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~Foreword~
This place, with its hills and mountains, its spoons and hollows, makes one feel as if they are embraced by the land, protected and shielded by the earth itself. In the flatlands you are open, exposed, seen from everywhere and nowhere. Here, each time you descend a hilltop, you enter another world, unique unto itself.
Western Virginia, 1798, author unknown.
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 1
Margo kicked open the fire door and stormed into the parking garage. She had the urge to strip off her Armani suit right then and there– and she swore that as soon as she got home, she would tear off her clothes and burn them.
Tears came as Margo approached her car, but what did it matter? She was alone in this cement-and-steel tomb– a place where upscale vehicles passed the time and secrets went untold. Upstairs at the law firm, the Three Weasels, as she called them, wouldn’t be having a good day either. Margo visualized the scene: her elderly client would be lying in the fetal position, groaning in mock agony, while the law firm’s partners gathered around and babbled apologetic nonsense. And Ashley, the firm’s precocious and oh-so-sweet, front-desk eye candy, would be waving a towel over the prostrate groper and breathing her favorite mantra: “Oh sir, oh sir, oh sir. . . .”
Margo stopped cold.
Like skulking urchins, silence crept from behind the skirts of automobiles. Margo knew what came next. That nagging voice in her head would chide her for overreacting, again.
Idiot! What’s wrong with you? You should have never let that creep get behind you, you know how he is! March yourself right back up to that conference room and smooth things over, take one for the firm. He’s a very important client! And you think of yourself as an up-and-coming attorney, do you?
“Hell no!” Margo shouted, and the strength of her voice frightened off the last orphans of doubt. She should have kicked the old pervert, and kicked him hard. A sharp elbow to the groin was such a polite way of saying, “Get your hands off me!”
Margo’s Lexus blinked awake and greeted her in a leather-bound embrace of wood and metal– her champion of comfort and safety. She slid behind the wheel as the instrument panel activated, while refrigerated air issued from a phalanx of vents, cooling her angry mist. Margo stared into the vanity mirror: violet eyes (red-rimmed, of course); passable makeup; and her dark, pixie-cut hair sitting almost perfect, as usual. She was past her fortieth birthday, but she could still turn a head, she hadn’t lost her cute.
With an expressive squeal the Lexus powered Margo into Baltimore’s labyrinth of urban canyons. Skyscrapers thrust arrogant juts into the grim-blue sky, and yellow cones of late-summer sun segmented her path. Margo paid them no mind. She grappled with dark thoughts of how her growing need of money had trapped her in a job she despised, and working with people she couldn’t trust.
The cunning old pervert had waited until they were alone in the conference room, and then did a clinch and grab on her breasts that would have made a Neanderthal proud. Even though her groping client had a reputation for sexual harassment, she knew that the Three Weasels would look the other way, since his company generated a six-figure income.
“Enough of this,” Margo said out loud. She guided her thoughts towards home– a long shower, and oh yes, definitely the hot tub. And then, perhaps some laps in the pool to burn off the last remnants of anger.
She relaxed her grip on the hardwood wheel, uncurling petite graceful fingers that helped her win Riff Magazine’s Best Female Guitarist of 1985– fingers now relegated to the duties of an attorney with daily commutes from the exurbs. Maybe she would pull her ‘57 Les Paul from the closet and spend some time with her old guitar tonight. She felt the need to touch its scars, to be healed by its sweet voice.
Broken nail.
Damn.
Her nails weren’t long to begin with, but somewhere in the flurry of craziness in the conference room, she had broken the nail of her right index finger. It could wait till she got home.
She switched on her XS receiver, and the first preset came up. Seventies disco. She groaned and punched NEXT. Nineties Alternative. Garbage. NEXT. Eighties Flashback. Get serious– why don’t they try playing some real 80’s? NEXT. Adult Top 40. Get stupid. NEXT. Modern Rock. Yeah, life is that tough, get over it . . . NEXT.
The car’s phone chimed. Could it be the law firm, sweating sexual-harassment bullets? That thought made Margo smile. The music dimmed, and the Lexus’ voice said, “Zack calling.”
“Hey, Zack,” she said to her eleven-year old stepson.
“Carlita’s gone,” Zack said.
“Gone? Where?”
“Probably quit like the others.”
Margo grimaced. This would make the third, live-in housekeeper to leave in the past month.
“My dad took her somewhere. Said she had to leave ‘cause–”
Margo cried out. She stomped the brakes and cranked the Lexus hard to the right. An oncoming minivan had veered into her lane and was barreling straight towards her! Somehow, they missed colliding, and as the minivan swerved past her, Margo swore she heard a brief, grinding crash, but when she glanced in her rearview mirror, the minivan had veered back into its own lane and was continuing on, apparently unscathed.
Heart pounding, Margo slowed and guided her Lexus into the unoccupied curb lane. Her car phone clicked rapidly, and then hissed sporadic bouts of static, the sound reminding her of bees– thousands of bees.
As the buzzing subsided, she said, “Hello, Zack?”
“What just happened?” Zack asked.
“Moron! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean you, honey– I meant the drivers around here. Anyway, I’ll be home in about an hour.”
“Just tell my dad that, like, somebody’s supposed to fix my dinner. Like, now would be good.”
“Zack, just back it down, will you please? How about pizza? I’ll stop and pick some up.”
The line closed with a rude click. A police car, siren screaming, wove like an angry hornet through the upcoming intersection, while banshee sirens wailed from everywhere and nowhere. This was one insane afternoon.
She hit the phone button. “Call Brent!” she commanded.
“Margo, yes?” her husband answered in his semi-irritated, polished tone of voice.
“Zack says Carlita’s not around. What happened?”
Brent gave a condescending pause before replying: “Is there– some reason you can’t handle this– whatever this is?”
“Why don’t you start by telling me what happened with Carlita?”
Margo pictured Brent’s eyes blinking rapidly.
“Like, I’m supposed to know? I dropped her off at the bus depot, some family emergency or something. You know how those people are. Look, I’m in the middle of a meeting. Gotta go. Love ya.”
Click.
As Margo approached a red light, her fingers tapped the steering wheel. Time for a family meeting. Family. Some joke. Zack, Brent’s son from a previous marriage, should have already accepted Margo as his mother– hadn’t the boy’s excessively groomed psychologist said so? Then, why did Zack cling to his aloofness towards her? And why was Brent being such a jerk lately? Tonight, they would have it out.
Oddly, traffic had thinned on Enterprise Avenue, and she was alone as her Lexus pulled up to the intersection. From the sidewalk, a bag lady stared in the Lexus’ direction, and when her uneven gaze came to rest upon Margo, it caused a twitch of apprehension.
Margo looked away. Crazy people– there never seemed to be a shortage of them these days. She glanced into the rearview mirror. How odd. The only car approaching was a massive beater– probably from the mid-70s. The old Buick came to rest a few car lengths behind her.
Its hood trembled to the engine’s beat.
No front license plate.
Missing teeth in its grill.
And the color!
What did that car do to deserve such a god-awful shade of orange? It looked as if it had been dunked into fermented pumpkin juice, and then endured some bizarre ritual of shame and abuse.
The broad sedan had an expansive front end that seemed to smile at Margo with an ill-fitting grin, which almost made her giggle. Perhaps the old car recognized her as a fellow traveler– another beat-up survivor of the 80’s.
The sky dimmed and Margo found it strange how a broad, heavy mass of clouds had drawn itself across the sun. Then, she caught movement in her rearview mirror.
Movement that shouldn’t be happening.
The light hadn’t changed, of that she was certain, yet the old car had lurched into motion and was now accelerating forward. In a brief moment the beater closed the gap, and with a horrid, grinding smash, the Buick collided with her Lexus.
Margo sat, stunned.
“Dammit! I don’t believe this!”
She unlatched her seatbelt and shoved the door open.
Not a pretty sight.
The impact from the old Buick had crumpled the rear of her Lexus. Shards of taillight lens lay scattered across the old car’s orange hood, which seemed undamaged, but who could tell? The driver’s door croaked opened. Unfolding himself arm-by-leg, a very tall, very bearded, longhaired man emerged, wearing a somewhat tucked-in, green-plaid shirt, and topped off with a black baseball cap with a golden “AH” inscribed across the bill.
A hayseed! What was this hillbilly doing in the Baltimore business district?
“Oh, wow, ma’am, I’m so, so sorry.” The man removed his hat. He raised his furry eyebrows and batted his eyes. “You OK?”
“I’m fine. But look! Just look at this!”
“My foot must a’ slipped.” He indicated a pointed, black boot.
“Beautiful. You got insurance?”
“Well, yeah, sure,” the man said. He put his cap on backwards and leaned into the old Buick.
“Could’ve fooled me,” Margo muttered, as she retrieved her purse from the Lexus’ front seat. When she emerged, she noticed the man wore an olive-drab pouch slung over one shoulder in the style of a woman carrying a purse. She wondered if he knew how stupid that looked. A faded, U.S. Army emblem was stamped across the pouch’s flap. Another immature mind in a grown-up body, she thought.
Behind them, both lanes were filling with cars. Horns began blaring from the rear of the line.
“I’d better call this in. I’ll need to see your ID,” Margo said, fishing in her purse for her cell phone.
The man opened the flap of his pouch and showed Margo the butt end of a mean-looking, large-caliber handgun.
Margo blinked.
He put a hand on the pistol grip, and lowered the flap over his hairy forearm. Fear splashed Margo’s stomach. Reality check: yes, that was a large handgun she saw– and yes, she’d better do something, fast.
“OK, well, you know what, I’m kinda rushed here, why don’t I just write you a check, I mean, this wasn’t really anybody’s fault, right?”
“Get in my car. Do it now. Don’t even think about it. Just get in, and you won’t get hurt.” Stepping back, he motioned to the driver’s door of the old beater, which stood open at a sinister angle.
What now? Margo couldn’t read his expression behind all that hair, and his voice was absent any emotion.
“Look, none of this is necessary, I’m sorry about the accident, it was totally my fault. I’ve got money, would you prefer cash, or will a check do?”
“We’re gonna have us a little talk, you and me. Get in my car.”
Heart pounding, Margo glanced about. Traffic had backed up as far as she could see, and more cars had joined the chorus of bawling horns.
No help there, not from those road-rage jockeys.
No pedestrians, not even the old woman.
No cops.
Should she run, and risk getting shot dead on the sidewalk by a hairy lunatic? Margo jogged five miles each morning and did laps in the pool every night, but with this guy’s long, loping legs, she doubted if she could outdistance him, at least not in the short run. Margo took a deep breath. What was she thinking? She was a lawyer! Negotiate! Give him what they all want.
“Look, I’ve got three hundred in cash with me, and tell you what, let me write you a blank check, there’s over forty thousand dollars in that account.”
“I’m hoping I’m not going to have to shoot ya.” He cocked his head towards the Buick. “In the car, or take a bullet. Now. You’re driving.”
“Why? I don’t even know you. What do you want with me?”
His reply was a hard stare.
“Oh, hell– just, hell!” Margo kicked her Lexus’ crumpled fender, and shattered plastic chattered to the pavement. She stormed past the man and slid into the Buick’s upholstered seat. Margo tucked her purse under her feet, aware that the cell phone in it just might save her life.
Her abductor folded himself into the passenger’s seat. Judging by the angle of his right arm, the gun he held inside the pouch was pointed directly at her midsection. He tossed his black cap onto the dash, which seemed large enough for a family picnic. The plushy, lime-green interior and faux wood instrument panel made her blink in disgust. The massive steering wheel, emblazoned with the Buick nameplate, seemed better suited for a boat. Cool air breezed from chrome vents.
“Close your door.”
Margo pulled the heavy door shut. Odd, she thought, how the interior on this old car seemed new.
“Now, back it up nice and easy, and pull around your car. Go on.”
She lowered the column shift into reverse. As she backed up, fragments from her crumpled Lexus slid off the beater’s hood. The steering wheel seemed to turn itself as she guided the big Buick into the clear lane and powered away from the accident scene.
Her abductor must have planned ahead– the driver’s seat had been adjusted so that she could easily reach the pedals and see over the wheel. That meant that the car crash and abduction were premeditated acts, and not the irrational impulses of a lunatic.
A maniac with a plan is never a good thing.
“Hey!” He raised his free hand and aimed a finger at her like a gun. “Buckle up! Safety first.”
He helped her work the seatbelt clip into the large buckle.
“Alright. Good job, Margo. Just keep on going down this street.”
“Wait! How do you know my name?”
“You kidding? You’re famous. Everybody knows your name. You’re gonna turn here, then you look for the freeway onramp, northbound.”
She needed to think of something, fast. Things were kind of rocky with Brent, but he wouldn’t hire a hillbilly hit man, that wasn’t his style. He only bought the best, especially if it was with someone else’s money. She would expect an assassin dressed like a priest with a small caliber pistol, not a hairy hick packing a hand-cannon in an army-surplus pouch.
She tried to keep her voice calm: “Bottom line, we’re talking serious money. I can get you several hundred thousand, all we have to do is go to my bank, and I’ll get it for you, OK? It’s nothing to me, really. In fact, I want you to have it. Think of it as a gift. I’ll sign a letter of agreement, it’ll be your money free and clear. I’m an attorney, I can make it completely legal.”
“You warned me that you’d do this. Here, take this onramp.”
“What do you mean I warned you?”
“You warned me, plain as day. Now, get on here.” A big hand motioned toward the onramp.
“Warned you? I’ve never seen you before.”
He gave her a look that chilled, as if he could see through her clothes, through her skin, through her soul.
“Don’t miss your onramp, now.”
The big car seemed to know the way as she pulled westbound onto I-70. She pressed the gas pedal and the Buick merged into traffic.
Her kidnapper grinned and shook his bearish head, as if he’d just recalled a really good joke. “You’re gonna stay in the slow lane. Now, take your cell phone out of that purse of yours, nice and slow.”
“Cell phone? What cell phone?”
“Just give me the phone.”
“Would you like me to call someone for you? I could do that,” she said as she withdrew it from her purse.
He snatched the cell phone and pressed some keys.
“I’m calling your number at work.”
“My number? You’ll just get my voice mail.”
“Good.” He handed her the phone. “Leave yourself a message. Tell yourself that you’ve been kidnapped by a strange man who says he’s from Maine. You might mention that he’s read a lot of Steven King novels. Ha! Explain to yourself that he has a gun. And be polite. You gotta respect yourself.”
