I like do temp work doesn’t mean I want to dump it all and shovel emu shit.
“Business is business, Larry. Just think, you could be your own boss!”
“But I like working for other people. They tell me what to do and give me money.”
“You’ll get sick of it, you know you will. It happens to everybody after awhile. Before you know it you’re going postal.”
That’s news to me. I thought I was pretty happy. Allison’s in her true believer, “Can I have an ‘Amen’ from the congregation!” mode, and I realize that argument is futile. I know that this wacky notion will pass, as have all her others. It’s just a matter of time.
“Have you told Brenda about this?” I ask. It occurs to me that even though Brenda despises me, she’d be an ally in torpedoing something dopey like an emu...ranch, farm? Hatchery?
“Not yet,” Allison says, dreamy in rural emu fantasies. “I can’t wait to tell her.”
I laugh, I humor her, because I know that this too, shall pass. Tomorrow she’ll want to adopt war orphans or open an espresso stand. Or open an orphan stand.
I roll back over to her and kiss her breasts. At least that takes her mind off emus for awhile.
But I’m in for a surprise, because for the rest of our honeymoon she talks about emus, and how they’re going to change our life....
It looks like emus are going to change my life.
We’re moving.
I was content to temp my bean-counter skills to the highest bidder, to nomad my way from oatmeal-colored cubicle to oatmeal-colored cubicle, but it wasn’t to be.
I was content to be swallowed up in business doldrums, making good money, settled into domestic bliss with my beautiful wife. We had a nice condo in the West Valley, nice cars—an Explorer, a Miata—all the stuff you need to feel happy in the ‘90s. But it wasn’t enough for Allison. She wanted out of L.A., and emus were the ticket.
She has that gift of moving through life with happy faith that all will work out. It’s a blissful disconnectedness with reality. I plan every move I make down to the nth degree; Allison, well, she just flows. She works hard—she’s the only person in the world who actually makes a living with an art history degree. She works at the Getty Museum, doing research. But she spends her life...searching. Ideas. Dreams. Some crazy, some realistic, but always dreaming. And the emu idea has stuck.
I’d hoped that the emus would disappear like so many of her other schemes. Like the lazy, smoggy Sunday afternoon a few months ago when she peered over the Metro section, looked across the living room at me, and said, “Maybe we should become born again.”
The Calendar section slipped from my hands and drifted to the carpet. “Excuse me?” I said.
“Don’t you feel the need for more spirituality?” she asked.
“We went to church this morning,” I said. We’re both nominal Catholics, and the occasional boring Sunday mass seemed like enough spirituality for me.
“It’s just that Catholicism is so...dull. Don’t you want something more powerful?”
I was terrified. I had visions of visions, of spending Sundays with “Praise the Lord!” fruitcakes or David Koreshes. So, as usual, instead of just saying no, I tap-danced around it.
“What brought this up?”
“An article in the paper about born again people. They sound so happy.”
Reading kept getting Allison in trouble. I needed to find a way to keep her away from words, from the temptation of ideas.
I stayed noncommittal, hoping that like most of her notions, this one too would fade away.
The next Sunday I was in downtown Hollywood at the Third United Congregational Church of Our Holy Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, holding hands with Allison and a sweaty fat man, watching another sweaty fat man named Pastor Dwayne speak in tongues and shake like he was having a seizure. The “Amens” and “Hallelujas” flew as Pastor Dwayne yammered gibberish and then flopped to the floor. I leaned over to Allison, who looked as horrified as I felt, and asked, “What’s next, snakes?”
The next Sunday we were back at Our Lady of Sorrows Catholic Church, daydreaming our way through a boring sermon by a gray-haired Irish priest. Nobody spoke in tongues or passed out.
Allison never mentioned becoming born again again.
I’d hoped that reality would strike the same way with the emu business, but no such luck. The idea caught her fancy and wouldn’t let go.
So tonight we’re having our going away party.
We’ve decided to move to a town in the Northwest called Skookumchuck and raise emus.
A big computer banner dangles on one wall: SO LONG L.A., HELLO SKOOKUMCHUCK.
We’ve rented a banquet room at a nice place in Encino, and a bunch of friends, relatives and coworkers are wishing us well. Dirk strolls in late, with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen hanging on his arm. She’s wearing a low-cut gown, and the eyes of every man in the place follow them as they make the rounds. Dirk is wearing surgical scrubs, and it looks like they’re spattered with blood. I hope it’s just a joke.
“Larry and Ally, emu wranglers! Congrats, kids.” He gives me and Allison gigantic Dirk hugs. He must’ve been drinking before he got here, because the booze is already thick on his breath. I hope he waited until after he finished his surgery.
The beautiful woman with Dirk stands aloof, looking bored and disinterested like the other gorgeous babe he brought to our wedding reception. Dirk introduces her as Brandy, and I can’t resist whispering in his ear, “Is she a hooker?”
“Hey, now...Dr. Dirk doesn’t pay. Brandy works in medical records.” His leer tells me that she’ll be doing more than taking dictation tonight. I’m horrified, yet intrigued. I’ve always lived Dirk’s wild life vicariously; I’d never do it myself—not that a dork like me could anyway—but looking at Brandy the medical records babe and thinking about what’s in store for Dirk tonight...well, happily married or not, I am a guy, and I can’t let the pleasant thought of a debauched night of wild sex go by without mulling it over a bit.
Dirkie. He’s a pig, but in that heroic, male way.
“Who is that woman?” Allison asks after Dirk and Brandy float away, Dirk presiding over the crowd like a visiting head of state.
“She works in medical records.”
“Oh. I thought she was a hooker.”
“Doesn’t that bother you that Dirk is such a player? I mean, women are like Kleenex to him.”
“It’s just the way Dirk is.”
Amazing. People with charisma and bloody scrubs can get away with murder.
Allison’s parents sit off by themselves at a corner table. Bob happily sips scotch, while Shirley bends his ear with a sour sneer creasing her sallow cheeks. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but I have a good idea that it’s something along the lines of, “Can you believe these kids running off to the boondocks to raise ostriches! I raised her better than that...my God, if Larry had a manly bone in his body he’d start wearing the pants in the family and take charge.” Or maybe, “That girl’s always been so flighty, she can’t stay with anything, they’ll regret this stupid bird nonsense, my God, she’s giving up a good job with benefits!” I don’t know for sure that’s what she’s saying, but since she’s said those exact words to me, I suppose it’s pretty close. I can tell that Bob is in Shirley tune-out mode, because he’s smiling blankly and nodding and staring into a middle distance that only Bob can see. Allison circulates, doing the social hostess stuff—mingling with the guests, making sure everybody is having a good time. She’s so good at the social thing; I’ve never really mastered it. I feel like a goon at gatherings, the nerd in the corner that nobody will want to talk to or care is here. It’s why I usually drink too much and end up being a bigger goon than normal. I look over at Dirk, working the crowd, so smooth, so cool, and I wish I could be more like him—without the disgusting, immoral part, of course.
The D.J. shows up—Allison thinks there should always be music and dancing, no matter what the event. As soon as the dancing starts things really get out of control. Our wedding reception was kindergarten compared to this. People I’ve never seen before—I wonder if Dirk invited rowdies from the hospital?—dance with wild abandon, and I expect clothing to start dropping off. Even Brandy the medical records babe loosens up, her bored expression of distaste falling away as Dirk spins her around, dancing like a demon on speed.
I’m dancing with Allison when Brenda, of all people, cuts in.
“Can I have this one?” she asks. Allison giggles and hands me off. I’ve got the bad feeling of a setup here, and I don’t like it one bit. And the worst thing is, the D.J. puts on a slow one, so I have to actually touch her. Good thing I’ve had a lot to drink.
“So, how you doing, Larry?” she asks. She’s a head shorter than me, and her frizzy red hair tickles my chin. She smells strongly of vanilla; it’s cloying and gross the way too much of something nice can be.
“I’m fine,” I reply. I wish the song would finish.
“How’s married life?” she asks.
What is this? I’ve had maybe three conversations with Brenda in my life, and they’ve been about trivial things like the weather. Her face is turned up toward mine, and her freckles burn angry and red; must be the booze. She’s okay-looking, I suppose, if you don’t know her. It’s just that personality. She’s one of those creepy people who have the ability to turn you off, like a too-devout preacher or a Hyundai salesman.
“Married life is fine, Brenda. But I’m sure you know that since you talk to Allison every day.” I try to keep the antipathy out of my voice, but I don’t think I succeed. There’s a scream across the dance floor. Dirk just twirled Brandy and she slipped and fell down. I don’t know why Dirk is twirling his partner on a slow dance; I suppose it’s just Dirk’s way. He helps her up, and now they’re dancing, clingy, his hands wandering over her perfect butt. What a pig.
I wish I was in his shoes right now.
“You know, Larry,” Brenda says as the commotion dies down, “I’d like to get married someday.”
“Great.”
“And I think I know who I’d like to marry.”
“Who?”
“Dirk.”
I’m think she’s joking, but her eyes sure look serious. “Only one problem, Brenda. Two, actually.”
“Being?”
“He’s a disgusting pig and you hate him.”
“Those aren’t insurmountable. Will you put in a good word for me?”
“Is it because he’s a surgeon? Do you just want to bag a Doctor?”
“I can’t explain it,” she says, sighing as she watches Dirk grope Brandy. “He’s just such a vital life force.”
This is such a truly bizarre conversation that I don’t know what else to say. I hem and haw and chee-chee and do the bug dance until the song is over and then I scurry away from her like a cockroach.
I pull Allison away from a group of people she’s charming. “Brenda wants to marry Dirk,” I say.
“I know. Can you help her out?”
“Are you both nuts! He’s...Dirk, for God’s sake. And she’s Brenda.”
“I know. I think they’d make a darling couple.”
And then Allison glides off to work the crowd. This is surreal.
The party rocks on, noisier and drunker by the minute, whooping wildness courtesy of Dirk Fender and friends. Not only is my life turning upside down—Skookumchuck, for crying out loud—but now I’m mulling over this Brenda/Dirk business. I can’t wait to tell Dirk; he’ll think it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard. I hear a shrieking howl and turn just in time to see Dirk toss Brenda over his shoulder and bellow, “HOO-YAW!” And then he runs out of the banquet room with her kicking and screaming and giggling on his shoulder.
I probably should follow them, but I’m not sure what I’d do. Brandy the medical records babe is dancing with another woman, and she doesn’t seem interested that Dirk has just carried a screaming woman out of the building.
“Should I go check on them?” I yell to Allison over the music.
“Nah,” she smiles. “Brenda got tired of waiting for you to fix them up, so she took matters into her own hands. She’ll be fine.”
“How could she have gotten tired of waiting, I only talked to her five minutes ago!”
In a few minutes Dirk comes straggling back in, with a bloody nose and an eye that’s already growing a purple shiner. Brenda trails in after him, smiling triumphantly.
I catch Dirk’s eye and he shrugs.
Not even a human hurricane like Dirk Fender is a match for little red-haired Brenda.
Allison and I blast home on the Ventura Freeway, with the Miata’s top down and our spirits high. It’s a hot night, and the balmy air washing over us is like the most soothing bath you could ever take. It’s noisy, our hair whips wildly, but it feels so good. I love the Southern California air when it’s warm and clear.
The farewell party broke up after midnight, and to my complete amazement, Dirk left with Brandy the medical records babe and Brenda. Brenda said it was because Dirk and Brandy needed a designated driver, but there was as predatory look in Brenda’s eye that I hadn’t seen before.
I found myself worried for Dirk’s safety.
Allison just laughed. She knew more about what was going on than I did—that’s always the case—so I let it go. Besides, I had other things on my mind.
Like moving away to Skookum-fucking-chuck and raising giant flightless birds.
The oncoming lights are blindingly, painfully bright; I’m surprised how much traffic there is so late at night. But then, this is L.A., millions of people packed into a small space, and most of them are night owls.
But those lights are so, so bright....
Maybe my eyes are more sensitive from being up so late, or maybe the dry night air has affected me, I don’t know. I look over at Allison. Her head tilts against the headrest, her eyes heavy-lidded and lazy, and I know the warm wind’s caress is working on her, too.
The fleeting moment is magic, the wind, the night, Allison, I don’t want it to ever end, this is home and warts and all I don’t want to leave, L.A. is home, and when I look back ahead, those sharp lights blind me, so bright that—
*****
Chapter 2
—I have to squint. My eyes ache.
The mountain light does that to me. Ever since we got here, the very first day we rolled into town and I smelled the sweet scent of the pines, felt the cool, clear air, gazed at the spectacular beauty of the place, I’ve been blinded. I like the light-headed way the altitude plays with your perceptions; it enhances the natural beauty like a narcotic hallucination. Every day I look around and I can’t believe I live here. It’s too perfect.
I never realized how filtered the L.A sun was; even clear days must’ve had a muck layer hovering above, screening the highlights, smudging everything soft and pastel. We were in Skookumchuck two hours and I had already forgotten the city. I don’t miss it a bit.
Here the world has a hard edge: the pines, the gray rock, the snow-frosted peaks soaring behind the town. I love the clarity, I love the feeling. I love living here.
What I don’t love are the fucking emus.
Never trust a creature with a brain-to-body ratio in the negative numbers. Emus are stupid beyond belief, but to add to their repulsiveness they’ve got rotten dispositions. I’ve noticed the same phenomena in people. Dumb equals mean.
Emus—especially adolescent male emus—are spectacularly horny. As with stupid people, their drive to reproduce overpowers any vestigial intelligence. They’re giant feather- covered gonads on stick legs.
I had my doubts about this from the very beginning, I’ll admit. But Allison’s infectious enthusiasm was truly infectious, and she convinced me that moving—and emus—made sense.
After all our research, we decided that mountains were where we wanted to be. Specifically, the northwest and its mountains. Specifically Skookumchuck. It had everything we thought we required: four seasons, no crime, a ski resort, a college (junior, but good enough), decent yuppiefied restaurants, not too expensive real estate if you got out of town a bit. Skookumchuck was to be our paradise.
A perfect place to maybe raise kids some day. And raise emus right now.
Before we made the final moving decision, we visited Skookumchuck in the fall, when the Aspens on the mountainsides flamed amber-red and the tamaracks gleamed golden, when the crispy chill invigorated, when the impossibly clear sky was its clearest. And when we drove into town, with its quaint main street, its trendy little cafes, used books stores, antique shops...well, it looked pretty good. I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced, but I was getting there.
“Isn’t it great!” Allison grinned as we cruised the main drag.
“It looks pretty nice,” I agreed. “Now all we have to do is find jobs.”
Allison waved away my concerns. Her innate optimism never let any possible downside intrude on her happy fantasies.
So we flooded the town with resumes, we had phone interviews after we got home, and for awhile it didn’t look like we’d be able to make anything happen. These cool little ski towns have one problem: unless you’re already rich, you scrape by. It’s tough to get minimum wage, let alone something resembling a career job.
“But that’s not the point,” Allison said one night after another lead failed to pan out. “We want to escape. We’ve got to be willing to make sacrifices.”
“Yeah, I suppose,” I said. I didn’t mind moving; I’d talked myself into that. But I liked middle-class life, I liked the nice cars, the surround sound large screen TV, the PC with Tomb Raider and full net access—I liked all that stuff. Allison didn’t seem to care one way or another. I guess she’s deeper than shallow old Larry.
We’d just about given up on finding jobs in Skookumchuck when I got a call from the junior college. I’d left a resume while we’d been there, and it had finally landed on the chief financial officer’s desk.
“This is Alfredo Fernandez de Oca Balboa, Jr.,” the precise, sniffling voice said. “But you can call me Al.” So the CFO with the huge name hired me to be his assistant controller—for half of what I was making temping in L.A.—and we were off to Skookumchuck and emus.
We sold our condo for a loss, but we convinced ourselves it was okay, it was the price of escape. We got rid of the Miata—that broke my heart. But we figured that in a cold climate it wasn’t real smart, and we couldn’t really afford anything fancy anymore. We also sold the Explorer, bought an old beater Chevy four-by-four pick-up, sold off a lot of the toys—including my beloved bigscreen TV—and moved to Skookumchuck.
Besides the wild farewell party, Allison’s folks had a subdued family get-together to wish us well. Shirley mostly held her tongue, but she was burning inside and couldn’t resist pointing out that we were throwing away city life to go raise overgrown chickens. Bob was cool, as always, and he even gave me a clumsy hug besides the requisite manly handshake. I think Bob felt bad that my dad had died when I was a little kid; he’d never had sons, and it wasn’t like I was the replacement dream son he wanted, but since I was dadless and he was sonless it worked out. I didn’t mind.
Shirley had invited my mom, but as usual she couldn’t make it. I seldom saw her anymore. After my dad died, she did her best to be the total mom, but her heart wasn’t in it. My dad loved life insurance—no dinnertime phone pitch from an insurance salesman ever ended with less than another $25,000 term life policy, so when his aorta blew out at age forty, my mom was set. She invested like a pro—she instinctively knew when to buy and sell stock—and she turned her insurance money into a lifetime income. When I started college, she gave up any pretence of momhood; she sold our house and started wandering. I found out later that she had decided that she was a lesbian, so maybe she was out there looking for the right woman. I suppose she just wanted somebody to love. So far, though, I don’t think she’s found her princess charming.
Once the farewells were over, Allison and I were off. We left behind the city of our youth, where we grew up, met, married, where our lives and characters had been formed, we left all that behind and hit the road.
We were roaring along an especially isolated stretch of the interstate when the enormity of what we were doing hit me full force. Allison was dozing in the passenger seat—how anybody could sleep in the drafty, noisy truck was beyond me—and as I watched the beautiful yet forbidding scenery, forested mountains and craggy peaks, I reached over and gently shook her awake. She looked over at me with sleepy eyes, then smiled. That smile. It still made my knees weak.
“Hi,” she said. “I’m missing pretty scenery.”
“Yeah.” I wasn’t sure if I should say what I was thinking, but then I decided to plunge on ahead. It wasn’t good to hold things in. “What the hell are we doing, Allison?”
“The right thing. You scared?”
“I don’t know if scared...well, yeah. I guess I am.”
“Me too. But we’re together, Larry. That’s the important part.”
And when she said that it all made sense. She was right, being together was all that mattered. Me and Allison. No matter where we lived, or what we were doing for a living, all that mattered was that we were together.
So we became residents of Skookumchuck.
We bought five acres and an old ramshackle cabin outside of town, I started my job at the college, Allison found a job at an espresso shop (she swore she liked it), and we settled into our new life.
I morphed into Larry Thayer, pioneer. The fifty-year-old cabin had been built by a person more well-meaning and enthusiastic than skilled. The squeaky floor sloped; anytime you dropped something it rolled away from you. Its thousand square feet had been designed—if design is the right word—haphazardly, and as I plunged into major home improvement I came upon innumerable half-assed fixes—spliced wires carrying too much current, load bearing walls that didn’t, rotten drywall and leaky pipes. It offended my anal sense of order that anything be less than perfect, so during the first few months every non-working moment was spent fixing up the cabin. We began to call it “The Homestead”.
And we loved every minute of it.
The culture shock of leaving the city and coming here wasn’t a shock at all—it was wonderful. Instead of drive-bys and televised freeway car chases, the most exciting news in Skookumchuck is the weather. The local squabbles aren’t mean-spirited and deadly, either. The biggest brouhaha since we’ve been here was over the name of the Skookumchuck High School mascot. For years, they’d been the Braves, but somebody decided that was offensive, so they changed to the Steelheads. Then somebody else pointed out that there hadn’t been a steelhead in the rivers for the last fifty years, and anyway, steelhead sounds dopey, so they decided to change to the Loggers, since there’s plenty of logging in the area. But then local environmentalists complained that extractive industries shouldn’t be glorified, and they recommended a change to a more proactive name like the Recyclers. That didn’t fly, and since by then everybody within fifty miles was pissed off, the beleaguered high school officials gave up and renamed them the Spartans.
So far no Spartans have taken offense.
Allison passionately loved Skookumchuck, and it showed. She’d always been vivacious and happy, but now, in our new home, our new town, Allison bloomed even lovelier, even more beautiful and irresistible. Even working a grunt job at the espresso shop downtown didn’t bother her. She was perky and happy, and within weeks had a circle of friends and acquaintances—and admirers. It’s never really bothered me that men like her; hey, I can understand it. And she’s a shameless flirt; that’s okay, too, because I know she’s mine.
Okay, so I’m lying. It does bug me sometimes. It’s that male possessiveness thing, I suppose. I know I don’t have anything to worry about, but the thought of other guys wanting her...well, it’s hard. But I try to keep the jealousy under control because I know it’s not healthy and I know I can trust her.
Although I find myself thinking sometimes it might be nice if women found me as irresistible as men find her. But it’s not to be.
So we whipped our creaky, lopsided dream cabin into shape, then started building our emu pens. Allison had books and plans, and we spent a bundle on automatic watering systems, feed, sheds, the whole bit. By the time we finished, I was surprised at how professional the whole setup was. It looked as if we knew what we were doing.
On a cool August night we officially christened the Hassenpfeffer-Thayer Emu Ranch. I bought a bottle of Dom Perignon and we sat in folding chairs out on our property—I loved the way that sounded—and toasted our new life.
“How did we ever get this lucky?” Allison asked in a dreamy voice. The sun was setting over the mountain peaks, and the burnt twilight alpenglow painted everything a soft orange. The trees—our trees—rustled in the evening breeze. The pine needles whispered in welcome. A mosquito buzzed by my ear, but I didn’t bother to wave him away. He was my mosquito.
“Pretty cool,” I said. “Cheers, Allison. I love you.” We clinked glasses and before the night was over the champagne was gone and so were any doubts.
We were home.
My job turned out to be just that: a job. Al with the big name is one of the more...unusual people I’ve ever met. The first day I walked into his office, an alarm was blaring and panicky Al—a roly-poly little Hispanic guy—bounced around his office like one of those spongy playground balls.
“Is that a fire alarm?” I asked, ready to run for my life.
“Carbon monoxide,” Al answered as he yanked open the window and gasped fresh, sweet air. “Thank you, Jesus, for once again saving my life,” he murmured, and I wasn’t sure if maybe I should go ahead and run anyway. This guy seemed...nuts.
“Does this happen often?” I asked as Al caught his breath, reset the alarm and calmed down. He mumbled a few more prayers before he answered.
“Often,” he said. “Some say the alarm is too sensitive. I tell them that death is always lurking and you must be careful. The Lord will take you when you least expect it. When he does, I want to be ready.”
“Okay....” I said. I decided I’d give the guy a day, but if he turned out to be a Jesus-freak fruitcake I’d quit and take my chances. But Al turned out to be an okay boss in a fuzzy, distracted sort of way. I still haven’t figured out exactly what it is he does; it seems to involve lots of breaks and sterilizing of his office. I’m a clean freak, but Al is beyond the beyond. He polishes, disinfects, repolishes and redisinfects until his office is cleaner than most operating rooms. Watching Al I realize I need to keep an eye on my own behavior. If my neatnik tendencies go overboard, I could end up locked in a room with a fifty-gallon drum of Lysol. So the job is okay and the home life and marriage and Skookumchuck are great. It’s just those emus....
When the pens were finished and we were ready to start, Allison found a breeder way out in the desert. We made the pilgrimage on a Saturday to pick up our brood stock, “Our ticket to riches,” Allison said. After seven long hours we rolled onto Buddy Crumble’s ranch, a sprawling mess of dilapidated barns, animal pens, and general clutter scattered across the baked-out desert floor. His name did his home justice. We drove up to the main house, which was probably nice back in the 1890s but now was a saggy, exhausted wreck. It looked like a giant had squatted on the roof and left monstrous butt prints.
A pack of mangy dogs charged the truck, barking and snarling and foaming at the mouth but wagging their tails at the same time.
“Are they friendly?” I asked Allison.
“I think so. Either that or they’re excited to eat us.”
We sat in the truck for a few moments until an old man in overalls strolled out. He was round and wrinkled; he reminded me of a testicle. “Buddy Crumble!” he yelled, kicking at the dogs and thrusting a grubby hand in the window. I reluctantly shook it and made a mental note to sterilize my hand once we got to the nearest gas station.
“You must be the...” He searched his memory for our names.
“Allison Hassenpfeffer-Thayer. And my husband Larry.” I could tell that Buddy would never get the Hassenpfeffer-Thayer thing. I didn’t blame him. I could understand why Allison would want to keep her maiden name, but tacking Thayer on was so unwieldy. Too bad she wasn’t just a Jones or something easy.
“Nice to meet you,” Buddy said, scratching at a gray-stubbled chin. “‘Spose you wanna take a look at the birds.”
He shooed the dogs away, and we followed him through a maze of pens. The place was a mess. I had my doubts about the health of anything that lived there. Buddy owned a few sorry- looking cows and some bedraggled horses; skinny chickens squawked and ran loose everywhere. I exchanged glances with Allison, but she didn’t seem to mind the slovenliness. The place made me want to start cleaning furiously. I wondered if Buddy Crumble would be offended if I started straightening things up for him? “That’s just the way farms and ranches are, Larry,” she told me later. I don’t know what her source of information was; for somebody raised in L.A. she pretended to know a lot about rural living. Maybe it was from having all those hillbilly relatives in the Ozarks.
Buddy mumbled through clicking dentures, and most of the time I couldn’t hear what he was saying, although once I think once I heard something about how proud he was to be Italian. We passed through a goat pen—Allison got nudged by a couple of rowdy billy goats—and then I heard it. It was a strange rumbling noise, like a stereo speaker that’s blown, a strange, hissy bass. I strained to listen; it was unlike anything I’d ever heard before.
“It’s them!” Allison said.
“Who?”
“The emus. It’s the noise they make.”
Buddy led us to the emu enclosure. A couple of dozen of the weird-looking brown birds trotted nervously. Their heads were incredibly small. Their brains couldn’t have been any bigger than walnuts. They had long brown lashes and expressive eyes, although I don’t think they could express anything other than stupidity. They ran toward Buddy, expecting to be fed, I supposed.
That strange low, thumpy noise was unsettling. “They make that noise when they’re nervous,” Allison said. The thought of living near that irritating rumble worried me.
“Yep, they’re good critters,” Buddy said proudly. “Got a bunch of nice chicks for you. Could sell you a couple of brooders, too, if you want.” His uppers slipped and almost came out of his mouth, and he had to push them back into place. It was like in the Alien movies, where the queen alien has the slide-forward teeth she’s always smacking at Sigourney Weaver.
“I think we’ll stick with the chicks,” Allison said. I just nodded; this was her show.
As soon as we plunged into the emu pen, they retreated to the far side of the enclosure. All except one, the biggest of the bunch. He stood his ground, huffing, rumbling, and staring at me with those moron eyes.
“Is he mad?” I asked Buddy.
Buddy clicked his dentures and shook his head. “Nah. Just territorial. He’s a male, they can get aggressive. If he comes at you with the claws, run like hell. They kick hard.”
I looked down at the creature’s feet. Buddy was right, the thing had huge, vicious-looking claws. The gray/black scaly legs didn’t look like they had much muscle on them, but these things could run fast from what I’d seen, so there had to be some muscle somewhere. The alpha male glared at me; I wanted to reassure him I wasn’t going to mess with his harem.
“He’s beautiful,” Allison murmured.
“If you say so,” I said, and Allison smiled at me.
“You’ll learn to love them.”
“If you love ‘em too much you won’t be able to sell them for emu burgers,” I pointed out.
A wistful look twinkled in her eye, and it occurred to me that I’d probably be the one hauling our herd to the slaughterhouse. I studied the cranky male, his pinhead perched atop the long, otherworldly neck, and I couldn’t imagine making him do anything. Would we have to use tranquilizer guns, or would I get to be an emu wrangler, with a lariat? Emuboy Larry. King of the West.
We tiptoed through the pen, past Killer Emu, and into a musty, stinky shed. Dozens of baby emus skittered around, making weird noises. At least when they’re knee-high they’re not so intimidating.
“They’re precious!” Allison said. I knew for sure there’d be trouble if she was going to think of these things as pets.
Buddy quickly captured ten of the baby birds and corralled them off by themselves. “Five males, five females. Get ‘em growed up and they’ll do what God intended and pretty soon you’ll be up to your necks in emus.”
Allison cooed at them while Buddy and I loaded them into the cages we’d brought with us. As Allison wrote the check—I was stunned how much we were paying for these things—Buddy pulled me aside and said, “You got a real pretty wife there, Mr. Hassenflugel.”
“Yeah.” People—men—told me that all the time. We both watched Allison finish writing the check. She was so delicate, so feminine, that even doing something as mundane as writing a check for overpriced birds could be utterly captivating. I felt it all the time, and I could tell that good-old-boy Buddy Crumble thought the same.
“Real pretty woman,” he muttered. Dust and emu feathers swirled around her, yet in the dim, smelly emu shed, Allison was a ray of beauty. It was almost as if spotlights shone on her.
As I watched her I realized yet again that Allison Hassenpfeffer-Thayer was pure magic.
Now the emu chicks are adolescents, and like adolescents of all species, they’re a pain in the ass.
I suppose they have such a rotten attitude because they’re so stupid. They must have a sense of their stupidity, and it makes them mad. They seem to like Allison better than me—no surprise. She spends hours in the pen, talking to them, encouraging them (to do what I’m not sure), and she’s their main feeder. As stupid as they are, they know where the Purina emu chow comes from, and they treat Allison with respect. Me, I’m just the handyman and shit-shoveler, and they treat me accordingly.
We’ve lived our first winter in Skookumchuck, and all in all it wasn’t so bad. Our Southern California friends and relatives were sure that we wouldn’t be able to handle the snow, but Allison and I loved it. We were like kids the first day it snowed, our noses pressed against the window, watching it float gently from the gray sky.
“We’re definitely not in L.A. anymore,” Allison grinned.
When we weren’t at work, we spent the winter cocooned in our cabin, the pot-bellied wood stove blazing away. I looked forward to coming home to the frigid little place and firing up the stove, letting its warmth slowly work its way into our cabin and our bones. It was wonderful. And the emus grew in spite of the cold and snow. They’re tough birds.
In the time we’ve lived in Skookumchuck things have gone well—better than I could have possibly hoped. It’s nice here, so pretty and so different from what we’re used to, and that’s important. I never realized how ugly the city was. I’d lived there all my life and taken its ugliness for granted. My only worry now is that Allison’s emu dreams pan out. If it doesn’t work, if they don’t breed or we can’t make any money off of them I’m afraid she’ll be devastated. I don’t want that. The silver lining, though, is that with Allison there will always be other ideas, other dreams.
It’s a gray Sunday morning, and the snow is receding as the first faint stirrings of spring warm the air. Allison and I are cozy, the fire roars (from wood I cut down; I feel like such a studly mountain man), we sip mugs of coffee, and life is good. The locals complain about winter, about cabin fever and the cold, but it hasn’t bothered us. We like to nest, and it’s not all that different from L.A. Down there you spent most of your time locked up in your place because going out was such a pain in the ass. Too many people, too much traffic, whatever. Here, at least, when the snow flies, you have a legitimate reason to stay in. And there’s a lot to be said about being cabin bound with a beautiful wife. I don’t know if it’s all that great for her, though. I don’t think I’d want to be cabin bound with me.
We’re quietly reading when there’s a loud bang at the door.
“Did you hear somebody drive up?” Allison asks. I shake my head. Usually we hear visitors coming five minutes before they get here.
“Yoo-hoo!” a woman’s voice calls out. “You guys home?”
“Anybody you know?” I ask Allison.
“Nope.”
“Jehovah’s Witnesses?”
“You get to chase them away if it is,” Allison grins.
I open the door, and standing there, in full old hippie glory, is a gray-haired woman. She’s wrinkled and way too old to be wearing her hair long like she’s a twenty-something, and as I look her over she kicks out of her snowshoes and stomps wet snow on the porch.
“Hiya, neighbor. Been meaning to come over, but I didn’t want to bother if you weren’t gonna stay. But you been here through the winter, so I figure it’s worth the trouble.”