Margo did as ordered, but after she left herself a message, she pushed 1 2, which forwarded the message to the front desk. Assuming Ashley wasn’t cornered in the conference room by the old groper, and assuming she would see the blinking message light before she left to have a candlelit tryst with one of the partners, she would hear Margo’s message, release an operatic scream, and call the police.
“What did you just do?”
“Do? I, uh, just finished the call, that’s all.”
He took the cell phone from her and squinted at the display. His window powered down, and muggy air agitated his long hair. He flipped Margo’s phone out the window, where it rolled and tumbled along the grassy shoulder amongst plastic bottles and fast-food wrappers.
“Hey, that was my phone!”
“Sure was. GPS equipped, too, I’ll bet. Now, let me have your watch.”
“My watch? What for? All right, here.” Margo removed her Versace Corniche and handed it over.
He dangled the upscale timepiece between finger and thumb as if it were a dead mouse. With a flick of his wrist, he flung it out the window.
There goes a couple of thousand, Margo thought. “Sure you don’t want to toss my wedding ring while you’re at it?” Her wedding ring with its three-carat stone was the only other jewelry she wore.
He gave her an amused look as he raised the window. “Sorry, you’ll have to take care of that one yourself.”
At least the old Buick’s air conditioning worked, she never could think clearly in the heat. Margo glanced at the gas gauge inside the chrome-framed instrument panel. It read full, so they wouldn’t need to stop for gas anytime soon– providing the gauge worked. Desperation fisted within Margo’s chest. What advice had the experts given to abductees? Talk! Engage the captor in conversation. Make him see you as a person, not a thing. Get him emotionally invested in you. Learn his motivations– his fears.
“Well, since you know my name, what’s yours?”
“You told me not to tell ya that.”
“I did not. I don’t even know you.”
“Ya told me.”
Margo puffed her cheeks in frustration. “What am I supposed to call you?”
“Doesn’t matter.”
She thought for a moment. “What’s the first letter of your name?”
He ignored her.
“The letter D. How about I call you D?”
“Suit yourself. Just keep your eyes on the road.”
“Married? Have any kids?”
His smirking silence carried a strange edge of finality. He had to be insane, that was the only explanation that made any sense. The man had shown some expressions that seemed friendly, and he didn’t seem agitated, which gave her some hope. Crazy-happy insane seemed better than crazy-mean insane. But that gun. He still held the pouch in his lap, with his right hand on the pistol grip. And if she hit a bump, or he sneezed or got some weird urge–
She guided her thoughts elsewhere. This route would eventually take her past the exit to her house, with its generous acreage, absent maid, snotty Zack, and I’m-in-a-meeting Brent. Everything had seemed so perfect in the beginning, but that was Brent’s way, wasn’t it? She should have seen that it was his nature to be perfect for whomever he was interested in impressing at the time. He really was a clever man, the way he had passed her tests with flying colors– the way he cultivated her.
Much too late, she’d come to realize that the promise of a fairy-tale life had lured her to him, and she had unwittingly become a part of the farce, convincing herself that this wonderful man was her life’s missing ingredient. Their wild, sexually adventurous beginnings made it easy to find his flamboyant pretense attractive, and his shallowness appealing.
Brent came from a wealthy, stingy family, and she saw early on that his finances were a mess, but the small-town girl in her wanted to believe his excuses about why this was only temporary. Meeting his cold, predaceous family members had made his excuses all the more believable.
After the extended honeymoon, their lustful beginnings had evolved into coexistence and the fairy-tale veneer faded like the sun-bleached paint on this old Buick. Serious debt lurked behind their expansive home and the leased, luxury automobiles– her salary and bonuses from the law firm were all that kept them afloat until his big real-estate deal came through– the big one that always seemed just out of reach. How Brent loved his deals. Lately, she wondered what else, or who else, was involved in Brent’s deals.
Margo pushed that ugly thought aside. Helen, her elderly neighbor, was always lonely and always home. If Margo came to her door with this hairy lunatic in tow and asked to see non-existent horses, Helen would dial 911 in a heartbeat.
“You know what, D? We should stop at my house. I need to pick up a few things, and hey, you know what? Our neighbor has horses. You should see ‘em. They got these two geldings, well– you remember the Lone Ranger’s horse, what was his name?”
“You warned me you’d try something like this. You did.”
“What are you talking about? I’ve never seen you before.”
“Just keep driving.”
“Will you at least not point that thing at me?”
He glanced down at his bag. “This is so you won’t do anything crazy. Drive.”
Who would know she had gone missing? They had friends, but lately, she’d come to realize that they were all friends of Brent’s. As she looked back on the last few years, it seemed that for one reason or the other, all of her friends had become more distant, one by one. Brent always had a problem with each of them, and lately she had begun wondering what he might have said or done to push them away.
Margo tightened her grip upon the skinny wheel. She would deal with Brent later.
Traffic slowed as they neared the exit for her home, and she watched for a police car, not sure what she would do if she saw one. Several times she swore she heard a siren, but as the dull orb of sun sank towards the Blue Ridge Mountains, no black-and-whites appeared.
Gray skies like the ones overhead oftentimes depressed Zack, Brent’s young son. He wasn’t such a bad kid, just wounded by a cruel birthmother and a stinging divorce. Margo understood him better than he would ever know. A part of her still found it disturbing to be around him, and it wasn’t because of his abrasive personality. Zack’s presence conjured up a deep wound– a precious, yet heavy regret that Margo had secreted away in a dark corner of her mind.
She took a deep breath. “Where are we heading?”
“Where do you want to go?”
“Home. That’s the exit coming up– I could just stop in.”
“Keep driving.”
“I have to use the bathroom,” she lied.
“If I can hold it, so can you. If you pee your pants, it’s your problem, not mine.”
Some of the nearby cars bore a West Virginia license plate, so they were probably long-distance commuters working in Baltimore or D.C. West Virginia vehicles had no front license plate, just like this car had none, and her abductor spoke in a soft Appalachian accent.
“You’re from West Virginia, aren’t you?”
He gave her a pensive look. “You’ll know soon enough.”
As the exit to her home flowed past, she felt a strange sense of relief. How many times on her drive home had she wished she could just keep going and follow the road, for no other reason than to see where it led? However, driving a crazy person’s car towards West Virginia didn’t fit her idea of adventure.
Perhaps because of the shock of being kidnapped at gunpoint, time seemed to flow quickly, for they now approached the freeway divide. He told her to continue westbound on I-68, abandoning I-70, which cut north into Pennsylvania. This was getting scary.
“Look, D, let’s just cut to the chase. I’m rich, OK? You must know that. My husband’s very wealthy.” She thought a moment. The Three Weasels’ standard recommendation for dealing with an obstinate witness– negotiate, obfuscate, relegate, and rack up the billable hours. Her recommendation? Throw him a curveball.
“D, if I can’t be honest with you, who can I be honest with? My husband is a phony, a big pretender. Fact is, he’s a loser. I’m the one with the money– I control our finances. He doesn’t have a penny. Whatever it is you want, I’ll make it happen. We don’t have to go any farther down this road. Just tell me what you want, and it’s yours.”
“I want you to drive.”
“Dammit! WHAT do you want!?”
He thought for a moment. “I want to use the bathroom, but we can’t stop here. Drive.”
Margo’s cheeks puffed in frustration. She sized him up. The man carried a distant familiarity, but really, didn’t all bearded, longhaired men look the same? Beneath all that facial hair might be an attractive face, but who could tell? He had clean fingernails and no scars on his knuckles from busting heads, like her old band’s hard-driving roadies. She saw no tattoos, and he wore no jewelry of any kind. Neither of his hairy arms sported a wristwatch, and both of his sleeves were rolled up. His jeans and earth-green flannel shirt seemed new. Long hair flowed in brown waves beyond his shoulders, and appeared to be in good condition, for a man.
His eyes didn’t seem to harbor anger or wildness, just the stern determination of someone on a mission. What mission? Why her? She tried recalling her past work, any clients she may have angered. Other than the old groper, nothing in her past warranted this kind of behavior. And why did D have her call in a report of her abduction? Would someone be out looking for them now? His reference to Maine was probably a feeble attempt at diversion. Not a very bright one, at that.
“D, who sent you to do this?”
“You did.”
“I did NOT! Why do you keep saying that?”
“If you don’t want the answer, then don’t ask the question.”
“D, c’mon, talk to me. You gotta help me here.”
“Drive.”
“OK, let’s try an easy question. What kind of car is this?”
He gave her a sideways look. “Ain’t no Pacer.”
“Alright, I can see that it’s a Buick. What year?”
“She’s a 1974 Buick Electra Limited. Got the 455 engine. That’s it. No more questions.”
He settled his large frame into the seat, staring straight ahead. Margo wanted to ask more questions, but something told her not to.
The Buick Electra felt easy to drive, and handled surprisingly well. Miles passed into darkness, and the highway began its long climb into the Blue Ridge Mountains. They passed the exit for the family’s mountain condo near the ski lodge. Such times she and Brent had up in that place, two years ago when he was the chameleon of her perfection. This past ski season, the three of them had made one brief visit, which turned into a shouting, angry fiasco. The Buick ascended another mountain, and then another. Twinkling lights from Cumberland’s outskirts began to appear.
“You’re getting tired, aren’t ya?”
Margo yawned and rubbed her eyes. He was right. The road sign for Cumberland seemed fuzzy, and she could have sworn that the shape of the letters changed as they drove past.
“My eyes are burning, I shouldn’t be driving.”
D instructed her to take the next exit. They pulled into a small motel’s parking lot, where he told Margo to sit tight. He removed the keys, shouldered his bag, and rambled over to the motel’s office, casting occasional glances back in her direction.
Inside the office, D began talking to the desk clerk, but Margo could tell he was keeping an eye on her through the window. She surveyed the motel’s parking lot– there were only two pickup trucks and one SUV. None were occupied.
Margo looked towards the street, and spotted a semi tractor-trailer parked at the curb. The trailer had the logo of an office-supply chain splashed across its side, and was attached to a great, purple beast of a tractor that huffed sooty smoke from chrome stacks. Surely the driver had a cell phone.
D was now laughing and gesturing at the clerk.
She lifted her inside door handle.
The door clicked ajar.
D was now hunched over the counter, writing.
Margo eased the door open.
One foot, then the other touched asphalt.
Now!
She ran hard.
Humid air rushed past Margo’s face, and her stylish business shoes, designed to impress, made way too much noise. She glanced back. D was still in the motel office. Margo reached the purple semi and hopped onto the passenger step. She swung the door open.
The cabin appeared empty.
“Hello,” she called out.
No reply.
She climbed onto the passenger seat, and pulled back the curtain to the sleeping quarters. Messy bed. Well-read men’s magazines. Empty orange-juice bottle. The place smelled of greasy food and diesel. The truck’s cab vibrated from the idling engine– it was like being in the belly of a happy dinosaur, purring after a heavy meal.
Where could the driver be? She pulled the passenger door shut and scanned the nightscape. The access road seemed deserted, lined with vacant lots and dark buildings. D could not have found a more perfect hideout. She glanced back at the motel’s window. He hadn’t yet moved.
What now? She’d driven a stick shift before, so why couldn’t she drive this thing? It was big, but so what? She maneuvered into the driver’s seat, and peered over the top of the huge wheel. She cursed her height– being short isn’t cute when you have to crane your neck to see over the wheel and stretch to reach the pedals.
Her mind lectured her on the legality of appropriating private property in order to deter or prevent a crime. She told her mind to shut the hell up and steal the damned truck already. Her plan was to drive it into town. Even if D chased after her in his Buick, there was little he could do to stop a big rig like this one.
Margo’s slid the seat forward as far as it would go, but her feet barely reached the pedals. She thrust downward, depressed the clutch, and eased the gearshift forward. The lever shuddered in her hand, and a horrible gnashing of gears ensued. She twisted her torso in order to press the clutch deeper. This time, the gears meshed and the lever slid forward.
She pointed her right toe and pressed the gas. Getting up some revs, Margo eased out the clutch. The truck twisted and groaned, like a deranged patient trying to unscrew herself from a straitjacket. Margo gave it more gas. The engine complained with a painful howl. The beast shivered and shook, and then, in one last spasm, lurched into silence.
The passenger door opened.
In climbed D, his right hand thrust inside his canvas pouch slung.
“Going for a ride?” He gave her an annoying grin as he removed the ignition key and tossed it onto the floor. “You need to release the brakes on these big rigs before you try going anywhere.” He stopped smiling and dangled a motel-room key. “If you’re done here, then we'd better get us some rest. Still a long ways to go.”
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 2
The motel room reminded Margo of the old days on the road, of coming home dog-tired after a show, and being greeted by the vague odor of disinfectant and the gloomy lighting. A television was bolted to a swivel stand upon the wall. How much dust had those faded bedspreads absorbed? A fluorescent light buzzed over the sink next to a gaping closet with missing hangers. She could have sworn that she’d been in this room before, but didn’t they all look the same?
Margo and the Mades had spent years on the road during the 80’s, and many gigs were low-paying affairs, which meant low-budget motels. From the beginning, they had insisted on separate rooms– life was crazy enough on the road, and each of them wanted to have their own refuge for a few hours, even if it was borderline shabby.
She sat upon one of the beds– every bit as hard as she remembered. She turned on the lamp. Only one bulb worked. For some reason, she thought of a motel room in Georgia, and how her clothes and hair had reeked of smoke from a post-gig party in what passed as a dressing room at a local club.
D busied himself at the front door, and when he stepped away, she saw a chain securing the door latch to a window-shade anchor. He produced a padlock from his bag and clicked it into the chain, sealing the door. A chill of fear passed through her. Their room was at the far end of the one-story motel, so the chances of being heard or seen were nil. D removed the telephone’s cord and jammed it into his jeans pocket.
“Now what?” Margo asked, her voice strong and even.
He shrugged. “Didn’t you have to pee?”
Margo realized that she urgently had to go, and locked herself into the bathroom. She glanced at the window. Far too small to squeeze through, even for her. At least the exhaust fan’s rattle would cover up the sound of her tinkling.
As Margo thought about it, she didn’t really feel threatened by D– his interest in her didn’t seem to be emotional or sexual, but you never know with a lunatic, so she would keep her guard up. She must have a forty-point advantage in IQ. Use what you’ve got, sister, she told herself. Find out why he’s doing this, and find a way to escape. You can do it, went her mental pep talk. If you got away from that old groper, you can escape from this hayseed!
When Margo returned to the room, she found D seated on the bed nearest the door, his US Army pouch resting at his side. He had turned on the television, and a Margo and the Mades album cover filled the screen. Margo’s spiky hair stood stiff with hairspray, and she wore a strapless spandex top– black, of course. They had cropped off her chest, which was probably a good idea since the material of her top was no thicker than a coat of paint, and left nothing to the imagination. Sexual innuendo percolated from her bedroom eyes, and her lipstick glowed with an impossible shade of 80’s, I’ll-do-anything cool. Seeing herself on the screen, Margo felt a mix of embarrassment and pride.
And hope.
Ashley must have called the police, and the TV station had probably downloaded that old album cover from an online store. The authorities were searching for her, and now it was just a matter of time.
“. . . local attorney Margo Capolini, former lead singer of the 80’s rock group, Margo and the Mades, was reportedly kidnapped from the Baltimore business district late this afternoon. No ransom demands have been received. If you have seen or know the whereabouts of Margo Capolini, please dial 911. Stay tuned for further bulletins. . . .”
D cocked his head at the screen and lowered the volume. “I like that picture the best. Meet the Mades was a great album. But the best album was Steal Me, that was the one.”
“D, what are we doing here? We’re finished driving for now, so let’s talk.”
“OK.”
“Did someone send you to do this?”
“Oh, I was sent, yes I was.”
“Good. Is this about ransom money?”
“No.”
“Then, what is it? Who sent you?”
“You did.”
Margo suppressed a flash of anger. “I don’t think that’s entirely accurate, D. I don’t recall sending you to do anything. So– if I didn’t, who did?”
“You told me to, and I’m doing exactly what you said.”
“But I’ve never spoken with you. Ever.”
“Oh, but you did, many times. You spoke to me. It took me a while to hear you, but when I finally started listening, you were speaking to me, and only to me, and as soon as I realized that, it was all so clear.”
What was this guy saying? Margo thought she detected an impish smile on his face, or perhaps it was the devilish smirk of insanity. Careful, she told herself, this guy’s off his rocker– miles off.
“So, D, when was the last time I spoke to you?”
“Yesterday.”
“Oh. Yesterday. And about what time would you say that I spoke to you?”
“It was in the morning, around ten.”
At ten yesterday she was in a conference with Norm, the tax attorney. This man certainly wasn’t Norm.
“And what did I say to you, around ten yesterday?”
“Same thing you’ve always said, of course.”
“Which was?”
“Steal me.”
Steal Me! God! Margo sat, blinking, hands clasped so they wouldn’t do anything to spook this idiot. He WAS insane! Completely, totally, irrevocably nuts. Her right hand rose in an effort to make a gesture, but then retreated. Margo’s mind was occupied, grappling with the completely ridiculous, laughably insane, and potentially dangerous situation that had invaded her life. Guys like this could be innocent, amusing pests, or they could be more lethal than a cunning assassin. The gravity of the situation calmed her.
“So, you listened to the title track from Steal Me, and I spoke to you?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“I see. How did you know my lyrics were speaking to you?”
“Because,” he said, his eyes widening, “I was the only one who understood what you were really saying. You wrote those words for me, and only for me, but you couldn’t know it at the time. Don’t you see? A part of you knew what would happen, what your life would be like today, and this was how you were going to rescue yourself from the wrong path. It’s like you left this roadmap for someone to discover, and that someone was me. I’m the one you were writing to, because I’m the one who heard your message, and I’m the one who came, just like you knew I would, even though you didn’t even know I existed.”
Margo tried to recall the lyrics to “Steal Me,” the song was the title track to her band’s fifth and final album. It briefly charted, but was crowded out by more payola-friendly offerings of the day. Like the other Margo and the Mades’ hope-it’s-a-hit releases, it had seen little radio airplay. Portions of the song’s lyrics came back to her:
Steal me, are you man enough?
Steal me; put your gun to my head.
Hear me; say you must be joking,
Make me; see the fire in your bed.
And another line:
Steal me, from what ain’t worth living,
Free me, from the concrete plains.
Take me, from the here to the there,
Show me, how to live again.
A line from the chorus came to her:
Oh, it’s a wild, wild ride, don’t want no other,
It’s a wild, wild ride, if you– Steal Me!
And then, the bridge played in her head:
You’re the answer,
I’m the question,
You’re the whisper in my heart;
You’re the past, in my future,
Beyond the twisting, turning start;
The meaning of the circle
Is the map to the journey
When the shape of the ring
Is the round thin dime,
It’s waiting there to take us
Off to the future,
When you look ahead,
Which is back in time.
Margo hadn’t thought of that song in twenty years. Like many of her songs, it contained cryptic, whimsical lyrics, but to a mind like D’s, they could have instructed him to do just about anything. She usually wrote her lyrics with a guiding premise or emotion, but the message itself came from somewhere beyond her, and she simply played the role of a scribe by writing it down, or so it seemed to her.
“So, D, that’s very interesting. You’ve done very well. I’m glad you heard my words. Now, since I wrote the song, you know that I must know what it means, right? So, now that you’ve fulfilled the instructions, and done a great job I might add, I now want you to take me home. Yes, now that we’re finished following the instructions in the song, it’s time for me to go home. OK?”
“You said you’d do this! You really knew, didn’t you?”
“D, I’m me, and I’m telling you to take me home, right now.”
He smiled the infuriating smile of authority. “There are two of you. There is the you that you are now, and there is the you that was you then, when you made the record. The you that was you then, spoke of the you that is you now, and it’s my job to bring the two of you together. You told me how to do all this, and you knew best because you were in a place where you could know such things, so I gotta follow your directions. You’ll see. It’s all in the song, and the song was sung with truth, and it’s that truth that I’m following.”
This guy was completely insane, and to try to reason with him would be, as her father used to say about her drunken mother, like staring into the eye of a chicken.
The ten o’clock news came on. How could time have rushed by at such a pace? The lead story flashed upon the screen, and D turned up the volume.
“. . . interview with the husband of abductee Margo Capolini.” The camera showed a wide shot of Margo’s house, and then pivoted to focus in on Brent, who stood deferentially by the side of a female reporter. Brent appeared to be in tears. “Please, I just want her back, I’ll do anything, please don’t hurt her, I couldn’t stand to lose her. You can see what this has done to me.”
Self-centered as always, she thought.
The female reporter recapped how Margo’s car was found abandoned, she had made one call, and no ransom demands had been received. At the edge of the screen, Brent waited with a small gathering of people. She recognized his son, Zack, standing near a few of their neighbors, and– there was someone else.
Margo jumped to her feet. “Look at that! His goddam-slut secretary! You see that blonde, the one that looks like she greased her head with a stick of butter? That’s gotta be her, nobody else has hair that bad. He told me he fired her last month! That lying–”
The camera closed in on the reporter, cutting off Margo’s view of Brent and his entourage.
“Brent has got some serious, goddam explaining to do,” Margo said.
D averted his gaze.
“I told him she was being inappropriate, she dressed like a whore, she was as dumb at a rock, and to get rid of her. Said he would. Didn’t even argue. Now, this.”
As the reporter finished her report, the camera pulled back to include a view of the house. Brent, in the background and apparently unaware of the live camera, leaned against a red convertible, his face dangerously close to the butter-blonde in the driver’s seat.
Storm clouds swirled inside Margo. Brent had once made a wisecrack about how short women (girls, as he called them) have big tempers. He was about to learn an entirely new definition of temper. D sat motionless on the other bed, only his eyes moving. Smart man, she thought. Keep your mouth shut and wait for it to pass, Mr. D, although, come to think about it, I should thank you for this ridiculous, hillbilly kidnapping. What a perfect way to catch a husband with his butter-headed trollop! A surge-tide joined the angry river coursing through Margo’s veins.
Commercials came on, and D turned off the television. They sat in silence, save for the laboring hum of the air conditioner. Finally, D moved.
“I got you some stuff at the Wal-Mart, I figured you might need something.” From a shopping bag he produced a long-sleeved pullover and full-length cotton pants. “I got a sister, and well, I thought–” He gently laid the clothing on her bed and retreated.
Margo found the clothes to be the right size, and her favorite color: faded blue. Wrapped in the shirt was a white pair of cotton underwear and white socks. Margo shook her head as a sad thought passed through her. The last time Brent bought her something that she could actually use was before they were married. These simple, cotton clothes had more thought behind them than all the overpriced, electronic gadgetry that Brent showered her with at the usual gift-giving times.
“Don’t get any stupid ideas, and you know what I’m talking about,” Margo said to D.
“No, ma’am, I’ll just be sitting right over here.” D ambled over to the green vinyl chair by the door. He tucked in his legs lotus-style, and rested his Army pouch on his lap.
Locking the bathroom door behind her, Margo washed up as best she could over the bathtub, and donned her new clothes. Her business suit lay like an abandoned reptile skin, and she kicked it away.
D watched her return to her bed. She imitated his cross-legged posture.
“Don’t you have to use the bathroom?” She asked D.
“I can wait,” he said.
She shrugged. “D, if I ask you real nice in the morning, will you just let me go?”
“You know, you look really tired.”
He was right, she felt exhausted. Margo gave D one last glance before she pulled back the covers. Fully clothed, she slid in between the sheets, and before she knew it, collapsed into the arms of sleep.
* * *
Margo is eighteen years old and too innocent for LA, but there she is, looking out the window of the Greyhound bus. It carries her south, leaving behind her hometown of Happy Camp in the eastern slopes of Oregon’s Cascade Mountains. She will never return to her tiny room in that rickety house outside the town limits, where the pines begin their climb up the mountain, the rents are cheap, and the neighbors are far enough away that they won’t hear the wailing, the drunken curses, or the unbridled malice.
In the bus’s aluminum belly, resting in its beat-up case, is Margo’s Gibson guitar, a 1957 Les Paul “TV” ľ scale model. It has a single cutaway, dual pickups, and a short-scale length to fit her diminutive hands. It was called a TV model because, in its day, white guitars caused havoc with video cameras, while her Les Paul's opaque finish, a faded shade of banana-pudding yellow, did not. Margo had purchased the battered guitar from a second-hand store in Happy Camp with money she earned working at the A&W. She had haggled for days with the crusty pawnshop owner, who told her it was a “priceless collector’s item worth all the tea in China,” before he finally agreed to her price. The guitar carried the marks of cigarette burns, and the tips of the guitar’s head were chipped and broken. When Margo first held the instrument and touched its scars, she knew it was to be her guitar, forever.
For the past few years, Margo had been playing and singing with a few other kids from school in what was a sort-of band, rehearsing in garages and playing songs by David Bowie, Blondie, Peter Frampton, and the Beatles, along with Margo’s early attempts at songwriting. They would go out and play at the occasional party, and her band had even won this year’s battle of the bands at the high school.
All this time, she had made do with a clunky Sears and Roebuck electric guitar a kid at school had sold her, but now, her new Les Paul played like a dream and sounded so sweet with its twin, P-90 pickups. Next to her Les Paul guitar in the bus’s luggage compartment is a VOX AC-10 amplifier that she bought at a yard sale for five dollars. Her dad bought some new tubes and tinkered with it to get it working. Stowed along with her guitar and amp is a cracked suitcase she borrowed from her father, which she couldn’t quite fill.
Her spirits soar as the two-lane road leads her bus southeast from the Cascades, across the high plateau with its scrubby landscape of lava rock and juniper. Before she knows it, the bus reaches Klamath Falls, with its big-city, three-story buildings and crowded streets.
At the downtown bus station, one passenger steps on board. Margo avoids the burly man’s gaze. He tosses his satchel into the overhead rack behind the driver, and then wanders down the aisle, fondling vacant seat tops as he passes.
The man stops next to Margo’s seat, hums to himself, and then swings his behind around and plops it down next to her, even though most of the bus is empty. He smells like her deceased mother used to smell on her third day of a bender. As the bus pulls away from the station, he holds out a hand, stained with what might have been food, and offers a handshake.
She ignores his gesture. “Can’t you sit somewhere else?”
“Free country,” he says.
“Fine. I’ll move.”
He thrusts his thick knees forward against the seatback and grins.
“I figure it’s a long ride to Redding, and you and me, we ought to get to know each other. Have us a nice, friendly time.” He puts a paw on her shoulder and gives it a squeeze. “Hey, you’re just a tiny little thing, ain’t ya?” His hand lingers on her shoulder.
Margo has two half brothers from her mother’s first marriage. Their real dad went to prison for doing something awful, something nobody would talk about. Margo’s earliest memories are of big, older brothers holding her down and doing mean things to her and making her cry. The bullying wasn’t sexual in nature; it was more about physical domination and control– two powerless fools seeking the imagined supremacy that preying upon a weak child bestows to bullies. Her physical torment didn’t end until she was older, and found a book at the public library that showed simple tricks for inflicting pain.
They left her alone after that and said that she was a mean little bitch, but what she did she care? Both of them had ripened into malicious drunks, and the younger of the two still lived at home. Mama must have been proud, seeing the stuporous antics of her boys, as she watched from that special ledge in hell reserved for the vicious and profane, a perch that she had occupied for the past two months.
Margo’s unwanted traveling companion now shifts his oversized frame in the seat, looming over her petite frame. The slit of his mouth curls into a turgid grin, and he releases a gust of rancid breath.
“You have nice skin,” Margo says, gently shrugging the brute’s hand from her shoulder and reaching toward his face. His stubby cheek feels like cornhusk.
His open-mouthed grin widens.
“And such cute ears,” Margo says. Her hands begin moving now, following the motions of a well-remembered roughhouse ritual, one that always worked on her brothers. Disguised as a caressing motion, she moves one hand over the far side of his head, and while this distracts him, her other hand grabs his nearest earlobe. She locks her thumb and forefinger around the fleshy thing as if it were a guitar pick, and then twists and pulls hard.
“OWW!” He roars. Reflexively, he grabs her wrist, hurting her.
Panic jolts Margo. She knows that this brute has the strength to crush her bones, but she hopes his brain’s tiny kernel of consciousness will remain distracted by the pain in his ear. She pulls harder.
“Easy, easy,” she says through clenched teeth, amazed at how strong her voice sounds.
He whimpers and relaxes his grip on her wrist.
“Good boy. I ripped an ear off a guy in a bar one time,” she lies. “You’d be surprised how easy it comes off. Just one quick tug is all it takes. Yours is starting to go already, and I’m not even pulling hard. Hear those little ripping sounds? Do you?”
“Ahgh!” he says, nodding gently.
“Want to lose your ear?”
“No, no.”
“Take your hands off me, now!”