Allison stands behind me, and we both study the strange woman. She’s somewhere in her late fifties, overweight, but she has that look of some people I’ve noticed around here: those who don’t realize that the ‘60s are over. Quite a few old ‘60s burnouts live in the boonies, growing pot or whatever it is old hippies do. I’ve always felt bad for them; it must suck to live thirty years in the past and realize that you’re just a pathetic relic.
“Hello,” Allison says, always the polite hostess. The woman doesn’t wait to be asked before she stomps into the cabin. She takes off her giant coat and hands it to me.
“Hang that up, would you, honey?” she asks. Apparently she’s planning on being here awhile, and apparently I have no say in it. “I’m Rhiannon. Rhiannon Freeze,” she says. “I live over on the next forty acres.”
“Oh, in the dome,” Allison says.
“Geodesic dome,” Rhiannon says. “Bought a kit in seventy-one, built it with my old man at the time, his name was Moon. He’s dead now. He left me in seventy-five, married some hausfrau and ended up in the suburbs. Died of a heart attack. More like a broken heart, I think.”
“Huh,” I say. I can’t think of anything else.
Rhiannon Freeze inspects our place. “Nice. You kids have a nice pad.”
Pad? Should I say “Groovy”?
“Would you like something?” Allison asks.
“Got any weed?”
“No. How about a latte?”
Rhiannon rolls her eyes in disgust. “Kids nowadays.”
She strides into the living room, selects the most comfortable spot on the couch, and plops down. She’s wearing baggy Levis and an equally baggy knit sweater. Even through the giant sweater I can see she has enormous, pendulous breasts. Every time she moves they swing independently of one another like crazed watermelons.
“Brought you some amaranth quinoa bran muffins,” she says, handing a bag to Allison. “Ancient grains. That’s why the Meso-Americans were so healthy. No constipation in those days.”
“Oh,” Allison says. “Do you grow the grains yourself?”
Rhiannon laughs. “No, honey. Buy ‘em at the co-op. You been there?”
“It’s the health food store on South Main, isn’t it?”
“It’s more than just a health food store,” Rhiannon says, leaning forward. I know the look; she’s a true believer. “The co-op is a way of life.”
“We’ll have to go sometime,” Allison says blandly.
“You could sell those emus there, I’ll bet,” she says. “I saw the pens when I came up. You got a place to sell ‘em?”
“Not yet. Does the co-op sell things like that?”
“If it’s non-traditional, then the co-op will sell it. Now me, I’m a vegan, but there’s plenty of meat-eaters out there. As long as you can certify that they’re organic.”
“Of course, they’re my babies, I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Notice how she said ‘babies’,” I say. “It’s going to be a problem when the time comes to slaughter them.” Allison’s nose wrinkles at the word “slaughter”. “Babies” and “slaughter” in the same sentence doesn’t have a nice ring to it.
“Yeah, I had problems selling off some heifers once. I knew what was in store for ‘em, but I put it out of my mind. You can’t think too much about stuff like that. Make you crazy.”
A long silence. The only sound is the crackling fire. Allison and I exchange glances. This is one of those embarrassing social situations where nobody is saying anything. Rhiannon doesn’t seem to mind sitting silently, though. Probably killed too many brain cells over the years.
“You have an interesting name,” Allison says. She doesn’t like silence; she’ll always make the effort at conversation.
“I named myself. Rhiannon is a Welsh witch, from the Fleetwood Mac song. And Freeze was in honor of a nuclear freeze. Back when people worried about stuff like that.”
“Huh,” I say again, ever the sterling conversationalist.
“Where you kids from?” she asks.
“L.A.”
“Oh. Like it here?”
“We sure do,” Allison says. “It’s heaven.”
“After L.A. anything is,” Rhiannon says. “Used to live there, back in the sixties. Commune out by Charlie Manson’s old place.” She sighs—at pleasant dope-filled-free-love memories, I suppose. “Had a good time. Too much smog, though.”
The conversation dies again. Allison and I watch Rhiannon as she retreats into her past. Exhibit A on why too much dope is bad for you: you end up fuzzy and confused when you get old.
“It was sure nice to meet you, Rhiannon. When the snow melts we’ll have to get together.” Allison isn’t usually so overt, but with a person like Rhiannon subtlety isn’t going to cut it. But even overtness doesn’t penetrate her old hippie skull.
“Whataya say we whip up some lunch?” Rhiannon says, and before I know it she’s got us in the kitchen chopping onions and kneading dough. Amazingly, it ends up being pleasant. Rhiannon’s a good cook, and once you cut through the stoned hippie nonsense she’s pretty nice.
Allison seems somewhat distant, though.
We’re finishing up our impromptu feast when there’s a timid taptaptap at the door. Rhiannon snorts disgustedly. “That’ll be Spencer. I know the wimpy knock.”
“Do I want to let him in?” I ask.
“Might as well. He won’t go away. He follows me around like he’s a stray kitten looking for a teat.”
I reluctantly open the door. It’s Elmer Fudd. I so badly want to say, “Are you looking for that cwazy wabbit?” but I resist. He’s wearing the classic Elmer Fudd hat, complete with earflaps, and with his fat face and cherubically red cheeks—well, he’s a dead ringer.
“Is Whiannon here?” he asks. Ohmygod, he’s even got a lisp!
“You must be Spencer,” I say, holding out my hand.
He gives me a soft, chubby handshake and walks right in. He reminds me of a little kid who doesn’t realize yet that you’re supposed to wait for the grownups to tell you it’s okay to come in the house. He unwraps layer after layer of coats, sweaters, scarves...he was dressed for the storm of the century.
“Yes...I’m Spencer. I’m very pleased to meet you,” he says, hanging up a hundred pounds of foul weather clothing. I see now that he’s not really that chubby; like a fluffy cat, there’s not that much body underneath. He’s just a tiny little guy with Elmer Fudd’s face. Rhiannon’s big and horsey; if they have sex she’d have to be very careful with Spencer not to hurt him.
“I told you not to follow me around, Spencer,” Rhiannon scolds in the crabby tones of a mom.
“I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” Spencer replies weakly. I feel bad for the little guy. Rhiannon’s got him whipped. His lisp seems to come and go; maybe it’s an affectation he only uses occasionally when he really wants to be Fudd-like.
Spencer eagerly eats the meager leftovers of our lunch, and then follows Rhiannon obediently when we finally get them to leave with assurances of future cook-togethers
“Poor Spencer,” Allison says after we plop on the couch and have our social post-mortem.
“What’s so poor about him? That he’s a living cartoon character?”
“No. That he’s so in love with Rhiannon and she just treats him like a dope. That’s very sad.”
“Oh.” I hadn’t really noticed, but then, I hadn’t really cared, either. But Allison notices and worries about things like that. Another reason to love her madly: she’s got so much empathy.
Allison spends the rest of the day gazing out the window at her emu pens. The birds hopscotch around, and if the windows were open we’d be able to hear their weird thrummings.
“What’s wrong?” I ask her.
“I don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”
I hug her from behind, and together we look out over our homestead. “The idea was to raise them and sell them, Allison. It won’t do us any good to have a bunch of pet emus.”
She doesn’t say anything more.
Spring straggles forward, and winter reluctantly lets loose its grip. Late snowstorms bury springtime hopes, and I’m beginning to understand why the locals get a little twitchy waiting for good weather. The shoveling, slipping and sliding do start to get old after awhile.
Our new lives proceed smoothly; we’re happy and more in love than ever. There’s only one problem looming on the horizon: no way is Allison ever, ever going to sell any of her prized emus. She’s named them all, she loves them all, and I’m resigned to the fact that we’re stuck with expensive, grouchy, retarded pets.
Allison won’t admit it yet, but I think she knows that I know that those damned things are going to be with us until they die of heart attacks or old age. A Hassenpfeffer-Thayer Farms emu burger will never sizzle on a grill.
But in spite of the non-emu farm, I’m glad we left L.A. It took a wacky idea to get us here, and even though the original idea isn’t going to fly, at least it got us out.
I can’t complain about that.
This summer we’ll have a parade of city visitors who want to come and see if we’re still living in civilization. I think some of them doubt that we have running water and toilets.
The first visit is not only unexpected, it’s horrifying. It’s a beautiful spring evening, I’m working outside mending the emu pens where one of the idiot birds kicked a hole in the fence, Allison’s busy painting the trim over the front door, it’s a lovely, mild night, when the silence is suddenly broken by the manic honking of a car horn.
We both turn and stare down our long gravel driveway. “We expecting anybody?” I ask Allison.
“Not anybody that noisy,” she says, and the honking car comes into view through the pines, headlights flashing, and I’m starting to get scared. Either it’s a dire emergency, or we’ve got a maniac coming for a visit.
And then it hits me. Maniac.
“It’s gotta be Dirk,” I say, and Allison laughs.
“Of course!”
The car skids to a dusty stop in front of the house, and from the dirty cloud emerges a balding head and a Cheshire Cat grin of such lurid debauchery that I’m not sure whether to be happy or scared. Dirk’s so wild and uncontrolled that sometimes he scares the crap out of me. But that’s also his appeal.
“Larry-baby and Ally! Surprise!”
Dirk lunges toward us—he’s quick for a fat guy—and hugs both of us at the same time in his huge arms.
“Why didn’t you call?” Allison asks.
“Didn’t know I was comin’ myself until a few hours ago. Got a wild hair and here I fuckin’ am.”
“What about your patients?” Allison asks.
“My partners will cover, so I thought, what the hell, I’d come out to the boonies and visit my very best friends.”
“We’re glad you came, Dirk,” Allison says, but Dirk’s too busy planting a wet, sloppy kiss on my cheek to answer. When he finishes licking my ear—Dirk’s very expressive—he pulls away from us and looks over the cabin.
“Wow,” he says. “You guys really are doing the back to nature thing. Had no idea it was so primitive.”
“You’re just jealous,” Allison says.
“Yeah, right. Skookum-scrotum-bumfuck isn’t my style. But hey, I got a surprise for you two.”
“It doesn’t involve nudity, does it?” I ask. Dirk’s surprises are usually crude, and most often felonious.
“Well, ultimately everything involves nudity, but at the moment....” Dirk looks over at the rental car. “C’mon out!”
Somebody’s been crouching down in the passenger seat, and as the head rises above the dashboard, the queasy “Ohmygod” feeling hits the instant I recognize the red, frizzy hair.
It’s Brenda. Allison hoots and runs to the car, she and Brenda have a big huggy moment, and I stand, watching. I’m really annoyed at Dirk.
“Why’d you bring her along?” I ask. “I thought you hated each other.”
“We did. Until we got married.”
I don’t think Dirk could’ve told me anything that would have shocked me more. Sex change operation, no problem, undercover CIA agent, sure, why not. But married to Brenda—nosey, frizz-head Brenda? Impossible.
“You’re kidding. Aren’t you?”
“Nope. We stopped off at Vegas on the way here. I wanted that same Elvis to marry us who did you and Ally, but he’s quit the business. So we had to settle for a cut-rate Elvis that looked kinda like a cross between John Madden and Hillary Clinton.”
“But neither of them look remotely like Elvis.”
“That’s why he was so cheap.”
I’m trying to imagine a human being that resembles those two, but the shock of Dirk’s marriage announcement brings me back to the matter at hand.
“You’re not kidding?” I whisper. He wraps me with a big, meaty arm, and hugs me so tightly that my shoulder blade flexes to the snapping point.
“It’s fuckin’ love, Larry. Remember that night at your going-away party?”
“How could I forget?”
“Yep. Well, Brenda and me had a talk afterwards.”
“After she gave you a black eye?”
“You betcha.”
“Where was the sleazy chick from medical records?”
“We dumped her off. I toyed with the idea of three-way, but I didn’t think Bren would go for it. Anyway, me and Bren drove around, just cruised the freeways talking. Ended up out at Palm Springs. It was weird, Lar. All my life I’ve been a player—I don’t need to tell you that. The women have been like water to me, a need that I don’t really think all that much about. Something I just use. But something about Bren, the way she told me I was a disgusting pig, the way she slugged me, the way she said I made her want to vomit. A couple of hours of that, it was true love, baby.”
“Sounds romantic.”
“Oh yeah,” Dirk says in all seriousness. “So we started hanging together. We decided not to tell you and Ally right off. It was hard for Brenda, she likes to tell Ally everything. But anyway, it got better and better, and we decided to make it official. So now we’re fuckin’ married!”
“But you always said you’d never get married.”
“Hey, I’ve grown up.”
“But to Brenda?”
“She’s special, Lar. You just haven’t ever taken the time to know her.”
I look over at Allison and Brenda, chattering away madly by the car. They’re both in tears. Tears of joy. I feel like crying too, but it’s more out of mystification, or maybe betrayal. Dirk was my hero, the guy who did the things I couldn’t (or wouldn’t) do. He was my secret role model for depraved maleness. And now not only has all that been thrown away, but thrown away for Brenda.
We walk back over to the women, and Brenda looks at me with red, wet eyes. I suppose she wants a congratulations hug. I reluctantly give her one, but it’s clumsy and I feel like I’m hugging something dangerous, like a pissed-off bear cub or an alien that wants to lay eggs in my lungs.
“Congratulations, Brenda. I hope you guys are real happy.” The words taste sour in my mouth. I need to floss.
“Thanks, Larry. Since I’m married to Dirk, it’s almost like you and me are relatives!” For some reason that bizarre statement makes Allison start crying again, and before I know it I’m sandwiched in a group hug. I feel like I’m going to suffocate, and to top off the otherworldly nightmare feeling, the low grumba-grumba from the emu pens vibrates in my ears.
“So I’m tying off a bleeder, no big deal, just finishing up your basic appie, when the patient twitches, raises his head up, and says, ‘Shouldn’t I be asleep?’” We all gasp as Dirk regales us with another surgery story from hell. I know Dirk well enough to know what a bullshitter he is, but even with that knowledge his stories have convinced me never to have an operation. Especially with him as the surgeon.
“What’d you say?” Brenda asks breathlessly. I’ve noticed that she treats Dirk like a god. It surprises me, because Brenda has always seemed so ironically self-assured, especially when men were involved. Dirk’s blustery charm has her cowed.
“What could I say? I told him, ‘This is the part of the surgery where you come out of anesthesia. It’s important for you to be awake.’ So I finished up real carefully. Turns out the idiot anesthesiologist was hungover...I knew that, of course. I’d been the one out drinking with him the night before. But the putz didn’t clear his head before work. Major pansy. He doesn’t have privileges at the hospital anymore. We still party, though.”
Fiction or not, Dirk’s stories are fun breakfast chatter. Dirk and Brenda spent the night in our spare room, a tiny, not-much-bigger-than-a-closet alcove next to our bedroom. They felt obligated to have noisy sex—it seemed to me like they were showing off. After the first hour of screamy humping, moans and gasping, I was ready to pound on the wall. Allison held me back.
“It’s their honeymoon, Larry.”
“It’s Dirk being his usual pig self, and it’s Brenda being...I don’t know what.” The thought of Brenda having sex was quease-inducing.
Allison just laughed, rolled over, and before I knew it, we were having sex. It’s distracting, though, trying to concentrate on your own sex when somebody in the next room seems to be doing it so much better.
I was tired and cranky when I got up this morning, and I was surprised to see that Dirk was already up at six o’clock, drinking a beer and staring out the window, watching the sunrise over the mountains.
“This is a fuckin’ beautiful place, Lar,” he said, with surprising feeling and softness in his voice. “You and Ally are lucky to be here.”
“I thought you said it was Bumfuck.”
“It is, but it’s still nice.”
I got the coffee maker running and joined Dirk at the window. He was wearing only Calvin Kleins; a pretty good-sized gut and love handles hung over the waistband.
“Noisy booty call last night,” I said.
Dirk smiled. “Yeah,” he said dreamily. “Bein’ married’s great.”
I still couldn’t believe he’d married her, that he seemed to be happy. Of course, they hadn’t celebrated their twenty-four hour anniversary yet, so things could change.
“What’re you guys planning?” I asked.
“About what?”
“You know, your lives. Stay in L.A., have kids, what?”
Dirk drained the beer and crushed the can. “Who the fuck knows? That’s your problem, Larry. You plan too much. That’s why Ally’s been so good for you, she shakes you out of old-farthood, makes you do spontaneous things. Like moving here and raising those butt-ugly birds. You never woulda done that on your own.”
The words stung, because part of what he said is true. I am prematurely stodgy, I always have been. My mom used to say I was born old. “It’s not necessarily a bad thing to be careful,” I said, but my words sounded weak even to me.
“It’s lazy.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t want to hurt your feelings, Lar, but guys like you, the ultra-cautious pussy boys, you don’t accomplish anything. You don’t live. You gotta grab life by the balls and twist, jump all over it and fuck it. Being careful, that’s just an excuse for being scared.”
I didn’t argue, because I knew that in his offensive, profane way, Dr. Dirk Fender was absolutely right.
“It’s a good thing I hooked up with Allison, huh?”
He put his arm around me, and together we watched the sun come up.
Now, at breakfast, as we eat a healthy gut-blaster of imitation eggs and turkey bacon, I still feel the sting of Dirk’s words. He’s busy telling another gory surgery story, but I’m not listening. I’m thinking about what he said.
Larry Thayer, cowardly pussy boy. I’m not a complete loser, though. I’m very tidy and organized. And at least I’ve got Allison—and she hasn’t seemed to get sick of me yet. I’ve been willing to adapt to the changes she wanted. So I’ve made progress.
But the reality is that I’m just plain dull. Dull, dull, dull. I’ll be a salaryman the rest of my life, “yessing” and “noing”, cashing checks, organizing sock drawers and cleaning the kitchen, while the Dirks and Allisons of the world have their creative orgasms, live life, taste and enjoy all that there is, take chances and love every minute of it. I don’t know why I can’t see life that way. But to me, living without a plan, taking chances—it’s just too scary. I never would’ve come here in a million years if Allison hadn’t pushed me, and yet now I’m so glad we did. That’s what you get for taking chances. I guess I’ll just have to count on Allison to be the one to be the catalyst. I’ll forever be the naysayer who eventually tags along.
“Maybe we oughta move here,” Dirk is saying, and I’m snapped out of my self-pitying reverie.
“Here?” I say.
“Not in this house, you hose bag, I mean the town.”
“That’d be great!” Allison and Brenda chime in unison.
“What about your practice?” I ask, ever the cautious wimpy boy.
“There’s meat that needs to be cut everywhere, Lar. Even Skookumfuck. Maybe I’ll check out the surgeon population before we blow back to L.A.”
“There’s a little hospital here,” Allison says helpfully. “I know they do some surgeries. But the big stuff they fly out.”
“Just thinkin’ out loud, Ally. The most important thing, though, is there a decent golf course?” As we all laugh and Allison reassures Dirk that his golf game wouldn’t suffer by moving here, I’m utterly amazed at the ease he and Brenda can consider something so drastic. But at the moment it’s all talk, so maybe that’s the way it’ll stay.
But listening to them drives home the point all the more—I’ll never be like them.
Godzilla has me pinned in the corner of the pen. He’s the alpha male, the one who always charges, always bullies the other birds, and is generally the emu version of the red headed bully from the eighth grade. I should’ve known better, but I wasn’t paying close attention while I was mucking out the pen—shoveling shit makes my mind wander—and the Allison-christened Godzilla took offense and charged me. I dropped the shovel, and now he’s got me trapped against the fence, his glaring brown eyes filled with fury, his feathers ruffled, and the threatening rumble bellowing deep in his chest.
“Nice bird, nice Godzilla, good boy,” I say, but I’m getting scared now because he’s moving closer, and I’ve got the bad feeling that he’s getting ready to start kicking with those black claws. It’s a Jurassic Park moment.
My thumping heart pounds in my ears, and I’m about ready to try and scramble over the top of the fence, when Allison’s soothing voice saves the day. “Godzilla, what are you doing? Leave Larry alone!” At her command, the evil pinhead creature trots away, leaving me gasping at the fence. “You okay, cutie?” she asks.
“You talking to Godzilla or me?” I ask.
“Godzilla, of course. I can see that you’re fine.” She smiles. Ah, the Allison smile. I just love it.
I pick up the shit shovel and hand it to her on my way out of the pen.
“Enjoy,” I say. “I’m going inside to try and restart my heart. Brushes with death wear me out.”
“He was just teasing,” Allison says.
“Maybe. But he’s got the mentality of a houseplant, and I’m not taking any chances.”
“Dirk left a message. Wants you to call him.”
I head back in and dial the number Dirk left. A nurse answers, tells me to hang on, then Dirk’s voice comes on, strangely muffled.
“Hey, dickhead. What’s up?” he says.
“Hiya Dirk. You sound like you’re on Mars; you on the cell phone?”
“Nope. In surgery. Orlando the O.R. tech is holding the phone to my ear. At this very moment I’m carving out a lung tumor. Looks bad, though. Think it’s curtains. Almost enough to make me give up smoking.”
“I’ll call back,” I say, appalled at the thought of him operating and chatting on the phone at the same time.
“Nah, no prob. Listen, me and Bren decided we’re gonna move up there. I’m buying into the surgeon’s practice—he’s an old bastard, wants to retire in a few years—and Bren wants to start an antique business, so we’re on our way. What I need you to do is find us a place to rent until we build our dream house.”
“What?” I say, sounding like a retard. I can’t believe he’s making such a huge life change so casually.
“Change is good,” he says, reading my mind. “Anyway, find us a beater old house or something, price doesn’t matter. We’ll be there in a month or so. Shit, got a bleeder. See you.”
The phone clicks and I’m left standing, staring at the wooden floorboards. Amazing. It’ll be fun to have Dirk around, although I could do without Brenda. But it will seem strange in a way, because this is our place, the place Allison and I homesteaded, and people—even close friends—from our old life are out of place.
The door opens and Allison comes in. I’m about to tell her the big news when she starts sobbing and rushes over to hug me.
“I can’t do it,” she sobs.
“What? Can’t do what?”
“Kill them.”
“Who?”
“The emus....” she says, miserably. “It was such a stupid idea, what was I thinking?”
I hug her, stroke her hair, and I can’t help but smile. It’s not like it’s a huge surprise.
“It’s okay,” I say, trying to soothe her. “We’re both working, it’s not like we needed them to survive.”
“I just feel like a dope, like a stupid fool. All I ever have is stupid ideas. I told everybody what I was going to do, and now I can’t do it. I was out there in the pens, and Godzilla came over and nuzzled me, and he looked at me with those big, expressive, beautiful brown eyes, and I knew I could never sell any of them for steaks and burgers.”
I love that Allison is so tenderhearted, but I’m astounded that she can find anything warm or pleasant about those nasty birds. I guess women have that gift for finding cuddliness in uncuddly creatures. If it were up to me I’d gladly wring Godzilla’s neck. It must be that male bloodlust thing.
“It’s okay,” I murmur. “We’ll just keep them as...pets.” This is one of those times where, even to the one you love, you don’t tell the truth. To me a pet is a cat, or a Golden Retriever, or a tank full of tropical fish. Pets don’t include surly, giant birds. But I don’t tell Allison that, because she’d feel foolish, and she already feels foolish enough. The power of love, it’s amazing what you’ll do. I’ll put up with those miserable, retarded, dangerous fucking birds because I love Allison so much. Maybe someday she can return the favor, like when I have a mid-life crises and want to buy a sailboat or a Ferrari or have a sixteen-year-old mistress.
I cuddle and soothe for a few moments more, then tell her that Dirk and Brenda are moving here. “Did Brenda tell you?” I ask, knowing that they talk almost every day.
“No. But I had a feeling,” she says, smiling now, and the dark clouds of her emu sadness have already blown away with the news of the Fenders coming to town.
Allison is giddy and excited the rest of the day, and as far as she’s concerned life is good.
I’m happy too, except every so often the thumpa-thumpa rumble from the emu pens reminds me that these things are going to be around forever.
I’m convinced that Godzilla’s primitive little brain is busy plotting new ways to off me and take Allison for himself.
*****
Chapter 3
“I’m gonna take a break,” Alfredo Fernandez de Oca Balboa, Jr. announces as he strolls by my cubicle. “Goin’ down the hall.” “Down the hall” is his code for spending forty-five minutes in the men’s room taking a dump. Why he feels the need to announce to the world his bowel habits is beyond me, but then, a lot of things about Al puzzle me.
Al’s one of those nice guys, pleasant and courteous in all ways. He’d be pretty normal if it wasn’t for his germ-phobia and born-again Jesus-is-Lord stuff. But Al does have one other little problem: he’s a complete incompetent. It’s horrifying to think that a guy like Al is in charge of holding the purse strings for Skookumchuck Community College. He’s not dishonest or malicious; he’s just a well-meaning bonehead. It’s a good thing I’m here to straighten out his mistakes. One of the secretaries told me that before I came the college had to hire an outside accounting firm to fix his messes, and they never did track down all the money. But, given the nature of the people around here—from what I’ve seen everybody is too pleasant to make waves—all was forgiven and forgotten and Al was left to his long mornings of office sterilization, coffee breaks, and visits “down the hall”.
I’ve noticed something else since we’ve become Skookumchuck residents; everything moves at a slower pace, people don’t get upset about the things that upset city people, and even the assholes that I’ve run into here are only mildly irritating. It’s disquieting, because when I decide that somebody’s a bad guy, I want them to be really bad. It’s hard to work up healthy dislike when people are basically okay. It goes against my natural instinct to make snap judgments and condemn unfairly. I hate it when I can’t just dismiss somebody as a goombah.
So I’m busy in cubicle land, doing my satisfyingly drudgy work, while Al happily shits down the hall.
It’s mid-summer, and Allison and I have been here almost a year. It feels like home now, and I can’t imagine ever leaving, or ever having a real problem pop up and ambush our lives. It’s too good to be true, which is what worries me.
I’ve always felt guilty when things go well. It never seemed fair to me that I had a happy childhood, that my parents loved each other, that even after my dad died things were still easy and uneventful. Other families blew apart, the kids became stoners and jerks, the parents cheated on each other, and nobody was happy. My life so far has been blessed by calm, by good people, and I’m afraid it won’t last. I haven’t done anything to deserve it, and I have to believe that sooner or later fate is going to pull the rug out from under me and shriek, “Gotcha!”
I’m in my oatmeal-colored cubicle, running through my deep thoughts, when Al pops his head in. “Back from down the hall,” he chirps with a big grin. Al’s born-again-ness would never allow foul language to cross his lips. He’s not like a regular guy, who would say “Hey, I’m gonna go take a shit”; he always tiptoes around things and euphemizes to death. I’ve actually heard him say, “Phooey!” and “Doggone it!”
“Have a good trip down the hall, did you, Al?” I ask, and he grins like we’ve just shared a special guy moment. Al’s a few years older than me, but he’s starting to pack the weight on, and the hair is receding, so, to my eyes, he looks years older. Everything about him is round: his body, his head—he’s like a brown snowman, or a stack of giant melons.
“You and Allison are going to visit our home Saturday?” he asks. Al phrases things strangely sometimes; maybe it’s a function of the born-againness.
“Sure, Al. We’re looking forward to it.” Al is throwing a barbecue to show off the new house he and his wife and the members of their church just finished building. I’ve met Al’s wife before, she’s a chubby little Hispanic woman named Sylvia, and they’ve got a slew of chubby little brown kids. I’m not real excited to spend the afternoon with them, but he is my boss, so I figured it was the best thing to do. Allison, as always, was agreeable. That’s another thing I love about Allison; she’s very agreeable.
“Anything we can bring?” I ask.
“How about your friend the surgeon? I’d be delighted to meet him and his wife.”
I’d told Al about Dirk moving here, and now I’m regretting it. Picturing Dirk with these meek little born-again people.... “He’s pretty busy, Al. Being a surgeon and all. But I’ll ask him.”
“I sincerely wish that they can come. There’ll be lots of people there, it would be a good chance for him to get acquainted. Is he saved?”
“Uh...not really.” Jesus. The thought of somebody trying to preach to Dirk about becoming born-again. I almost laugh. Al hit me up right after I first started working, and I firmly told him I wasn’t interested. I made the mistake of telling him I was a sort-of Catholic, and that really got his proselytizing juices flowing. He’d been Catholic, too, before he saw the light, and apparently bagging lazy Catholics for his little storefront church would give him extra heaven credits. He worked on me for months until he finally realized I would never budge. That’s the thing about me: I can’t be sold something unless I’ve already decided to buy, whether it’s Jesus or Amway. The only person who’s ever been able to con me is Allison, but she’s a special case. So I fended off Al’s conversion attempts, and now he’s trolling for souls through me. As I think of him hitting on Dirk for Jesus, I have to smile. Maybe I will bring Dirk and Brenda along; it might be entertaining.
I finish my day of work and leave at four-thirty. As I step out into the clear air, the blindingly bright mountain sun, the smell of pines, the view of peaks, I feel like bursting out in song like somebody from one of those bad ‘50s musicals. The walk home is a couple of miles, but on beautiful days like this I enjoy the stroll; I need the exercise anyway. I don’t want to end up chubby like Al.
I walk along the quaint main street, past the boutiques and cafes. In the summer it’s sleepy and pleasant here. The main tourist season is wintertime, when the town fills up with skiers and snowboarders. Summertime is for the locals and the occasional tourists who wander through to backpack or just enjoy the mountains. I pop in at the espresso place to say hi to Allison, but she’s busy with a group of bluehair tourists, so I blow her a kiss and head toward home.
I love walking through town. Skookumchuck started as a mining town, and original buildings make up the downtown core. Lots of brick and 1880s curlicues, gingerbready architecture of the past. I feel like I’m walking through a time machine, except that instead of assayer storefronts and general mercantiles, the buildings house telecommuting stockbrokers and freelance business consultants. The common thread among all these people is that they escaped from cities and they love to ski. The founders of Skookumchuck, the rough and tumble miners and speculators, would probably be appalled by the type of people who’ve replaced them. People like me and Allison. There are still rustics who live out of town, the grubby ball-capped loggers and forever locals who’ve made their hardscrabble livings in the mountains, but you don’t see them around much. I suppose the noveau Skookumchuckers annoy the hell out of them.
I reach the outskirts of town, and as I crunch along the gravel shoulder of the road, the first throbbing thumps of bass penetrate my body. I can’t make out the song—you can never tell from a distance—but the bass line thumps so strongly that it’s got to be some kind of rowdy rock ‘n’ roll. I play a game with myself, to see how close the car has to get before I can identify the song.
I listen, the car gets closer, coming up from behind me, listen, listen, and just as I’ve got the song figured out, a golden oldie ‘80s Billy Idol screaming Rebel Yell, the car roars up and starts honking. I turn, expecting to see some idiot high school kids, but instead it’s a dusty Mercedes with Dirk’s grinning face behind the wheel.
“Hey hosebag!” he yells as he skids toward me on the gravel. “What the fuck you doin’ walkin’? Car break down?”
“I’m just walking because it’s so nice out.”
Dirk looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. It would never occur to Dirk to take a stroll. He won’t go anywhere unless massive amounts of horsepower or fossil fuels are involved. “Get in, eco-boy,” he says, pushing open the door. I’d really rather walk and commune with nature than take Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride with Dirk and shrieking Billy Idol, but, as always, I can’t say no to Dirk. Whenever he grins his gleaming smile, with its hints of depravity and party animal good times, I always cave. Dirk’s my walk on the wild side; I suppose he’s good for me.
I climb in, sliding across the slippery, butter soft leather upholstery. Definitely nicer than the ripped vinyl in our old pickup.
Dirk cranks up the Blaupunkt for the tail end of Rebel Yell; my ears will be bleeding soon. “Great song,” he sighs as the last echo reverberates through the car. “Whatever happened to Billy Idol?” he asks.
“I think he’s got a dinner theater in Branson.”
Dirk hoots and burns rubber, spewing a gravel roostertail behind us, and we’re on our way home.
“How come you’re not working?” I ask.
“Finished up early. That’s the beauty of this town, do your surgeries early, play the rest of the day. I love it. Bren wanted me to come by the store and help her paint, but I lied and said I had charts to do.”
“What’s on your mind?” I ask, already knowing. Dirk throws me a grin.
“BITE! BITE!” Dirk screams as his wedge shot flies to the green. He caught it a little thin, and it hits the green hot and slides to the far side.
“Bummer, Dirk,” I say, savoring the feel of an impending win. We always bet when we play, and Dirk, being the far better golfer and fierce psychological competitor, usually cleans me out. But we’re all tied up on the eighteenth hole, there’s twenty bucks riding on it, and I pured my wedge to within a foot of the hole. Tap in par. He’s got at least a forty foot putt, and he’s so pissed off right now he’ll probably blow it by another forty feet. That’s the way Dirk is; pressure pisses him off and messes up his performance. Which is why I hope he’s always cheerful when he’s operating, otherwise the poor patient could end up with a three-foot scar.
We walk to the green, Dirk cursing under his breath, me listening to the birds and enjoying the dusk. I love being out on the golf course this time of the evening, just as the sun has slid behind the peaks, and the velvet green course glows with magic hour light. The mosquitoes are awakening, but I can put up with a few bites to enjoy the beauty. The bats are out, and they dive-bomb hapless bugs, flying in their jerky, staccato eating missions. All of this is lost on Dirk, though, because he’s got a forty-footer awaiting him, and he’s about to explode he’s so disgusted.
“Wouldn’t have happened if I’d bought that beryllium wedge I saw on the infomercial. Gotta have feel on the short shots.”
I make the appropriate clucking noises, but I have to smile. With Dirk, the answer to every problem in the world is some expensive gadget and precious metal technology. I’d like to point out to him that my brilliant shot was hit with a second hand, beat-up sand wedge that was at the bottom of a pond for three years, but I don’t. I never tell people—especially Dirk—what I’m really thinking. I’ve always figured that my opinion is just that—my opinion. And I keep my opinions to myself. Especially when I’m right.
We get to the green, and I fix my ball mark and slide a dime behind my ball. Eighteen inches, tops. Missable, but not likely. I pull the pin and watch Dirk go through the motions of lining up his putt. He examines the green from every direction, plumb bobs with his putter, lies down and studies the grass grain. If he had a chemistry set he’d probably analyze the chemical composition of the grass blades. He stands up, squints, murmurs, “Fuckin’ a,” and strokes the ball.
It rolls straight and true, and as I should’ve expected with Dirk—because he’s the luckiest person on the face of the earth—the ball plops into the cup.
“Par,” he grins, and all the anger hell energy he’d just blasted at the unfair universe wisps away. “Ordinarily I’d give you yours, but since there’s money on the line, I think maybe you oughta putt out,” he says, sounding so sincere I want to kick him in his prominent teeth.
“No problem,” I say, trying to sound light, but my heart is suddenly pounding and I’m feeling tense and yippy. I could make this putt in my sleep. It’s just a long tap in. Don’t overthink it, just do it. I replace the ball, stand up to it, decide to be decisive, pull back, but the stroke doesn’t feel right, I should’ve stopped but I don’t, and I hit the ball too hard and it rims the cup and spins back at me.
“Bummer,” Dirk grins. “Guess nothin’s automatic in this life, huh?”
“What’re you and Brenda doing Saturday?” I ask, the idea suddenly hitting me. I wasn’t going to bother inviting him to Al’s house, but I’m miffed that he snookered me at golf and I want to get even. “Got an invite to a hot party, you guys are welcome to come.” I don’t tell him the guest list will be mousy bible beaters. Let him find out on his own.
“Yeah? Booze and babes?” he asks.
“Lots of both,” I answer. “But since you’re married the babes don’t count anymore, do they?”
“Just because you’re on a diet doesn’t mean you can’t look at the menu,” Dirk says. Good. It’s nice to know that I can always count on Dirk’s salaciousness. I think I’ll tell Al that Dirk is interested in joining their church; the entertainment value of watching Dirk fend off rabid true believers trying to save his soul will be priceless.
I pay his chubby-annoyingness off and he drives me home. It’s almost dark by the time the Mercedes skids to a stop in front of our cabin, and Dirk gives Allison a friendly wave as he drives off into the night.
“You guys have fun?” she asks.
“Yeah. Except he beat me on the last hole.”
Allison hugs me, mock soothing. “Poor baby. Did mean old Dirk put a dent in your manhood?”
“Yeah. But I’m going to get even.” I tell her that he’s coming to Al’s party.
“You’ll be sorry,” she says. “Dirk always comes out on top. You should know that by now.”
The emu hens grumble their thumpy drumming noises, and angry claws scratch at the fencing. I assume Godzilla’s feeling frisky. And I wonder if Allison’s right.
A hot, bone dry wind blows across the freshly manicured lawn in Al’s new backyard. Summer days can be incredibly hot here, hotter even than L.A.’s driest Santa Ana wind days. But at least in Skookumchuck the air is clear and sweet. That makes a big difference.
Al’s party is everything I feared. Lots of earnest folks from his little church, all pleasant in that bland, born-again way, but with the undercurrent of self-righteousness and judgmental intolerance that I always sense from true believers. Allison and I have already been asked half a dozen times, “Are you saved?” Allison graciously demurs; she has the talent of blowing people off kindly. I, unfortunately, don’t. My “nos” end up sounding mean-spirited and cranky.
After the obligatory house tour, and lots of polite “wows” and “hmmms”, the party has settled into dull standing around, non-alcoholic drinks in hand, and boring chit-chat. I could use a beer right now, but since these folks believe that alcohol is Satan’s juice, I’m forced to suck down glasses of thin, pale lemonade. Al flits around nervously, being the good host and watching over the lemonade as if it’s about to explode.
“Do you think bacteria could be growing in it, Larry?” he asks worriedly. Poor Al. Potentially lethal lemonade and all these germ-laden people in his clean, new house...he’ll be disinfecting until midnight tonight.
“I don’t think lemonade turns bad unless there’s mayonnaise in it,” I reply. Al doesn’t catch the joke but runs into the house, probably to check the label on the lemonade bottle.
Allison chats animatedly with some woman she knows from the espresso shop, and I’m staring off into the hard blue sky, sweltering, wishing Dirk would show and liven things up a bit. He said he’d drop by, but Dirk standard time fluctuates wildly, so you never know when, or if, he’ll appear.
I’m about at the end of my rope when the doorbell chimes and Al hurries to answer it. I pray that it’s Dirk. But when Al returns he’s leading a tall, long-haired guy who looks like a male model. I notice that even though the women here are all holy and happily married, their heads pivot and study the newcomer. Demon lust. Ladies, I’m shocked! But it’s reassuring to know that these sweet holy things can still get the hots for a studmuffin. I glance over at Allison and am dismayed to see that she, too, is watching the macho newcomer.
Al introduces the stud around, and as he does I study the guy. He’s one of those instantly magnetic people; he doesn’t have to say a word, but he has some sort of power, maybe it’s the lion’s mane of flowing gray hair, or the tall, muscular body, but something about the guy exudes power and confidence, a certainty that in any situation, he’s the alpha male.
He’s older than me, maybe in his forties, but he has that ageless manly aura of grace and invincibility. He’s very intimidating, and I’m more than a little annoyed that Allison noticed him. I don’t often feel threatened, and it’s not like I’m worried or anything, but I don’t like to think that Allison could possibly look at another man, even though I notice women all the time. It’s different. Men are supposed to be pigs.
“Larry,” Al says as he leads Mr. Male over to me, “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine. This is Michael Wolfcaller. Michael, Larry Thayer.”
We shake hands, and of course Michael Wolfcaller’s handshake is incredibly strong. I try to grip back with the same strength, but there’s no way. He locks eyes with me, and even though he’s a guy I’m attracted to him. Jesus, I’ve never had a fag thought in my life, but this guy has such personal magnetism that even though I’m trying, I can’t resist his life force.
“Hello, Larry,” he says in a surprisingly soft, kind voice. I expected a loud, hale and hearty manly-man voice. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” As he gazes into my eyes, I get the feeling that I’d follow this guy anywhere or do anything he asked. It must be the power that good people, like Jesus, or bad guys, like Hitler, had. And if I feel this way, I can only imagine the way women must flock to him. He’s every male’s idol.
“Do you work at the college?” Michael Wolfcaller asks. “I think I’ve seen you on campus.”
“Yeah, I work with Al. For Al. Actually, I do all of Al’s work.” My voice cracks as I make my little joke, and as they’re giving me courtesy laughs, I realize that talking to Michael Wolfcaller makes me nervous, like talking to Amy Thompson did back in the eighth grade. But I had a crush on Amy Thompson, and I was in the eighth grade. I’m an adult now, and Wolfcaller is a guy, so I don’t know what the fuck is going on.
“I teach,” he states simply, not bragging, just matter-of-factly. But he imbues the words “I teach” with such authority and power that I almost ask him, “Teach me, master.”
“Hello,” Allison’s voice says from behind me. I didn’t hear her wander up, I was so enraptured by Wolfcaller.
“Hello,” Wolfcaller says, and I think there’s more friendliness and warmth in his voice than is necessary. “I’m Michael Wolfcaller.”
Allison shakes his hand, and I notice he holds hers longer than he held mine. He also covers her hand with his other hand—the infamous two-handed shake. I’m starting to feel threatened.
“I’m Allison Hassenpfeffer-Thayer,” she smiles, and they keep shaking hands and gazing into one another’s eyes.
“Allison’s my wife,” I chime in, immediately regretting it because I sound like a dork.
“You’re a very lucky man, Larry,” Wolfcaller says smoothly, and I start liking him less.
I look at Allison, and try to imagine how she looks through Wolfcaller’s eyes. If I’d never seen Allison before, I’d be smitten. Hell, I’m still smitten every time I see her. She’s beautiful, even in the hard summer light, her skin glowing, a light flush on her cheeks, her blonde hair gorgeous, a few stray strands waving in the breeze. Wow. No wonder Wolfcaller doesn’t want to let go of her hand.
Al hovers nearby, and I wonder how a guy like Wolfcaller could be a friend of Al’s. “Do you belong to Al’s church?” I ask Wolfcaller.
Wolfcaller smiles. “No. I’m a devout agnostic. Not that Al doesn’t keep trying to pull me over to his side. I’m more mother nature-oriented.”
“There is always hope for redemption,” Al says. “Michael and I met at the college. We have engaged in many spirited discussions regarding the nature of faith. Perhaps someday I can persuade him to follow the Lord.”
“I have to ask you about your name,” Allison says. “Are you a native American?”
“No. I was adopted into the Coeur d’Alene tribe after some work I did on the reservation...I helped them fight the federal government over some land issues. I accepted the honor of the name Wolfcaller as a statement of my beliefs, my hope that someday, when the world matures, when the corrupt powers-that-be realize they can’t foul our nest and destroy our cradle anymore, our civilization will return to its primal roots.”
Al just rolls his eyes and wanders off. He’s obviously heard Wolfcaller’s speeches before. Allison, though, is mesmerized.
“That’s very noble,” she says. “I feel that way sometimes myself.”
“Really?” Wolfcaller says, finally letting go of her hand. “You know, I’m president of the Skookumchuck Coalition for Biological and Human Diversity, we meet at the Co-op every other Wednesday at seven. You should come by. I think you might find it of interest.” Wolfcaller glances at me and gives me a condescending mercy smile. “Of course, you’d be welcome too, Larry.” But his gaze goes back to Allison so quickly that I realize that I’m the fifth wheel of this conversation. I’ve never felt that way with Allison before, but I get the distinct impression that my presence is neither noticed nor wanted. I feel like a dopey teenager, the way I used to feel when I’d hang around Dirk and one of his girlfriends when I didn’t have a girl of my own and Dirk had sex on his mind. It’s like being the annoying little brother. I don’t care for feeling that way with my wife.
“What does the group do, Michael?” Allison asks.
“We’re an advocacy group. The nature despoilers call us ‘tree-huggers’ or ‘eco-terrorists’. I figure the more names we’re called, the more good we’re doing. We file lawsuits against illegal forest clearcuts, watershed rights cases, endangered species, you name it. And we work toward mandatory recycling laws. Basically, if it’s green and liberal, we’re all over it.”
Allison tosses her head back and laughs with him. She hasn’t looked over at me since they started talking. That really bugs me; Allison and I always share glances, smiles, and private moments when we’re out in the world among other people. But Michael Wolfcaller has blown up, a gray-maned force of nature, and suddenly I’m a nonentity.
Allison and Wolfcaller chat about environmental stuff, and I’ve never heard Allison sound so opinionated before. We recycle bottles and newspapers, but Allison is talking like she’s been a lifelong environmentalist and that if she doesn’t get busy right now the planet and its inhabitants will die gory eco-deaths.
“...And the clearcuts, it wipes out the biological diversity, we can’t let the logging companies do that,” she’s saying, as Michael Wolfcaller nods seriously.
“But we live in a wood house,” I say, wanting to stir up trouble and be part of the conversation. Allison looks at me for the first time, and Wolfcaller smiles sadly.
“We all use wood products, Larry. The point isn’t to swear off everything and go native,” Wolfcaller explains, phrasing the words like I’m a retard. “The idea is moderation in all things. Use wisely. These so-called ‘Wise-use’ groups are just covers for despoilers. They don’t want truly enlightened use, they want one use, and one use only. I—my group—wants true wisdom in the use of our natural resources so that there’s something left for our grandchildren.”
I’m sorry I said anything since it gave Wolfcaller the chance to climb up on his soapbox, but I look over at Allison and she’s nodding, soaking up every word that comes from Wolfcaller’s mouth as if it’s holy writ.
“Good point,” she says, and it feels like Allison is subtly taking a dig at me.
I don’t like this one bit.
They continue to have their deep, philosophical, nature of nature discussion, and I decide I don’t want to stand around like an unwanted turd, so I wander over to the lemonade bowl and ladle up a cup of the tepid, pale, possibly poisonous mixture and choke it down. I look back over at Allison and Wolfcaller; the discussion is animated, Allison hangs on his every word, and I notice that they’ve moved closer to each other. Too close, as far as I’m concerned.
A plump little woman comes to the punch bowl and eyes me. “Are you a friend of Al’s?” she asks.
“We work together.”
“Have you been saved?”
I’m watching Allison, and I shouldn’t do it, but I’m annoyed and hot and I don’t need some bible-beater bugging me. “No, I’m not saved, and I don’t plan to be. Okay?!”
The plump little woman shies away from me like I’m covered with snot, and I’m left standing alone at the lemonade bowl, sipping piss-colored and piss temperature crud. The wind is hotter, and it’s so dry that my lips peel and crack as the day wears on. I’m about ready to feign illness and drag Allison away from Wolfcaller and take her back home when I hear the unmistakable sound of Dirk Fender roaring up to the front of the house.
Within seconds he and Brenda stroll into the backyard, led by the ever affable Al. I can tell Al’s both excited and horrified by Dirk: excited because Dirk is a bigshot surgeon—Al’s impressed by professional standing—and horrified because Dirk’s wearing a raggedy, sweat stained T-shirt that says “Antichrist” in big black letters. Bless Dirk’s heart. He knows how to cheer me up. Even Brenda’s starting to look a little counter-culture. Since they’ve moved here she’s taken to wearing black everything all the time, and she’s gotten her nose pierced.
“Dirk’s really...changing Brenda, isn’t he?” Allison had remarked one night at dinner when Brenda insisted on cranking the stereo up full blast with some screechy heavy metal. Brenda used to be into Michael Bolton and John Tesh. Allison, being the loyal friend she is, though, has never made any comments to Brenda. “Marriage sometimes changes you,” was all she’d say.
“Larry, baby, hiya,” Dirk hoots, and he comes over to me, immediately sizes up the situation, and gives me a big hug and slobbery kiss. Every head in the backyard pivots and watches Dirk, and already an undercurrent of horror rumbles through Al’s church friends.
“Hi, Dirky,” I say with a smile. “Hi, Brenda,” I say, and for a change I’m glad to see her. Maybe she can pry Allison away from Wolfcaller. I look over and notice that Allison’s still chatting with Wolfcaller, probably discussing the virtues of free range tofu; she hasn’t noticed the arrival of Dirk and Brenda. Definitely most un-Allison-like.
Al introduces Dirk and Brenda around, but Dirk is quickly back to the punchbowl and looking around while Brenda sticks with Al and does the polite tour thing. “Where’s the beer?” Dirk asks when he gets back to me.
“There isn’t any,” I say. “Just warm lemonade.”
“You’re fuckin’ joking.”
“Uh-uh. Al’s kinda religious.”
“So am I. Doesn’t mean I don’t get sideways occasionally,” Dirk mutters. He scoops up a ladle of the lemonade and drinks it. He swallows it and makes an icky face like it’s poison. “Who’s the longhair freak with Ally?”
“Guy from the college. He calls himself Michael Wolfcaller.”
Dirk snorts. “Yeah, right. What is he, some kind of eco-spaz?”
“Yep. I think he’s got Allison hypnotized.”
“Looks to me like she wants his dick.”
Even though Dirk’s only being disgusting Dirk, and he’s just kidding, the comment hits me hard.
Because it’s what I’ve been thinking.
“Fuck you,” I whisper, and Dirk looks at me with surprise.
“Whoa, you worried, Lar? It’s Allison, you hosebag. Don’t be a putz.”
“I can’t help it,” I say. “The guy bugs me. I don’t like the way she’s acting.”
“Shit, Lar, let’s go break it up.” Before I can stop him Dirk is striding over to Allison and Wolfcaller, and although my natural wimpiness hates a scene, I’m glad Dirk’s got the balls to step in.
Of course, I should be the one doing it, but Dirk is better at getting away with these things.
“Hey, Ally,” Dirk booms. He gracefully inserts himself between Allison and Wolfcaller and gives her a big hug. As he turns he accidentally-on-purpose backs into Wolfcaller. Dirk is skilled at establishing dominance. “Hey, sorry, bud. I’m Dirk Fender.” They shake hands and Dirk sizes up Wolfcaller. Dirk has always been very obvious; if you can’t tell what Dirk’s thinking, you’re probably not aware that the sky is blue.
“Michael Wolfcaller,” Wolfcaller says, and I can see by his wary expression he’s not going to be a member of the Dr. Dirk Fender fan club.
“Dirk moved here recently,” Allison says. “He’s a surgeon.”
“Is that right?” Wolfcaller says.
“Been a friend of ours forever,” I add. “It’s nice to have Dirk around.”
Wolfcaller’s expression stays placid, but his smile seems a bit forced. I’ve got this guy pegged. He likes being the designated stud, the big man on campus with the magnetic personality and the women flocking around, hanging on his every word. I’ll bet he senses that Dirk is the same way—albeit cruder and less good-looking—and what we’ve got here is a clash of male egos.
Good.
“You Indian?” Dirk asks.
“If you’re asking because of my name, no.” And then Wolfcaller goes into his long explanation of why he’s got such a silly name.
“Huh,” Dirk says when he’s finished. “Does it really matter to anybody that you’ve changed your name? I mean, what good does it do?”
“It’s important to use symbols, and names are the ultimate symbol. You go by ‘Doctor’, I’m sure. That’s a chosen name that tells the world who you are.”
“I just use it to get good tee times and impress women.”
I laugh loudly, but Allison only smiles, following Wolfcaller’s lead. I don’t think this guy has much humor in him. True believers seldom do. “Very amusing,” Wolfcaller says. “I think it’s important to be serious about one’s belief.”
Dirk’s losing interest. “Yeah. Whatever. You play golf, Mike? Maybe we could play a round, talk about saving the earth.”
“I’m afraid I don’t. Golf is an elitist waste of land. It’s an environmental disaster, with all the wasted water, pesticides and herbicides. I could never condone a sport as perverse as golf.”
Uh-oh. Golf is a sacrament for Dirk, one of the few things he is really serious about—other than the pursuit of good times, which, I suppose, golf fits into. I’m beginning to regret this, because even though I appreciate Dirk getting between Allison and Wolfcaller, I can see that this might get ugly. Dirk says what he thinks, and he’s probably about ready to let Wolfcaller have it with both barrels. I flinch, waiting for the wrath of Dirk, and when he says, “Huh. Oh well. Different strokes,” and walks away, I’m utterly amazed.
The rest of the afternoon plods dully on, but at least Allison isn’t hanging all over Wolfcaller; he’s moved on to other groupies. I’m surprised that the plump little religious ladies flock around him and listen to him with rapt attention. I wouldn’t think they’d be into all his enviro crap, but they’re probably more interested in hanging around a virile stud—even if they are religious. The whole Wolfcaller business has a high school quality to it, the big star quarterback surrounded and idolized by dopey groupies.
Not that Allison fits that bill. She’d be the one the quarterback would choose, and all the other girls would be envious and spiteful. I’ve got to stop thinking like this; I’m acting like a dipshit.
Allison spends the rest of the afternoon chattering with Brenda, and I hang with Dirk. Dirk’s reliving a shot-by-shot description of a round he played this morning, and he feels obligated to go into the gory detail of the break of each and every putt. By the time he’s replayed all eighteen holes I’m about to fall asleep.
“How come you didn’t nuke that Wolfcaller guy about what he said?” I finally ask. It’s what I’ve been thinking about while he yammered about his round.
“You mean the golf stuff?”
“Yeah.”
Dirk shrugs. “Not worth the effort. The dude’s an asshole. Pompous fool, mad ‘cause he’s past forty and not young and virile like us, so why waste the energy?”
“Because he was hitting on Allison.”
A sudden gust of hot wind sweeps across the backyard, and the leaves of Al’s newly planted trees whisper hisses of disapproval. Dirk flops an arm around my shoulder. “You know I love you, don’t you, Lar?” he says. I nod. With Dirk, the word love has a different connotation than with most people. Love to Dirk is somebody who’ll drink with him, play thirty-six holes and then go to a strip joint. “And you know I’d take a bullet for you.”
“Yeah, I know, Dirk,” I say, feeling foolish. I know what’s coming.
“So I’m gonna give you a little life lesson. Free of charge, an amazing value, absolutely priceless advice from Dr. Dirk.”
“Being?”
“You’re a dickwad. A moron. A pantywaist. A butt-ranger fool. A bonehead goombah--”
“Get to the advice part, Dirk.”
He hugs me tighter, and his fleshly lips brush against my ear. “It’s nice that you can get all jealous and hot about Allison. That’s real cute. But it’s stupid, Lar. I’ve never seen anybody with a better marriage, with a wife who loves him more, with the perfect setup...basically, you got it made. Don’t be an idiot and mess shit up by being a jealous asshole.”
“I can’t help it. Seeing the jerk hanging all over her... And even worse, seeing her...listening to him, it pisses me off.”
“Ooohhh, Allison talked to another guy. What are you, a third grader? So what? And so what if the guy was hitting on her? That should make you happy, that you’ve got such a hot wife that other guys want her. And so what if she got a little coochie buzz about the old hippie asshole? You think just because she’s married to Larry Thayer, Stud of the World, that she never checks out another guy? Got a newsflash for you, Lar, I’m pretty sure she’s checked out my tight bootie a few times.” I laugh, but Dirk presses on. “You love Allison more than anything in the world, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Ever looked at another woman? Ever entertained ‘those’ kind of thoughts?”
“Well—”
“You know you have. You’ve seen some tight little body, probably somebody you don’t even know, you’ve watched her walking down the street, and you’ve had the fantasy. You know the one. Where she walks by, you make eye contact, she gives you a shy, knowing smile, you go into a room someplace, and you have hot, WILD SEX!” He’s way too loud; everybody’s looking and my face flushes red hot. “And oh, baby, it’s good. You’ve had the fantasy, haven’t you? Admit it.”
“Maybe not exactly that one....”
“See! That’s what I’m sayin’. It doesn’t mean you’re bad, or you’re gonna do it—I might, but you wouldn’t—it just means you’re human.” He quiets down and leans closer. “And so is Allison. So cut her some slack; the long-haired shitwad interested her. Big deal. It’s not like a sin, it’s not like she sucked his dick. What you need to do is turn it in your favor. You gotta show her how understanding you are, what a grownup you are. And you know what? She’ll love you even more for it. We’re talking major league bootie calls. Women like to know their men trust and respect them. And so what if she talks to the Wolfcaller guy, gets an environmental female hard-on, you need to be there to capitalize. Jealousy ain’t sexy, it’s annoying. Respect, now that’s the ultimate aphrodisiac.”
As usual, Dirk’s advice about women is centered in the groin, but I think he’s making sense. Being a jealous, pouty jerk isn’t the way to go, and Jesus, we’re talking about Allison here. I look across the yard and watch her, laughing and talking to Brenda, and I realize that I’m an idiot.
“You know I’m right, don’t you?” Dirk asks.
“Yeah. As usual.”
“And you know what? You play this right, cash in on the heat old hippie Wolfman fired up in her, and you might get the all-time, championship sex romp of your life tonight. Don’t blow it.”
Okay, I decide, he’s right. I’m a fool, and I force the jealous thoughts out of my head.
Allison loves me, I love her, and there’s nothing to worry about.
But as we’re driving home, after we’ve said the obligatory “Bye-byes, love your house, Al” and all the rest, for some idiotic, unexplainable reason, I have to open my big, stupid, fucking mouth and say, “That guy Wolfcaller seemed awfully chummy.” And as soon as the words have left my mouth I’m trying to suck them back in. It’s like my brain burped and out it came.
Allison, who up until now had been in a bubbly, happy mood, suddenly looks over at me. A cloud of disapproval and irritation builds in the truck. “What do you mean by that?”
“Just that....” and I’m not sure what to say next. I’m in way too deep now, and there’s no way out. “Dirk’s right,” I sigh. “I’m an asshole.”
Now Allison’s just puzzled. “I don’t have the faintest idea what you’re talking about, Larry.”
I look over at her. The passenger window is open, and the roar of hot mountain air stirs her golden hair into a honey halo. Her bright blue eyes, perfect skin, everything about her makes me ache with love. So I tell her exactly how I felt about Wolfcaller, I tell her that seeing her talking to him, apparently interested, made me nuts, I tell her that I’m a jealous jerk, that Dirk told me how lucky I was to have her, that we have a perfect marriage—did I mention that I’m a jealous asshole?—basically I open my brain and let my stupidity flop out into a big, smelly pile.
And when I’m finished, Allison looks at me for a moment, her face expressionless, and then she gives me the warmest, sweetest smile I’ve ever seen.
“Pull over,” she says.
“But we’re almost home.”
“Now.”
The ice in her voice belies the smile, so I do as she says. I ease the truck over into the loose scree by the road; we’re parked under quaking aspens, and the dappled shadows bathe the truck and make it look like we’re underwater. “Turn off the engine,” she orders. I do.
And then the smile fades from her face, she slides across the ripped upholstery, slides her arms around me and kisses me so hard I’m afraid she’s going to draw blood. Before I know what’s happening, she unbuckles my belt, slides down my pants, and climbs on top of me. I react as, well, as you’d expect, and she’s gyrating wildly, a few cars drive by, but we don’t care, and when it’s over we’re drenched with sweat and it’s the best sex I’ve ever had.
Allison moves off of me, over to the passenger side, getting herself back together. I can’t move. I’ve been paralyzed by the incredibly intense lust beam she zapped me with.
“You don’t need to worry, Larry,” she says with a sly grin. “But I appreciate it that you do.”
I’d like to make a witty remark, but all I can do is gasp and babble unintelligibly.
Looks like Dr. Dirk was right again.
Rhiannon Freeze leads Allison and me through the aisles of the food co-op; I’ve time-warped into 1969.
“The amaranth flour is scrumptious,” Rhiannon wheezes. I’ve noticed that she always sounds out of breath; maybe it’s from carrying those enormous breasts around. “And the quinoa, it’s wonderfully nutty. The ancient grains are the best.”
I follow Rhiannon and Allison around the cramped little market, gazing into bins filled with obscure-sounding nuts and flours and bulk stuff, none of which I’ve ever heard of. Spelt? Apparently it’s some sort of grain; I thought it was the Norwegian word for boogers.
Rhiannon talked Allison into buying a bread machine, and now we’re on our first safari through the wilds of an organic food commune, searching for ancient grains.
“Does the thing make Wonder Bread?” I asked when Allison and I bought the multi-function contraption. Rhiannon looked at me with motherly horror. She put an arm around my shoulder—she’s very touchy-feely—and a soft, gigantic breast flattened against my side.
“Larry,” Rhiannon grinned, “if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to beat the middle-class suburbia out of you. There’s more to life than Cheez-Whiz and Diet Coke.”
“But I like Cheez-Whiz,” I protested, “and Miracle Whip, too.” Rhiannon just shook her head with disgust.
Now she’s busily helping Allison stock up on bizarre flours, and I’m already finding myself looking back fondly on white bread, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and nacho Doritos. While they weigh out their ground birdseed, I wander around the cramped little store.
Every tightly packed aisle overflows with organic, pure, low sodium, no-animals-used-for-testing, politically correct stuff. I feel healthier just wandering among the recycled boxes and bulk bins.
“You need help?” a female voice asks. I turn, expecting to see an armpit hair-braiding, patchouli oil-reeking earth momma. Instead, an incredibly cute, vaguely Asian-looking woman stands, looking at me. She’s very short and very young, probably around twenty, and one look at her convinces me that maybe shopping at the hippie food co-op won’t be so bad after all. Her short cropped hair, which is probably black to begin with, is dyed jet black, and every millimeter of the edges of both her ears is pierced or clamped. A small jeweled ring graces one of her eyebrows, and another little jewel sparkles from her pierced nose. I’m not that much older than her, but I realize that already I’m hopelessly out of touch with the younger crowd. To her, I’m sure I look like what I am: a number-crunching nerd, not far removed from nipple-high plaid polyester pants and pathetic old guy combover humiliation.
“Did you need help?” she says again, slower this time. I realize I’ve been staring at her like a dope.
“No. No thanks. Just browsing.”
“You a friend of Rhiannon’s?” she asks, glancing over at Allison and Rhiannon weighing out still more flour.
“Yeah. She’s our neighbor. That’s my wife. We just got a bread machine.” I don’t know why I’m babbling like a dork; there’s something about the pierced woman’s frank bearing that makes me nervous.
“Uh-huh,” she says, not sounding terribly interested. “If you need help, let me know.” She wanders off, and I can’t help but notice that under the baggy overalls she might have a pretty spectacular body.
I shake my head. I’m always amazed at the male capacity to look at any woman with lust, the ability we have to summon up sexual thoughts no matter how innocent the situation. A worker in a store—admittedly cute in an exotic way—asks me if I need help finding something, and bam, before you know it, I’m thinking sex thoughts.
I idly pick up a bag of dried unsulphered organic Turkish apricots and study them. Brown and embalmed, they remind me of giant corpuscles, or wrinkled shreds of four-thousand-year-old mummy skin. I set the bag down, faintly repulsed. I like my food to look like it was alive in the last century. I guess I’m just an artificial color kind of guy.
I wander back to Allison and Rhiannon, who excitedly weigh the pros and cons of flax seeds.
“You guys about ready?” I ask. Since the pretty little worker disappeared into a back room, and I’ve finished wandering around, I’m getting bored. I have a short attention span.
“This is going to be so cool!” Allison gushes.
“You’ll be getting all kinds of amino acids you don’t ordinarily find in processed food,” Rhiannon adds.
“Not even Skittles?” I ask.
Rhiannon laughs, but I notice that Allison throws me a dirty look. I need to back off the wisecracks; Allison’s getting into all this organic, back-to-nature stuff, and I need to be supportive to keep the peace. I suppose it won’t be a big deal, unless she goes completely overboard into tofu-land and imitation soybean prime rib.
“We’re almost done,” Allison says, and then she and Rhiannon start digging through more flour bins. They finally finish, and we go to the checkout counter. Nobody’s around, so I ring the bell. The pretty Asian woman comes back out.