He does so, holding his palms in the air, as if this were an armed robbery. His grimace is a scrawl of abject pain.
Mist forms on Margo’s brow.
“Get up, on your feet, real easy.”
Gripping the flesh of his ear, she walks him along, guiding him to the seat behind the driver, who appears to have been watching the drama in his mirror.
“You’re gonna sit here, and you’re gonna stay here, and your gonna mind your own goddam business, aren’t you?”
He nods yes and delicately sits down. Margo releases him and moves beyond his reach. His big hand claps over his abused ear, as if trying to press it back into shape.
She moves to a seat farther towards the rear of the bus, near an old woman feigning sleep. The giant remains slumped where she parked him, rubbing his ear and shooting painful glances rearward.
Later, not far past the California line, the bus pulls into the lumber town of Weed. The brute grabs his bag and gets to his feet. From the stairwell he shoots a dirty glance at Margo, and then rumbles off the bus and is gone.
In her purse, Margo has $226.52 from working as a waitress over the summer. In the overhead rack is one of her dad’s old lunch pails. He had packed it with sandwiches for her trip, so she wouldn’t have to waste money on expensive bus-depot food. Nothing was said between them when she got on the Greyhound bus in Happy Camp, but in her dad’s sad, proud smile, she knew that this was his journey too.
For him, her escape was his escape. If she never had to return to Happy Camp– that would be his greatest joy. He was a good, gentle man who married badly, suffered a dismal job, and never found the hidden exit from his rat maze of misery. Before too long, it would quickly end with a blinding pain on the floor of his empty house.
Margo opens a sandwich and checks the ingredients: thin-sliced ham (the cheap kind that doesn’t taste real), and lots of mayonnaise. As always, when she thinks of her father, she feels the weight of a regretful stone. He should have left her mother long ago and taken Margo with him, but somehow, he was always in that woman’s grasp. Even in death, she still enslaved him.
Margo munches a sandwich as the bus gets back on the highway, and tries to use her time composing songs– her intent is to conjure up lyrics that immortalize her hopes and fears like an insect in amber. Nothing comes. No matter, she has written twenty-two songs during the past year, drawn from a deep well of bitterness and rebellion. Her plan is simplistic: first a recording contract, which leads to stardom and fame, and then will come the money, lots of money. Money buys freedom, and as her dad learned so well, without freedom, there is no hope.
She’s never before been this far south of Happy Camp, which is neither happy nor a camp. This the first time she’s seen the great, arrogant mass of Mount Shasta, whose crown of glaciers is cast aglow by the cut of the sun’s angle.
Within hours, red mountain soils and vast forests relax into the northern reaches of the Sacramento Valley. From there, endless miles flow through California farmlands. The last of the sun’s golden rays exhaust themselves upon the fertile earth, and the sky surrenders to night.
The grudging light of morning awakens Margo. Outside her window is a sunbaked mountain of exhausted rocks and dead vegetation. The bus’s engine strains as they ascend the steep climb. The driver happily announces that the summit up ahead is called the Grapevine, and after that they will descend into Los Angeles, their final destination. Margo gathers her things. No one waits for her at the downtown bus depot– no one knows she is coming, and no one cares. This is LA.
* * *
Restless in the motel bed, Margo’s reverie dissolved into a troubled sleep– the remainder of her dreams, if you could call them that, featured orbs of lights, pulsing in a most unpleasant way, and the crackle of voices from far off. She couldn’t understand the words, which were spoken in a foreign tongue, and lay beyond her mind’s grasp. When dawn returned her to the motel room, she opened her eyes and stared the ceiling, which brought back a familiar panic, as if she were again on the road and waking up in a strange town– she didn’t know where she was, or when it was, or who she was.
Her confusion melted at the sight of D, sitting cross-legged on a green chair, stroking his beard. The dangerous insanity of her situation came back to her with a flash of adrenaline.
She glanced about the room. “Didn’t you sleep?” she asked. D’s bed appeared unruffled.
“Slept just fine,” he said. “And you?”
“Strange dreams. Must have been the bed.” She felt stiff and sore.
“You ready to go?” he asked.
“And just where are we supposed to be going?”
“Don’t you have to use the bathroom first?”
Actually, she did have to go, but she also had a great idea. Margo locked herself and her purse in the bathroom. While the rickety exhaust fan rattled overhead, Margo tore a check from her checkbook, and used her eyebrow pencil to write: HELP! KIDNAPPED! ORANGE BUICK, BEARDED MAN WITH GUN, WESTBOUND.
Damn! Why didn’t she get a glimpse of the Buick’s license number? Cursing to herself, she wrote four such check messages, and hid one of the checks beneath a discarded towel on the floor. Now, with her name and address on the front of the check, it was only a matter of time till the authorities rescued her. Even Barney Fife couldn’t miss a Baltimore attorney driving an orange Buick with a hillbilly riding shotgun.
With the other three check messages hidden in her purse, Margo took a quick shower. Dressed in the clothing D had bought her, she exited the bathroom and stood before the cracked Formica counter with its warbled mirror. The pullover really was her color, it brought out the blue in her eyes. She opened up her small makeup bag, and did the best she could.
D came over to inspect the bathroom. “Forget anything?”
“No, there’s nothing in there.” She didn’t sound convincing, not at all.
“What do you call this?” He kicked at something near the toilet.
Heart racing, she said, “Oh, that’s my old business suit. Leave it for the maid. I hate that outfit.”
“Never catch me in one of those. Ha!”
Good, Margo thought. Her abandoned clothing was just one more clue she would leave behind, one more nail in D’s coffin. She put her office shoes on over the white socks. Not a good match. D opened the front door, and tossed the lock and chain into the trashcan. Good. Another clue.
Low-slung clouds dimmed the sunlight, but the temperature felt mild. D’s orange Buick waited at the front door, its clad bumper seemingly unscathed after wrecking her Lexus. Margo meandered along the passenger side toward the rear of the vehicle, hoping to get a look at the license plate.
“Where do you think you’re going?” D asked. He had his right hand thrust into the olive-drab pouch.
Margo stopped at the rear wheel and shrugged.
“Get in the passenger seat. I’m driving today.”
“Why didn’t you drive yesterday?” she asked, settling into the passenger seat.
“I’ll bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?”
“Come to think of it, I am. Maybe we can find a restaurant?”
“Nope. Too many people.”
An A&W sat across the road from where the semi had been parked. Why didn’t Margo notice it last night? It must have been closed and unlit. As they pulled into the drive-thru, Margo swore it was identical to the one in her hometown of Happy Camp, where she had worked to save enough money for her Les Paul guitar and trip to L.A. Even the young girl at the cashier’s window bore a strong resemblance to a snotty girl from school– one of her serial tormentors. Margo leaned forward, hoping that the girl in the window would recognize her as the woman on the news.
“I’ll get that,” Margo said, thrusting out her credit card when the girl drawled out the total. D ignored Margo and paid with cash. The girl didn’t seem to notice anything– her face had that my-eyes-are-open-but-I’m-somewhere-else look.
They parked at the edge of the A&W’s parking lot and devoured their egg-with-bacon sandwiches, hash browns, and orange juice. The secret-sauce-that-wanted-to-dribble-on-your-clothes reminded her of the A&W in Happy Camp, where they fed her each day she came to work there, or whenever she showed up hungry.
Margo finished eating first, and casually opened her purse upon her lap. While D chased a spill down his shirt with a napkin, she removed her compact, along with one of her message checks. She tucked the check under her right thigh while pretending to fuss with her makeup. Finished with breakfast, D crumpled up the takeout bag.
“I’ll take to the trash for you,” Margo said. “It’s the least I can do since you bought breakfast.”
“No. You stay here.” D grabbed the car keys and took the takeout bags to the trash receptacle. While he was out, Margo opened her door a crack, slipped the check out onto the ground, and pulled the door shut.
“What did you just do?” he asked, getting back behind the wheel.
“On, my door wasn’t closed,” she said with a smile. “Safety first, right?”
D slammed his door and positioned his pouch across his lap, the business end facing Margo. He dropped the gearshift into drive, and the car lurched into motion. As they pulled onto the street, Margo caught a glimpse of her check, clean and sharp-edged on the parking lot’s pavement. Perfect. They merged onto I-70 westbound, and she reached for the radio, hoping to hear fresh reports about her abduction.
“Doesn’t work,” D said, and gave her a look.
Margo wondered what time the maid would come in to clean the rooms. Would she be the first to call the police, or would someone discover the check on the A&W parking lot? It wouldn’t really matter– the result would be the same: this insane charade would end in a blur of blue lights, bullhorn voices, and the click of handcuffs.
Poor D was obviously insane. How could anyone in their right mind think that she had secreted instructions into her lyrics to set up a rescue from a future life not worth living? The notion did have a gallant quality, in a crazy sort of way, but it also had an uncomfortable ring of truth: she wasn’t happy with the direction of her life, far from it. Ending up as a Baltimore attorney with a distant stepchild and a husband like Brent wasn’t what she’d envisioned when she left Happy Camp all those years ago.
Nonetheless, Margo hoped D would get the help he needed. She might even testify in his defense. After all, he didn’t seem malevolent; she sensed a kind of gentleness behind that bearish beard and flannel shirt.
Margo had an action plan complete with bullet points: during the initial moment of surprise when the police moved in with a rush of lights and sirens, her right hand would grab the pouch from his lap and throw it into the passenger foot-well, while her left hand grabbed the ignition key and tossed it onto the back seat. End of game. She mentally polished each step of her plan to perfection.
The freeway took them through the heart of Cumberland, a city of twenty thousand with its fairy-tale church spires and quaint downtown. Each time she had passed through here, she always felt an affinity for the place– it had the honest appeal of a place that was well insulated from the crudities of urban life.
As Cumberland’s outlying strip malls passed away and the Buick climbed higher along Interstate 70, Margo’s mind still reverberated with the strange, vivid dream of her bus trip to LA. She hadn’t thought of that journey in years, yet last night’s dream had laid out all the significant events, as if someone had edited her memories into a kind of documentary. Unlike other dreams, she wasn’t only the actress– she was also the observer, watching herself in the scenes. Perhaps the odd dream was due to the hardness of the bed, or the stress. Maybe her mind drew parallels between this strange journey and her trip to LA. Who knew? Scenes from the dream still seemed every bit as real as the WELCOME TO WEST VIRGINIA sign now passing by her window.
She felt an odd exhilaration at the thought of leaving Maryland– it was like turning the page of a book and hoping for a better chapter. That was a crazy thought. As soon as someone finds one of those checks, the game will be over, D will be in a mental hospital, and she’ll be free. Free? That was an odd word for it.
As they traveled down the western side of the Alleghenies, the sky seemed to lighten and the oppressive cloud cover began to lift.
“Gonna have to stop for gas soon.” It was the first thing D had said since the A&W, which seemed like minutes ago. Margo’s sense of time felt oddly compressed. Stress does strange things, she thought.
A Citgo station appeared over the next rise, a lone oasis at the foot of an exit to nowhere. D pulled up to a pump.
“I gotta go, bad,” Margo lied.
“You just sit there and wait till I gas up. And don’t forget, I mean business.” He raised the flap on the olive-drab pouch. The gun butt was angular and somewhat larger than she recalled– probably a military-issue weapon, she figured. He snatched the ignition keys and went to pump the gas. Before she knew it, he was finished and standing at her door.
“Stay with me. Don’t do anything stupid, or you know what’s gonna happen.” He escorted Margo toward the convenience store, which was to the rear of the car. Margo took a long glance back at the rear bumper. West Virginia, “Wild and Wonderful,” AMH-996.
Yes!
As Margo waited by his side, she tried making eye contact with the handful of customers, hoping that someone would notice her. D paid cash for five gallons of gas, and then walked her to the restrooms, past rows of potato chips, beef sticks, and motor oil. Margo locked the stall door, opened her purse, and jotted the Buick’s license number on a check-message. She unrolled several feet of toilet paper, and then re-rolled it with her message-check tucked inside. When she flushed and opened the bathroom door, D was there inspecting the room. He eyed the lumpy toilet paper roll, but didn’t say anything.
Perfect.
The next person who used that roll would find the check, read the message, and the game would be over. Sorry, D.
At the soda cooler, she decided upon a diet Dr. Pepper, while D chose a full-sugar, extra-caffeine cola. She resisted the urge to propose a toast to his impending doom and the certainty of her freedom. The sun now shone through waning clouds, and her spirits soared to the sky as the Buick’s engine roared to life. For as old as this car was, the vintage coupe had a lot of life in it. She almost wanted to admit that she was beginning to grow fond of the old buggy. Maybe she would acquire it somehow, and keep it as a souvenir of this strange, but somehow interesting couple of days. Maybe she could have it painted a decent color, and give it back to poor D, if and when they let him out of whatever institution they were going to lock him into. She almost felt guilty about setting him up for capture, but what else could she do?
Margo wanted to chuckle, thinking of the music that started all this. “Steal Me” was just an impressionistic, allegorical, and terribly sophomoric song. Sure, it had its cool moments and was musically solid, but the whole concept was just so 80’s. Conceived in Happy Camp, it came from a time when escaping that place consumed her imagination, and was supposed to appeal to the bored, the trapped, and the frustrated. Many of her songs were themed to that premise, and it was the band’s best selling single, which wasn’t saying much compared to the Pretenders, Pat Benatar, or the Motels.
“What bands do you like?” Margo asked.
“Oh, I like ‘em all, but nobody’s as good as Margo and the Mades.”
He dropped his smile.
Cops!
Blue lights flashed up ahead! A state trooper had pulled over a Lexus much like Margo’s. He was crouched over the driver’s window, lecturing a woman and gesturing towards the rear of her vehicle.
“Easy,” D said.
As scene slid by, the trooper didn’t even look up. No matter, Margo thought, he’ll soon be getting a call to be on the lookout for an orange Buick.
D slowed for the next exit.
“What are you doing?”
“We get off here.”
“Why? Where are we going?”
“Can’t say.”
“C’mon, D, why the damned secrecy? What does it matter now?”
D turned southbound onto a two-lane highway. Margo’s eyesight blurred again– she had trouble reading the road sign, but she thought it might be State Route 132.
The two-lane road was well paved and carried little traffic. Margo rolled down her window as the road took them past several pre-fab homes with the spicy scent of fresh-mowed lawns. The highway began winding through hills and hollows, following the contours, drawing them ever higher into the mountains. Greenery claimed every available patch of earth– grasses, vines, and mosses flowed over rock and soil like a verdant flood. The forest’s trees wore a deep shade of summer green, and the air carried the perfume of life.