“Hi, Rhiannon,” she says. “You breaking these guys in?”
“Yep,” Rhiannon says proudly. “New recruits to the co-op. Larry and Allison. Larry’s going to be a hard sell, I think.”
I feel myself reddening, and I don’t know why. Blushing has always been a problem for me; I hate it. Why can’t some covered part of your body flare up red when you’re self-conscious? I could live with a bright red butt or upper thigh.
“Yeah, I figured,” the woman says. “I’m Hiroko O’Connor.”
Allison and I do the “Nice to meet you’s”, and I find myself staring once again at Hiroko O’Connor. I love the name. I picture her parents: dad’s probably a military guy, married a Japanese woman while he was stationed over there, ends up with a beautiful, exotic kid. I like the way the world is starting to blend together. In spite of what the noisy white trash crackers say, I think it’s a good idea that different races are marrying and having kids. Maybe someday everybody will be coffee-colored, and we won’t have to worry about all this racial bullshit. But then, maybe I should just ask everybody to join hands and sing We Are the World. Being in this co-op is getting to me.
“Going to the tie-dye workshop?” Rhiannon asks Hiroko.
“Nope. J.R. doesn’t want to. Says it’s for old people.”
“You need to slap some sense into that boy,” Rhiannon says.
They chat about co-op politics and stuff that doesn’t interest me, until Hiroko says, “Michael says I have to go to the meeting Wednesday night.”
“Michael Wolfcaller?” Allison asks, and my guts begin to stir.
“Yeah. I’m in his history class, and he requires all his students to come to at least one of his meetings. What’s the thing called, Rhiannon?”
“The Skookumchuck Coalition for Biological and Human Diversity.”
“Yeah. That,” Hiroko sighs. “Kinda pisses me off I gotta go to get a decent grade in his class.”
“Beats sleeping with him,” Rhiannon laughs, and Hiroko laughs, too.
“I should. Be good for J.R.” She glances out through the glass doors to a long-haired kid skateboarding. He’s doing elaborate jumps off curbs and benches, and his outrageously baggy jeans flap in the wind while he’s airborne. I’ve always admired the balance these guys have; it’s just that they don’t usually seem to have brains to go with the balance.
“He’s pretty good,” I say, wanting to keep the conversation going. Hiroko expertly weighs and checks out Allison’s flour.
“Yeah. J.R.’s a world class shredder. He boards and blades in the summer to keep the skills up.” It takes me a minute to realize that shredding means snowboarding. I watch as he flips sideways off the wall and lands back on the ground perfectly. He looks up, sees us watching, and grins broadly. He tosses his hair back and wanders in.
“Got a job yet, J.R.?” Rhiannon asks as he fishes an organic oatmeal cookie out of a jar.
“Uh-uh,” he says, stuffing the cookie in his mouth. Fragments fly. J.R. reminds me of guys I remember from high school: clueless boneheads with good looks, charm, lots of women, and you hated yourself for hating them because they were usually nice to boot. “Working’s for losers, man,” he says, his mouth full of organic cookie.
“You think I’m a loser?” Hiroko asks.
J.R. stops in mid-chew, and a panicked expression paralyzes his face. “Uh, no. No way.”
“But you just said—”
“I was wrong,” J.R. says, looking chastened like a kicked puppy. Allison and I exchange a smile. We know what’s going on here.
J.R. is whipped.
“J.R. needs to be corrected every so often,” Rhiannon smiles. I’m getting to like Rhiannon more and more. She’s like everybody’s substitute mom. “You will be dropping by my place to paint the barn like you promised, won’t you, J.R.? Spencer’s willing, but he’s too old and too pudgy to be doing that kind of work.”
J.R. gives her a bashful, Brad Pitt smile, and I notice that the minute he smiles, Hiroko looks at him with undisguised adoration. All for a pretty smile. The guy’s got it and doesn’t even have to work at being irresistible like the rest of us male losers. I wonder if he knows how lucky he is?
“Yeah,” he mumbles. “I’ll come by if I can get my car running.”
“You’d have to get off that skateboard to fix your car. And I don’t trust you to do it, so I’ll tell you what. I’ll have Spencer pick you up tomorrow morning at seven and you can get started.”
J.R. looks like he’s been kicked in the groin. “Seven? That’s early, man.”
“See you in the morning, J.R.,” Rhiannon smiles. Allison pays Hiroko for the flour, and we walk past the stricken J.R.
“Seven?” he mumbles. He stuffs another organic oatmeal cookie in his mouth, and Hiroko slaps his hand.
“You’ve gotta pay for those.” Poor J.R. Attacked by women from every side.
I smile and nod at Hiroko, and we walk with Rhiannon down the busy main street. Downtown Skookumchuck bustles with activity, and in the summer warmth I feel safe and content. I love my new little town; I wish I’d always lived here.
“What a cutie!” Allison exclaims. It takes me a minute to realize who she’s talking about.
“J.R.’s a sweet kid. Wants to get into the Olympics. He’d never pass the urine test, though. He’s got lots of drive for snowboarding, but not much else. Unless you count smoking dope.” Rhiannon grins and sighs, probably because she’s a kindred dope-smoking spirit.
“His girlfriend doesn’t seem like the type to hang out with a slacker,” I say. “She’s bright.”
“But he’s cute,” Allison says. “When you’re young that counts for a lot.”
“That must be why you hooked up with me,” I say.
Allison makes a squished face expression and says haltingly, “Uh, yeah, sure, that’s it.” It’s one of our old jokes, to make fun of nonsense like that. We all laugh, but I can’t help feeling threatened. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. First Michael Wolfcaller, and now the skateboarding doper. While I was killing time in the co-op, I read the notices posted on the bulletin board. Among the aroma therapy, angel communication workshops, ecology stuff and holistic massage, there was a notice for herbal self-esteem classes. Maybe that’s what I need—herbal self-esteem. Then I wouldn’t be so worried about every male that crosses Allison’s path.
This is starting to worry me.
The Wednesday night meeting of the Skookumchuck Coalition for Biological and Human Diversity is worse than I feared.
The problem isn’t that we’re packed into a tiny room on the second floor of the co-op, stifling in the summer heat, and it’s not that I’m surrounded by mountainy backwoods eco-freaks—some of whom apparently feel that showering is disrespectful to nature. It’s not that I don’t really care all that much about eco-stuff. And it’s not that I’m just plain bored by these people’s self-indulgent superiority over the rest of the wasteful world.
No, the thing about this meeting that’s making me crazy, that’s setting my teeth on edge, is Michael Wolfcaller.
He’s a natural leader, I have to admit. He controls the room, working the crowd like the seasoned teacher that he is. As he plows through the agenda, he allows just enough discussion to convince the gathered that he’s listening to their opinions, but I notice that in the end, Michael Wolfcaller always gets the last word and decisions are his.
I had no inkling what awaited me this afternoon when I dropped by the espresso shop after work to walk home with Allison. I’d finished up doing Al’s work for him—he was away at some charismatic Christian conference—so I sneaked out early. Allison wasn’t busy, so we were able to wander home along the old forest service road that parallels the main highway. We love walking this road, following its twists and turns through the pines, on the lookout for deer and hawks and squirrels and other forest dwellers. My favorite thing is coming to a crest of the rutted dirt road and seeing our homestead down in the timbered and pastured draw we own. Our acreage. Wow. I still can’t get over that. Allison and I live on...“acreage”. Usually, when we get close to the house, Allison calls out to the emus, and the hens start their otherworldly drumming and Godzilla paces the fence perimeter. For a creature with the I.Q. of a toilet seat, Godzilla is always able to recognize Allison from far away. It makes me wonder if he’s smarter than I give him credit for.
The walk home today was no different; wonderful as always. The hot summer day, the dry smell of pine in the air, strolling hand in hand with Allison—it just doesn’t get any better.
Until she said: “I’d like to go to Michael Wolfcaller’s meeting tonight. You game?”
I should’ve been smart and said, “No, thanks.” I should’ve just been mature and passed. It’s not like we have to share every single second of our lives together. I’ve always read that different interests are healthy for married couples, that even the most devoted of lovers need their own time and space. And had Michael Wolfcaller not been involved, I probably would’ve just begged off, and there wouldn’t have been a problem.
But, of course, I didn’t. I had to be there, I had to chaperone Allison. How could I not trust her, for God’s sake? Idiot. But I didn’t think it through, I just acted on impulse and emotion, so I said, “Sure. I’d love to go.”
“Really?” she said. “I didn’t realize you were that concerned about the environment.”
“Well,” I lied, “living here is making me more...aware.”
Allison smiled a genuine, lovely smile, and we walked the final few hundred yards to our home. Godzilla went nuts with delight as Allison scratched his pinhead through the fence, and I grimaced inwardly at my stupidity.
Going to the meeting and listening to the pompous, arrogant Wolfcaller were the last things I wanted to do.
So now I’m sitting, listening to Wolfcaller pontificate about saving the biodiversity of the world, and the only thing I can concentrate on is watching Allison’s reaction to him. She hangs on his every word, as if what he’s saying is so utterly compelling that nothing else in the world matters.
It really pisses me off.
Wolfcaller likes to make eye contact with every person in the room as he talks; especially, I notice, the women. He’ll make some point, and lock eyes with you, daring you to disagree. The power of his personality is so strong—even to me—that you have no choice but to nod so he’ll let go of your eyes. As I look around the stifling room, watching the eager nodders listening with rapt attention as he bellows something about suing some logging company, my eyes come to rest on Hiroko O’Connor and her boyfriend J.R. J.R. is asleep with his eyes open; maybe he’s stoned. His head pitches forward every so often, and his chin bounces off his chest. He makes an exaggerated attempt to keep his eyes wide open, but inevitably, within a few minutes, the eyelids are at half-mast and the whole thing starts over again. I have to smile at the dopey J.R.; he exudes a goofball affability that’s endearing. I still can’t imagine, though, what a sharp cookie like Hiroko O’Connor sees in him besides the killer smile. Maybe that’s all she needs.
I study Hiroko. I have to look past the enormous mountain range of Rhiannon Freeze’s breasts to see Hiroko, who is partially hidden on the other side of Mt. DDD cups. She’s so cute, with her semi-Asian eyes, tea-colored skin, raven hair. She sits with her arms folded, listening to Wolfcaller. The body language is loud and clear: she doesn’t want to be here. A kindred spirit. She shifts in the chair and sighs.
“If you file suit will there be a restraining order issued to stop the cutting?” Allison is asking. I tune back in to the meeting.
“You bet, Allison,” slick Wolfcaller answers, smiling too much at Allison for my taste. He’s sucking up. “That’s part of the reason we file lawsuits. Ultimately, they may be thrown out, but if we can tie up the timber ravagers for a few years with litigation, then maybe, just maybe, they’ll give up. If we save one tree it’s worth it.”
A rumbling “Yeah,” goes through the assembled true believers.
“What matters, Allison, the only thing that matters, is what we do to conserve our resources, our planet, for the future.” Wolfcaller lets the silence hang for a moment, so that his point settles in. He looks over the room with smug satisfaction that he’s the king. I’m astonished at the words that break the silence.
“Fuck the future.”
A collective gasp passes through the meeting room, and all heads pivot to the speaker.
“Excuse me?” Michael Wolfcaller says, acting as if he has no idea what was said. I think even old cocksure Mike is taken aback.
“I said, ‘Fuck the future’,” Hiroko O’Connor smiles angelically.
J.R. is awake now, his eyes wide like a baby seal about to be clubbed. “What’re you doin’, man?” he whispers. “The dude’ll flunk us!”
Hiroko ignores her panicky boyfriend and calmly returns Wolfcaller’s annoyed glare.
“Why would you say that, Hiroko?”
“Because it’s the way I feel. I mean, all you do is go on and on about saving everything for the future. Why not use what we need now, and let the future worry about itself?”
“That’s incredibly selfish,” Wolfcaller says, annoyed. He doesn’t like being disagreed with.
“The past never worried about us,” Hiroko says. J.R. twitches like he’s covered with fire ants. “Why should we care about people who aren’t born?”
“Do you plan to have children?” Wolfcaller asks.
“I dunno. But what’s that have to do with all this enviro stuff?”
“Because I’d assume you’d want the world to be livable for your children.”
“You weren’t listening,” Hiroko says, smiling. I can’t tell if she means all this stuff or she’s just stirring up trouble. Either way, I love it. “I said, ‘I don’t care’ about the future. Only the now. If we burn up all the oil, so what? It’s not doing any good buried in the ground, and when it’s gone, it’ll force the future to come up with something better. And if we cut down a bunch of trees to build houses or make toilet paper, I say go for it. They’ll grow back.”
The horror floods the room like a foamy riptide of condemnation. The only other person who seems to be enjoying Hiroko’s performance is Rhiannon. Allison shakes her head like what she’s hearing is the saddest thing in the world.
Wolfcaller’s face shows the first faint stains of a blush. Good for Hiroko O’Connor; she’s gotten to him. “You’re comments aren’t valid,” Wolfcaller harrumphs, dismissing her.
He tries to move the meeting on, but Hiroko won’t let up. “I don’t think you should just blow me off,” she says. “Just because an opinion doesn’t agree with yours doesn’t mean it’s not valid.”
Wolfcaller glares at her. J.R. rolls his eyes; guilt by association. I’ll bet he’s already picturing that big, fat “F” he’s going to get in Wolfcaller’s class because of Hiroko.
The silence thickens as Michael Wolfcaller and Hiroko O’Connor face off, Wolfcaller flushed and angry, Hiroko smiling and calm. Then, in a surprisingly small voice, Wolfcaller turns, says, “Meeting adjourned,” and walks out of the room.
“I’ll never pass his class now, man,” J.R. mutters miserably. Hiroko is treated like she’s infectious by the rest of the meeting attendees as everyone files out.
“Interesting ideas,” I say to her, and she gives me the nicest smile. I figured she needed to know that somebody appreciated her standing up to Wolfcaller—even if she was a little cynical about it.
Rhiannon takes Hiroko’s arm and says, “Let’s go have some coffee and talk. Come on along, if you want,” she says to Allison and me.
This could be fun.
“He’s a pompous asshole,” Hiroko says as she sips her latte.
“Oh, man, we’re definitely flunking out,” J.R. moans into his espresso.
“Do you really believe what you were saying?” Allison asks Hiroko. “It was so...conservative, so mean.”
“Sure. Most of it. But I was also arguing to be arguing. Mike bugs me. He’s so sure of everything, and everybody always agrees with him.”
“But he’s brilliant!” Allison gushes, and the irritation rises in me. Why can’t she see through Wolfcaller like Hiroko can?
“I’ve known Michael since he got here,” Rhiannon says, “and yes, he is brilliant. He’s also the biggest egotist I’ve ever known, and I’ve known some big ones in my time. But I don’t know why you felt the need to make scene, Hiroko. That was pointless.”
Hiroko sips her latte, but she can’t make the smile go away. “He’s no better than anybody else. If he’s going to stand up and be the big man, the big expert, he’s got to be able to take the heat when somebody disagrees with him. Especially when he forces students in his classes to go to his enviro meetings. He’s just using us to be his little fan club. I don’t need that.”
“But our grades!” J.R. whines.
Rhiannon pats him on the head like a little puppy. “Don’t worry, honey. Mike won’t flunk you. But I’ll cut off your dope supply if you don’t get your ass over to my place and paint my barn!” J.R. looks more stricken at the thought of dope cutoff than an “F”.
“I thought you grew tomatoes in those greenhouses,” I say, grinning. Rhiannon gives me a long, narrow-eyed look.
“Why don’t you care about the future, Hiroko?” Allison asks. I think she’s beating the subject to death, but it really seems to bother her that Hiroko is so selfish-sounding.
“Because...I want.”
“What?”
“Everything.”
Rhiannon shakes her head and sighs, “God, it’s like the sixties never happened.”
“That’s the problem with you old people,” Hiroko says to Rhiannon. “No offense.”
“None taken,” Rhiannon says through gritted teeth.
“You guys want us to be like you, but we’re not. It’s over thirty years later and everything is different. The sixties were your generation, you did all your civil rights stuff, you stopped the war, you started the environmental movement, and that was all good then,” Hiroko says. “But now, things are different. Our generation has to live with AIDS and hatred and too many baby boomers like you sucking up everything, and I’m not willing to look at the world like you old guys. I want the nice house, the big pickup truck, all the electronic goodies. I’ll recycle beer bottles, I might even start a compost pile, but I’m not going to sacrifice for some future generation when your generation hasn’t sacrificed for mine.”
“But we have!” Rhiannon protests.
“Maybe you have, and maybe a few tree huggers and others have. But most of the ones I’ve seen, my parents, my parents’ friends, they’ve just consumed and consumed. And I want a piece of the action. I don’t want the rug pulled out from under me before I get my chance to enjoy the good stuff the world has to offer. Mike Wolfcaller talks a good game, but you ought to notice that he drives a brand new Audi A4, he lives in a big log castle, he’s got all the toys and goodies...he’s not living in a cave eating tofu patties and brown rice. He’s a hypocrite. And that’s why I sandbagged him in his stupid little meeting.”
“Oh,” Allison says. There’s not much else to say. I think Hiroko summed it up nicely.
“Kids,” Rhiannon mutters. “You just have to get old and gain some wisdom.”
I look at the fresh faces of Hiroko and J.R. Rhiannon’s right. They seem so young. J.R. with his permanently dazed and confused, stoner-shredder dude expression of affable goofiness; Hiroko with her sharp, quick intelligence and cynicism. But neither of them is finished yet; they’re like sculptures that have only been roughed out.
The Michael Wolfcaller meeting from hell is left behind, and the evening continues with amiable chit-chat; J.R. explains that his name is really Jason Ronald Wilson Reagan. His parents were diehard conservatives, and named their stoner-to-be baby after their favorite politician. J.R. is in such a pot haze netherworld that he’s not all that sure who Reagan was. Spencer wanders in and sits adoringly next to Rhiannon, his Fudd-face lit with love. Spencer doesn’t say much, though. He seems happy to be near Rhiannon; I notice he glances at her breasts a lot.
I’m quiet, too, listening mostly, and as we head off home for the night, I realize that I’ve spent a good portion of the evening looking at Hiroko O’Connor.
She intrigues me, especially after her popping off to Wolfcaller.
As Allison and I walk to the truck, I put my arm around her slender waist. I pull her close to me. “I love you, Allison,” I say.
She leans her head against my shoulder and murmurs, “I love you too, Larry.”
But pretty soon I’m thinking about Hiroko O’Connor.
*****
Chapter 4
Al quietly sings a bible song, something about “My Savior is the Lord”; Rhiannon pauses occasionally to gush at the views and thank her Wicca goddesses for mother earth—although I think she’s stopping mainly because she’s tired from carrying those breasts around; Wolfcaller strides purposefully up the trail, never out of breath, his flowing gray hair perfect, as always; and Dirk’s swearing at his cell phone because he can’t get a signal to call his bookie.
I plod up the trail, my backpack gouging my shoulders, my back screaming in protest. I’ve always been in pretty good shape, but dragging myself and a sixty-pound pack up the side of a mountain on a goat trail isn’t something my body’s used to. The thin air doesn’t provide anywhere near enough oxygen, and the ominous chest tingles I’m feeling make me wonder if it’s possible for somebody as young as me to have a heart attack.
Allison hikes in front of me, and watching her tight, shorts-clad butt is the only thing that keeps me going. She’s perky and cheerful, doesn’t seem to be the least bit fatigued, and she’s filled with childlike vigor and curiosity at the mountain world around us.
Sometimes Allison really pisses me off.
“Bastard piece of shit,” Dirk mutters as he tosses the useless cell phone back into his pack. “Maybe if I climb up on one of these ridges I can get a signal,” he sighs.
“You’re already rich,” I point out as we stop to rest by the side of a trickling stream. “Why do you have to bet on football games?”
He gives me his patented, “You’ll never understand” Dr. Dirk Fender look of sad disgust and says, “A player always plays, Lar.”
The rest of the hiking group—twenty in all—gathers at the creek. Wolfcaller, in his customary leadership role, stays aloof and imperious, only allowing the underlings to approach him when he wants them to. The group is mostly the co-op crowd, the same well-meaning folks who were at the Hiroko-disrupted meeting. Why I’m here right now, hiking with these people—well, as usual, it’s because I’m weak.
Rhiannon talked Allison into doing the “Discover Mountain Ecosystem Diversity” three-day hike, led by the one and only Wolfcaller, and I let myself be talked into coming along. Actually, I would’ve come regardless, because of my infantile fear about Allison and Wolfcaller. I can’t chase the worry and stupid jealousy away.
Allison convinced Brenda and Dirk into joining the hike, and bible beating Al decided to come along, not for the eco lectures, but to “Get my spiritual house in order,” he told me. Al’s the holiest guy I’ve ever seen, and I can’t imagine what kind of spiritual problems he would have, but I suppose he has higher standards than the rest of us unholy scumbags. But being in the great outdoors without disinfectant or the extra safety that Al requires bothers him; he’s been praying extra hard for a safe trip. When he saw that Dirk has a cell phone he was somewhat relieved; at least he can call in a med-evac helicopter if something bad happens, like a bear attack or extreme constipation.
The patchouli-oiled, mostly overage hippie burnout hikers shuffle around, gobbling gorp and imitation processed soybean beef-substitute jerky. I drop my torture pack to the ground and savor the feeling of having a piano removed from my spine. Brenda chatters with Allison about something, Dirk dinks around with his cell phone again, Al prays for cleanliness, Wolfcaller holds court, and I stand alone, wondering what in the hell I’m doing here.
I find myself wishing that Hiroko O’Connor had come along to lend some well-needed cynicism to the proceedings. At least Dirk adds spice, but he’s not quite as cute as Hiroko.
Shit. There I go again. What am I thinking?
Since that meeting I’ve thought about Hiroko O’Connor a lot. I’ve tried to tell myself that it’s just idle interest, that she’s somebody new in our lives and I find her intriguing—which, I suppose, is partly true. But there’s another part, another feeling I keep trying to push down, that pops up and fills me with guilt and shame and disgust.
The feeling is...that maybe I have a crush on Hiroko O’Connor. It’s that same idiot feeling from grammar school, but I’m way too old—not to mention happily married—to be having crushes.
But I think I am.
I’d just hit a sweet seven wood from two hundred yards out on the fourteenth hole, landing it softly on the green, when I made the mistake of telling Dirk about Hiroko O’Connor.
He didn’t say anything, just set his golf bag down, looked at me long and hard, tossed aside the Kool he’d been smoking and drained his Weinhard’s Dark—
And then he slugged me in the stomach so hard that I doubled over, gasping for air. I stood back up, ready to defend myself, when he kicked me in the balls and down I went, curled into the fetal position on the cool, bent grass fairway. Through my bleary pain I saw a big divot at the end of my nose; for some reason, I tried to imagine what club made it. Probably some fool trying to stand on a three iron, but instead he laid the sod over the top and biffed the ball twenty yards. The thought of somebody else’s bad shot comforted me.
“I oughta fuckin’ kill you,” Dirk hissed into my ear. He’d picked up his Kool and was exhaling clouds of menthol smoke into my face. The combination of the smoke and ball kick had me close to vomiting.
“Jesus, Dirk,” I gasped.
“Yeah, you better be prayin’ to Jesus, you spaz. What the fuck are you thinking?”
“I....”
“You do anything, anything, that hurts Ally and I’ll surgically remove your scrotum, sew your asshole shut, and transfuse your sorry ass with AIDS-tainted blood. You understand what I’m saying?”
I did, so I nodded as best I could. My ear scraped the divot, and I cursed the fool who couldn’t hit his three iron.
“What’s the matter with you...?” I gasped. “I didn’t do anything.”
“But you’re thinkin’ about it, and that’s how it starts, dirtbag. You’re talking to the all-time cocksman, I know how it works.” Dirk helped me back to a sitting position, and my head spun. I toyed with the idea of attacking him, but I was afraid I’d pass out if I moved too quickly. As usual, Dirk wins.
“I thought friends could talk about this kind of stuff,” I said, whining.
“Not this friend,” Dirk glowered. “Ally’s the best woman I’ve ever come across, and you don’t deserve her. But since she lowered her standards and hooked up with you, you better fuckin’ take good care of her and never, never hurt her. Hung up on some college poontang,” he snorted. “Jesus H. Christ. That sounds like something I’d do.”
I had to agree with him there. It was a very Dirk Fender-ish thing to do. “So what happens when you get the hots for somebody now that you’re married to Brenda?” I asked.
“I’m different. Brenda’s different. Our rules aren’t your rules.”
“That’s a bullshit answer,” I grumbled. My groin throbbed, but at least my head felt better and I’d caught my breath. “Wrong is wrong. And I didn’t say me thinking about this girl wasn’t wrong. I was just telling you about it, that’s all.”
“Remember what the Mexicans in high school used to call moron dopes? ‘Pendejo’. I always loved the way that word rolled off the tongue. Don’t be a fuckin’ pendejo, Lar. Forget about this Hiroko chick. Shit....”
Dirk helped me to my feet, and we continued our golf game.
I missed three short putts and made a double bogey.
He later sort of apologized. We were having beers after our round, and he said, “Had to get your attention, pendejo. You know how it is.” And that was as close to saying he was sorry as he could get.
I thought a lot about it afterwards, and I decided that even though he’d gone overboard, Dirk was right.
Allison was the best thing in the world, and how could I possibly even think about somebody else? Dirk was willing to cut Allison slack for finding Wolfcaller attractive, but that made sense. She’s a woman, she has control, she’s not a male pig. Dirk knows how men are—he’s the extreme male, and the minute I mentioned Hiroko O’Connor, he realized that trouble could be brewing. Which is why he kicked me in the balls on the fourteenth fairway. With some time for reflection, I appreciated his doing it.
But now, here we are, up in the rocky peaks, tired and sore, and Hiroko O’Connor still intrudes on my thoughts. Maybe it’s because Wolfcaller is here, and I connect her to him. With all the women fawning over Wolfcaller, I wish there was a female equivalent for us guys.
“You tired, cutie?” Allison asks. She sneaked up behind me and is giving me a wonderful shoulder massage.
“Ooooh, that feels so good,” I say. “I’ll give you two hours to knock it off.”
Brenda’s freckly face suddenly appears in front of my droopy eyes, and she’s looking at me strangely. Like she knows a secret.
“Dirk told me about your golf game the other day,” she says, the innocent sentence dripping with innuendo.
“Uh-huh,” I say, a miserable frozen feeling in my gut. Jesus. I can’t believe Dirk told her, and if he did, that means she’ll be blabbing to Allison. Just what I fucking need.
“Did you think about what he said?”
“Yeah,” I say, and Allison’s backrub starts to hurt. Brenda stares intently into my eyes.
“What’d Dirk say?” Allison asks cheerfully and innocently. I don’t think she knows yet. I wonder if Brenda is going to blackmail me?
“Golf advice. How to stick a three iron,” I lie, waiting to see Brenda’s reaction.
“You going to take his advice?” Brenda asks.
“Yep. Of course. There’s really no need to talk about it, is there?”
Brenda smiles and nods. Shit. She’ll have this hanging over me the rest of my life. I’ll never tell Dirk anything again. I thought of all the people in the world he was one I could trust.
“Since when do you care about golf?” Allison asks Brenda, and my heart sinks even more. Brenda’s Allison’s friend, not mine. I can’t expect any loyalty from her. I’m mentally kicking myself for all those times I was rude to her over the years.
“Dirkie has opened my eyes to a lot of new things, Ally,” Brenda smiles.
Dirkie? Now I understand. Dirk Fender, the idol of debauched, crude, American males, has officially been pussy-whipped, roped and tied by Brenda Littler-Fender. I can’t help but sigh. It’s so, so sad.
Allison continues the back rub, and she doesn’t press the golf business. Brenda wanders off to help Dirk with his balky cell phone, and I’m both depressed and relieved that Allison hasn’t been informed of the Hiroko mess. If I had any balls I’d tell her, but how do you tell your wife that you’ve got a maybe-crush on another woman? You don’t, I decide.
“You having fun?” Allison asks later as we share a bag of gorp.
“Yeah. Lotta work, though.”
“Michael’s been explaining so much about the mountain ecosystem while we hike,” she says, that irritating adoration creeping into her voice. “We’ve got to save all this for the future.”
Future. There’s that word again. “Fuck the future,” Hiroko had said at the meeting. I’m tempted to say it now, but it’d be juvenile. My beef isn’t with ecology, it’s with Michael Wolfcaller. I realize with sudden self-knowledge that this guy is going to be a thorn in my side for a long time. Either I need to do some major growing up, or he needs to go. Something’s got to give.
We’re back on the trail after twenty minutes, and I decide to take up the rear with the wheezing elder-hippies and Spencer. Poor little Fudd-man. He’s tried to keep up, but his stubby little legs just can’t do the job. I’m not even sure if he has knees. Rhiannon has ignored him so far; at rest stops he’s hovered around her like a little bald mosquito, and she’s treated him accordingly. I expect her to pull out a can of extra-strength Spencer-be-Gone and spray him away.
Allison and the other eager beavers are up front to catch every word from the wondrous Wolfcaller. Dirk drops back, still fiddling with the cell phone.
“Thanks for ratting me out to Brenda,” I say to him as he waves the phone in the air, like he’s swatting imaginary bugs. “Are you trying to nuke me with Allison?”
As usual, Dirk shows absolutely no contriteness. “Hey, gotta level with the one you love. That’s all I was doin’ with Bren.”
Unbelievable. The old Dirk Fender would never have betrayed me like that. “You’re the one who always told me it was men against women. Or more precisely, ‘Dick against pussy’. Isn’t that what you always said?”
“I’ve grown, Lar. Matured. Marrying Bren has gotten me in touch with my inner adult.” He freezes in mid-imaginary bug swat. “Bingo! Got a signal!” He quickly dials, places a thousand dollar bet on this weekend’s Raiders game, and all is right with Dirk’s world.
As we hike onward, I realize that in this world I have no allies. My best friend—always twitchy at best—can no longer be trusted, and my wife, well, I’m not a hundred percent sure about her anymore. I know I should trust her, I know intellectually I have nothing to worry about, but jealousy doesn’t listen to facts, it doesn’t care about what’s real and what’s imagined. Jealousy flares with a life of its own, and reason can’t extinguish its flames. Add in a dash of Hiroko O’Connor—who knows what’s going on there—and you’ve got one major league fucked up Larry Thayer.
My life is perfect right now. I try to convince myself. I’ve escaped from the city, we live in paradise, I’m happily employed, Allison is content (except for the eco-stuff), we’re healthy, the emus are behaving themselves, everything is humming along.
So why am I so...confused? Why do I magnify imaginary things into big, life-messing-up catastrophes?
Character flaw. It’s the only thing I can think of. Maybe I wasn’t breast fed long enough, or maybe Dad didn’t instill enough confidence in me when I played little league. Or maybe I’m just a doofus asshole who can’t stand having a great life, who can’t let things pass without overthinking, overanalyzing, and who doesn’t deserve the good stuff that’s come his way. Maybe I’m just an extra tidy loser.
And then it hits me with the dead-on certainty of a lightning bolt. The answer to my problems, the cement that will bond Allison and me together forever, the agent that will solidify my life against the uncertainties and demons of the world around me, is easily obtained. So simple, so obvious, I can’t believe it hasn’t occurred to me before.
One simple thing will make us safe.
“So,” I say, snuggling into the slippery nylon mummy bag. Allison and I zipped our bags together, and we’re cozy and safe in our brand new dome tent. The therm-a-rest pads take the worst of the bumps out of the ground, but I have a feeling that by morning we’ll be wishing for a Sealy Posturpedic. “Comfy?”
“Um-huh,” she says. We’re spooning, and it’s nice, but we’re both a little ripe from the days’ hike and lack of shower. Ah, wilderness. I can hear the snort-snore of somebody in dreamland in a nearby tent. Probably not Wolfcaller, though. He’s too perfect to snore.
“I have an idea,” I say, and I need to strike fast because she’ll be asleep soon. Her breathing is already getting slow and deep.
“Mmm?”
“Let’s have a baby.”
She’s awake now. She turns toward me, but in the darkness I can’t see her expression. “Really?” she says, but her voice doesn’t betray what she feels.
“What do you think?”
There is a long silence. An owl hoots off in the distance, but its pleasant natural call is defiled by another nearby snorer disrupting the mountain night.
“I’m not sure,” she says.
“I thought you wanted—”
“I’m not sure,” she repeats, and the cold realization hits that I’ve made a big mistake.
“Have you changed your mind?”
“No. Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. I’m not sure if now is the time.”
“Why?”
She sighs and subtly pulls away from me. “I don’t know, Larry. Right now...things are different. Our lives are full, we’re busy and happy and I don’t know if I want a baby in the middle of it.”
“Someday?”
“Sure. And it might be tomorrow, who knows? All I can tell you is that right now it doesn’t feel right.”
She gives me a soft, warm kiss, but I notice that as we drift off to sleep we’re no longer spooning.
We’re not touching at all.
Dirk’s butt hovers like a fluffy white cumulus cloud over the lake surface as he dives in, splashing and hooting, “Wooo-hooo!” Several other guys have gotten naked and splash into Silver Lake, a glacial jewel nestled in a rocky bowl. The water is incredibly clear; smooth rocks speckle the bottom, and tiny, panic-stricken trout skitter away in terror from the splashing, naked hikers.
Silver Lake is our final destination, where we’ll stay camped for a couple of days, listening to pompous lectures about the ecology of the world according to Michael Wolfcaller. After a twelve-mile slog up steep switchbacks, everybody is hot and tired, and the mass skinny dip spontaneously erupted—right after Dirk got naked and started the ball rolling. Nothing bashful about Dirk.
As hikers drop their packs, many of the men get naked and jump in. The women are reluctant, although a few older woman—including Rhiannon Freeze—go ahead and join them. Rhiannon’s breasts in their floppy free state are utterly frightening. She has an all-over tan, and it confirms my suspicions that she gardens in the nude.
“Going in, Larry?” Allison asks. She and Brenda grin at me.
“I don’t think so. It’s like dirty hippie soup. How about you guys?”
Brenda looks at Allison, and they both smile. “What do you think?” Brenda asks.
“I don’t know,” Allison says, and I pray that she decides not to. I don’t know why it’s such a big deal to me, except that if she gets naked Wolfcaller will be looking at her.
I don’t think I can handle that.
While Allison and Brenda debate whether or not to go in, Wolfcaller strips down, unselfconsciously, and slowly, very slowly, strides into the lake. He’s tight and in excellent shape, without moles or butt hair or skin imperfections of any kind.
Of course.
He strolls into the lake so slowly that I realize he’s preening. It’s Wolfcaller show time, and he’s doing it just for the women. He knows how they feel about him. I look around. All the women steal lusty glances, and the noise level drops appreciably. Allison and Brenda stop talking and watch him stride into the water.
The hell of it is, the worst thing about his naked perfection, is that he’s got a huge dick. Of course. How could I have thought anything else. I look over at Brenda and Allison. As Wolfcaller’s perfectly formed, hard muscled ass goes into the lake, both Brenda and Allison make tiny little involuntary sighs.
And without a word both of them quickly slip out of their boots, hiking shorts and panties, their shirts come off, and they’re naked and laughing and jumping in the lake. So are most of the rest of the reluctant women in the group. All it took was one look at Wolfcaller’s dick and splash, they’re in.
I’m left standing on the shore with Al and a couple of other unwilling skinny dippers, including Spencer. My eyes are glued to Allison, and to my horror she and Wolfcaller end up close together. It’s like both of them accidentally-on-purpose paddled closer, and now, she’s talking to him and they’re both naked! If it were a murky pond or the ocean it would be one thing, but I know that in the crystal clear water Wolfcaller’s stealing glances at her incredible body, and she’s stealing glances at Wolfcaller’s dick.
I think I’m going to be sick.
“I’m not entirely sure this is right,” Al mutters. I’m too upset to answer, so Al keeps mumbling. “I know we are all created naked in the eyes of the Lord, but modesty is an important virtue. Sexual sins are so hard to resist,” he says, and I look over at him. Shit, he’s gawking at Allison. And his forehead sweats guilty little droplets.
“They’re just naked, Al. It’s not like anybody’s doing anything wrong.” I wish I could convince myself. Some of the other women have swum over to Wolfcaller, and now he’s got a circle of naked women treading water around him. But it looks to me like Allison is the closest.
“Hey, weenie boy, get in here! Got something to hide?!” Dirk motions me into the lake. Brenda hangs on his shoulder, a big grin on her face. I can only imagine what’s happening underwater between them.
“Your friend Dirk is very...boisterous,” Al says.
“Yeah. He’s kind of a loudmouth.”
“C’MON!” Dirk screams, and now everybody’s looking at me. I never thought I’d be humiliated not to be naked in public. But the gauntlet has been thrown down, and I must save face. So I strip, utterly embarrassed, as Dirk and some of the other bathers applaud and hoot, and when I’m naked I try to be good-natured so I bow. As I look down I see that my dick is a pathetic little shriveled helmet barely peeking out of a cushion of matted pubic hair. Great. Wolfcaller has a magnificent, king-of-the-jungle fire hose dangling between his legs, and I’ve got a puny pink button the size of a canned mushroom.
It’s like seventh grade P.E. showers all over again.
I hurriedly splash into the lake, and the frigid water momentarily sucks the breath out of me. I go underwater and open my eyes. In the clear lake I can see the naked bodies’ legs kicking to stay afloat, white butts, cold-shrunk dicks—lots of unattractive flesh. I guess most of us don’t really look so hot naked. I swim underwater, reluctant to surface, the chill feels good, and I see the circle of Wolfcaller women’s legs kicking, Wolfcaller in the middle—his dick is still big, how the hell can he manage it in this frosty water?—and I recognize Allison. Her submerged headless torso is magnificent compared to the rest of the saggy, older women’s bodies, the sight of her perfect hips and breasts and ass get my dick stirring, but she’s way too close to Wolfcaller, and as they kick to stay afloat their legs occasionally touch and I’m crazy with jealousy.
I’m running out of air, I need air, and I ponder whether to resurface; maybe I’d be better off to just drown in the chilly alpine water, maybe I’d be happier—certainly less jealous—to just end it all, maybe—
I don’t have the opportunity to ponder any longer because somebody has just grabbed my dick and yanked and I explode to the surface in a foaming geyser—
“Pervert! Whatcha lookin’ at down there?!” Dirk hoots.
I gasp for breath, swallowing what seems half the lake, and Dirk goes splashing and hooting off back to Brenda. Allison is grinning, and she swims over. At least she’s away from Wolfcaller, although I notice he’s watching her butt closely as she swims to me.
“Couldn’t resist, huh cutie?” she says, latching onto me and giving my dick a friendly little squeeze. It immediately springs back to life.
Maybe I’m not so jealous anymore.
“Couldn’t let you be naked all by yourself,” I say, still out of breath. Allison hoots and points to shore. Al and Spencer have shed their clothes; they’re a brown and white version of the same body, chubby and toy-like. I’m amazed to see that Spencer has a large gold nipple ring. He must have had it done to appeal to Rhiannon. I haven’t watched cartoons for awhile, but I don’t recall that Elmer Fudd had any body piercings.
If either Al or Spencer has a dick, they’re well hidden, buried somewhere beneath their overhanging bellies. Seeing them makes me feel better. At least their dicks are smaller than mine.
Al dogpaddles over to us. “It appeared to be too nice in here,” he says, but he’s blushing so much his brown skin glows. He tries not to stare at Allison, but his wildly gyrating eyes always seem to come back to her. Poor Al. He’s trying to be good. But when a naked Allison is just a few feet away....
“Wait till your wife hears about this,” I tease. I’m feeling more at ease now that Allison is hanging on me. Al’s face freezes in horror.
“I...Perhaps I won’t tell her. You won’t, will you?” he pleads.
“We won’t say a word,” Allison grins. Allison is so cute, so full of cheerful life, that at this instant I can’t believe I was ever worried about her, and I love her more than anything in the world.
Suddenly, being publicly naked doesn’t bother me. It’s kind of fun, even with the lurking Wolfcaller and his monstrous alpa-male dick. But it doesn’t matter because Allison is with me, she loves me, and everything feels right again.
“If we are to be true ecowarriors,” Wolfcaller says solemnly, his manly features flatteringly lit by flickering campfire light, “we must renounce the capitalist world, its material wealth, its temptations, and we must become one with Mother Earth.”
Whatever that means. I wonder if this means that Wolfcaller will get rid of the new Audi and start walking.
We’re sitting around a roaring campfire—made only with long-downed wood, of course—listening to the Michael Wolfcaller gospel. Allison cuddles against me, and her head on my shoulder reassures me that I was wrong and stupid to be worried. Her arm is entwined with mine, and her occasional sighs and the sweet smell of her hair remind me how lucky I am to be with her. I decide that my idiot bout with jealousy might have been a good thing; it made me appreciate her all the more.
“There are any number of forms that our activism can take,” Wolfcaller says. “We can be EarthFirst!-like, rowdy fomenters of trouble, we can be more serene and less confrontational, like the Sierra Club, we can try to buy ecological responsibility like The Nature Conservancy, or we can blend all the styles.”
“Terrorism,” Dirk says, taking a drag on his ever-present Kool.
“Excuse me?” Wolfcaller replies, his voice dripping with distaste. Dirk just came along for the hell of it, and he couldn’t care less about ecowarrior theory. But he likes to raise hell.
“Bombs. Protests. If you want to get their attention you gotta make noise.”
“I hope you’re kidding, Doctor,” Wolfcaller says. “What we want is action by peaceful means.”
Dirk shrugs. “Suit yourself.” He leans back and stares up into the starry sky. I know how Dirk is, he’s stirred up a little trouble, made a goofy point, and now we won’t hear from him anymore.
“Anyway,” Wolfcaller continues, annoyed by the interruption, “if we want to stop the clearcutting that the rapacious lumber companies are planning in our mountains, we’ve got to decide how to stop them. Legally. Or at least almost legally,” he smiles cryptically.
“What do you mean, ‘almost’?” Rhiannon asks. Spencer sits next to her, casting love gazes at her. Rhiannon ignores him; I wonder if she even noticed the nipple ring?
“What I’m thinking,” Wolfcaller grins, “is civil disobedience. Defiance of unjust laws and legal theories.”
“Sit-ins?” Allison asks.
“Bingo,” Wolfcaller says, and with the killer grin he gives her I feel the queasy jealousy crawl squirming in my gut again. “Actually, what I have in mind is called ‘tree-sitting’. It’s a technique that Earth First! has used very successfully.”
“Nah,” Dirk yawns. “Too wimpy. Gotta use firepower.”
Wolfcaller ignores him, and Brenda gives Dirk an elbow in the side. But she’s snickering. She’s becoming as bad as Dirk. I like the change, actually. He’s corrupted her into something darker and more Dirk-esque.
“What’re you talking about doing, Michael?” Rhiannon asks. “Building a treehouse or something?”
“Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. A silent yet provocative protest designed to stop the despoilers. They’re not going to cut down a magnificent old growth pine when people are inhabiting it. And on public lands, we the people have as much right to live in the trees as they have to cut them down.”
We the people. Jesus Christ. The guy thinks he’s a holy crusader for liberty. I hold my sarcastic comments back, because I can tell Allison is entranced by the notion of peaceful tree-sitters beating back evil loggers. A murmur of approval rumbles through the gathered campers, and Wolfcaller looks out at his faithful (except for me and Dirk) flock. His flowing Jesus hair looks blond in the firelight, and his craggy features are shadowed so that he looks even more manly than usual. That feeling is coming back again, the one I thought I’d fought off. Allison leans into me, her grip on my arm tightens, but I’m afraid her affection isn’t all directed toward me.
Stop it! I’ve got to stop this jealousy garbage. My heart speeds up, that horrible empty, gnawing sensation nibbles the lining of my stomach, and all I can feel is hatred for Wolfcaller, the manly tree savior.
Some of the others ask him questions about the peaceful protest, but I’ve stopped listening. I’m too busy trying to choke back my infantile feelings.
“So who’s going to live in this tree?” an aging hippie who calls himself Jerry Garcia asks. Allison told me she heard that his real name is Dwayne.
“I plan to, of course,” Wolfcaller says. Of course. I’ll bet if he gets this thing going he’ll be the ultimate publicity whore. I can see it now, watching the news, Wolfcaller charming some twenty-five-year-old cute-as-a-button reporter, telling her why he’s such a stud for saving a pine tree. And probably asking her to stay for Chardonnay and hors d’ouevres after she’s done reporting.
“Anyone else?” Allison asks. And the microsecond the words have left her mouth I know I’m in deep, deep shit.
“I don’t anticipate more than two people living up there. We wouldn’t want to injure the very tree we’re trying to save.”
Oh Jesus. Please don’t ask what I think you’re going to ask.
“Well,” Allison hesitates. She’s let go of my arm and moved her head off my shoulder. Now she’s looking hard at Wolfcaller. And he’s looking hard back. “I think I might like to be part of the protest.”
I deflate. I just became two-dimensional. I can’t move except to gulp/swallow; my throat suddenly feels like I’m a five pack a day smoker. I glance at Dirk and Brenda, and both are watching me and Allison with concern. Especially Dirk. He’s looking right at me, and for one of the few times I can ever remember, he looks worried and truly serious.
“I’d thought we might rotate different protesters up, maybe once a week, to join me. It hadn’t occurred to me that there might just be a permanent team, me and someone else.” Wolfcaller’s voice trails off as he considers the possibilities. And while he’s thinking he’s watching Allison closely.
Ohmygod. I couldn’t have dreamed up a worse nightmare if I’d tried.
Oblivious Al asks, “But won’t you be arrested?”
“They have to get us first,” Wolfcaller smirks. “And I know how P.R. concerned companies are, I doubt they’d take the chance of blowing what little goodwill they have by harassing peaceful tree-sitters. I’ll make sure the media is watching. We’ll have satellite uplinks, net access, a website devoted to the mission, the whole enchilada.”
I try to talk, but my throat still won’t work.
“So you think this timber company’s just gonna roll over and let you mess up their business?” Dirk asks. “They’re just tryin’ to make a buck, like the rest of us. They don’t have the luxury of cushy tenured jobs with the state.”
“I don’t appreciate your sarcasm, Doctor,” Wolfcaller says. “Our stand goes beyond simple economics. Sure, stopping logging may hurt some people in the short term, it may cost some jobs, but when you’re talking about the survival of our biosphere, our womb, then the issue is much bigger than any one of us.”
Dirk shakes his head. He’s done arguing; I can tell. But I love him for speaking up against Wolfcaller. If I could find my voice I would, too.
“I’d like to be part of this,” Allison repeats.
“We’ll have another meeting when we get back to town,” Wolfcaller says, “to decide on the logistics and personnel. I’d like for you to be part of it, Allison. And you too, Larry,” he adds as an unenthusiastic afterthought.
Yeah, right. All my newly-found confidence about Allison and me, the surety I’d built up that my jealousy was unfounded, all that has been obliterated with nuclear force.
The campfire meeting drones on, but I can’t concentrate on listening. All I can think of is Allison and Wolfcaller, alone in a treehouse, and loser Larry on the ground, wondering what’s going on up there....
“God, it’d be so exciting,” Allison gushes later as we’re getting in our sleeping bags. “I mean, think about it, Larry. A protest against something that’s wrong, being part of something like that. It’s like what the older generation did about civil rights or the Vietnam War. What an opportunity!”
“Yeah,” I say, my voice flat and dead. “But living in a tree? It seems kind of...loony.”
“That’s the beauty of it!” Allison grins, beaming all her infectious enthusiasm at me. It can be hard to resist, although this time I’m resisting all too easily. “Of course it’s goofy. Adults living in a tree. But the effect, that’s what matters. Stopping the clearcutting of old growth, what could be nobler? So it’s goofiness for a good cause.”
What can I say? Allison obviously is hot for the idea, not Wolfcaller. At least that’s what I’m telling myself. But days and weeks alone with the studly asshole...Jesus, that scares me to death. Allison is good and honest and trustworthy, but will she be able to resist him if he hits her with a full court press? I assume he will, too, because he’s a disgusting male and males do such things, especially when the target is a beautiful woman. I take a deep breath. Allison is good, Allison would never betray me. It’s my mantra. Allison is good....
“I’ll miss you if you do it,” I say, giving in to the inevitable. “Sleeping with Godzilla the emu just won’t be the same.”
She laughs and snuggles tight against me; then she gives me a soft, loving kiss. “I’d miss you too, cutie. But I think it’s something I have to do. You know how I am when I get hold of ideas. I can’t let them go.”
“Really? I never noticed that before,” I grin weakly, and we both laugh. I feel a little better. “Have you thought about...you know, the living arrangements while you’re up in the tree?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’ll be kind of close. Unless he’s talking about building a penthouse suite with two baths and a three car garage, you’re looking at a pretty primitive setup.”
“I’m sure Michael will come up with something suitable.” Allison looks at me, and her smile fades. “You don’t need to worry.”
I shrug, and now I feel like a dope. Of course Allison will be true and honorable; how could I think otherwise? “I know. I just can’t help it,” I say, deciding to level with her. “I just assume every man looks at you the way I do. You’re easy to love.”
And like last time when I told her I was threatened by Wolfcaller, her way of reassuring me is fiercely hot sex.
By the time we’re finished I’m reassured.
Sort of.
“How long do I have to wait for grandchildren?” Allison’s mom Shirley demands. “You’re not getting any younger.”
I’m sautéing onions in the kitchen, sharing a bottle of Glenlivet with dad-in-law Bob, when Shirley drops the question. Allison and I had been wondering how long they’d be in the house before Shirley started in with the breeding business. The day we got home from our honeymoon she started singing the “I want grandchildren” song, and it hasn’t stopped since.
“Someday, mom,” Allison says reassuringly. “Just not yet.”
“Why not now? The longer you wait the more chance you’ll end up with a Mongoloid.”
“I think they’re called Down Syndrome, Shirley,” I say, but she’s not listening to me. Shirley hears only her own voice. To her, I’ve always been a non-entity.
“Don’t bug the kids, honey,” Bob says, pouring himself some more Glenlivet. I’ve noticed that since they’ve been here he’s been in a constant state of light inebriation. Being married to Shirley probably does that to you. “There’s already too many Hassenpfeffers in the world as it is,” he adds.
“Your hillbilly inbreeding family doesn’t count,” Shirley sniffs. She and Allison are ripping lettuce and arugula for the salad, and when Shirley suddenly turns toward me she startles me. Shirley has always intimidated me. She’s one of those gruff, plain-spoken, gravelly-voiced women, manly in her actions. I have a hard time believing that somebody as delightfully feminine as Allison came from her. Bob must have the feminine genes. “Why don’t you talk some sense into her?” she accuses me. “You want your legacy to continue, don’t you? That’s what life’s all about, perpetuating the species.”
I don’t know what to say, so I just shrug. Shirley is Allison’s problem, not mine.
“Actually, Mom,” Allison says, “overpopulation is something that Larry and I are very worried about. The planet can only support so many people, and I think we may already have too many here.” It’s news to me that I’m concerned about overpopulation, but I don’t say anything. Allison occasionally likes to bend reality to suit her needs. If it quiets Shirley down, then I’ll be Allison’s environmental sidekick.
“Amen,” Bob says, downing his scotch. “Too goddamn many morons on the planet already. Not that your kids would be morons,” he adds quickly.
“Nonsense,” Shirley roars. She scares me. “Children are a gift from God, He wouldn’t let us have them if it was going to ruin the world.” Shirley is a fairly hard-core Catholic, although I think she talks a better game than she lives. I’ve heard her bitch and moan about their parish priest, about the church in general and its money-grubbing ways, so much so that she sometimes sounds like a crabby Protestant. But when it suits her, Shirley can be Torquemada when it comes to Catholic dogma. “Don’t you remember anything from Catechism?” she asks.
“Oh, Mom,” Allison laughs, and gives her a hug. Allison is immune to her mother’s rantings. Unlike a lot of grown women who have pushy mom problems, Allison just lets Shirley roll off her back. It bugs Shirley, because she likes to know she has the ability to get under your skin. And even though she never seems to be able to rattle Allison, she keeps trying. She’s nothing if not persistent.
“You’d be a fine mother,” Shirley says, changing strategy. “My god, look at the affection you lavish on those ostriches—”
“Emus,” Bob corrects, eliciting an icy glare from Shirley.
“Emus,” she says. “I know you have the nurturing instinct.”
Allison slices mushrooms daintily. I watch closely to see if she’s ready to turn the knife in Shirley’s direction, but Allison just calmly slices. “Sure I do, mom. Both Larry and I want kids eventually. Now just isn’t the right time.”
“Mongoloids,” Shirley mutters.
“Actually, I may be doing something kind of unusual for awhile,” Allison says. I feel the blood rush from my head, and red-alerts flare in my brain. Please don’t say anything about the treehouse....
Allison’s parents know her well enough to know that when she says she’s going to do something unusual, it’s probably going to be a doozy. They both look at her, and the thick silence in the kitchen is broken only by the rhythmic thwack of the knife slicing mushrooms.
“I’m going to live in a magnificent old-growth pine tree....” Allison begins, and I have to admit that the horror-stricken expression on Shirley’s face as Allison tells her story soothes me somewhat. It’s nice to have allies on something like this. As Allison explains the “protest” and “satellite uplinks” and all the rest of Wolfcaller’s idiotic plan, Shirley’s face clouds like a summer thunderstorm. She’s never understood Allison, her dreams and notions and wacky ideas. Shirley’s stuck, as most of us are, in the reality of day-to-day living. She’s not a dreamer like her daughter, and I know that sometimes Allison must seem like an alien to her. Bob is so laid back that nothing bothers him. He’s the kind of guy who accepts people—especially his beautiful daughter—unconditionally.
When Allison finally finishes her explanation of the pine tree protest, all Shirley can do is stare. After a long silence she whispers, “You’re kidding....aren’t you?” Shirley looks to me for help, but all I do is shrug.
“She’s your daughter,” I say.
“Social action is a call to all Christians,” Father Jimbo preaches, his booming basso profundo voice bouncing off the rough beamed vaulted ceiling of the small mountain chapel. “Christ wants us to be radicals...to believe so strongly that we’re willing to sacrifice our very lives for Him.”
Allison and I sit uncomfortably with her parents in a straight-backed pew. Whoever designs church pews ought to take a human anatomy class, because the hard wooden pews never fit a normal body. Maybe that’s part of the deal, you’re supposed to be uncomfortable in church to get closer to Jesus.
Although it’s only nine-thirty in the morning, the day is already a scorcher, and even with every window and door in the chapel wide open, the worshippers are sweaty and fanning and, if they’re like me, praying for Father Jimbo’s sermon to end.
“So take a chance, make a stand, and don’t be afraid,” Father Jimbo says, wrapping up, “because Jesus will look out for you.”
And with that flabby finale, the sermon is mercifully over. We stand to say the creed, and it feels like my butt has sweated through my pants. Great, a big wet butt spot, always a sophisticated look.
“Good sermon,” Allison whispers to me. At first I think she’s joking, then I realize that she’s serious. “He said everything I feel about the protest.”
Oh great. She’s going to use Father Jimbo’s boring sermon about taking a bullet for Jesus as a guide to ecowarrior protest. I wonder if Father Jimbo would have anything to say about her living in a treehouse with Mr. Big Dick Wolfcaller?
Mass sputters to its sweaty conclusion, and we file out of the pretty little chapel into the hot, dry wind. Allison and I don’t go to church much, but we’ve been here enough to be recognized by Father Jimbo, and he gives us big hugs outside by the donut table. “Good to see you,” he says archly. Subtext: How come you’re not here every Sunday? Father Jimbo is a big, burly guy in his forties, with a big red beard, big red hair, a big voice, and a big belly. Rumor has it that he volunteered to come to this out of the way parish so he could ski and snowboard. Hiroko O’Connor’s boyfriend J.R. told me that Father Jimbo was a pretty good shredder “for a mertz-oral old dude.” When J.R. starts talking shredder-speak, I never know what the hell he’s talking about. A lot of Father Jimbo’s sermons have centered around the godly experience of speeding down snow-covered mountains.
Allison makes the obligatory introductions of her parents, and Shirley, bless her meddling heart, starts in.
“Don’t you think, Father,” she says, and I can see we’re in for trouble, “that good married Catholics should have lots of children?”
Bob clears his throat and stares at his feet, I stare off into the cloudless blue sky, and Allison just smiles. Father Jimbo has enough wisdom to know he’s being dragged into family nastiness, and he’s clever enough to sidestep it.
“Well, you know, Shirley, the church is big enough for a lot of different opinions on that subject,” and then he goes off into a long-winded explanation of Catholic ethics and family moral considerations. Just when I think he’s fended off Shirley’s direct attack, she interrupts him and tells him about Allison’s tree-sitting scheme.
Now Father Jimbo looks really interested. “That’s great, Allison, it fits right in with what I was saying in my sermon today!” If Shirley was hoping the parish priest was going to side with her, she’s sadly mistaken. Father Jimbo and Allison animatedly discuss her upcoming civil disobedience.
I’m left standing with a pissed-off mom-in-law and bored dad-in-law, listening to my wife tell our snowboarding priest why she’s going to go live in a tree with a macho stud.
I’m starting to think I’ve slipped out of reality.
The rest of Allison’s parents’ visit is uneventful. Shirley has apparently decided to drop the subject of kids, and there have been no further discussions of Allison’s tree-sitting. Mostly the visit has settled into that dull, “Remember our old neighbor Ron? He had half of his colon removed,” type of family discussions. I make the effort—I’m not one of these jerk son-in-laws who refuse to have anything to do with his wife’s family—but by the end of a week I’m ready to rip out my hair and donate my ears to science. There’s something about sitting around for hours on end, chatting with people who don’t really interest you about subjects you couldn’t care less about, that makes you realize this might be a sneak preview of hell.
“You’re holding up pretty good,” Bob says to me on their last night here. We’re out in the kitchen pouring more Glenlivet, while Shirley tells Allison about some kid Allison graduated from high school with who is now a performance artist in New York who performs naked and puts foreign objects in his rectum. That chased Bob and me out of the room in a hurry.
“Nah, Bob, it’s great having you guys here.”
Bob smiles and his eyes crinkle playfully. He’s one of those guys who’s getting cuter as he ages, much to Shirley’s consternation, I’m sure. Age is so unfair to women. Shirley gets jowly, age-spotted, saggy and cranky, while Bob turns into an adorable elf. Younger women—even younger than Allison—think he’s the cutest thing ever, and I’d be willing to bet that lots of women his own age have the hots for him. I can’t imagine anybody feeling that way about Shirley.
Bob’s playful smile stays fixed as he swirls the Glenlivet around the tinkling ice cubes.
“I used to hate the in-law visits,” Bob says. “Pretending to be interested in Uncle Fritz’s heart attack, or cousin Joan’s gall bladder.”
I smile. Bob’s a good guy. “I guess you know how it is.”
“Yep,” he says, sipping the scotch. “Shirley’s mother was a real piece of work. Even worse than Shirley,” he says, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “Always meddling, sticking her nose into our business. You know, we were married five years before Allison came along. Jesus, you’d think we were worshipping Satan or something. She was on our butts constantly about having kids.”
I’m not quite sure how to respond. Bob’s leveling with me, but he does sleep with the enemy, so I’m not sure how to play it. I just smile and shrug.
“In-laws are tough,” he continues. “There’s always the temptation to try to keep ‘em happy and shut ‘em up by giving in. But I don’t suppose you’d do that, especially with Allison. That kid’s always done what she wanted. Dunno where she gets that wackiness.” He sighs and smiles. Bob loves his daughter even though he can’t understand her. I can’t blame him. “You kids do what you think is right with your lives,” he says. “Don’t let anybody force you into anything.”
“What do you think about the treesitting business?” I ask.
“That’s just Ally,” he shrugs. “You worried about it?”
I don’t think this is something I should be talking to Allison’s father about, but I plunge ahead anyway. I tell him about my Wolfcaller worries. The smile fades as he listens, and he pours himself another scotch.
“Let’s go outside,” he says when I’m done talking.
We pass through the living room, and now Shirley is telling Allison some longwinded story about their new washing machine warranty problems. I give Allison a supportive smile, she winks, and Bob and I head out onto the deck.
Bob leans against the railing and gazes out into the forest and the mountain peaks beyond. The warm, late afternoon breeze stirs the few strands of gray hair he has left, and one patch stands straight up. He looks like a seventy-year-old Gerber baby.
“You kids are awfully lucky to live here,” he sighs. “I always wanted to get out of L.A. but I couldn’t convince Shirley. Needed to work, anyway, I suppose, so it wasn’t ever realistic.” Bob was an engineer in the aerospace biz, and he retired just about the time the companies started going belly up because of government budget cutbacks.
“How come you haven’t taken off now that you’re retired?” I ask.
“Oh, set in our ways. Shirley wouldn’t hear of it. She likes the city.” Bob looks up at the mountains, and a smile creases his weathered face. “Besides, there’s Donna.”
Donna. I wrack my brain trying to identify the name, but nothing comes up. Probably some relative they’ve talked about when I wasn’t paying attention.
“Who’s Donna?” I ask.
Bob takes a long swig and crunches an ice cube. “My mistress,” he says quietly.
Now Bob is a low-key, friendly, good guy. I’ve always liked him a lot. But he has never struck me as a person with secrets, and his confession that he has a mistress floors me. “Oh,” I mumble. I don’t know what the hell else to say.
“Twenty-two years,” Bob says, and the smile is warm. “She’s married to a guy I used to work with. Shirley and I socialized with them over the years. Then we fell in love. It just happens sometimes, you know. You don’t want it to, you know it’s wrong, but there’s nothing you can do about it.”
“Does Shirley know?”
“I suppose. She’s never said anything, but she’s not stupid. It may sound strange, but I think my being with Donna has kept Shirley and me together. When you’re married to somebody and it’s not perfect, sometimes outside help will keep you together. Donna provides things Shirley can’t. She’s warmer, funnier, but I don’t think I’d want to be with her full time. She’s another part of my life. She compliments Shirley.”
That’s the weirdest logic I’ve ever heard. “How would you feel if it was reversed? If Shirley had the long-term affair and you didn’t?”
“I’d go fuckin’ out of my mind,” Bob laughs. “I can’t justify it,” he shrugs. “I know it’s wrong, that I’ll probably do hard time in hell for it. But I can’t help it. I’m not strong enough to resist, and I’m not strong enough to change things. I like things the way they are.”
A cold feeling of dread hits me. “Why are you telling me this, Bob?”
“Because I think you need to realize that sometimes one person can’t fill another person’s needs. That sometimes you can love somebody completely but still need more. That you have to, no matter how much it makes you crazy, support Allison in this logging protest nonsense, and that you might have to accept that this—what’s his name, Wolf-something?—might complicate your lives. But I know Ally, she’s got the stubborn streaks of both her mom and me, and if you push her, if you try to make her conform to what you want, you’ll lose her. You’ve got to stay flexible, Larry. It’s the only way.”
“So you’re telling me to just stand aside if something fires up between her and Wolfcaller? I can’t do that, Bob. It’s asking too much.”
Bob puts his arm around my shoulder. “Do what you think is right, Larry. I’m just telling you how it looks from my old age perspective. Things are never as simple or easy as they seem when people are involved.”
Jesus Christ. My father-in-law is telling me I might have to accept his daughter stepping out on me. I can’t believe it.
“If Shirley asked you to stop with...Donna, would you do it? Who do you love more?”
Bob slowly removes his arm from around my shoulder. Although it’s hot outside, and the sun is cooking my forehead, I feel the beginnings of a shiver.