Margo didn’t know the names of most of these trees, but she knew that eastern hardwood forests held a wide variety of species, and these prospering woods held an immense diversity of bark and leaf. The trees towered over the roadway, sometimes forming a cathedral arch that sparkled with gems of skylight. This was awe-inspiring, beautiful country, much more so than the developed area around her family’s winter cabin, where nature seemed locked in a perpetual battle for survival. Aside from the absence of pines or other conifers, the area reminded her of Oregon’s Cascade Mountains near Happy Camp where she grew up.
As they crested a ridgeline, she glimpsed a mountain range reclining in the distance, its undulating spine soft against the sky. A rolling carpet of velvet forested the expanse, which was unbroken save for a band of asphalt highway that curled across the terrain like an abandoned ribbon. It occurred to her that the farther that man-made path carried them, the more tenuous became her chances of rescue.
“Do you live around here?”
“Could say that.”
“What are you going to do with me?”
D grinned but said nothing.
“What did the song, my song, tell you to do with me?”
D tilted his head as if in thought, and the curl of his smile melted into a thin line. After the old Buick rolled across miles of unsettled, twisting road, they descended the sharp elbow of a curve, where Margo noticed a cabin. It didn’t seem much different than her old house in Happy Camp, hiding up a ravine at the end of a rough driveway. Smoke curled from the chimney, while an old pickup truck rested on its haunches. The scene vanished behind a wall of forest.
Margo turned to D. “I’ve got to go really bad, must be the all the soda I drank. Let’s just stop now, OK?”
A logging road appeared, and D turned onto it.
“I guess I gotta go too,” he said, raising the Buick’s gearshift into park. “I’ll be over yonder– you go right there, behind them bushes.” He grabbed the keys and slung the pouch over his shoulder. D seemed nonchalant and confident, as if he knew that there was nowhere for her to go, and escape was impossible.
Margo snatched up her last check-message and tucked it under her shirt. D ambled downhill toward a stand of trees, while she pretended to do as he had told her, and trudged up the hill, approaching a grove of bushes. Satisfied that he was out of sight, she scuttled back down the hill, and heart pounding, hurried out into the main road. She kicked off her stupid office shoes and ran in bare socks towards the cabin. Glancing back, she almost expected to see D pulling out his handgun and taking aim.
Nothing.
Gingerly, she rushes down the dirt-and-gravel driveway, her white socks affording her little protection from the sharp-edged gravel.
Rusting in neglect, the old pickup, a Ford Ranger, looks like it hasn’t moved in years. Overgrown bushes with small flowers smother the home’s foundation. The unpainted, wood exterior reminds Margo of her old home in Happy Camp, with its weathered, coffee-and-gray clapboards and warped, naked trim. A deflated child’s pool slumps against a wall. Plastic toys lay scattered in the dirt around the foot of the stairs.
Margo’s vision wobbles and then steadies. Clutching her message-check, she reaches the porch and glances back.
No D.
She knocks.
“Help, please,” she calls out. The unvarnished door, with its edges darkened by years of handling, yawns open a crack. A small face peeks out.
“Hello, darling,” Margo says, “I need to use your phone. Please, I’ve been kidnapped.”
Margo steps back as the door opens farther, and a tiny, dark-haired girl appears. Her blue eyes question Margo’s face. From behind her, within the dark interior, a woman with Margo’s mother’s voice slurs, “Whazzit?”
Is Margo looking at herself at that age? Or, is she looking at Ember, her daughter, the one she gave up for adoption twenty years ago, just after the child’s birth?
Margo’s chest shudders.
Tears blur.
The child steps onto the porch, and is wearing a tattered white dress. Holding the message-check, Margo reaches out to the child. The youngster’s eyes glisten with tears– Margo’s tears– tears fed from a common wellspring of sorrow.
The child takes the check from Margo’s hand. As she does so, her expression relaxes and her eyes soften– she doesn’t seem curious about the check and doesn’t even look at it, but instead keeps her gaze fixed upon Margo. A smile dawns upon the girl’s lips, but is erased by a shadow. A massive hand plants itself on Margo’s shoulder.
“Time to go.”
Margo whirled to face D. He didn’t appear angry, or even to be breathing hard, but he did have one hand inside that pouch of his. Margo wiped tears from her eyes and looked back toward the cabin, but the child must have slipped back inside, for the door was now closed.
With D escorting her, Margo gathered up her business shoes from the pavement and cursed herself. D didn’t have to guess which direction she ran in, did he? The abandoned footwear was like a trail of breadcrumbs.
Beyond that minor stupidity, how could she have blown it so badly? For God’s sakes, all she had to do was go inside the house, grab the phone, and dial 911. She sometimes had such a powerful reaction to the sight of a dark-haired girl with pleading eyes– a child like that often conjured up thoughts of the daughter she gave away at birth. Still, Margo should have known better than to allow herself to become so immobilized by the sight of that little girl.
Margo didn’t want to think about it anymore. Whatever happened had happened. It was done. Now, the last check message was in the hands of a little girl who was too young to understand, and her mother too drunk to read. On second thought, perhaps the check would catch the mother’s attention– drunks were always on the lookout for ways to replenish their alcohol supply.
Her heart went out to the little girl. Not because she reminded Margo of how her daughter might have looked at that age, but because Margo’s life would have been so different if someone would have rescued her, and saved her from her mother’s hellish lair.
“Can’t we take her with us?” Margo blurted out as they reached the Buick.
“Take who with us?”
“The little girl. Her mother was stinking drunk. I know it. That kid needs to be taken out of there.”
“Ask Betty.”
“Who’s Betty? And why do I have to ask her?”
“You’ll find out soon enough.”
“What does that child have to do? Grow up like a broken twig, write a song, and wait for some idiot like you to hear it?”
D stopped walking for a moment, and then laughed loudly and shook his bearish head. “I knew you’d come up with something like that.” When they reached the car, D snatched Margo’s purse and flung it deep into a stand of brush. With a hungry crash the billowing green jumble swallowed her belongings.
“Hey, I need that! My credit cards. My license.”
“Sister, where we’re going, they don’t take plastic,” D said. “Get in the car– now.” He glared at her.
Margo folded her arms. “What if I don’t?”
“Then it ends here,” D said, adjusting his pouch so as to aim the weapon at her midsection.
Margo resisted the urge to kick his old car. She got in and slammed the door. After the FBI took D off to jail, she would return to this spot and retrieve her purse. And, rescue that child. End of problem.
D remained silent as they resumed their journey. At least he didn’t seem too upset over her escape attempt, which Margo found puzzling. It was almost as if he had expected her to try to flee. This guy was in good shape– he must have run down the road to that house, and yet he wasn’t at all winded. She would keep his physical conditioning in mind as she formulated her escape.
Margo’s thoughts were interrupted by a vintage MG Roadster convertible, drifting through the corners ahead of them, cruising at a leisurely pace. A man wearing a plaid newsboy cap sat behind the wheel, while the female passenger wore a scarf that fluttered in the breeze. A leather suitcase was lashed onto the trunk.
“That’s just like the MG that Brent and I rented to go on our honeymoon!”
As they passed the MG, Margo caught a glimpse of the driver and passenger, who seemed oblivious to the orange Buick. They brought to mind Margo’s wedding in Reno several years ago– a clumsy, commercial affair. The letdown of the ceremony was quickly forgotten when Brent took Margo away to California’s gold country in a rented MG Roadster.
It was among the happiest times she had known– exploring the high Sierras in that fun, open-to-the-world, little car. She could still feel the intoxicating rush as they sped along those mountain roads, and of course, Brent’s chameleon act was at its peak. Now, looking back, a great sadness took her, and she pitied the couple in the MG if they were traveling that same blissfully false highway.
D slowed and steered the Buick onto a one-lane drive named Pearly Run Road, according to a faded road sign.
“Where does this take us?”
“All the way too the end, that’s where.”
Tangles of trees and foliage leaned over the dirt and gravel road, as if the greenery intended to retake this exposed earth. The canopy blotted away much of the sky, and ferns crowded into the deeply shaded areas. Margo had read somewhere that when settlers first came to these western mountains of Virginia, many suffered from depression because the sunlight was blocked by an immense roof, which cast the forest’s floor in a pool of never-ending twilight.
After the Buick rumbled over several meandering miles of dirt road, they passed a two-story log house set into a clearing, with a late-model Jeep Liberty parked nearby. Utility lines ran to the log house, which meant that a telephone was probably inside. The place appeared to be of recent construction, and seemed spacious enough for a large family.
Under ordinary circumstances, she would have admired the architecture of a log house such as this, but not today. Margo made a mental note of the home’s location, and then sat forward on the seat, ready for whatever came next.
The Buick rumbled on, rattling over potholes and splashing through muddy patches where springs seeped across the road. The soil here seemed loose and unpacked, and grasses had retaken even the faint outlines of tire tracks. Margo mentally recorded the number of curves they passed since the log house, so when she escaped, she would know how far they had come. If Margo found an opportunity to get near that house, or any other house, friend or foe would not deny her a call to 911. Not this time.
She tried to picture their destination– a hillbilly bachelor pad? A rundown trailer? No, she figured it was probably an unpainted shack with an outhouse leaning nearby like a loitering pervert. Would the place be wired with utilities? Probably not. Still, how hard should it be to outwit a lunatic who thought he heard secret messages in song lyrics? She promised herself that when they reached whatever dump they were going to, she would find a way to end it, fast.
Margo had a sharp mind and he did not– she would use that to her advantage. She was opportunistic at depositions, and deft at using the finer points of law against an opponent. This would be no different. Afterwards, she would get back to what really mattered. Explaining to the law partners why she slugged the old pervert. And giving Brent a dose of holy, living hell for that butter-blonde bimbo. And that snotty little Zack–
Her disgusting chain of thoughts was broken by the shock of what emerged after curve fourteen. The overgrown road exhausted itself into a cozy meadow. Dominating the clearing was a sprawling, two-story Cape Cod with a slate roof.
Constructed of butter brick and clapboard, its white trim appeared freshly painted, and the glass in its four gables gleamed. Columns shouldered the porch’s roof extension, and a fieldstone walkway led through manicured grasses to an old stone well. Along the tree line sat a three-car garage that reflected the house’s modern construction.
Flowerbeds skirted the expansive porch, and overflowed with wild blooms that were almost too brilliant for her eyes to bear. Margo blinked. For some reason, she was having trouble focusing. Must be the fatigue, she thought. Her vision cleared to a brilliant image of lush ferns, tea roses, lilies, and trellises with climbing vines. This was a woman’s house. Perhaps even a civilized woman. As the Buick rolled to a stop near the stone well, Margo was greeted by a feeling of safety and welcome. Here is where the madness would end. Someone in this house would recognize the situation, apologize profusely, make a few calls, and it would be over.
“Is this your mother’s house?”
“I live here too, you know.” D popped his door open, and unfolded himself from the car.
She followed D down the walkway, toward the house. A tinkle of wind chimes came to Margo, reminding her of the house where Aunt Alice used to live in Happy Camp, where a steaming cup of hot chocolate and a kind word always waited. Beneath wind chimes on the porch sat a wicker loveseat, chair, and table. Small flags festooned the roofline. From the soffit above the steps hung a placard with a painted hummingbird and the phrase, “ALMOST HEAVEN.” She trailed D up the fieldstone steps to an “ALMOST HEAVEN” doormat. He pressed the front door’s brass latch. Cabochon insets gleamed as the door opened inward.
A floral scent came to Margo as she followed D across the threshold. The expansive foyer was open to the second floor, and light spilled from the doorway of an adjacent room, reflecting across the hardwood floor. He closed the door behind Margo. Pieces of Queen Anne furniture occupied the entryway, and from somewhere came the soft peals of a grandfather clock. To her left, an oak stairway curved upwards, and beneath it, through the doorway of a sitting room, she caught a glimpse of a grand piano.
D led her through the foyer and into the kitchen. This room was spacious, modern, and oddly pristine– it looked as if no food had ever been cooked upon the stove, no clutter of utensils or dollops of spills had ever lain upon the island, and no bare feet had ever touched the floor, which was laid out in a checkerboard of polished, green-and-white marble. Margo spotted a wall phone mounted over the counter. One quick call to 911 and it would all be over. She heard a television’s voice emanating from an adjacent room.
“Betty gets kind of nervous sometimes,” D said, a note of hesitation in his voice. He strode toward an oaken door, swung it open, and motioned for Margo to enter.
Nervous? Just wait till she learns that her son kidnapped a Baltimore attorney because of some song lyrics. The room she entered had a heavily draped window, and most of the illumination came from a large-screen television. Its nameplate looked identical to the pricey model Brent had given her for her birthday– the one he spent hours watching on Sundays.
The television screen displayed an attractive, cable-news announcer surrounded by colorful, pulsing graphics and scrolling ticker tapes. Margo felt a brace of adrenaline as she saw her own face flash upon the screen– mercifully it was a more recent photo without all the hairspray and pretense. Transfixed, Margo watched as the details of her abduction were laid out.
Must be a slow news day, Margo thought. The past twenty years had given Margo and the Mades little radio airplay, and few seemed to remember either her or her band’s music (except for crazy people like D).
The newsreader licked pouty lips, and announced that the authorities believed Baltimore attorney Margo Capolini, former lead singer of the 80’s hit group Margo and the Mades, may be headed west.
Hit group? Margo wondered what copy editors were smoking these days. She wondered if anyone had discovered one of her check-messages. Were they keeping it quiet because they were close to an arrest, or because they were clueless? How could they not have found her check-messages?
“Idiots,” Margo mumbled.
A woman seated in high-back chair swiveled from the screen toward Margo. She was an elderly woman wearing a bouffant hairdo, and she blinked at Margo. The woman’s clasped hands went to her mouth, and she spoke through her fingertips:
“Oh, my. You’re here, aren’t you?”
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 3
Margo sipped herbal tea, which carried the same floral aroma that seemed to permeate everything in this house– the scent seemed vaguely familiar, like a hint of summers long forgotten. Betty, D’s mother, had insisted that they wait to have their talk until the tea was finished, and now the two of them sat upon the expansive porch, its railing cutting a surveyor’s line against nature’s untidy perfection. The pumpkin-hued Buick rested upon a grassy pad, and seemed at home here. The crumbling turret of a stone well was nearby, while the modern garage seemed out of place along the tree line. No other vehicles were visible– perhaps they were hidden within one of the garage’s three chambers.