“It’s not that simple, Larry,” he whispers.
“Sure it is. Shirley or Donna? Which?”
Bob sighs tiredly, and suddenly looks every minute of his seventy years. “Nothing is simple,” is all he says, and then he goes back inside. I don’t feel much like being around any of them at the moment, so I stay out on the deck. I look above, into the clear blue sky. So clear, so clean. Pristine. A hawk circles lazily, looping, riding the thermals for no reason other than because he can. Alone. Flying. Free. His only worries are finding food. Nothing else, nothing stupid like the predicaments that people create. Infidelity, logging protests, petty hurts and arguments. We complicate our lives so much, so unnecessarily. Bob is in a mess, he has been for years, but he’s too blinded, too weak, to make it right. No matter how he tries to rationalize it, being married to one woman and having an affair with another married woman is wrong. It’s obvious, and he knows it. But he refuses to do the right thing.
If it comes down to it with Allison, I’ll do the right thing. I won’t stand by and let another man enter our lives. I won’t play the fool like Shirley apparently has, I won’t be humiliated that way. I have too much self-esteem. And I love Allison too much to share her. If I can’t have her all to myself, then I won’t have her at all. If Wolfcaller comes between us, if they go through with their treehouse and something happens, I won’t hang around like a dope, to be laughed at, pitied, held in contempt.
I won’t allow that happen.
But now, suddenly, oddly, something else pops into my mind, a distraction.
Hiroko O’Connor.
Jesus. Talk about confused.
So what if I find her...captivating? So what if her airy cynicism appeals to me? And so what if she’s beautiful and exotic and unobtainable?
I would never act on the way I feel. I love Allison too much.
But as I stand here, leaning over the railing, listening to the wind and the gallumpy hmmphhing of the emus, I’m torn and confused and a little angry. Things were going so well, and now, suddenly, distractions have popped up in my life, distractions that threaten to ruin everything. I wish I could be more like Dirk, primal and obvious and happily shallow, satisfied with simplicity—like a sweet two iron that hits the green, a case of Heineken, simple animal sex (maybe it’s not that simple now that he’s married Brenda), a shiny Mercedes—but it’s not to be that way for me. I think too much, I worry, I fret over nonsense. Allison would never betray me—but I don’t trust her. Especially after Bob’s confession. I realize that no one can be trusted. We’re all weak, all open to temptation. And with my Hiroko O’Connor thoughts, I know that I’m not immune, either.
And as I stand, bathed in the warm breeze, I realize that it’s not what Allison and Wolfcaller might do that scares me.
I’m afraid of what I might do.
*****
Chapter 5
“Is this piece big enough?” I ask Wolfcaller, who, as usual, isn’t doing any of the work. He’s in his full kingly supervisorial mode, and, as usual, I’m hating him with an intensity that frightens me.
Wolfcaller has summoned his followers to gather downed wood that he’ll use to build his and Allison’s honeymoon treehouse. And me, the ultimate chump, I’m helping them.
Sometimes I disgust even myself.
After Allison’s parents went home, our lives settled down to a period of semi-normalcy. For a couple of weeks, we lived as I wanted us to always live—working, loving, enjoying each other and our home. Dirk and Brenda came over for dinner occasionally, along with Rhiannon Freeze and Spencer, and we had lovely summer evenings of social fun and regular everyday life.
Dirk and I played a lot of golf, Allison spoiled her emus—which had become the world’s most expensive, useless pets—and everything seemed okay. I quit worrying about Allison and Wolfcaller, stopped thinking about Hiroko O’Connor—even though I sometimes saw her and J.R. around town—and I thought, foolishly, that everything was fine.
But life never works out that way.
After Bob and Shirley went home, Allison and I had some good laughs over all the “When are you gonna have a baby?” stuff that Shirley threw at us. We savored our time, had lots of good married sex, long walks, deep conversations long into the night. The few weeks after her parents left were the best time we’d ever had in our marriage. Allison knew instinctively, I think, that she needed to let the logging protest and Wolfcaller stuff stay in the background. And I, in my stupidity, thought they were gone forever.
What an idiot.
The phone rang last Sunday night. Usually we let the machine pick up, because neither of us likes to talk on the phone and most calls are usually annoying sales pitches or begging charities, but for some unknown reason I decided that night to pick it up.
“Hello,” I said, getting ready to hang up if it was an MCI long distance pitch.
“Larry?” a deep, manly voice asked. “Michael Wolfcaller. How are you?” I immediately had that queasy feeling, the formless sensation of an impending threat. I actually almost hung up without saying anything else, but I realized he’d just call back and I’d look like a spaz. It was time to suck it up and be an adult.
“Hi,” I said, trying to hide the irritation in my voice. “How’ve you been, Mike?” I said “Mike” because I knew it annoyed him.
“I’ve been fine, Larry. Fine. Listen, I’ve missed you at the last few protest meetings,” he said, unctuous and oily. Yeah, right. Allison didn’t say much after the meetings, and I appreciated her courtesy. Although I knew they must’ve been making plans for their treesitting, Allison didn’t force it on me, and I was able to live in denial.
Denial isn’t a good place to be.
“Been busy,” I lied. Actually, on the nights of the meetings Dirk and I played golf.
“Well,” Wolfcaller said, “I look forward to seeing you again. It’d be nice to get you as involved as Allison is.” Something about the familiar way he said that, the way he used Allison’s name, made me nuts. My blood pressure skyrocketed, and I almost couldn’t hear him because of the heartbeat pounding in my ears.
“Let me get Allison for you,” I said in a half whisper.
“Great,” he said. “Nice talking to you, Larry.”
I made sure to slam the phone down on the counter—immature yet satisfying—and found Allison.
I wish now I’d gone outside, or at least into another room out of earshot, but like an idiot I hung around, eavesdropping, making myself crazier.
It wasn’t so much what Allison was saying to Wolfcaller that made me want stomp the phone into tiny pieces. They were discussing logistical stuff about the treehouse protest. But it was the tone of Allison’s voice—way too familiar, too excited, a voice that should only be for me. There were the warm giggles, too loud laughter at what I imagined was Wolfcaller’s insipid humor—the whole thing sounded like a teenage girl talking to some jock stud who had called her unexpectedly. And all she wanted to do was please him.
By the time Allison hung up, I was out of my mind with jealousy. The few weeks’ long facade of normalcy was blown away by a single phone call, and I was tossed into the pit of threatened self-pity with no way out.
“Michael wants to start building the platform,” she said excitedly. I tried to smile, but I’m sure it came out like a death grimace.
“Oh,” I said. “What about the rest of it?”
“What do you mean?”
“The roof, the walls, all that.”
“There won’t be any. We’re building a flat platform, and then we’ll pitch a tent on it.”
“Tent?” I said, really wanting to scream, “TENTS! PLURAL! Please tell me there’ll be more than one tent!”
“Yeah,” she smiled as if nothing in the world was wrong. “The platform will be pretty small, we don’t want to damage the tree, so we’ll have one two person tent and that’ll be home. Although on nice nights I’m sure we’ll just sleep out under the stars.”
At that moment I was sure I was getting an ulcer. Hot stabs poked my stomach wall, and jealous bile rose in my throat. One. Tent. Ohmygod. We’ve slept in two man tents...they’re tight even when you’re willingly intimate.
It was getting worse by the minute. The brief respite was over, and now I was spiraling into crazed jealousy land, completely out of control.
Allison chattered happily about the building plans, but I couldn’t listen. All I could think about was a tiny pup tent, her and Big Dick Wolfcaller inside, night after night after night....
“Do you guys need help?” I blurted.
Allison grinned and hugged me. “Sure, sweetie. I didn’t want to ask you to do something you didn’t want to, but I’d love it if you’d be part of everything. It’s really important to me.”
I hugged back, but inside I was screaming.
So now I’m combing the steep hillsides above an old Forest Service road, picking up fallen timber, holding it up for Wolfcaller’s approval. He commandeered our pickup to carry the wood, and ten of us are out here, scrambling on the loose scree hillsides, little slaves for Michael Wolfcaller. Rhiannon Freeze helps me carry a big chunk of wood down the hill. For an old lady with huge boobs she’s strong and agile. Poor little Spencer tags along behind us, struggling with twig-sized branches; as usual, Rhiannon ignores him.
“How come we’re doing this, Rhiannon?” I ask, sweat streaming down my face. The mosquitoes are eating me alive; I’ll be a mass of itchy skin and sore muscles tomorrow morning.
“Because we’re stupid and weak. I’m out here against my better judgment because I can’t say no to Michael.”
“Why?”
“Because like every other stupid woman he’s ever come into contact with, I’m a little bit in love with him.”
“Really?” I say, shocked. Rhiannon has always struck me as a levelheaded old hippie/druggie burnout. I can’t believe she’d fall for Wolfcaller’s line of macho bullshit.
“Yes, really,” she says. “And I know why you’re out here. You want to keep an eye on him and Allison, don’t you?”
What can I say? I just smile. If we weren’t wrestling with the big piece of wood I’d shrug. “Never hurts to observe,” I say.
“Let’s set this down a minute,” Rhiannon says, and we drop the wood to the ground. Spencer stops to join us, but Rhiannon snaps at him, “Leave us alone, Spencer. I need to talk to Larry.”
“Sure,” Spencer nods, and his stubby little legs carry him down the hill.
“You should be nicer to him,” I say.
“He likes abuse.”
We sit on a log, and Rhiannon offers me a swig from her water bottle. “I could use a joint right now,” she sighs.
We sit, swatting at mosquitoes, and watch the other Wolfcaller slaves drag their wooden treasures back to the truck. Wolfcaller—in tight shorts, hiking boots and a Greenpeace T-shirt, ever the manly man—directs their every move. His Jesus hair looks especially thick and virile today, rather like a lion’s mane. He’s talking with Allison now, and although they’re too far away to hear, I imagine the flirty sing-songy tones of Allison’s voice.
I don’t know how I’m going to make it through this.
“You have every reason to worry about Michael,” Rhiannon sighs. “He’s a cocksman extraordinaire. He’s slipped it to an awful lot of pretty little enviros.”
Is that vomit rising in my throat? “You’re not helping, Rhiannon.”
“I’m incapable of not telling things the way they are, Larry. I’m a product of my times. Let it all hang out, all that bullshit. But even if Michael is a pig—a charming, irresistible pig, but a pig nonetheless—you’re forgetting something.”
“What?” I ask miserably.
“Your wife, you dope. Allison won’t cheat on you. She’s too good. If Michael puts the move on—which he will, he can’t help himself around a pretty woman—she’ll swat him away like one of these mosquitoes.”
“Are you sure?”
“You’re the one who’s married to her, you know her better than me. Your sweet little wife is a believer, she’s like I used to be. Fall in love with a cause and do whatever it takes for the cause. But she’s not sleazy, she’s not stupid and flighty. She’ll be true-blue to jealous hubby Larry.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Has she ever given you reason not to trust her?”
“No.”
“So—”
“So I can’t help it. Wolfcaller’s everything I’m not.”
“He’s attractive, I’ll grant you that, and he’s got the male power thing going. But you’re forgetting one thing.”
“What?”
“Allison loves you. Don’t fuck it up by being a jealous fool.”
“That’s what her dad told me, too.”
“Then her dad’s a wise man. Lemme tell you something. I used to live with a guy a lot like Michael. Women loved him, and he couldn’t help being magnetic. But he never cheated on me, even though back then we were living in a commune and everybody was fucking everything that moved. He wasn’t like that. He wanted me and only me. But you know what happened? I started worrying, because I knew how the other women felt about him, I started being jealous over nothing, I started being a pain in the ass...and guess what? He got sick of me, of my bellyaching and jealous whining, and then he really did give in to temptation and my worst fears came true. If I’d just acted like a grown-up in the first place it never would’ve happened.”
A mosquito the size of a bird drills my stomach; it feels like I’ve been shot. I scratch and swat but I’m too late. It’s going to be huge.
“So I need to grow up and be supportive. That seems to be the general consensus.”
“Yep.”
“Easier said than done.”
Rhiannon puts an arm around my shoulder. “Welcome to the world, kiddo.”
“Rainbow Gliding Hawk.”
Dirk’s fork stops in mid-air, and his glob of potato/T-bone steak plops back on the plate. “You’re kiddin’, right?”
“No. I think it’s important to express my beliefs, and what could be a louder statement than changing my name?” Allison says it so matter-of-factly that it almost doesn’t sound stupid and idiotic.
Dirk is speechless—which for him is very unusual. Even Brenda, who’s always been Allison’s cheerleading squad, looks puzzled. “This is just for the protest, right?” she asks.
“I’m not sure. It might be permanent. The name change has worked for Michael Wolfcaller, it’s helped define his life.”
“The only thing that’s defined that guy’s life is his dick,” Dirk snorts. I want to jump up and scream, “AMEN, BROTHER!” but I resist.
“That’s unkind, Dirk,” Allison says, but she’s smiling. It amazes me that Dirk can say almost anything and get away with it.
Brenda pours more wine, and between the Merlot buzz and the unreality of Allison’s—pardon me, Rainbow’s—name change, I feel like I’m in one of those goofy dreams, where one minute you’re human and the next minute you’ve turned into a flying zebra.
We’re having dinner at Dirk and Brenda’s new log palace. Dirk’s surgical business has been booming—he’s gotten into laser hair removal along with regular cutting and sewing—and between that and Brenda’s antique business they’re making a bundle. They bought fifty acres on the edge of town, built a four-thousand square foot temple to Dirk Fender excess, and life is good. Dirk wants to build a driving range and three hole course on the northern part of his land for his own personal use, and in the winter they’re going to groom skiing trails. Money is nice stuff, and I envy their casual materialism. They don’t waste their time worrying about tomorrow, they don’t worry about recycling milk cartons or saving trees or whales or baby seals. They just live life and enjoy it.
I really envy them.
Dr. Carrie Weaver, their big old floppy Lab, nuzzles my lap with her wet nose, begging for scraps. Dirk named her Dr. Carrie Weaver because, as he told me, “I always thought that crippled babe on ER was hot. There’s something about a woman on crutches that makes me crazy.” Why naming his dog after her would be an honor is beyond me, but that’s Dirk.
I slip Dr. Carrie Weaver a steak chunk, and she gratefully click-clicks away on the hardwood floor.
“What do you think about all this ‘Rainbow’ stuff, Lar?” Dirk asks.
“I think,” I say, carefully measuring my words, “that Allison has to do what she thinks is right.” There. Totally noncommittal, politically correct, blandly supportive.
And totally emasculated.
Dirk shakes his head with disgust. He looks over at Allison, who still is smiling an enigmatic, irritating smile. “You know, Ally, I think you’re turning into a fruitcake.”
She just laughs.
“I’m serious,” Dirk says. “I mean, save the fuckin’ trees, no problem. Write somebody a check, email your senator, whatever, but livin’ in a treehouse with Dick Boy Wolfshlong? It’s nuts.”
“Dirk,” Brenda warns, but Allison waves her off.
“You don’t understand, Dirk. Right now, protesting this clearcut is the most important thing in my life. After Larry,” she adds quickly. “There’s nothing else I want to do, nothing else that even comes close to being as noble an endeavor. I want to be part of it, and I want to make a difference.”
“It’s nuts,” Dirk says. He’s about to say more when Allison slams her hand down on the tabletop. The plates jump, and Dr. Carrie Weaver runs out of the room.
“It’s not nuts!” Allison says, almost shouting. I’m scared, because I’ve never seen her like this before. Flashes of anger, pouty moods, sure, but never such a violent temper explosion.
“Shit, Ally, I’m just sayin’—” Dirk backpedals, but it’s too late.
“I’m doing what I think is right, and I won’t let anybody talk me out of it, or make fun of it! Especially my friends. Larry understands, he’s supportive, and that’s all that matters.”
I squirm miserably, feeling like the ultimate lying Judas. Dirk fires me a look, because he knows what I really think, and I pray he doesn’t say anything.
But he does. “You sure Larry’s all that supportive?” he asks innocently.
If I had a gun I’d shoot him in the forehead. Allison turns to me a drills me with a look that turns me into Jell-O boy. “What’s he mean, Larry?” she asks, her voice frosty.
Life is filled with hard choices. I haven’t often had to make hard choices; my life has been pretty soft and easy. But this is one of those times, one of those gut-check, be-a-man times that tests the strength of your character. We all lie about small things, to get out of dopey little scrapes, to avoid ugly scenes, to make things...easier. But right now, at this moment, I have to decide whether to be strong, to show some backbone and character, or to be weak and avoid unpleasantness.
Until the second I open my mouth I’m not sure how I’m going to play it. They all watch me expectantly, and even Dr. Carrie Weaver has quietly crept back into the dining room, her head down, her big brown expressive eyes studying me closely. It’s strange, but the dog staring at me is more unnerving than the humans—even Allison. I don’t know why. It’s like the stupid old Lab can see into my weak, miserable soul.
“I think,” I hear myself saying, “that Allison is doing the right thing. I support her completely, and even though it’s not something I’d do myself, I want her to follow her own heart. It’s one of the reasons I love her so much.” As I say the last line it sounds mealy-mouthed and wishy-washy to me, and if I can’t convince myself how can I convince Allison? But she gives me the smile—the one that’s always melted me—and grabs my hand.
“As long as Larry’s on my side, that’s all that matters. I wish you guys would be as supportive.”
Dirk and Brenda look at the tabletop, their guilt at being lousy friends smeared on their faces like a bad paint job. Even Dr. Carrie Weaver looks away. But as Allison dazzles me with a love-filled smile, I realize they’re not looking guilty because they think Allison’s tree-sitting protest is goofy and they’re being bad friends, they look guilty because they know what a two-faced schmuck I am and they can’t bear to look at my scumwad face.
But Allison, bless her naive, believing soul, she can’t see through my pasty platitudes to the truth. She trusts me.
And I’m lying to her.
I’m almost, so, so close, to confessing. My lips form the words, but then Brenda starts talking, Dirk starts talking, they’re trying to patch things up with Allison, and I sit silently, stewing in my craven cowardice, hating myself but unwilling and unable to do anything about it.
Allison, after she lets her anger pass, generously forgives her friends. That’s the thing about Allison—she can’t stay mad long, and she’s always willing to forgive. She’s good that way.
Dirk and Brenda fall all over themselves apologizing, and by the end of the evening things seem to be okay. Allison holds my hand more than usual, gives me loving, appreciative looks, and by the time we’re heading home I feel like the scuzziest hypocrite to ever walk the face of the earth.
We do the obligatory huggie-bye-byes at Dirk and Brenda’s front door. I reach down to pat Dr. Carrie Weaver’s head, but the dog must sense my sleaziness and backs away like I’m covered with cat hair.
Dirk drapes his arm around my shoulder as they walk us out to our truck. It’s a beautiful summer night, as most nights are here in the mountains. The stars sparkle so brightly that they look fake, like twinkle Christmas lights strung in the sky.
“You got a problem, buddy,” Dirk whispers, knocking me back into the now. I wanted to look at the stars and forget everything.
“I know,” I say, hoping he’ll stop.
“What do you plan to do about it?”
“I dunno.”
Dirk sighs. “I’ll write you a prescription for testosterone. Maybe you’ll grow some balls.”
“I don’t know what else to do, Dirk,” I say miserably. “She’s going to do what she’s going to do.” I glance over at Allison. She and Brenda are on the other side of the truck, chattering away like the best buddies they are, but I’m still afraid Allison might overhear Dirk and me talking.
And then I realize the horrible truth: I’m an complete coward.
“It’s your life,” Dirk says. “But if you want my opinion, you better start acting like you’re part of it, you better start sayin’ what you think, instead of watching everything go by like it’s a TV show. One of these days you’re gonna have to tell Ally what you really think, and it’s gonna be that much harder. She’ll respect you a whole lot more if you do it sooner rather than later. And don’t forget about Wolfdick, bud. He’s gonna be a huge problem if you don’t do something.”
No shit. “What would you do, Dirk? You’re so full of advice.”
“If it’s me I lay down the law. I say what I’m worried about, I say I won’t stand by while this bullshit goes down. And I wouldn’t let the Wolfschlong get within a mile of my woman. I’d fuckin’ take charge.”
“I’m not you. And you’re full of shit, anyway. You’d roll over and play dead just like me if you were married to Allison. You know how she is, the power she has over us. I can’t...she’s stronger than me.”
Dirk and I both look over at Allison. So beautiful, so animated, so full of life. As I gaze at her I realize how lucky I am, and I’m amazed that someone like her would want me. I’m willing to deal with her occasional wackiness if that’s what it takes to be part of her life.
Dirk gives my shoulder a squeeze, and I get the feeling he’s thinking the same thing.
“Yeah,” he says, “I suppose it’s easier said than done. I just hope for both your sakes that things don’t get fucked up. It’d be a shame.”
During the ride home Allison slides across the pickup’s bench seat and sits next to me.
“I wish you’d wear a seatbelt,” I say, ever the rule-follower.
“We’ll be okay. Besides, I want to be next to you. That was a pretty nice defense you put up for me at Dirk and Brenda’s.” She nuzzles my neck, her warm lips brushing my skin. It hits me like an electric shock. “I love you, Larry,” she murmurs, kissing my neck.
If I had an ounce of courage, now would be the time to set her straight. I should say, “You know, Allison, I’m not comfortable with this tree-sitting business, I’d rather you didn’t do it,” or, even better, I should say, “Michael Wolfcaller is a disgusting hound dog who just wants in your pants. I forbid you to have anything more to do with the miserable, lecherous scumbag.” If only I was strong enough to say those things. But I’m not. I guess I’m just hoping that without me doing anything, everything will turn out okay.
When we get home, I park the truck. Allison puts her arms around my neck, gazes into my eyes with total love and devotion, and then she presses her warm, soft lips against mine, a heart-melting, knee-knocking kiss filled with so much love and passion that no man could ever wonder if the woman giving him such a kiss would stray.
No man but me, that is.
All the while, during the kissing, during the stroll into the house, during the undressing of each other, the bodies pressed against one another in passionate embrace, the sensual thrill that always amazes and astonishes, in the back of my mind I’m filled with self-loathing.
Because I know what a liar I am.
And no matter what, I can’t make myself trust Allison in a treehouse with Michael Wolfcaller.
“I am very concerned, Larry,” Al says. He sits down across from me in my cubicle and eyes me seriously. I’ve been working on reports all morning, and I welcome the interruption, even if it is Al being overly dramatic. Al has a weird way of taking trivial work problems and making them sound catastrophic. I think part of the reason we get along so well as boss and employee is because I can usually fix whatever he’s scared of—except germs and lurking carbon monoxide—quickly, so he can move on to the next imaginary calamity. As religious as he is, I’m surprised I don’t find him praying in his office more often. It seems like somebody who thinks Jesus is intimately involved in every facet of their life would call on the Big Guy to step in and clean up messes. Maybe Al’s faith is a little shaky; he certainly seems to worry a lot.
“What’s up, Boss?” I ask. Al likes it when I call him “Boss.”
“It occurs to me,” he says in that strange way he has, “that perhaps you are concerned about...your wife.”
Alarms go off in my brain, but against my better judgment I ask, “What do you mean, Al?”
“I think that perhaps you worry about Michael and your wife living in that tree.”
“I’m not wild about it. But you know Wolfcaller better than me. Do I have a reason to be worried?”
Al sighs long and hard. His round, melon-shaped face is creased with worry lines. I can’t help but smile; Al is a cute little guy who’s filled with kindness and concern. It’s too bad more people aren’t like him.
“I’ve known Michael quite some time,” he says. “And yes, you have reason to be concerned.”
“What do you think I should do?”
“I think...that your private life is your business. But the reason I asked if you were worried is because I think that you and Allison are good people, and I’d hate for Michael to cause problems. I don’t know how things work in your home,” he says, embarrassed now for some reason, “but in mine, what I tell Sylvia is the law. As Christ is the head of the church, so too is the husband the head of his wife.”
“It doesn’t work that way in my house,” I say with a smile.
“What do you plan to do about your concerns?” he asks.
“Nothing.”
“Does Allison...know how you feel?”
“You know, Al, I appreciate you asking and all, but I think it’s between me and Allison.” I hate to shoot down his good intentions, but I’m getting tired of everyone nosing into my wussy-boy jealousy about Allison and Wolfcaller. It’s bad enough that I know what a dork I am; I don’t need the rest of the world to point it out to me.
“Oh,” Al says, his face falling into an embarrassed frown. Great. Now I’ve hurt his sensitive feelings.
“Hey, Al, I know you’re trying to help, and I appreciate that. But it’s just one of those personal things I have to work out with Allison, you know?”
Chastened, Al nods, mumbles “Sorry, let me know if I can be of assistance,” and backs out of my cubicle.
Sigh. I need a break. Tonight will be the final planning meeting before Wolfcaller and Allison take possession of “The Patriarch”. That’s what they’re calling the big pine tree they’re going to live on top of. It seems silly and pretentious to me, but then, I’m cynical. I’d rather not go to the meeting, I’d rather not think about what’s going to happen, but I’m too curious and worried not to go. I need to be there to find out every detail of the protest—it’s like I need to torture myself.
I sleepwalk through the rest of work, then walk over to the espresso shop to walk home with Allison. She’s giddy and excited, and I try to be supportive as we stroll the Forest Service road.
“I’m sooo glad you’re being so cool about this, Larry,” she says, as we walk arm in arm. I used to look forward to our walks home through the forest. Today, it seems like the trees are alien and scary, and the mountains above are forbidding places of evil. Everything now feels like a frightening fairy tale, one where monsters lurk behind the tree trunks and the clouds hold witches and ghouls.
“It’s not going to be easy for me, Allison,” I say. I’m not being entirely honest, but at least I’m letting her know I’m not a hundred percent into it.
She entwines her fingers with mine and puts her head against my shoulder. “I know,” she sighs. “I’m going to miss you while I’m up there with Michael.”
With Michael. If only she hadn’t said those words. Two little words nuked everything nice that came before.
“But if we’re lucky it won’t take too long,” she adds. “Michael thinks that once the publicity starts that the logging company will back off.”
“What if they don’t?”
“Then we’ll be there for awhile. But we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
We, we, we. Hearing Allison use the word “We” and not being involved makes me crazy.
I don’t know how I’m going to handle this.
The rest of the walk home seems very long, and I no longer notice how nice it is out, I don’t notice the trees or the birds or the sky.
All I can think about is one word: “We.”
“Rainbow Gliding Hawk and I are about to embark on a great adventure,” Wolfcaller says. “One that will help save our biological diversity, and one that will make the pillagers and greedy, rapacious despoilers of our forests think twice before they cut down our past, our connection with the wilderness, and our legacy to tomorrow.”
The gathered enviros applaud wildly, but all I can think is, It’s just a damn tree!
We’re in the meeting room above the co-op, and it’s sweltering in a patchouli oil haze of sweaty old hippies and young ‘60s wannabes. Wolfcaller has gathered a motley crew of well-meaning tree huggers—and as far as I’m concerned, Allison and I are way out of place. Wolfcaller’s acolytes come in two types: the old, Rhiannon-style, brown rice, sprouts, and Thai stick crowd; and the younger, pierced everywhere, hacky-sack kicking, ultra-concerned kids whose parents are probably from the first group.
And then there’s me. I don’t fit, everybody knows it, and I’ve got the feeling everybody knows I’m here only because I don’t trust my wife.
The only positive tonight is that Hiroko O’Connor is here, along with dense J.R. She gave me a nice smile when Allison and I arrived, and that made me feel better. A pretty woman’s smile always cheers you up.
“Tomorrow morning,” Wolfcaller drones on, “we’ll begin building the platform. By the next day I expect that the authorities will be there, and then,” he grins, self-satisfied and annoying, “the fun will begin.” More wild applause and cheers. I glance over at Hiroko and J.R. J.R. sits in a stoner daze, goofy smile permanently frozen on his face. I wonder if he’s crashed too many times without a helmet. Hiroko listens to Wolfcaller intently, but the bemused cynicism that lurks behind her thin smile convinces me she’s still a kindred spirit. Although I wonder why she’s here, unless it’s another of Wolfcaller’s bogus class assignments.
A meaty hand slams down on my shoulder, and I turn, startled, to see who’s attacking me. At first I expect to see Dirk, because he’s always slamming me around, but when I turn and see Father Jimbo’s tanned, grinning face, I know that this whole thing is spiraling out of control, because the idea of a radical, snowboarding priest lending his support to this dopey endeavor proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that the whole plan is nuts.
“You must be proud, Larry,” he bellows.
“You bet, Father Jimbo.”
“Allison...I mean Rainbow Gliding Hawk, being willing to make such a sacrifice, such a statement to the big companies who want to ruin the earth....” Father Jimbo goes on in the same vein, but I tune out. I nod, say “Uh-huh” at the appropriate places, but mostly I float.
I feel unconnected, like a spectator at a play who has no say in what happens. Somebody else wrote it, somebody else is performing it, and all I can do is sit back, watch, clap when appropriate, and maybe boo if I don’t like the professional quality. Except I’m too polite to boo; I’m an applauder, no matter what.
“...Do you plan to visit the encampment often?” Father Jimbo is asking.
Now that’s a good question, one I hadn’t considered. “Yeah, sure. I guess,” I say, but I’m not so sure. Standing on the ground, a hundred feet below their rickety platform, wondering what they’re doing up there...I don’t know about that.
The meeting breaks up into smaller groups, with the various support teams planning how they’ll get food delivered and sewage removed, and Allison and Wolfcaller in the most important group, seriously discussing media issues of news reports and statements. I’m left in the background, listening to Father Jimbo’s enthusiastic sermon, when Hiroko’s voice penetrates his endless ramblings.
“Does anybody really think this is going to do any good?” she asks.
Father Jimbo smiles indulgently, and I want to hug her for rescuing me. “Civil disobedience can be difficult to understand sometimes,” Father Jimbo says. “But if the purpose is honorable and right, then it needs to be done. Look at the civil rights demonstrations in the sixties, or the Vietnam protests.”
Hiroko shrugs. She can’t hide her feelings; she has no social filter like the rest of us wimps have developed over our lives to mask how we really feel about things. I doubt that Hiroko O’Connor is capable of not telling the world what she thinks. She’s obviously bored by Father Jimbo’s earnestness, so she dismisses him with an arched eyebrow and turns to me. “What do you think about your wife doing this?” she asks. She’s blunt and to the point, with an open, waiting expression on her face. I’m distracted by all her piercings, but I can’t stop looking at her. It takes me a minute to find my speech skills to answer her. She’s so exotic looking that I just want to stare.
“She has to do what she thinks is right,” I say, slipping into my stock, supportive-husband mode.
“You don’t have a problem with her living up in a tree with Michael?”
Father Jimbo floats away and latches on to J.R., who’s busy stuffing unsulphered organic Turkish apricots into his mouth like they’re M&Ms. I assume they’ll be discussing snowboarding in that cryptic, insider lingo that shredder-dudes use. My stomach gurgles, but I can’t get excited about hoovering up the dried, corpuscle-like apricots. That’s the bad thing about these enviro meetings—they never have chocolate eclairs or Doritos, it’s always healthy stuff.
I look back at Hiroko. “I’m not thrilled about her living in the tree with him,” I say in a low voice. I assume lying to her would be pointless.
“You trust her?”
“Yes,” I say, but the word comes out thin and choked. “How come you’re here? I thought you hated all this ecowarrior stuff?”
“Just because I think it’s bullshit doesn’t mean I’m not interested. Besides, J.R. doesn’t provide much intellectual stimulation. I like to observe other people. Why are you here?”
“Because I’m a wimp.”
Hiroko grins. “Yeah. You are.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“It’s true. If you really don’t want your wife to play treehouse with Michael, you ought to say something.”
“It’s not that easy,” I say. How come everybody in the world seems willing to give me advice about this?
“Then quit whining. If you don’t stand up, you’ve got no right to complain. Or be jealous.”
“What would you do? What if J.R. was into some situation where he was thrown together with a predatory woman?”