Surrounding the clearing, the tree canopy towered a hundred feet or more skyward, and created a darkened forest interior in which slouching tree trunks gathered in chaotic formations. Twisting, thick vines hung like whimsical decorations, while a gentle deer trail meandered through a bed of ferns.
The immediate grounds appeared well cared for, but the buildings seemed as if they didn’t belong in this place– nothing here was what she had expected. Margo noticed a penknife and chunk of whittled wood sitting upon the porch railing, which gave her the impression that it had been left there by a child’s hand.
Margo could not figure out Betty. The woman’s age could have been anywhere between sixty and eighty– she seemed mentally sharp, but preoccupied. A red, unbuttoned sweater draped her shoulders, and beneath it she wore a white blouse. She had a long skirt of blue denim, and a matching belt circled her waist, while slip-on sneakers completed her outfit. Betty seemed oddly familiar, as if Margo had seen her somewhere. The woman’s voice carried a soft, almost transparent accent.
She said, “I hope you don’t mind, dear, I still haven’t given this up, you know.” She produced a cigar box from beneath the table, which shocked Margo. Was Betty a doper? Inside the cigar box were cigarette papers, a tiny red rolling machine, and a denim pouch. Margo was relieved to see machine-cut, brown clumps of tobacco, and not the cultured green leaves of something else, come tumbling from the pouch into the V of the rolling machine.
After Betty rolled her smoke, she lit it with a match and set an ashtray on the table away from Margo. Betty inhaled a drag with an odd sigh, and then blew smoke skyward. Margo hated the smell of cigarette smoke, but for some reason, only that odd floral scent came to her– the breeze must have dispersed the nasty smoke.
As Betty puffed away, Margo told her the story of the abduction, leaving out the part about the check messages. She told Betty as gently as she could that D was unbalanced and in need of professional help. Margo promised that she wouldn’t press charges, and said that she just wanted to go home.
“Deacon always was a bit like Puck. Remember him, from Shakespeare? Well, my Deacon is a gentlemanly version of Puck. He really should have been in the arts, you know.”
“Deacon? Is that his name?”
“Why yes, dear. Deacon Summers, my son.”
“Interesting. When he wouldn’t tell me his name, I guessed that it started with D, so I just called him D.”
“Sometimes your first impressions are the best, don’t you think?” She took a drag on her homemade cigarette. “And what thoughts do you have about me?”
“Well,” Margo said, her attorney sensibilities kicking in, gauging the effect of each word.
“I think you’re a woman who loves her son, and knows that for everyone’s benefit, a mother sometimes has to do the right thing.”
“That’s such a beautiful lie, isn’t it? Actually, you think that I may be a bit loopy, and if I can’t see that my son is insane, that might make me a dangerous old cow. Or worse, I may be out to protect my son, so you may be forced to do something drastic to keep yourself from harm. Or, perhaps you’re imagining something even more sinister.”
Stunned, Margo tried to recover her composure. “Well, I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but Deacon does have a gun. He carries it in that old Army pouch. And he threatened me with it.”
“Oh, that silly old gun. I should have never bought it for him. He was much too small at that age to handle something that size, but he was very persistent. You know how kids can be.”
“How old was he?”
“Six.”
“Six? You bought a small child a dangerous weapon like that?”
Betty shrugged. “I tried to talk him into something smaller, something he could handle, but he wanted that genuine U.S. Army commando squirt gun. I don’t like toys of violence, as a rule, but I relented. He’s kept it with him ever since, even used to take it to school in that old Army pouch of his. I can’t tell you the trouble that caused!”
“What? Are you telling me I’ve been kidnapped with a squirt gun?”
Betty smiled. “He means well.”
Margo laid a palm upon her forehead, as if that would keep her thoughts from fleeing her skull in a mad stampede. “So, I could have called a tow truck, gone on with my life, and the worst thing is that I would have been spritzed with water that smells like old plastic?”
“Oh, Deacon would never do that,” Betty said.
Margo suppressed a chuckle of relief– she didn’t want to set the wrong tone. Still, knowing that D’s weapon was a stupid squirt gun took the threat level down a few notches. He was crazy, doubtless, but nowhere near as dangerous as he appeared. At his trial, she would make sure the judge took all that into consideration, and hopefully D would not get sent to a hardcore psychiatric prison.
“So, tell me about yourself,” Betty said. “Are you an attorney, like they say on television, or are you a musician?”
“Yes, well, I am in the legal profession. And yes, I was a musician. But that was a long time ago.”
“Legal. I see. Does this profession please you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
Betty smiled. “I’m asking if you think that you’re on the right path.”
Margo struggled with the answer, as her mind ticked off angry flashes of the past few days. She wanted to tell Betty how she despised her legal work, which consisted of helping one company to use property-rights laws to threaten to sue another company, which usually led to startling out-of-court settlements from which she received a handsome cut. Basically, she was little more than a glorified consigliere, a consul of thieves.
“Right path?” Margo asked. “I don’t quite know how to answer that. Who can tell?”
“You can.” Betty stubbed out her cigarette, blowing the last of the odd smoke skyward. “Perhaps the path that led you here is a shortcut between journeys. ‘A labyrinth of life,’ as Shakespeare once said. Othello, was it?”
“Look, I just want to go home. Let me make a phone call, and I promise I won’t press charges– I’ll just say it was all a misunderstanding. I’m speaking as an attorney now, and my best advice is not to become an accessory after the fact. I know you’re his mother, and I know you love your son, but there’s been a kidnapping here, and the penalties for kidnapping can be quite severe. You don’t want to see your son go to prison, do you?”
“Would you like to make a call, dear?” She rapped a knuckle on the windowpane behind her. “Deacon, honey, please bring us the phone.”
In moments the door squeaked open and D handed a portable phone to Margo. His face was untroubled, which made Margo suspicious. She listened for a dial tone. Instead, she heard an odd, pulsing static. Behind the wall of noise, she thought she could hear bored voices conversing in a hushed monotone, and perhaps the soft whirr of machinery. Or, perhaps it was just a trick of static and line noise. She dialed 911. Nothing. Margo turned the phone off and on, but still couldn’t get a dial tone. She handed the phone to Betty, who listened, and then turned it off.
“Phone lines must be down again. And we don’t have cell service out here, you know.”
“Your son, Deacon, threw my cell phone out the car window, not to mention my two-thousand dollar watch.”
“Did he, now? I’ll have to speak to him about that.”
D smiled weakly, and took the portable phone back inside.
It would be a simple trick for D to unplug the portable phone’s base unit. Margo pictured the wall-phone in the kitchen. She would just need a moment alone with it to call for help.
“Let me clear this off for you,” Margo said, picking up the cups and saucers.
“Thank you, dear,” Betty said. Margo noticed that the cups were engraved with “Almost Heaven,” and little floral hearts. Would the owner of cups like these try to stop her from calling for help? Possibly.
Margo carried the cups and saucers past the hand-painted, ALMOST HEAVEN sign above the front door, and took them into the kitchen. Deacon was nowhere to be seen. She put the china in the sink and lifted the wall-phone receiver off the hook. Its power light was on, but only static greeted her ear. She thought she could almost make out the words of a jargon-laden conversation behind the roaring, pulsing noise. She checked, and its cord was plugged into the phone receptacle. She replaced the receiver.
As she looked out the kitchen window her vision blurred again, and she almost thought she saw that the tidy yard had become overgrown with weeds. She blinked hard. Her vision stabilized, and the neatly trimmed, bucolic scene restored. These blurring episodes seemed similar to years ago, when she was exhausted from studying all night for finals, and not, she hoped, the result of a concussion from D ramming her Lexus. She felt tired, and she hadn’t been sleeping well lately. A thought came to her: why not use this as an excuse to get the old woman to take her to a medical clinic, where she could get someone to call the police?
“Not feeling well, are we?”
Margo flinched. Betty stood behind her, smiling sweetly.
“No, I mean yes, actually, I think I may have a concussion from the accident. I really should see a doctor. This could be serious. My vision is blurring.”
“I taught nursing at WVU. I’m retired now, of course. Have you been vomiting?”
“No, not yet.”
Betty held out her joined index fingers. “One hand at a time, take my fingers and squeeze them, hard.”
Margo did so, with her left, and then with her right.
“Now, close your eyes.” She held Margo’s face with soft, kind hands, and guided her a few steps to the kitchen window.
“Open your eyes and look toward the sunlight. There, you see? Your pupils are just fine, you don’t have a concussion. You’re simply exhausted, you poor dear. I have a quiet place you can rest, and when you’re feeling better, the phone lines should be working so you can make your call.”
Even though it was the middle of the day, Margo’s eyes burned with fatigue, and she hungered for a quiet place to lie down. Betty led her into a dimly lit hallway, and opened a door to a bedroom cuddled in shadows.
“This is your room.”
“What do you mean, my room?”
“It’s a private guestroom you can use to rest in, and no one will disturb you.” Betty turned on a soft light.
The bedspread bore a strong resemblance to one from Margo’s old college apartment, except this spread was embroidered with “Almost Heaven.” Someone is a John Denver fan, Margo thought.
The door clicked closed.
Alone, Margo moved a wooden chair against the door and jammed it under the handle. She glanced into the small bathroom– nothing. The bedroom had a single window, and as Margo looked out, she saw herself running into the woods and cutting back along the road, past curve 14 to where the log house would be. Or, she could just stay and reason with Betty, and wrap it up that way. Her mind balked, it was hard to think, being this tired. Perhaps she should rest a moment as she considered her next move. Her stupid office shoes fell to the carpet as she sat upon the bedspread.
Could Betty have spiked her tea? No, Margo had checked to make sure her cup was clean, and the tea came from the same pot. Besides, she’d been having these blurred vision episodes since yesterday, hadn’t she?
“To hell with it,” Margo murmured, as she lay back upon the pillow.
As she rested her eyes, images of the day began to bob and weave through her head, like impertinent toys that refused to be put away. She saw the little girl standing in the doorway of that rundown cabin, and heard the drunken voice of her mother issuing from the shack’s dark interior. Margo resolved that one way or the other, she would do whatever it took to get that little girl to somewhere safe. Margo couldn’t shake the feeling of connection to that child– when their eyes met, something precious and long repressed stirred inside Margo. She swore that if necessary, she’d spend every cent she had to rescue that girl. That thought brought to mind the law firm.
What was going on at the office at this moment? Fridays, the partners were often gone, and Ashley’s reception desk would be manned by one of the paralegals. Ashley would be off with one or more of the partners, giggling as she sipped mixed drinks at the country club. Later, in the private guest quarters, she would earn her substantial paycheck by doling out intimate pleasures the way a coke dealer rations out little, folded packets.
No, they probably weren’t missing Margo, especially after she decked the old pervert in their conference room. She thought of Zack and Brent, and that damned butter blonde. A spark of anger flared, and then fizzled as it settled into an ocean of dreams.
* * *
Margo watches herself. She is eleven and she is crying. She has just run four miles to the other side of town to Aunt Alice’s house, and between gasping sobs, she tells her aunt how she sent in a 250-word essay that won the grand prize, which was a genuine, flat-top professional acoustic guitar complete with carrying case and strap and she was even supposed to get interviewed on the local radio station because she was so talented, and how all her life she’s wanted a real guitar instead of the plastic toy one her dad bought her for Christmas four years ago, but today her mom got drunk and called her a smart-aleck, snot-nosed little brat, and now the guitar’s all smashed and laying out by the garbage can, and her dad’s still not home ‘cause he’s working overtime at the mill.
Aunt Alice hugs her, dries her tears, and then ducks into the bedroom. She emerges with an acoustic Gibson guitar, the one that she brought back from San Francisco years ago when she had been living with that beatnik man and they played bongos and burned incense and stuff.
Alice is a half sister to Margo’s father, and outside her immediate family, Margo’s only living relative in the area. Mom called Alice a stupid, old hippie, and forbade Margo from going to Alice’s house because she was a bad influence.
While Margo strums on the guitar, Alice goes out onto the back porch. After a few minutes alone out there, she returns. Her eyes are red, but not from crying for she seems happy. She smells like burnt hay, and she says that any time at all Margo can come over and play that special guitar. Margo’s tears have dried now, and her little fingers lay themselves one-by-one on the fingerboard, carefully forming the chords that Alice shows her. Alice closes her eyes and nods to each strum, mumbling and smiling.
Later, Alice cracks open a Tab for each of them (it’s too warm for her favorite drink, hot chocolate), and they take the cans with them as they climb into Alice’s Pinto. As usual, Margo gets dropped off some distance from her house, so no one will see where she’s been as she walks home in the dark. By the time Margo reaches her door, Alice will be at the planing mill, with her gray hair in a ponytail, punching in on the night shift.
The scene fades, and Margo is somewhere unpleasant now– it’s a gray, disturbing place, and she feels trapped there. Someone is angry, arguing in the distance. Is that her mother’s voice, the one she had as a young woman? Is she shouting at the devil? Is this hell?
No, it’s Christmastime!
Margo is overwhelmed by the sudden splash of lights and the cacophonic clamor of the holidays. She is viewing two celebrations in two different times and places. What an odd dream, but how fascinating, to stand with a foot in each scene, looking back and forth from one to the other.
She turns to view Christmas day 1971 at the Capolini’s. Margo is struck by a cheerless thought: even at the age of seven, there is a sadness clouding the child in her face. This year, as he always does on Christmas Eve, her dad brought home a modest Christmas tree. Her half brothers, now of high-school age, are hanging around the house ridiculing her in their mean-spirited way. As for the Christmas tree, they take their cues from their mother, who will tell anyone willing to listen that live plants don’t belong in houses, and that goes double for Christmas trees.
“Christmas is a phony, stupid thing,” she slurs, her off-center eyes glaring at the naked tree in the living room. Dad quietly tells Margo to pay her no mind, that she’s just not feeling well. He and Margo begin decorating the tree, hanging tinsel that they saved from last year. Margo knows that later that day, dad will take Margo along with him to help search the town’s bars for her mother. For some reason, Margo’s father won’t enter these places on Christmas. Instead, he sends Margo in through the well-worn doors to find his wife and beg her to come home.
Margo knows the scene by heart: Christmas day, bloodshot eyes would follow her every step when she pushed open the Grubstake’s big wooden door and entered that place. Her mother would be perched on a barstool way in the back where it’s dark, the only woman in that foul place. The town’s outcasts would be gathered on either side of their bleary-eyed queen, and one of the bolder ones would be standing behind her, laughing along with his pals, and lightly rubbing her back in a friendly, exploratory way.