“She’d be welcome to him,” she laughs. “I’m not married to J.R. He can do what he wants. Besides, nobody else would have him for anything other than sex. They might fuck him, but he doesn’t have a brain. And that’s what’s important, isn’t it?”
“Most of the time,” I say miserably. The more I talk about this, the worse I feel.
“Whatever,” Hiroko says. “I bet they end up in jail.”
“At least it would be separate cells,” I say, and Hiroko laughs.
“It’s going to be entertaining for me,” she says, “but it’s going to suck for you.”
Hiroko wanders away, leaving me by myself to watch the happy warriors make their plans. So earnest, so pretentiously pompous. I watch the longhairs nodding seriously, the young eco-wannabes, the older, wizened veterans, all these ardent people who profess to love the planet. I can’t be angry with them; they mean well. I suppose if I owned a logging company I wouldn’t be real fond of them, but overall they’re good folks.
Except for Wolfcaller.
I watch him in the center of his circle of apostles. Allison stands the closest to him, hanging on his every word. I hate his easy authority, his unearned power. It’s not fair that he can sway good people and make them do stupid things. Why can’t they see through him? Why can’t Allison see what a fraud he is? But if I try to point it out, I’m the bad guy, the obstacle to their doing good. So I’m destined to stand off to the side, by myself, watching with quiet irritation, unable to understand.
“You don’t get it, do you?” Hiroko O’Connor has reappeared next to me. She’s popping Turkish apricots in her mouth one after another.
“What’s he got?” I ask.
“I dunno. I’ve tried to figure it out, too. Most people—women and men—love the guy. They’ll do anything for him. But the weird thing is, he’s a prick. He’s arrogant and imperious, he treats people with contempt, but they keep crawling back for more.”
“You don’t.”
“No, I won’t suck him off, which is basically all he wants from any woman. But even me, I’m hanging around to see what he does. He’s...compelling.”
“Allison thinks so.”
“Apricot?” Hiroko asks, and I take one from her. Our fingers momentarily touch; it feels like a too-intimate gesture, and I blush. I don’t know why, it was innocent. Hiroko doesn’t seem to notice. “I like your wife,” she says. “But I think she’s a little naive.”
“She’s under Wolfcaller’s spell.”
“Only because she wants to be. Your wifey is one of those people who has to be a hundred percent into something, always believing she can make a difference. People like that usually end up burnouts. I hope it doesn’t happen to her, but if she puts too much faith in Wolfcaller, I’m afraid she will. He’ll lose interest and move on to something and someone else. And you’ll get to clean up the mess.”
The apricot tastes sour and metallic. I’d spit it out, but there’s no way to do it without being a disgusting pig, so I quit chewing and swallow it almost whole. It catches in my throat and I start coughing and gagging. Heads turn in my direction, and I’m afraid I’m going to suffocate until Hiroko gives me a good whack on the back; it dislodges and I swallow and wipe choke tears from my cheeks. Allison glances over, but as soon as she sees I’m going to live goes back to listening to Wolfcaller with rapt attention.
“Okay?” Hiroko asks.
“No,” I reply. She doesn’t say anything more. She just smiles, pats me on the back with a soft, understanding touch, and goes back to J.R. and Father Jimbo.
Her friendly touch is the only thing that’s helped tonight.
“To the success of the Patriarch Protest!” The champagne glasses clink and hooting celebration fills the meeting room. Michael Wolfcaller glows with pride and arrogance as he leads the toast. “We’ll change the world!” he crows foolishly. I wonder if he’s already been drinking, because he’s not usually so voluble and expansive. Wolfcaller normally plays the cool guy.
Allison tosses down the champagne, gets a refill from Rhiannon, and downs another glass. “Better be careful,” I tell her, “or you’ll be hungover in the treehouse.”
She giggles and hugs me. “I’m so excited, Larry! It’s like the night before a vacation when you’re a kid, and you’re so excited you can’t sleep! Isn’t it great?”
“Yeah,” I smile. I’m trying, I really am. But it’s so hard to fake enthusiasm; and I’m not a particularly good actor.
The celebration goes on into the night, with champagne and hugs in every direction. Hiroko O’Connor observes with detached interest as J.R. gets plowed, but I don’t get the chance to talk to her. Allison sticks close to me, which I’m grateful for—I need the reassurance. I’m even enjoying things, probably a result of the champagne, until Wolfcaller corners me. The evening turns sour real fast.
“Talk to you, Larry?” he asks. He’s flushed, and his Jesus hair is mussed and tousled. A most un-Wolfcaller-like look.
“Sure,” I say. Wolfcaller takes my elbow and leads me off to the corner of the banquet room. I look back at Allison, but she just smiles, and I get the bad feeling that she and Wolfcaller have cooked something up.
“So Larry,” Wolfcaller says, his voice husky with the slightest slur. “How you feeling about the protest?”
I shrug. “I dunno. Have to see how it goes.” I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of being impressed or throwing good wishes his way. He’s surrounded by enough butt kissers.
“I want you to know, Larry,” he says, leaning close and putting his hands on my shoulders, “that I understand if you have...concerns about Allison staying on The Patriarch platform with me.”
“Why would I be concerned?” I ask, fighting to keep my voice calm. I’ve read that a quiet, Clint Eastwood-style voice carries a lot more authority than shouting. Wolfcaller leans closer, his face inches from mine. His breath smells of stale champagne and apricots; I choke back nausea. He locks my eyes, and even though I despise him I’m not immune to his power. How does he do it? Is it charisma, or something evil? I can’t make myself look away, and in a perverse twist I can feel myself attracted to his power. Jesus. No wonder Allison wants to be around the guy. He drills you with his intensity and sucks you in. Look away! He’s Satan!
“You don’t need to be concerned,” he repeats. “I sense that perhaps you’re a little wary about the situation.”
He won’t let go of my shoulders, and I realize it’s a power thing. He’ll keep hold of me until I break down and give him what he wants. Only I don’t know what it is, unless it’s permission to take my wife away from me.
“My wife is going to live in a tree for God-knows-how-long. Of course it bothers me. I’ll miss her.”
“I understand,” he says, dripping empathy. “But don’t you see, Larry, that it’s for a great cause? That a little time away from your lovely Allison could be a small step in saving the world from greedy despoilers?” He’s falling into his stump speech, and I’m not interested in hearing that again. But the business about “lovely Allison” pisses me off.
“Any husband would be reluctant to watch his wife climb a tree and live up there with another guy,” I say. Apparently that was the answer Wolfcaller wanted, because he grins with satisfaction.
“Of course, of course,” he oozes. “But you needn’t worry. Everything will be strictly on the up and up. This is a political statement, and Allison wants to be part of that. It’s not a party in a treehouse.”
I lean closer, so close that our chins are almost touching. “It fuckin’ better not be,” I whisper, the thrilling buzz of manly power and threat so intoxicating that I feel I might collapse. Wolfcaller jerks away, and for a slight moment fear flashes through his eyes. But he recovers quickly, gives my shoulders a squeeze, and grins.
“Then we understand each other,” he smiles. And then he slithers away.
I’m weak, my knees are jelly, but the quiet satisfaction of finally saying what I feel, of finally taking a stand—oh, it’s sweet. I’ve suddenly grown a spine, and I even imagine that my scrotum has enlarged. I’m not an alpha male yet, but at least I’m climbing my way back up the alphabet.
“Did you and Michael talk?” Allison asks me later.
“Yeah.”
“Everything okay?”
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“We were worried that you were worried. About the living arrangements, I mean. And I wanted Michael to reassure you.”
I put my arm around her slender waist. The power I suddenly feel.... “We understand each other,” I say, and Allison squeezes closer to me.
When we get home we have ravenous sex. Allison is more uninhibited than usual, and we explore places we don’t usually get to explore. It might be the champagne, or her excitement about the stupid treehouse, but I want to think the reason she’s so randy is because she can sense the new Larry, the stand-up, don’t-you-dare-fuck-with-my-woman Larry Thayer. The manly Larry Thayer.
The worrisome thought suddenly intrudes that she’s so wild because she’s excited about camping out with Wolfcaller, but I chase it away. That can’t be the reason.
It can’t be....
After the best sex ever is finished, just as we’re drifting off to sleep, she gently kisses my ear, whispers, “I love you, Larry,” and that’s when the crushing blow hits me.
She’s leaving. I don’t know when she’ll be back. And she’ll be with Michael Wolfcaller twenty-four-seven.
“I love you, Allison,” I whisper, but I think she’s already asleep.
A tear leaks from my eye and tickles my cheek.
The manly strength is gone, replaced by childlike fear and uncertainty.
I don’t want to be alone....
*****
Chapter 6
The Journal of Rainbow Gliding Hawk
The Last Stand of the Patriarch
Day One
When the alarm finally shattered the morning silence, I’d been awake for hours. I’m not sure I slept at all. Last night had been such a high, and maybe, just maybe, I’d had a little too much champagne. When Larry and I got home we made love—I’m not sure if I should put this stuff in my journal, but I guess I can edit it out later—and it was wonderful. Larry’s wonderful! He’s so understanding, he’s such a source of strength—and I know this can’t be easy for him. He doesn’t feel strongly about the environment like I do. He’s not a real demonstrative person when it comes to causes, but I have enough for both of us. I know he’s a little worried about Michael Wolfcaller, that he thinks something might happen while we’re living up in the Patriarch, but he doesn’t need to worry. Not that Michael isn’t extraordinarily attractive. I’ve found myself thinking...well, that’s not important. What’s important is the cause, the protest, the protection of the Patriarch and the other old-growth trees that the timber rapists want to destroy. Larry doesn’t need to be concerned about Michael and me. I’m doing this for the cause, for the righteousness, and that’s all.
I love Larry so much for understanding. I know I have this, well, what can I call it?...a character flaw. I believe in things too much. It’s always been that way, even when I was little and I did stupid little kid things like lemonade stands or neighborhood puppet shows. The other kids would go along for awhile but soon lose interest. Not me. If I decided I wanted a lemonade stand, I’d spend the whole summer on a hot street corner, convinced that lemonade was the most important thing in the world; I was sure that for the rest of my life I’d sit on that corner, a weepy pitcher of warm, yukky lemonade at my side, and that I’d make my fortune. Lemonade stands led to other equally dumb things, and as I got older, new ideas and dreams hit me and I’d be sure they were the most important things in the world. I guess I’ve always been true believer; I always dived in headfirst and went as deep as I could go. It’s just the way I am.
Larry, bless his cute little heart, goes along with me. I know the emus have been a pain for him, especially since they don’t like him and I don’t have the heart to sell them for meat. But because he loves me, he goes along. I owe him bigtime.
Anyway, back to the protest. We met Michael and the rest of the support team at the logging road leading to the Patriarch. Michael was magnificent, powerful and in charge. He has such a way of leading people. I don’t know how he does it, but I think he should’ve been a politician. He could get elected to anything. Especially with the women’s vote.
“So it begins,” he said as we gathered around him. I could feel the electric excitement in the air; even Larry was moved, I think. Michael made a short, inspiring speech about saving the planet, and then we caravaned up the rutted road until we got to the Patriarch. In the golden sunrise it was even more imposing, more majestic, than I’d remembered. And bigger. As I stood at its base and gazed upward my breathing stopped for a moment, and my heart pounded. I’d be living in this very tree! I’d be part of its existence.
“Can you believe it?” I asked Larry. He just stared up at the tree, and I think he was as awe-inspired as I was.
“No. I can’t believe it,” he said, but with a strange sound to his voice. I wasn’t sure, but I think he was scared for me. He’s so sweet.
The building team set to work. A couple of climbers from the college were the first up, and they set lines to the branchy area a hundred feet up where the platform was to be built. Next, the building crew climbed the Patriarch, and load after load of lumber was hoisted up. It was the wood that we’d gathered earlier, and a carpenter friend of Michael’s had milled it to the sizes we needed. Michael is so amazing, he has friends who can do anything. Michael gathers people to him, and they’re willing to do whatever he asks.
He really should run for office.
Hello again. I had to stop for awhile. Michael was stargazing, and I just had to join him. Michael felt that since this was our first night on the Patriarch platform we should try to catch the proper spiritual vibrations. We stared up at the impossibly black sky, the stars brighter than I’ve ever seen before, the entire universe wheeling above us. We shared some whiskey—Michael made sure we brought some up with the provisions—and he told me about the stars.
I hurried back into the tent afterwards—he’s still outside stargazing—because I wanted to write down his beautiful words. But now, because of the emotion I felt—and the whiskey—I can’t remember exactly what he said. He spoke of destiny, of the poetry of the sky, of power and glory and righteousness, of the Patriarch and the majesty of what we were doing. I felt so proud, so honored to be part of it. I thanked Michael profusely for including me. Michael is an amazing man.
I’m tapping away on my laptop now, and I hear the distant chatter of coyotes. The contrast between the primeval forest and our high tech gadgets is ironic. We wouldn’t be able to make the Last Stand of the Patriarch if it wasn’t for our technology. We’ll be setting up the satellite uplink tomorrow, and we’ve already got a web site running, to which we’ll be adding live video and hourly updates. The world will know, and the world will understand, and the world will realize that we have to save at least some of our legacy. It’s not as poetic as Michael would’ve put it, but that’s the gist of his message.
Anyway, back to what happened today. The building crew put together the platform in a few hours, and then our supplies were hoisted and set in place. Michael and I waited on the ground, along with Larry, while the crew finished setting up our new home. Rhiannon and Spencer followed everything with a camcorder, and she even interviewed me while we waited for the construction crew to finish.
“Are you scared, Rainbow?” she asked.
“Not really. Excited. Proud to be a part of it. And I’ll miss Larry—my husband.” I looked over and smiled at Larry. He tried to smile back, but he didn’t have much luck. I think he was pretty nervous. Poor baby.
“Do you think this Patriarch protest will really do any good?” Rhiannon asked. I was surprised at the question, but since she was squinting through the viewfinder I couldn’t read the message of her eyes. I was forced to stare into a glass lens and try to find the words to tell her—and the world—how I felt.
“We have to do something to stop the madness,” I said. “And if living in a tree seems stupid or foolish to some people, then so be it. But at least, when it’s all over and done with, I can look myself in the mirror, and I can be proud, knowing that at least I tried. That’s all any of us can do. Try.” There. That felt like a good summation, and I looked over to Larry. He managed a smile, and he nodded with what looked to me like satisfaction and pride. His smile meant more to me than anything else. And right then, as soon as I realized how much I loved him, I began to cry. Larry hugged me, whispered in my ear, and in a few minutes I was all right again.
After lunch everything was ready.
“Ladies first,” Michael said, grinning. I slipped into the climbing safety harness, they clipped on the rope, and I looked over at Larry. My heart almost broke because he looked so sad.
“I’ll miss you,” I said quietly, and he came over, held me tight, and I think we both cried a little.
“Be careful,” he whispered. “Don’t let anything happen.” I wasn’t sure what he meant; I suppose he was talking about being careful up on the platform. I hugged Rhiannon and some of the other people who’d helped so much, and then with a whistle and a wave they started hoisting me up to my new home.
The effect was...dazzling. As I bounced higher with each pull of the rope, the ground and my friends—and Larry—receding below me, I felt rapture, pure joy, as if I was ascending to heaven. I was freed from my earthly constraints, I was flying, I was Rainbow Gliding Hawk!
That sounds kind of stupid, doesn’t it? Looking back with the perspective of a few hours I suppose my exhilaration was a little silly, but I can’t help how I felt. It was the most...liberating...experience of my life.
Halfway up to the platform a hawk glided by, studying me intently with black, vicious eyes. I was an intruder, and with his angry squawk he let me know it. For a second we were eye to eye, and I felt the frightening tingle of an encounter with the wild. He huffed and glided away, and then I looked above. Puffy cumulus clouds speeded by, lumpy and massive. The crown of the Patriarch, so far above, was twisted and gnarled and gray; it looked mostly dead. “Probably been lightning struck a few times,” Michael had told me earlier. “But the Patriarch is such a massive creature that it can absorb the best that Mother Nature can throw at it and still survive. That’s what makes this tree so special. It’s sacrificed parts of itself to survive. I’d die before I let a chainsaw murder it.” Michael moved me to tears with that.
The air felt cooler the higher I rose, and the light wind rustled my hair. It was cleansing and refreshing, and the stray hairs that tickled my forehead and neck made me laugh out loud. There I was, dangling seventy-five feet in the air, and I felt giddy and high. I glanced down, and that’s when the first wave of vertigo hit. I was suddenly queasy, suddenly scared. It was so far down. The faces looking up at me had gotten tiny and indistinct, and it took me a minute to pick out Larry. I was too far up to tell, but I think his brow was furrowed with worry. I wanted to call out, “I LOVE YOU!” but I didn’t want to embarrass him—or me—so I just thought it with all my heart. I hoped he got the message. I looked back up, and that helped calm the queasy waves slapping through my stomach. I was nearing the platform, and the anxious faces of the three guys from the support team peered down at me. “Doing okay?” George called out. He was bearded and friendly, and hearing his voice soothed me. He was the co-op breadmaker, so I tried to imagine the sweet odor of his Saturday morning cinnamon rolls. I closed my eyes and willed myself into the peace of baking bread.
When I opened my eyes the vertigo was gone, and I was a few feet away from the platform. Their arms reached for me, and with strong tugs I was suddenly standing on top of the world.
“Welcome to your new home,” George said, grinning.
They unhooked me from the harness, and I realized that my knees were shaky and weak. I slowly did a three-sixty, absorbing the view in every direction.
My breath caught in my chest; the old “it took my breath away” cliché was true.
“My God....” was all I could say. The view was like from a plane, except I was still attached to the ground. Soaring snow-patched peaks surrounded me, and the carpet of old growth forest—the trees I was here to save—covered the valleys and crept up the ridges like a lush green mat. The air was so sweet, so pure. I closed my eyes for a moment and just breathed in, just savored the delicious taste of purity.
“Nice, isn’t it?” George asked. He struck me as a sensitive soul who understood exactly what I was feeling.
As tears leaked from my eyes, I nodded. I was speechless. I tried to get hold of my emotions, forcing myself to breathe deeply and evenly, while they hoisted Michael up to the platform. Once he arrived, he took charge, as always, and we immediately set to work doing the final setup and preparation of our outpost.
The crew had built a rough-hewn railing along the sides of the twelve-foot square platform, and I was glad they did. We were so high up, and I’m not all that fond of heights, that I need the security of railing to feel safe. Michael and I set up our tent—a two-person dome that was smaller than I realized. We were going to be in awfully close quarters. One corner of the platform was to be our bathroom and shower. We strung a blue plastic tarp up for privacy, then set up our composting portable toilet and solar water bag for showering. As we put it all together I realized that although we’d be screened from one another while taking care of personal matters, on the other side we’d be naked to the world. Already this platform was feeling pretty small, and I found myself wondering how it would be if we spent months up here.
This was going to take some getting used to.
We spent the rest of the day hauling supplies up. The crew built a smaller platform below for our food and other supplies, and by the time evening came we were ready.
The Last Stand of the Patriarch had begun.
“Hi cutie!” I said into the buzzy cell phone. The Patriarch platform had a direct line of site with a cell tower in town, but the service was spotty at best. The sun had set, Michael and I had eaten our first dinner of organic spinach pasta and quinoa salad, and now we were relaxing. Michael was writing a press release for tomorrow, when the world would be informed of our action, so while he was busy with that I decided to call Larry. I needed to hear his voice.
“How you doing up there?” Larry asked, and I couldn’t tell if it was because of the bad phone line or emotion, but his voice sounded tight and crackly.
“I miss you already,” I said, and I noticed that Michael smiled when he heard it. I suddenly felt like I needed privacy, but of course there was none to be had.
This was definitely going to take some getting used to.
“I miss you too, Allison,” Larry said. “I think Godzilla really misses you. He didn’t eat much, and he didn’t even try to attack me like he usually does. He’s kinda mopey. Like me, I guess.”
I was in a chattery mood, so I told Larry every detail of what we’d done. “And first thing tomorrow morning,” I concluded proudly, “the media will know what we’re doing, and then things should get interesting.”
“Is it safe up there?” Larry asked. I was disappointed he wasn’t that interested in the protest, but it shouldn’t have surprised me. I think all he cares about is me—and I certainly can’t complain about that.
“The platform is nice and strong,” I told him. “But it’s kinda weird, when there’s a little breeze the Patriarch moves. It’s kind of like being in a hammock.”
“Wait till it gets really windy,” Michael grinned, interrupting. I was vaguely annoyed that he was listening; I wanted to talk to Larry privately. But privacy wasn’t going to be available for a long time, so I decided right then to just deal with it.
“How do you like sharing everything up there?” Larry asked, reading my mind.
“It’ll take some getting used to.” I lowered my voice, although no matter how quiet I got I’m sure Michael could hear me. “I love you and I miss you,” I said. The phone crackled and buzzed.
There was a long pause, and then through the static I heard, “...you too....” and then the line went dead.
“Hello? Larry? Can you hear me?”
“We’re going to have trouble with that thing, we’re right at the edge of the service area,” Michael said, looking up from his laptop. “I’m hoping when we get the satellite uplink we’ll be able to route calls through that. Then you’ll be able to whisper sweet nothings and come through loud and clear.”
His tone was slightly condescending, like I was a love-struck junior high school girl who wanted to coo at her boyfriend. But I let it pass, especially when Michael threw a dazzling smile at me. That megawatt smile, so self-confident and filled with knowing and, well, for want of a better phrase, sex appeal, immediately disarmed me. I almost felt shy and nervous, like a dorky girl who’s just been noticed by the captain of the football team. I realized then that maybe my motives for doing this weren’t entirely pure, they weren’t entirely driven by the altruistic need to save the old growth forest.
I tried to chase the thought away, because it was cheap and wrong, but I couldn’t. I began to wonder if the only reason I was doing this, the only reason I’d even considered it, was because of Michael’s...appeal.
It couldn’t be. I’m not that flighty and stupid. But still, the thought plagued me, and remembering the tight concern in Larry’s voice I wondered if he knew more about me than I did.
I went into the tent and started writing this journal, in part to organize my thoughts and to try to understand my motivations. I felt better once I started writing, and when Michael invited me outside to stargaze I’d made up my mind that my motives were pure, that I came here to do good and not because of some schoolgirl crush. I admitted to myself that spending time with Michael would be pleasant—and an education, because he’s so powerful and brilliant—but I was here for a cause, to try and make a difference in the world, and that I’d done the right thing.
So now I’m back inside the tent, and I realize my journal may end up being more of an exploration of myself than just a dry retelling of the days’ events. That’s okay. Because if I can learn more about myself—along with fighting for a just cause—then any sacrifices I make will be well worth it.
But I can’t help being worried about Larry. I try to put myself in his place, to understand what he’s feeling. What if he went off to do something I didn’t really believe in, what if he spent time in close quarters with an attractive, brilliant woman? How would I feel?
I hope I’d be as understanding as he’s being with me, but even as I consider the notion, a tiny stab of jealousy works its way into my heart. God, I hope he’s not feeling the same way.
“I think I’m gonna sleep out under the stars tonight, Allison,” Michael calls in through the tent door, startling me out of my typing.
“Okay,” I say. “Good night, Michael.” He’s so thoughtful. I’m sure he understands that I’m feeling a little vulnerable and unstuck tonight, and that him piling into the tent would stress me out even more. Michael’s a wonderfully intuitive man; I’m so grateful that he understands my need to get used to our living arrangements up here.
Shafts of bluish light from the newly risen moon penetrate the tent’s screen door, and I’m amazed at how bright it is. I look outside and am startled to see Michael standing, stark naked, looking out over the moonlit mountainscape. I know I should look away, I know I should let him have his privacy, that he probably wants to have a primal bonding with the night. But I can’t look away.
His tightly sculpted body, so muscled and strong, is beautiful in the moonlight. He turns slightly, to look at a different view, and I involuntarily gasp. He’s facing me, but gazing out over the tent into the night. My eyes travel down his torso, from his strong, corded neck, his muscled chest—just enough hair to be masculine, but not enough to be gross—down his flat stomach, and then—
I shouldn’t be doing this, but I can’t help it. He’s so unselfconscious about his body, even if he knew I was looking I’m sure it wouldn’t bother him, and that makes him even more attractive.
I swallow loudly, so loudly I’m afraid he’ll hear, but he doesn’t seem to notice. A gust of wind rustles his long, gray hair, and I decide that in the moonlight he looks like a Greek statue, like one of those impossibly beautiful gods holding up the Parthenon.
I try to look away from him, but still I can’t. I watch him; his penis is...well, impressive. I think I’m studying it clinically when I feel the telltale warmth and wetness and I realize that what I’m doing, the thoughts I’m thinking, are wrong. I feel myself blush, I start to look away, when Michael turns to the edge of the platform, reaches down with both hands and touches himself, and for one brief, horrible moment I think he’s going to do something nasty, ohymygod is he masturbating?, but then—
He pees over the side, into the sky. The pee stream glistens in the moonlight, it shatters into tiny jewels as gravity tugs it to earth, and I suddenly feel calm and safe and reassured. I smile.
The beautiful, naked Greek god is human after all.
*****
Chapter 7
Allison is dangling from the fucking tree, and I want to scream.
Wolfcaller has sidled over, and in his oily, slimeball way, wrapped an arm around me like we’re best friends, and together we stare up as my wife is hoisted to their little love nest in the sky.
“Don’t you worry about a thing, Larry,” he says, squeezing my shoulder. “I promise I’ll take good care of her.”
The scream works its way up my throat. If he’d said, “Don’t worry, I promise I’ll use condoms,” I don’t think I would’ve been angrier. This guy knows how to push my buttons, and I think he enjoys it.
I grab his hand, remove it from my shoulder and step away without a word. I’m not interested in even pretending to be polite to the asshole. All I care about is Allison. Now that she’s dangling a hundred feet above my head, I realize how much I love and need her—and how terrified I am of losing her. Seeing the rickety stand that her stoned hippie eco-pals have thrown together up there, I realize how dangerous this idiot undertaking really is. She’s got a twelve-foot platform—a hundred and forty four square feet—of poorly built space a hundred feet up on an old, dying tree. That’s bad enough, but then she has the extra-added attraction of having to fend off horny Wolfcaller’s attentions for God knows how long.
This is the ultimate nightmare from hell.
She’s far above, and I hold my breath in fear. God, don’t let anything happen to her, don’t let the rope break, don’t let her slip, don’t let the tree fall down, don’t—
And then with a jumping, heart-stopping lurch they grab her and hoist her up on the platform. She comes to the railing, waves down at us, and I start to breathe again. Rhiannon points her camcorder at me and asks, “Whatcha think, Lar?”
“Please, Rhiannon, not now.”
“C’mon. This is momentous. It’s the beginning of the Last Stand of the Patriarch. And your pretty little wife is part of it. Whatcha think?”
“I think,” I say, carefully measuring my words, knowing—hoping—that someday Allison sees the tape, “that this business is foolish and dangerous. I think that Michael Wolfcaller is an arrogant, publicity seeking fraud, and I’m sorry that good people like Allison have been suckered into participating in what I’m sure will turn out to be a fiasco. I love my wife more than anything in the world, and I’m not happy to stand down here, knowing that she’s in danger, and not be able to do anything about it. I don’t care about the trees; they can grow back. But there’s only one Allison Hassenpfeffer-Thayer, and I want her to be mine, with no protests, no Michael Wolfcallers, no distractions other than everyday life between us.”
Rhiannon lowers the camcorder and eyes me closely. Her boisterous mood at the beginning of the protest has been deflated, thanks to me. “You’re not being supportive, Larry.”
“Why should I be? Allison is in danger, Wolfcaller is going to try and get in her pants, and I have to stay down here alone and wonder what’s going on.”
Rhiannon smiles weakly and shrugs. She knows I’m right. She doesn’t say anything more, she just lifts the camcorder back up and tapes Wolfcaller’s tight ass being hoisted up to the platform.
I pray for the rope to break and for Wolfcaller to die a painful, humiliating death, but it doesn’t happen. Ever the egomaniac, he spends the time being lifted up to the platform waving and hooting, “We’ll win the fight!” to his cheering minions.
I want to puke.
I hang around for awhile longer, but there’s not much going on. The worker bees hoist supplies up to another platform they’ve built below the main one, and there’s lots of chatter and serious huddling among the patchouli oil crowd but not much action. I wander off to the truck after giving Rhiannon and Spencer a wave and drive home.
I bounce along the Forest Service road, miserable in the hot dust, already feeling lonely and bereft. I can’t believe my life has been yanked out from under me, and I had no control.
Or did I? Should I have slipped into indignant husband mode, should I have forbidden Allison from doing this? No, because it’s not me, and because it probably wouldn’t have done any good. One of the things I love most about Allison is her wacky, totally overboard belief in goofy things. Up until now it’s been relatively benign; the pattern had been set in her a long time ago, and there’s nothing I could’ve done to stop this.
But I wonder: is she really doing this protest stuff because she truly believes in it, or is she blinded by Wolfcaller—and attracted to him—so that staying with him on the tree is the draw? If the leader of the bonehead scheme had been a fat eco-slob named Barney would she have been as anxious to sign on?
I’m making myself crazy. It doesn’t matter, her motives don’t matter anymore. What matters is that she’s up there, Wolfcaller’s with her, and I’m down here with my stomach in knots and skyrocketing blood pressure.
The worst part is the helpless feeling. I have no control, I’ve done nothing—except enable them, which makes me nuts to think about. Instead of steadfastly refusing support, I was out there going to the meetings, gathering wood, being a spineless wussy boy. I’m sure Wolfcaller regards me with contempt.
I’m back on pavement now, almost home. It’s late afternoon, a beautiful day. I’m tempted to drop in on Dirk and see if he wants to play golf, but then I decide against it. He’ll be crude, full of opinions about Allison and Wolfcaller—which will be right—but I’m not in the mood for him right now. I guess being alone is the best idea.
Hiroko O’Connor.
Now I wonder why she popped into my head? I wish I could talk to her; she makes sense. She sees things like I do, and she’s not afraid to say so. I need somebody like her to validate what I’m feeling, but unless I accidentally run into her there’s no way to legitimately see her. It strikes me as unseemly to be seeking out another woman on the first night my wife’s away.
And then I remember: we’re out of banana chips!
“Hey, Larry,” Hiroko O’Connor says. She doesn’t really smile; she’s one of those ultra-cool people, like Arnold Schwarzenegger, who doesn’t bother with facial expressions. And she never goes out of her way to con you with phony smiles or social nonsense. I like that.
“Hi, Hiroko.” I toss the ziplock bag of organic banana chips on the counter. The co-op is empty except for us; I assume most of its customers and workers are still up in the mountains, staring at the “Patriarch”. What a pretentious horseshit name. It’s just an old tree.
“Wifey tree-climbing yet?”
“Yeah. They’re all set up.”
Hiroko rings up the banana chips on the ancient cash register. It ca-chunks as the number wheels spin into place. “So what are you going to do about it?” she asks, holding out her hand for money. I hand her a five, and for a moment our fingers touch.
I feel something.
But I quickly jerk my hand away.
What the hell am I thinking?
“There’s not much I can do. I told you that before.”
“Wolfcaller wants your wife, you know.”
And now I’m sorry I came here. What was I thinking? I look into Hiroko’s expressionless brown eyes, study the half-Asian fold in her eyelids, the creamy smooth color and texture of her skin, the piercings—silver and gold hoops, jeweled nose stud, eyebrow rings—and before I know it I’ve forgotten what I was thinking about. All I’m doing is studying Hiroko O’Connor’s cold, beautiful face and I’m falling into a pit.
“You having a seizure or something?” she asks, pulling me back into reality.
“I dunno,” I mumble miserably. I look up and lock eyes with her. “You really think Wolfcaller’s gonna make a move on her?” I ask, already knowing the answer.
“You’re a nice guy, Larry. But you’re a dumbshit. You know he is, the only question is, will she respond? Forget about Wolfcaller, he’s just a gland with a beard, he can’t help what he does. What you need to ask yourself is, will your wife just say no? ‘Cause Mikey will take ‘no’ for an answer. I know. And once you slap him down he’s pretty docile.”
“This is making me crazy,” I sigh. I don’t know why I’m leveling with her, it’s not like I know her that well. Maybe I’m fishing for sympathy. If I am, she’s the wrong person to be whining in front of.
“So do something,” she says, sounding bored with me. “You know what I’d do?”
“What?”
“Get things moving.”
“What do you mean?”
“Nobody knows they’re up there yet, right? They want to do their big press conference and all that. Start things up early.”
“How?”
She hands me the phone. “Call the cops. The sooner they get arrested, the sooner your wife comes home.”
I take the phone, Hiroko dials 911, and I feel like the biggest traitor since Judas.
But at least I’m doing something.
And Hiroko actually smiles.
I try to sound perky and cheerful, but even with the dreadful cell phone connection, I’m sure Allison can tell I’m faking it. She sounds well enough, though, happy even, which irritates me even more. I was hoping she’d already be miserable and uncomfortable and mosquito-bit, that Wolfcaller would’ve already pissed her off, and before the first night was over she’d be on her way home, contrite and ready to go back to normal.
Fat chance.
It’s strange. I’m annoyed, angry—mostly at Wolfcaller, but at Allison, too—yet hearing her voice fills me with loneliness and love. I want her back, I miss her, and I’ll forgive anything she does—so long as I get her back.
Wolfcaller butts in on our conversation; Allison is telling me that she misses me, which is nice to hear, and then I hear Wolfcaller’s arrogant voice in the background. Knowing he’s a few feet from my wife and that tonight he’ll be spending the night with her makes me so angry I can hardly speak.
The cell phone connection is petering out, and I think Allison is saying the she loves me and misses me but I can’t be sure, and I tell her I love her and miss her too but the line goes dead along with my spirits.
I should’ve warned her about the police, because the county sheriff and Forest Service cops will probably be rolling up to the Patriarch shortly. I feel like a schmuck for doing it, but I console myself with the fact that it’s only speeding up the process; the cops would’ve been there tomorrow anyway. If Hiroko is right, maybe this way they’ll catch Wolfcaller and Allison by surprise and put a stop to this foolishness before it starts.
Jesus. What a scumbag. Turn the police on my own wife, then don’t tell her. She can’t help it if she’s too earnest and innocent for her own good. But me, traitorous dickhead, narcs her out. She’ll be in jail with grouchy lesbians, and it’ll be my fault.
This is wrong. I’m evil. I should support her no matter what. It was in the marriage vows that we recited before Elvis Kennedy. She won’t cheat on me, hell, if Wolfcaller tries anything she’ll throw his ass off the tree.
I hope.
I’ve got to talk to somebody about this. But not Hiroko. I’ve got to stay away from her. She’s too cold, too cynical. And there’s something about her...that interests me too much for my own good. I decide I need to avoid her until Allison is back home. Avoid temptation.
Temptation. Resist temptation. Repent, sinner.
I’m a sinner, I snitched on my wife, I don’t trust her and I have no reason to be so jealous. I’m weak, wussy, a loser.
What to do?
Repent. Get religion.
“Hi, Father Jimbo,” I say, feeling like a third grader making his first confession. He slouches at the rectory door, gripping a dog-eared snowboarder magazine, his hair disheveled and leftover fragments of dinner nesting in his beard. His too-small T-shirt exposes a pasty belly, and baggy shorts reveal stork legs. He’s the most unpriestly looking priest I’ve ever seen.
“Hey...Larry, how are you?”
“I need to talk,” I say.
“Cool. C’mon in.”
He leads me into his sloppy house. The parish bought an old, trashed, turn-of-the-century dump for a rectory, but apparently nobody ever thought about raising money to fix it up. It’s dank, dreary, and feels faintly tilted. At first I think I’m dizzy, but I realize I’m disoriented because the floor slopes off toward the street. Father Jimbo hasn’t helped matters, because the house is cluttered and sloppy. A couple of stained priest collars lie carelessly tossed on the sprung floral couch, and snowboards and their accumulated cruddy accessories are piled against a wall. The place reeks of dirty socks.
“C’mon in my office,” he says, but his voice is less than enthusiastic. I suppose it’s irritating to have to put up with visits at all hours from annoying sinners like me. But then I decide that’s his job, and I shouldn’t feel guilty about it.
He leads me into a claustrophobic office that smells like a locker room. It’s cluttered with junk—papers, books, just stuff—but nothing religious that I can see.
“Siddown,” he mumbles as he plops into a ripped leather office chair. I clear space on a folding chair and sit. The chair sags and squeals like a weld is going to give, but for the time being it holds. I keep my legs tensed, though, just in case I have to leap up and save myself when the chair collapses.
“I...uh, need to talk to you about some...things, Father.”
He waves his had as if he’s swatting mosquitoes. “Jimbo. Call me Jimbo. ‘Father’ reminds me of those grouchy old creeps with ear hair from when I was a kid. You go to Catholic school, Larry?”
“No.”
“I did. Twelve years. Had the Sisters of Sadism for grammar school, then the teaching Brothers of Pedophile Cruelty in junior high, and then plain old mean, nasty genius Jesuits in high school. Amazing I didn’t become a Presbyterian or something.”
“Uh-huh. Anyway, what I wanted—”
“You know what the weird thing is?” Father Jimbo interrupts. “People think that just because you’re a priest, just because you’ve made it through a seminary and you wear a costume, that you have all the answers. Isn’t that amazing? Sometimes I feel like I’m the biggest dope in the world, and yet people are coming to me for help.” He laughs and shakes his head. “Weird. So, what can I do for you?” he asks, suddenly solicitous and interested. He gives a hell of a sales pitch; it makes me want to run screaming from the room, but I’ve come this far, so there’s no turning back.
“It’s about Allison. And the protest.”
“Great stuff she’s doing,” he says, sounding proud the way I’m supposed to. “I heard they set up today.”
“Yeah. See, my problem is—”
“What I wouldn’t give to be up there with them,” he says dreamily. “I was born too late to be part of all the sixties stuff; by the time I came along there wasn’t really anything left to protest anymore. I did a couple of sit-ins outside military bases to protest nukes, but that wasn’t the same. Didn’t have any immediacy. I’d love to be involved with the Patriarch protest.”
“So how come you aren’t?” I ask, getting more and more annoyed that he won’t listen to me.
“You know. Position and all. But I’ll be dropping in on them occasionally. Throw a few blessings at ‘em, that kind of stuff.”
This is going nowhere, I should leave. But no, I’m going to finish what I started. “I want to make a confession,” I say, startling myself.
Father Jimbo looks grim for the first time. The seriousness in my voice must have finally penetrated his thick skull. “Okay. Go ahead.”
I haven’t been to confession in years; it was the first part of Catholicism that I jettisoned. So I revert to the way I learned back in grammar school. “Bless me Father, for I have sinned, it’s been...a long time since my last confession. These are my sins: I’ve lied to my wife. And I called the police on her. And I don’t trust her. And I want Michael Wolfcaller to die. And I think I might be lusting after another woman.” I’m sure there are other things, but nothing comes to mind, so I finish by saying, “I’m sorry for all my sins.”
Father Jimbo sits, staring at me, looking a bit stunned. I assume priests hear this kind of stuff all the time; I don’t know why he’s looking so bothered.
“I see,” he says. He ought to see; I just laid some heavy-duty sins on him. He plays with his beard, and the dinner fragments nestle deeper inside. He’ll never get them out without shaving the thing off.
“What should I do?” I prompt.
“Larry,” he says, leaning back in his chair and looking very uncomfortable. “You need to be supportive of Allison.”
“I have been. That’s the problem.”
“But you called the police.”
“Yeah, well, that was the first time I haven’t been supportive. But can you blame me? Wolfcaller just wants to have sex with her, he doesn’t really care about that stupid tree.”
“Do you know that for a fact?”
“Yeah...well, no. But I’m pretty sure.” I’m starting to feel stupid. “It’s the way the guy is.”
“And what about Allison? Do you have anything to worry about with her?”
“I don’t think so,” I admit. “But...Wolfcaller....” my voice sputters out and I don’t know what else to say.
Father Jimbo sits up, takes a deep breath, makes a little steeple out of his hands and rests his chin on it. “You know, Larry, sin can sneak up on you. One little thing leads to another which leads to another and before you know it, bam!, you’re in deep shit.”
“Uh-huh.”
“You mentioned something about lusting after another woman. What’s that all about?”
I tell him about Hiroko O’Connor without mentioning who she is. He nods knowingly, and he’s starting to seem more like a priest instead of an overgrown grunge boy.
“Sure, makes sense,” he says. “You’re resentful that Allison is involved with a cause you don’t believe in, you’re angry at Michael Wolfcaller because Allison is involved in his cause, and you’re striking back by having some feelings about this other woman. Pretty simple, really, don’t you think, Larry?”
“Yeah,” I say, and I realize that maybe he’s right. The way he’s laid it out it’s like perfectly fitting puzzle pieces. Maybe this is all my overblown imagination and insecurity. “What should I do?”
“That’s where it gets tough,” Father Jimbo says, smug and happy now that he’s analyzed my problem and has it all figured out. “You need to keep remembering your motivations for feeling the way you do. Allison hasn’t done anything wrong, and neither has Michael Wolfcaller. You may not like the guy, but he hasn’t really done anything, has he?”
“No, not really,” I say. As long as you don’t count his being an arrogant asshole.
“Then I think that you need to pray, to ask for understanding and strength. I’m sure it’s tough knowing that your wife is doing something dangerous, and potentially unlawful. But if you love her you have to help, not hinder. Calling the police wasn’t the thing to do. Probably the only thing that will happen with that is that you’ll feel even guiltier.”
“I already do,” I mumble miserably.
Father Jimbo stands, comes around the desk, and lays a meaty paw on my shoulder. He smells faintly of sweat and beer. “Pray, Larry. It helps. If nothing else it forces you to think.”
I stand, shake hands, and wish I could turn the clock back before I came to see him. Now I feel foolish and dopey; everything he’s said makes perfect sense. I should’ve been able to figure it out myself.
“Do I need to say some Hail Marys or something?” I ask, remembering that it was a confession, after all.
Father Jimbo shrugs. “Sure. If you want. But I never thought those schoolbook prayers were much good. Make up your own, talk to the big guy—you know, man to man—discuss the situation and your feelings. You’ll get a whole lot more out of it than running off a bunch of Our Fathers and Hail Marys.”
I thank him and walk out into the fresh night air. It feels good to clear my lungs of the rectory’s skanky atmosphere. I breathe big gulps of the clear mountain night. And I’m confused. I love it here; I hate it here. Moving was the best thing we ever did, but I’m afraid it may have torpedoed our marriage—and my life. What if Allison becomes so consumed with all this eco-warrior stuff that she forgets about me? Even if she doesn’t get...nasty with Wolfcaller, it’s already driven a stake into the heart of my trust.
Shit. I realize that my visit with Padre Jimbo hasn’t done a goddamn thing. So far I’m batting .000 since leaving the big tree protest. A rotten, disturbing cell phone call with Allison, a disastrous get-together with Hiroko O’Connor, and a less-than-satisfying visit with the shredder priest.
What now? I climb into the truck and look at my watch. Eleven-thirty. The town is silent, asleep, and I’m surprised at the nip in the air. Fall is already reaching into the mountains, its chilly little fingers tickling the night. I wonder if Allison is warm enough up in her treehouse?
What to do now? I’m not sleepy, I’m not satisfied, and I don’t want to go home and face an empty house.
I decide to do what I should’ve done in the first place.
“Drink it,” Dirk orders. He’s just poured me a frosty glass of peppermint schnapps—one of my least favorite forms of alcohol—and he’s almost pried my mouth open. If I don’t drink it I’m afraid he’ll tube feed it to me.
“I don’t need booze,” I complain, but Dirk presses close to me, and his physically imposing size, as always, convinces me to do what he wants. I gulp the flaming liquid and wait for the alcohol buzz to numb my brain. I can use it, I decide.
Dirk’s wearing a bathrobe with nothing on underneath, and he hasn’t bothered to tie it closed, so I get to enjoy the dubious spectacle of Dirk’s dick wagging while he moves around. Brenda poked her head out into the living room after I arrived, gave me a groggy, “Hi,” and went back to bed. Now I’m sunk into the deep recesses of their squeaky leather couch, sucking down mouthwash booze, waiting for my brain to numb, and watching Dirk’s dick. All things considered, I’d rather be home. How come I always realize that I shouldn’t have done something after I do it? Will I ever learn?
“So you narced her out, huh?” Dirk says. He’s fired up a cigarette and slurps the schnapps from the bottle. If he’s annoyed that I came by late and woke him up, he doesn’t show it. I think he enjoys any opportunity to drink and smoke.
“I feel like an asshole,” I say.
“You are an asshole.”
“Help me out here, Dirk. I’m in pain.” At that he hoots and laughs wildly; I can’t say as I blame him. I’m in pain. Jesus, what’s the matter with me? I sound like somebody on Oprah.
“You shoulda told Ally straight off to stay away from Wolfdick. You shoulda laid down the law, you shoulda been a man.”
“You’re already said that.”
“So I’m sayin’ it again. You shoulda done what you thought was right. She’s your wife.”
“So what do I do now?” I ask.
“I dunno,” he says, guzzling a huge swallow of schnapps. I don’t know how he can drink the stuff like water without choking to death. “It sucks to be you.”
“You’re not helping.”
“What do I know? I’m just a slob who always says what he thinks. That’s your problem, Larry. You’re not honest. Gotta say what’s on your mind. I got no secrets from Brenda. If something pisses me off, she knows about it. And vice-versa. Leads to occasional ass-whuppings, but at least we always know where we stand.”
“Maybe I should go get her.”
“There you go. Be a caveman. Go claim you property. Drag her down the tree by her hair.”
“So you don’t think it’s a good idea?” My lips are starting to tingle, and the schnapps go down easier. Maybe it’s not so bad after all.
“Too late, fool. You can’t change the rules in the middle of the game. If you were gonna be an honest hardass, you shoulda done it at the beginning. Now it just confuses things. Besides, you want to have a domestic spat in front of Wolfsucker? Makes you look like the biggest dope in the world.”
I hold out the glass for more schnapps. I’m suddenly feeling groggy and sleepy, and my lips have stopped tingling. Now they’re going numb.
“I’m fucked,” I say, surprised how slurred I sound.
“Yeah, well. Don’t sweat it. Ally’s okay, she won’t ditch you. Although I think she’d be smart if she did.”
“Fuggyou.”
“Maybe we oughta go out there tomorrow, see what’s up. You might have to bail her outa jail.”
“Bailherouta....” But the words stop coming into my brain and dreams intrude and before I know it I’m flying around The Patriarch and peeing into the sky....
“GUTBLASTER!!”
I lurch up, screaming, heart pounding, Jesus, what’s going on, am I having a heart attack?!
Dirk is inches from my face, grinning like a crazed demon, cigarette dangling, laughing and hooting and blowing stale smoke at me. “Gutblaster breakfast, wimp! Dr. Dirkie’s special ten egg omelet, filled with chiles, onions, bell peppers, cheese, sausage and whatever leftover shit was in the refrigerator. Up and at ‘em!”
I try to sit up on the squealing leather couch, but it’s slippery and soft and my coordination is iffy at best; my head pounds and my tongue feels like it’s the size and consistency of an old baseball mitt. And at the thought of a Dirk omelet my stomach revolts and the retching starts. I lie back down on the couch and whisper, “I’m not hungry....”
Dirk won’t take no for an answer, of course, so he pulls me up, blows more smoke in my face, and says, “Gotta eat, homey. We got a big day ahead of us.” He drags me into the bathroom, pushes me toward the shower and orders me to, “Clear the shit outa your head and get ready to eat up. We’re gonna go rescue your wife, asshole!”
I peel off my clothes, turn on the water and stand underneath its stinging needles. After a while I begin to feel alive; the headache recedes, my stomach settles, and the hot steam soothes my body and soul. I don’t ever want to get out. I let the water carry me away, away from all this self-inflicted garbage.
I don’t get the chance to enjoy it very long, though, because Dirk stomps into the bathroom, reaches into the shower and turns off the water.
“What, you beatin’ off in here? Let’s go!”
After I’ve gotten dressed and tried to reenter the world of the living, I shuffle out to the designer-perfect kitchen. Dirk and Brenda spared no expense on their log palace, and whenever I’m over here I feel like I’m in one of those luxury lodges by a championship golf course. The breakfast nook is in a turreted alcove, surrounded by windows and views of soaring mountains.
Money sure is nice.
Brenda is daintily eating an English muffin and reading the Los Angeles Times. Dirk pays to have a copy flown in every morning on the FedEx plane; he refuses to read things online. “Gotta keep in touch with the world and that requires paper, not electronic shit,” he’s always told me, but I think the only reason he gets it is to fondle the sports page in the toilet. He devours any news that has to do with any USC sports team while reposing on the throne.
“Morning, Larry,” Brenda smiles. “How you feeling?”
“Okay. Dirk tried to kill me with schnapps.”
Brenda just smiles and doesn’t say anything else. The changes in her since she married Dirk and moved here still amaze me. I used to think she was a conniving, devious sneak, and she was, always whispering in Allison’s ear and skulking about. But now I feel like she’s almost a friend. She’s still Allison’s buddy, but in a normal way, not in that sneaky, “I’m gonna interfere and see what trouble I can cause” way she used to have. I don’t think she understands Allison any better than I do now; it seems like she’s more on my side. I guess you can never write people off and assume they won’t change. I only hope change is in store for Allison—and me.
Dirk splats a huge pile of Dirkie omelet on a plate and slides it under my nose. The ravages of last nights’ schnapps battles with hunger, leaving me queasy but ravenous. I decide to live dangerously and shovel in a forkful. It’s hot, crunchy, onions and peppers and greasy sausage and I’m not sure, but—
It tastes great, and suddenly I’m no longer hungover. I quickly finish one plate, and a grinning Dirk serves up more.
“Told you,” he smiles. “Should always listen to Dr. Dirkie. I know what you need.”
It’s odd, because with the gutblaster breakfast settling into leaden digestion, I feel a sense of serenity and peace. It’s like my problems and worries are further away, like I’m a detached observer and not the active participant.
I savor Dirk’s cholesterol-laden, artery clogging breakfast, and I feel good.
Until the phone rings.
Brenda answers, and quickly the conversation settles into a glum, “Uh-huh,” “I see,” “Oh,” mode. Even Dirk notices. He moves to Brenda and stands above her, listening to her monosyllabic answers. She finally says, “Okay. Thanks for calling,” and hangs up. She looks at me, her face lined with worry and concern.
“We need to go out to the tree,” is all she says.
Dirk insisted on taking the Mercedes, so as we bounce over the rutted logging road, at least we’re doing it in style. As we get closer to the Patriarch, we pass police and Forest Service cars and pickups pulled off to the side of the road. We round a bend and are met by a couple of TV satellite trucks.
“Gonna be a fuckin’ sideshow,” Dirk mumbles. “You ready for this, Larry?”
“No.”
“Don’t have any choice,” Dirk says, looking into the rearview mirror and smiling grimly. Brenda sits in the front seat. She just shakes her head. She’s been doing that a lot since the phone call.
“It was Rhiannon Freeze,” Brenda had told us after she hung up. “She said that the police are trying to arrest Michael Wolfcaller and Allison. And she said that there’s a bunch of Patriarch supporters holding off the cops, and a bunch of loggers trying to start fights, and that the media is there and that it’s getting ugly fast.”
My momentary full-belly calm was replaced by a new wave of nausea and fear. The only thing that mattered was protecting Allison. I knew that my phone call to the cops had set this all in motion sooner than it would’ve happened, and a crushing, dump truck load of guilt suddenly weighed me down.
“Shit,” was all I could say. I began to panic; what if something happened to Allison? I’d die, I’d absolutely die.
And so we quickly piled into Dirk’s Mercedes and screeched off to become part of the Last Stand of the Patriarch.
We slow as we reach the clearing where the Patriarch is, and as we round the curve Dirk has to slam on the brakes to keep from hitting Hiroko’s boyfriend J.R. and a bunch of his grungy snowboarder friends kicking a hacky sack around.
“GET OUTA THE WAY!” Dirk screams, honking and flipping them off.
“It’s okay, Dirk. I know him, he’s a little short of brain cells,” I say, getting out of the car.
“Tell him I’ll give him a free vasectomy,” Dirk grumbles. “Too many idiots polluting the gene pool as it is.”
“Hi, J.R.,” I say. J.R. gives me his loopy, stoned grin.
“Hey, man,” he says. His stoner buddies look at me, mouth breathing in synchronized stupidity. I look beyond them to the Patriarch a hundred yards away. Hundreds of people mill around, a circle of patchouli-tie-dyed co-op Patriarch sympathizers surround the trunk of the giant tree, holding hands and protecting it from another, larger crowd of shouting loggers. News crews hover around all of it, their lights and cameras and babbling reporters making it seem far more important than it really is.
And then there are just people hanging out, like J.R.
“How come you’re up here?” I ask. “You don’t care about this tree stuff, do you?”
“Nah. But when Rhiannon told me what was goin’ on, figured we oughta see what’s up. Nothin’ better to do.”
“Is Hiroko here?”
“Uh-uh.”
J.R. looks at me, his handsome face so vacuous. He grins stupidly and kicks the hacky sack toward me. It bounces off my crotch and thuds to the ground with a dusty plop. Maybe Dirk’s right—involuntary sterilization is the way to go.
“Your wife’s pretty cool to do this,” J.R. says, picking up the hacky sack and kicking it to his buddies.
“Yeah,” I say. “See you.” I head off toward the commotion around the Patriarch.
Dreading it.
Dirk and Brenda tag along, and Dirk is unusually quiet. As we get closer the hubbub and crowded chaos closes in on me. I’ve noticed before when I’ve been at places where a news event is happening—political rallies and the like—that when it’s on TV everything looks more organized. When you’re in the middle of something, the reality is much less tidy. I shudder at the thought of this nonsense on the news, because I know that Allison will be in the middle of it. What if her parents see it? I’ll never hear the end of it from Shirley.
Why couldn’t we just be a normal, boring couple?
Stern-faced cops—county sheriffs, Forest Service, and slicked-back hair guys in plain clothes who I assume are feds—stand between the singing protesters and the pissed-off loggers. The co-op crowd are singing some song about loving nature, and chanting “Let the Patriarch Live!” while the loggers yell “Fuck you!” and “Tree-hugging faggots!” I pass by a helmet-haired news correspondent grimly staring into his camera.
“...Authorities are trying to keep a lid on any potential violence....” he’s saying, but I quickly move past him and the rest of his overwrought report is swallowed up in the noise. I can’t get close to the tree, but it doesn’t matter because all I care about is seeing Allison. I peer up into the clear morning sky, up to the platform. Some of the crew who built the platform dangle on ropes from high branches, holding a “Save the Patriarch!” banner between them as they slowly sway in the breeze. A bright light glows up on the platform, and I’m confused for a moment until I realize what it is.
“There must be a news reporter up there interviewing them,” I say to Dirk and Brenda. I look around at the milling media types, and I spot a bank of video monitors being watched by some techie-looking guys inside the open door of one of the satellite trucks. I rush over and peer inside just in time to see Michael Wolfcaller’s smug face in a tight close-up.
“It’s about the survival of the world,” Wolfcaller says. “If we don’t make a stand to stop clear cuts and their resulting damage, we can kiss our planet goodbye....”
“Yadda, yadda, yadda,” mumbles one of the technicians. “These guys all sound alike.”
“You’ve worked this kind of thing before?” I ask him. He’s a young, longhaired, bearded guy who looks like he’d fit right in with the Patriarch protesters.
“Yeah. Did one in Oregon, Washington state, too. There’s some braided-armpit-hair chick in northern California who just came down out of a redwood after a couple of years. This one will end up like all the others. The newsies will make a big deal out of it for awhile—this one maybe longer, you seen the babe living up there with this clown?—then they’ll get bored and move on.”
I stopped hearing after he mentioned the “babe”.
“What do you mean about the ‘babe’?”
The guy yawns and takes a big gulp of coffee from a filthy Starbucks mug. “The media likes people who look good. I’m just a flunkie knob turner, but I’ve been working at this long enough to know what they want. And what the public wants. They want scandal, and if they can’t have scandal then they want hot-looking people staring out at them from their Tvs. This Patriarch stuff, nobody really cares about a fuckin’ tree—expect all these old hippies. What’ll make this stick on the news will be this guy,” he taps the monitor right above Wolfcaller’s head, “because he’s slick and smooth and I bet women love him, and the ultra babe who’s up there with him. What’s her name, Alice or something?” Another techie sitting nearby punching buttons on an electronic panel munches a bagel and shrugs.
“Allison,” I say.
“You know her?” the guy asks.
“Yeah. She’s my wife.”
“Shit,” he whispers. “Hey, sorry, man, I didn’t know—”
I wave him off and walk away. I hear footsteps behind me and turn. Dirk and Brenda shadow me like a pair of puppies.
“You okay?” Dirk asks.
“Just peachy.”
Brenda is saying something, but I tune her out. I’m suddenly engulfed in silence, filled with anger, humiliation even, and I don’t know why. I stop in my tracks. I don’t know what to do, where to go, what to say. The circus unfolds around me, bright lights, shouting people, angry cops, hangers-on, and I’m furious.
Furious that Allison would be involved in this, furious that my life has been upended by this stupid protest, furious that I’m furious about being furiously jealous of Michael Wolfcaller.
I see Rhiannon Freeze holding hands in the aging hippie circle around the tree; I see J.R. and his hacky sack buds hanging out, watching and laughing; I see news reporters making a big deal out of nothing; I see angry loggers, familiar faces from town, Father Jimbo, students from the college, neighbors....
And then I look up.
At the Patriarch.
It towers, forbidding, frighteningly huge, evil.
This tree is my enemy, I realize. Not Michael Wolfcaller, not the well-meaning protesters.
It’s this fucking tree that’s stolen my wife.
I stare up its huge, rough trunk, up past the gnarled branches, some like bleached bones, long dead and snaggy, up to the rickety platform. The TV light still glows, unnaturally bright and bluish like a tiny supernova, something frightening and unreal, something alien that doesn’t belong on this hulking natural force.
Allison shouldn’t be up there. It’s wrong.
And not just because I’m jealous. I understand now, that although her motives are probably pure, the tree won’t let her stay. Better that the Patriarch is cut down than it allows someone to live on it. Allison and Wolfcaller are intruders, and the circus on the ground only profanes it all the more.
I’m suddenly more frightened than ever. I want her to get down from there, I want her back, and I’m praying these cops find a way to pry Allison and Wolfcaller off the tree, because for the first time I understand why I’m so upset.
I’m not just afraid I’ll lose her temporarily to Wolfcaller.
I’m afraid I’ll lose her forever.
I’m afraid she might die.
*****
Chapter 8
The Journal of Rainbow Gliding Hawk
The Last Stand of the Patriarch
Day Two
It was so cold this morning!
When you live in a beautiful, cozy house, you don’t realize that summertime mornings are cold here in the mountains. Especially when your temporary home is a platform a hundred feet up a glorious, old growth tree.
What a day the second day’s been!
Dawn broke cold, frosty and gorgeous. I’d slept very little; I suppose it was a combination of excitement and the strangeness of the situation. After Michael peed off the side of the platform into the night—I’m still giggling to myself about that—he curled up in his mummy bag and soon slept. His soft snores, delicate and precise, blended into the sounds of the forest night. I lay awake for hours, just listening. Heavy wings flap-flapped over the Patriarch several times—probably owls or hawks searching the night for hapless little prey. There were also quick, fluttery wingbeats, and when I looked outside, I saw dark, darting creatures. At first I thought they were tiny little birds, but then I remembered I’d seen the same things outside our cabin by the emu pens at night: bats. That made me pull my head back inside the tent.
Distant coyotes chattered and laughed, like happy families playfully arguing at dinnertime. I listened in vain for a wolf’s call, but there was none to hear. Rumor has it that the wolves are sneaking down from Canada and back into the mountains. Michael says that someday they’ll recover, rightfully reclaiming the home where their ancestors were brutally slaughtered. But it’s still too soon, I suppose. If we can save the Patriarch, and others like it, then maybe the wolves will have their home back intact.
When I thought about that, I realized why Michael and I were here. It all made sense.
I listened into the cold hours of the early morning, and then, when my nose began to numb and frigid air ribboned into my sleeping bag, I burrowed my head inside and finally slept.
I awakened a couple of hours later to the sound of gunning engines. I peeked out of my cocoon, reluctant to emerge into the cold. Through bleary, crusty eyes I could see the faint skylight smudges of dawn. I felt lazy; I didn’t want to even think about getting up yet—at least not until the sun rose and warmed the air.
I was about to ignore whatever was going on below, about to tuck myself back into the nylon tube and drift away into warm, safe sleep, when Michael called out, “We’ve got visitors, Allison!” The curt alarm in his voice awakened me instantly, and I slithered out of the bag, jolted by the chill, and quickly slipped into fresh shorts, a T-shirt, and jacket. I figured the shorts would make sense in a few hours when the sun began to cook us.
By the time I got out on the platform, Michael was shouting urgent orders into the cell phone. He was like a general, taking charge, reacting to the situation. Seeing him be so decisive made me feel safe; with Michael Wolfcaller in command, nothing could possibly go wrong.
I peered over the edge of the platform—and a little wave of vertigo hit me; I still wasn’t used to the height.
Green Forest Service pickups and a couple of sheriff’s four-by-fours clustered on the ground below. I was surprised that the authorities were already here. Somebody must have tipped them off. That annoyed me. We’d wanted to be the ones to dictate when The Last Stand began. Now, due to somebody’s big mouth, our schedule had been thrown off and we had to react rather than set the rules.
“ALL RIGHT, FOLKS,” came the amplified voice from one of the police rigs. “YOU’RE GONNA HAVE TO COME DOWN FROM THERE. YOU’RE TRESPASSING ON GOVERNMENT PROPERTY.”
Michael set down the cell phone for a moment and grabbed the bullhorn that he’d brought for just this situation. “I’m Michael Wolfcaller. I’m up here with Rainbow Gliding Hawk. We’re claiming this tree, The Patriarch, for all the people of the world. It no longer belongs to the government, or the Forest Service, or the logging company that wants to execute it. It belongs to mother earth. And we plan on protecting it!”
I was moved by Michael’s words.
The cops, however, weren’t.
“WHATEVER,” the cop’s voice sighed. “YOU’RE GONNA HAVE TO COME DOWN. YOU CAN MAKE YOUR POINT IN COURT.”
Michael laughed, raised his eyebrows at me and said, “This is gonna get interesting, Rainbow.” Even though I’d christened myself Rainbow Gliding Hawk, hearing somebody call me by the name seemed...silly. I hated to admit it. I felt like a goofy fraud, and for one, horrible moment—maybe it’s because the police were here and I realized that this was serious—doubt hit me. What was I doing living on this tree?
“We won’t be surrendering,” Michael called down to them. “You’ll have to make us leave!”
There was a long silence, and I watched the various officials huddle down below.
“What do you think they’re gonna do, Michael?” I asked.
“Bureaucratic shuffle. I know the mindset. Nobody wants to make a decision that might make them look bad. I see it all the time at the college. These guys will call out bigger shots, and in turn the bigger shots will pass it off to still bigger shots. We won’t be coming down any time soon.”
I hadn’t thought to ask before, but now the question was foremost in my mind. “How could they make us come down?”
“They’re not going to shoot us, if that’s what you’re worried about, Rainbow,” Michael said. There was something in his voice that bothered me, a condescending tone I’d never heard before. It was the “You’re just a woman, don’t worry your pretty little head” attitude. I hoped I was mistaken in hearing it in Michael’s voice.
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