Each time Margo solemnly delivered the message from her father, spouts of laughter and guffaws would erupt from her mother’s companions, and even though she was red-faced and angry, her mother would laugh along with them in her yawning, snarling way. She would then tell Margo to go straight home or she would get a real beating.
The boys? That night, they would be out watching TV at a friends’ house, where they would have an opportunity to sneak some booze and food when the parents went visiting relatives. Late on Christmas day her mother would still be in the bars, while her dad sat by the phonograph playing Steppenwolf records. Something in John Kay’s lyrics resonated with her dad, and he’d sit, nodding, listening, and sometimes weeping, especially on holidays.
Watching the Christmas scene, Margo knows it’s her seventh year, because she recognizes the toy guitar her dad bought for her, which now lies wrapped under the tree. Tonight, she will sit with him listening to records, singing along with the songs she knows by heart, and strumming those twangy, nylon strings.
She turns her head to view the other scene, where it’s Christmas 1984 in Margo and Freddy’s apartment on Beachwood Avenue in West Hollywood. She is twenty years old, he is twenty-six, and it’s their second Christmas together. Times are exciting. Margo has formed a band with four other musicians– good, creative players who had it together and weren’t stoners or boozers (which was somewhat unusual in those days). The first Margo and the Mades album (which Freddy produced) is about to be released, and the single will be distributed to radio stations after the holidays.
Freddy is another matter. Twin Beaks Records has been generous with their advance money, and as Margo’s producer and manager, Freddy has used that money to be generous with his nose, and those of his friends. Up until now, Margo has tolerated his drug use, after all, it just seemed to be a part of the music scene, and as Freddy pointed out, it was nothing as insidious or harmful as her mother’s drinking. But his escalating cocaine extravagance has brought out tensions between them, despite Freddy’s circular, drug-logic rationalizations.
Margo sits on the rattan loveseat, beneath a caged parakeet named Mr. Budge that Freddy has trained to say, “Give me a toot.” An artificial Christmas tree glimmers in the corner, its plastic tinsel animated by air currents that will soon be perfumed by the spice of high-grade weed. The apartment is decorated with a tropical flair– anything that looks foreign to Margo’s old life in Happy Camp becomes a talisman of her independence.
On the sofa opposite the love seat and upon the floor encircling the glass-topped coffee table, sits a collection of self-ascribed musicians, aspiring actors, and coke whores. One of the make-believe actors giggles as he lights a joint of what he calls Christmas weed. It is passed around the circle while he rolls another. There is much banter and laughing, but the friendly chatter hushes as Freddy returns from the bedroom. With the solemn reverence of a priest offering a sacrament, he carries a square mirror. Freddy settles into the center of things, and deferentially places the mirror upon the coffee table. The mirror’s reflection makes the small mound of white dust appear twice its size.
“Columbian marching powder,” someone exclaims, provoking expectant giggles from Freddy’s guests. With the air of a surgeon, Freddy uses a single-edged razor blade to slice away a line of coke for each imbiber. In the process, he continually taps his razor on the mirror, knocking off the sheen of white power from the blade. Scrape, tap-tap, scrape-scrape, tap-tap. The sound infuriates Margo– it’s the neurotic tap-dance of cocaine addiction, and Freddy knows all the steps by heart.
Furrows of concentration wrinkle his brow, as if all life on the planet would cease if he erred and made one line of coke larger than the others. Margo and Freddy have had fights about drugs in general, and coke in particular, but here they are, still together, and Freddy is still romancing the nose. Freddy looks up at Margo and gives her a lingering, almost erotic look, as if she were nude.
The young Margo reacts with a flit of anger, and perhaps a flirt of pride. At least some thought of her has broken through the veil of his hypnotic ritual.
She is the only one in the apartment who isn’t partaking, so she goes through the dining room and out onto the small balcony. It’s 85 degrees, and the Southern California sun bakes her skin. Margo’s vantage point looks out upon the rear of an adjacent apartment building, with rows of balconies overseeing compact strips of cement and grass. The racket of a football game blares from an open window. Just beyond the palm trees and apartment buildings, Santa Monica Boulevard rumbles with traffic– its asphalt riverbed flowing through a landscape of bone-bleached concrete.
Margo paces the balcony like a caged animal. Her thoughts are anxious, antsy things, tumbling one over the other. She wants– no, she absolutely must talk to someone, anyone, and right-damned now.
Why?
Talk about what? Freddy and his neurotic friends?
Her hands are now fisted, and she goes into the kitchen’s cool interior to escape the sun. What does she want here? The thought of food makes her ill.
Her insides are tight, wound up, twisting.
She needs to do something.
Anything.
Nothing.
All at the same time.
An advance cassette of Margo and the Made’s new album is now playing on the stereo, and she begins to sing along, but realizes that she has no wind. Her breath is unsteady, and her abdomen clenched tight. Margo returns to the patio.
Maybe some air.
She finds that the air is hot and smothering, life sucking and dry.
Her heart races, banging hard.
The world wants to swoon.
Margo leans over the railing and vomit comes. It comes again. It tastes of foul eggs and coffee.
And numbing medicine.
Medicine?
She had taken a few vitamins after breakfast, just like always. But vitamins don’t have the aftertaste of a bitter pill, do they? Her throat and mouth are tingling in a vicious, aggressive way. Has she been poisoned? Is she dying?
“Hey baby,” Freddy says. She flinches as he puts his hands on her shoulders. “You OK out here?”
“No. I just got sick.”
“C’mon, baby, let’s go into the bedroom, you just need to lay down a minute. You’ll be fine.” Arm over her shoulders, Freddy walks her past his snickering, stupefied guests. He sits her down on the edge of the bed, and stands over her, rubbing the back of her neck.
“You feel it, baby?” His voice carries an irritating, nasal edge.
“Feel what?”
“Remember how you said you didn’t want to try blow, you didn’t want to wreck your nose, and your pipes, and all that stuff?”
She nods.
“Well, you know what? As a little Christmas surprise, I put some blow in one of your vitamin caps. You know, just enough that you’d get a taste of what it’s all about. Really, it’s not any different from a cup of coffee, it’s just a little lift, it’s not addictive, really, they’ve proven–”
“You did what? You put coke in my vitamins?”
“Oh, c’mon baby, I want you to be up there with me, remember how good it used be for us, you know, how wild we were, like all night and everything? We can be like that every day, every night, I just want you to be up there with me, baby, that’s all, I want you with me.”
While Freddy rambles through his spiel about the innocence of cocaine, a tornado twists through Margo. She remains mute, while the blackening storm within her surges and swirls. Margo’s core trembles, quivering with rage.
Lights flash.
Blood rushes.
Margo’s body clenches into a muscular engine, and her mind recedes. Rising in its place is a reptilian mentality that has one notion, one urge, and one purpose.
Margo’s arms churn into vicious windmills, and her fists are angry bees– stinging and punching and hurting.
The furious bees strike again and again. Margo is sobbing and spitting and cursing, and all the while her heart is exploding like Chinese firecrackers, banging faster than the staccato hammering of her fists.
Freddy staggers backwards into the wall. His hands cover his face, while bright flags of blood stream between his fingers. Despite Freddy’s sobbing howls of surrender, Margo’s fugue of rage is relentless– she can’t stop, she won’t stop. Crawling along the floor, Freddy escapes her raining storm of blows and somehow crawls through the bedroom door. He slams it shut and thuds heavily against it, his dead weight keeping Margo’s fury at bay.
With a wheezy voice he cries out, “Oh Jesus, oh God, oh Jesus, oh God.”
Margo stops pounding the door. Her thrashing heart shakes her body. Murmuring voices bleed through from the outer room. The front door squeaks open. All is now quiet except for Freddy’s weeping.
Her voice trembles in an uncontrolled, terrifying way– it sounds like the wail of a stranger: “Freddy, leave before I kill you. If I ever see you, I will kill you– I will.”
The front door closes.
She will never see Freddy again.
Margo the dreamer wants to comfort the younger Margo, but instead is pulled away, far away.
* * *
Half awake, Margo stared at the ceiling, as the unsettling images of her dream dissolved. How vivid, how strange– two dreams in one! She’d never experienced that before. Twice as disturbing, she decided. Margo rubbed sleep from her eyes and located her clothes. Her vision had adjusted to the darkened room, and in an eerie way, this place resembled her college apartment’s bedroom. Even the bathroom door was where it should be. She went to use the bathroom, and found it neat and uncluttered, as if it were awaiting a guest. A second door on the other side of the bathroom led where? A closet? Another bedroom? Why didn’t she notice it earlier, when she first arrived?
She tried the door.
Locked.
Margo returned to the bedroom, and thought of crawling out the widow, but then what? Not time for that, yet. She donned her white socks but left the stupid office shoes behind. As she entered the carpeted hallway, she noticed an odd thing: there were seven doors up and down the hall, yet the house didn’t seem that big on the outside. Both sides of the corridor had three doors, equally spaced, with one door at the hallway’s end. From one of the rooms, she thought she heard the murmur of a television or radio. She tried the latch. Locked. She went across the hall, and tried another.
“Margo!”
Her heart leaped.
Betty stood at the end of the hallway, her arms folded.
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing, really.”
“I’m glad to see you’re awake. Come quickly. You’re on television!”
Margo hurried down the hallway and followed Betty into the television room. From the sofa, D nodded to Margo as she entered the room.
“They’ve had you on TV all day, you know.” Betty turned up the sound as Margo sat down next to D. Concert footage of Margo and the Mades filled the screen, probably recorded in the summer of 1988 just before the band broke up. They were playing “Steal Me.” Not bad, Margo thought, we were a damned good band. And how the years have changed me, look how young I was.
“EEL!” Margo shouted at the screen. A thin man, with dark ringlets of hair, hovered over the keyboard while he nodded to the beat and planted his hands on the keys. With a conductorial flair, EEL tapped a control button above the keyboard.
The camera switched to Kixie, the band’s drummer. Her biceps and angular shoulders flexed beneath her black T-shirt as she pounded out a beat mountain high and rock solid. Her red bangs and blue eyeshade oddly complimented her build. Her face wore an ecstatic grimace of relentless joy.
Sam! There stood reliable Sam on Fender bass and backup vocals– the John Lennon look-alike with his long, shapeless man-hair and his granny glasses. Sam wore his trademark denim shirt and jeans, which hung limply upon his body– emaciated, as Kixie would say, as a result of his brain-dead, macrobiotic diet.
Next on the screen was Flash, the female percussionist and shy genius, who was now alternating between tapping wood blocks and stroking the bell tree. “Got no tits but I got brains,” she sometimes said of her genius IQ and slender build. She must have been in her pirate phase during this time, because she wore a colorful bandana wrapped over her head and sported hoop earrings. Fortunately, Kixie had talked her out of wearing the eye patch. And no parrots, real or stuffed, allowed on stage, either.
The band.
Margo felt pride and sadness. She loved them all, and it was such a tragedy that this great band ended in a bitter breakup, of which she was the cause. They had lost track of each other over the years, which was easy to do, when acrimony and discord had closed out the band’s last chapter.
Her heart soared as her guitar solo came across the speakers and the camera zoomed in on her guitar’s fingerboard. The friendly critics had described Margo’s style of playing as tasteful and lyrical– she didn’t indulge in the flashy speed or petulant excesses of that era’s rock guitarists, or so they said. Admirers claimed she could make her guitar talk. Detractors called her style of playing puerile. Margo ignored both camps.
The band must have been playing the short version of “Steal Me” since they were being videotaped. Normally, they would have stretched the song across fifteen minutes of inventive, freeform jamming, which was a signature of a Margo and the Mades’ concert.
Margo’s heart leaped as the scene cut to an interview she had done around 1987, towards the end of the band’s life.
She looks tired. Her hair is spiky and she carries a tough air, but it’s a weary kind of tough. Still, her voice sounds husky and strong:
“What’s my ultimate dream? I’d like to write a song that really means something, and hear a stadium full of people singing along when the band performs it. I mean, think about it– tens of thousands of voices and lives and people, all with their hearts and souls feeling what I felt when I wrote the words, hearing the same voice I heard, seeing the same things I saw– what that particular song led me to see. That’s my dream.”
The video shrank into a small window to make room for the newsreader. She announced that Margo Capolini, lead singer and guitarist for Margo and the Mades had gone missing, and may have met with foul play. The police were not talking, which, the newsreader stated, usually meant the worst. She told her television audience that the nationwide manhunt was intensifying, and several leads were being pursued. Margo’s picture, taken a year ago at a company function, now filled the screen.
Margo felt a tinge of regret, seeing this subdued, buttoned-down image of herself, in which she appeared more stern than happy, more pouty than real. A toll-free number scrolled across the screen, while they replayed the video she had seen last night, with Brent complaining of how difficult this had been on him. What a joke. He was going to learn a whole new definition of “difficult” when she got back. This report didn’t show the video of him leaning into the butter blonde’s car window, but they didn’t have to, it was burned into Margo’s memory. Time to get back and take care of business.
“Are the phones working now?” Margo asked.
“Go ahead and try, dear,” Betty said, indicating a telephone sitting on the coffee table. Margo picked up the corded phone’s receiver. She heard the same static as before, only this time no voices or odd sounds percolated through the noise. Margo replaced the receiver.
“OK. Take me to town. It’s time. I need to see the police, to tell them they can call off this manhunt. This has gone on long enough.”
“When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain? MacBeth, you know,” Betty said.
“Ma likes to think she’s quoting Shakespeare,” D said.
“Look, they found EEL!” Margo cried. “Turn it up.”
EEL still wore his hair in long, shiny locks that resembled a helmet of baby eels, but his face had changed– it was no longer that of a boy, it belonged to a man, and he wore a smudge of beard under his lower lip. Not bad, not bad at all, she thought. His voice still sounded like the same old EEL, high and tight, teetering on the edge of puberty, or the edge of madness.
“. . . why anyone would do this? Think about it. There’s no talent out there, and if Margo and the Mades hit the scene again, we’d blow all these make-believe, no-talent pretenders out the window. With Margo gone, they don’t have to worry about it, do they? Without Margo, there are no Mades, and without the Mades, there’s no music.”
The interviewer gave EEL a polite look, and signed off from Memphis. It was good to see EEL again– he was crazy as ever. She’d have to look him up when she got back to the world.
“If the phones aren’t working, then I have to find a town. Where’s the nearest town?”
“You mean Reevesville? About twenty miles. Deacon could take you.”
He shrugged. “If you say so, Ma.”
“Look, I can drive myself, there’s no need for Deacon to do that. I’ll just be gone a little while, that’s all, OK? Can I have the keys, please?”
D got up. “No problem, I’ll drive.” Before Margo could speak, he strode from the room.
“Betty, do you think it’s a good idea for him to drive me anywhere? Think about it. He kidnapped me. I don’t feel comfortable with this arrangement. I prefer to drive myself.”
“Well, I expect if he got you this far, he could at least get you to Reevesville. Deacon’s a good boy. He’ll do what he’s told.” With that, Betty turned her attention to the television, which was displaying graphic coverage of a train wreck in a Kansas wheat field, showing a landscape of twisted metal. As the scene cut to a Kansas State Trooper, Betty muttered, “My, oh my, the souls, who will mind all those souls?”
Margo heard the raspy rumble of the Buick’s engine. She hurried out of the house, opened the car door, and slid into the passenger seat.
“I can’t believe I’m getting back into a car with you.”
“Why?”
“WHY!? Who kidnapped me and brought me here? Your mother?”
He gave her a look. “I only did what you told me to do. Now that I got you here, I done my part, so it don’t matter to me what we do from here. You want to go to Reevesville, I’ll take you. You want to go to Baltimore, we’ll go there. Whatever you say, I’ll do, that’s the way it’s always been with me.”
Margo subdued a wave of anger. “So that’s it? The lyrics didn’t tell you anything more than to take me here?”
“Of course, but you know what they said, don’t you, since you wrote them?” He grinned. “Now you’re kidding around with me, aren’t you?”
He dropped the gearshift into drive. The car lurched, the engine made a grinding sputter, and then quit. D put the lever in park and twisted the ignition key. The starter uttered a winding, grinding, whirring sound, as if it were trying to speak in an alien tongue.
“Sounds like the solenoid. For now, looks like we ain’t going nowheres.”
“Isn’t there another car, in the garage?”
“Afraid not.”
“Show me.”
D led Margo to the three-car garage and pulled up the first door. Dust flew as he removed a canvas tarp from a disassembled Model A. The neighboring vehicle was an old panel wagon, in an equal state of disrepair. In the third and last stall sat an old farm tractor, with no covering.
“This is it?”
“Well, I’m gonna restore ‘em some day. They’ll run fine. You’ll see.”
“No, I won’t see, because I don’t plan on hanging around here that long. What about that tractor?”
“Got a couple a’ flats.”
The tractor’s twin front tires were cracked and split from what must have been years of sitting flat. Why did everything inside here look so old and dusty, while the house and its garage seemed like it would have rated a new Lexus or two? Nothing here made sense.
“You did something to that Buick so it wouldn’t start, didn’t you?”
“Oh, it’s just being itself. It’s kinda’ old, you know.”
“Is this all that you have here for transportation– these junkers and that old Buick of yours?”
“When the phones get back up I’ll call for parts, won’t take long.”
“It’s always something, isn’t it?”
D shrugged.
Margo marched resolutely across the lawn, over the “Almost Heaven” welcome mat and into the family room.
“Betty, we need to talk. I’ve had it.”
“Do you know this man?” Betty asked, keeping her eyes on the big-screen television.
“My God, that’s Axel! How the hell?” Margo sank into a chair.
Axel’s expression was pitiful.
“. . . you’re telling me that Margo Capolini had my child? When did all this happen? I mean, why didn’t somebody tell me?”
The interviewer looked as if she’d rather be somewhere else. “Well, Mr. Marx,” she said, “we only know what was leaked to the press, that Margo Capolini secretly had your child in 1989.”
“Child? You’re telling me I have a child?” Axel blinked and shook his head. “Boy or girl?”
The reporter stammered, “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t have that information, we weren’t told.”
“It was a girl,” Margo said softly.
“What’s that dear?” Betty asked.
“Nothing.”
“You said it was a girl.”
“Did I?”
“Yes, you did.”
“So?”
“So,” Betty repeated, drawing out the word.
The flustered reporter signed off from Sydney, and Betty muted the volume.
“Tell me about this Axel,” Betty said, swiveling her chair toward Margo.
“Nothing to tell.”
Silence.
“He’s just a guy I knew.”
Betty’s blue eyes remained steady.
“He’s the father of the child that I had to give up for adoption. OK? Happy now?”
Betty looked away. “I think I’ll go make some tea. I’ll be on the patio if you’d like to talk.”
Margo sat, stunned, while the television paraded images of disaster and misfortune. Axel! Oh, how her heart soared at the sight of him. His face was no longer that of a youthful musician, but his image was more beautiful than her imaginings and fantasies of how he would appear as a mature man. The lines of his face projected that same gentleness and strength that had always made her heart lighten at the thought of him. How she had hurt and betrayed that beautiful man with her deceit of silence, and her unforgivable mistakes. And now– poor, innocent Axel, what he must be thinking and wondering.
Margo closed her eyes and leaned back in the overstuffed chair. If only she could undo what was done, if only she would have told Axel that he was the father of her child. Why hadn’t she? How many times had she asked herself that question? How many times had the answers come back the same? Miscalculation. Stupidity. Selfishness. Fear. And the queen of them all– unfulfilled ambition– a beckoning, needful thing that lured her into destruction with its siren song. The darkened room felt closed in and the air seemed tainted with a stale hint of rubbing alcohol.
The floral scent of Betty’s tea came to Margo, and she found her way to the porch. Betty was there, on the wicker sofa, sipping from a teacup. Margo sat in the wicker chair and watched the forest’s shades deepen as the sun sank behind the trees. Fractured glimmers of red and gold sparkled through tiny breaks in the green wall.
She put her hands to her face and pressed away tears. Margo heaved a sigh and took a glance at Betty, who was quietly nodding to herself, her eyes upon the forest.
Margo said, “I’ve never told anyone what I’m going to tell you. I hope you appreciate that. Since I don’t really know you, it’s almost like I can trust you more than someone I’m closer to. Does that make sense”?
“Perfectly,” Betty said, with a gentle nod.
“I have a daughter. I gave birth to her in July of 1989. Right off, they came and took her. I haven’t seen her since. I never learned where they took her, and I was prevented from finding out. That was the arrangement, in the contract I had signed. The terms were simple– they took care of me while I was pregnant, paid the expenses, the medical bills, and in return, I signed away my rights to the adoption agency.”
“Is that how you wanted it?”
“Yes, at the time, or so I thought. Anyway, I only saw her once. She was so tiny. She had just a little wisp of black hair, and she had the cutest face, it just glowed. When I held her, she looked in my eyes and she knew me. She knew I was her mother. I named her Ember. Then she was gone.”
Betty took another drag on her cigarette, and held the smoke for a moment before sending it skyward.
“None of my choices were good,” Margo continued. “I could have had an abortion, I considered that, but I couldn’t, I just couldn’t. I thought of trying to keep the baby, but how could I have done that? The band was in debt– we had to use our own money to record our last album, and that pretty much cleaned out my savings. Back then, studio time was expensive, and we’d been foolish with our spending, which is easy to do when you’re on the road all the time. And that last album never did get released.
“So we signed with a new manager, Dick Dickie, who got us a contract with a major label, and then turned right around and ripped off our advance money. It was a bad scene. We had to keep working, or we’d be out on the street. I couldn’t take all that time off from the band to take care of a baby, and I certainly couldn’t go on the road with a newborn. Besides, when I went out of town, who would take care of it? Maybe my aunt Alice would have, but she had died just after I got pregnant. There were so many questions without answers. I’d come this far with my career, and– I just don’t know.”
“So, what did you do?” Betty asked.
“I signed with an out-of-state adoption agency. I took six months off from the band, and this agency paid my living expenses. When the time got close, I went to a clinic in Nebraska that they had arrangements with. In exchange, they promised they would place the child in a good home with high-income parents. The only restriction was that I was to never know where the child went, I was to make no effort to find her, and the child was not to know about me. That’s what I chose, that was the only option I had.”
“Did you try finding her, you know, later on?”
“I tried, I really did. I hired investigators, but the agency had disappeared, and the clinic was long gone. The state had no information on file, the agency must have falsified my daughter’s birth and hospital records– it was like I had never been at that clinic, or given birth. Those people did a good job of hiding information about her adoptive parents. I only hope they took good care of her.”
Betty looked away, as if to hide her reaction. “So, what about the father?”
Margo hesitated. “He never knew. Until now.”
“Why didn’t you tell him?”
Margo said nothing. Her gaze fixed upon an imaginary place in the kind, green forest– a place of peace, of forgiveness.
“Tell me, how did you meet this Axel fellow?”
A weak smile came to Margo’s lips. As she described how she’d met Axel, a part of her spoke as the narrator, while another part of her played the observer, watching the scenes unfold from her memory:
It’s Australia, the Bonzo Club, in September of 1988. Margo is standing behind a wall of speakers, at the side of the stage near a mixing board for the monitor system. The gruff engineer manning the mixing board isn’t happy with her presence, but she ignores him. As the spotlights go up, the Zaggots run out and take over the stage. The trio is the opening act for Margo and the Mades, and this is the first she’s seen of them.
She laughs.
They’re just kids. The music is punk, raw and raucous, but the audience is into it. The guitar player is wearing nerd glasses and sports a powder-blue Mohawk– a faddish strip of bristly hair exploding from the top of his otherwise-bald head. The drummer is a ball of energy, bobbing up and down with such urgency that his features are blurred. The bass player catches her attention. He’s flat-out cute. She giggles. Something about him does seem more mature than the others, and his playing is very good– no, actually, it’s damned good.
He glances in her direction, and she feels a tickle of excitement. She returns his smile and then looks away. He’s too, too young. When it’s safe, she looks back. He’s tall, with short, dark hair, and large, expressive eyes. The handsome meter is pegged. And now, on second thought, maybe he’s not all that young.
Later, after Margo and the Mades finish their set, one of the Made’s roadies asks if the Zaggots can come into the dressing room and meet the band. Everyone says OK. Margo gives her hair one final fluff with the towel, takes one last glance in the mirror, and there he is, Mr. Oh-So-Cute Bass Player. With a sweet Australian accent, he shyly introduces himself. His name is Axel Marx, he’s been a fan since the first album, “Steal Me” is his favorite song off the album, and now he’s offering his hand.
She takes it. Strong hand. Bass-player hand. Gentle, artistic, elegant hand.
Her heart leaps, but she maintains composure. He’s shy and so young– and so damned cute. More than cute. Way past cute. His eyes are dark and deep– very deep. They chat for a while, discussing unimportant things as if they were important. Then, she tells him how she really enjoys Australia, and especially likes Sidney. There’s no concert tomorrow, and she likes exploring, so could he recommend some good places to go, things to see?
Axel stammers. He says that since he lives nearby, he could offer to show her around the waterfront, or maybe Bondi Beach (the topless beach that her hotel-room looks out upon). He only has a motor scooter, but the weather should be good, and if she likes, he could come by the hotel tomorrow.
A stern voice speaks inside Margo’s head: “Just what do you think you’re doing? You don’t know this guy. He’s a kid, for Christ’s sakes! What would everyone say if they saw you two together? He may be a druggie. He’s just putting on a cute, little act– a cheap hustle. Are you insane? He wants what they all want. Brains below the belt, they’re all the same.”
Margo tells her critical inner-voice to shut up.
She speaks softly so the others in the room can’t hear: “I’m at the Empire. See you at the hotel, around nine?”
* * *
That next morning, as they finish breakfast at the hotel’s outdoor cafe, Margo has formed a set of opinions about her young friend. Yes, he is young (he just turned 19), but he’s not immature, not at all; he’s not a typically boorish, self-centered ego-freak like so many others who have tried to bed her; and yes, he is so, desperately cute with his earring, short dark hair, and sunshine smile. His dress is almost preppy– a buttoned-down long-sleeved shirt in colors that could only be described as Australian; pressed blue jeans; and new shoes that might pass for normal at first glance. His nails are clean and well manicured, so he passes basic hygiene screening.
No, he doesn’t get high, saying that isn’t his thing, so he aces that test. Surprisingly, she discovers that he’s intelligent and well educated, and his sense of humor is far from juvenile. Margo has never found herself attracted to anyone near her age, and certainly never to anyone younger than herself.
The Breakfast Test is her favorite way of auditioning men– it consists of questions that she subtly drops into the conversation. Margo then observes how they handle themselves, what they say, how they say it, and where they score on her pretense meter. Most fail the Breakfast Test and so there is no lunch, only a polite goodbye.
Since the days of living with Freddy (the first man whom she truly trusted and thought she loved, and who claimed to love her, but who cared for himself and his precious white powder above all else), Margo has shunned most advances, seeing in them that same falseness and human blight she had grown to despise. She especially found the one-night invitations after concerts to be a turn off, no matter how cleverly presented. Promoters were the worst. Most of them thought that because they possessed a vial of white powder and a roll of cash, that they owned the world and every attractive singer in it– male or female. Her critical inner-voice was her guardian, her protector, and it hasn’t been wrong– until now.
Perhaps it is Axel’s innocence and lack of pretense that beguiles Margo. Of course, his sunshine smile and terminal cuteness, not to mention his sweet, Australian accent, may have helped him breeze through the Breakfast Test. As they stroll through the hotel lobby, the concierge winks and smiles at Margo from behind his desk. A nearby sign offers daily car rentals. A faint blush colors her face. On a whim, she decides to scrap her plans to rent a car, and instead, she will take up Axel’s offer to tour the city on the back of his motor scooter. Her heart does a happy skip.
Margo’s nagging inner-voice is jabbering now, railing about motorcycle accidents and young drivers, and how Margo is a moronic fool for not seeing through him, but she doesn’t hear. It’s as if the shrill voice is being filtered through a hotel-room wall– a foreign conversation that doesn’t concern her.
Margo hasn’t told anyone this, but she has never been on a motorcycle. She has never even sat on one– never wanted to. Axel dons a thin leather jacket with matching sunglasses, mounts the red Vespa, and then motions to her. Fortunately, she wore jeans and not a miniskirt, and she straddles the rear half of the seat. Her small purse is strapped over her shoulder, and she fastens the top button of her blouse in anticipation of the wind. Her short, spiky hair is never a problem, wind or no wind. Margo finds the passenger’s footrests, but where are the handgrips? What will keep her from tumbling over backwards at the first twist of the throttle?
There is a strap on the seat, partially covered by Axel’s desperately cute rear end. Margo hesitates, and then lightly, politely, she places her arms around his chest. Delicious impulses pass though the points of contact. The engine chugs to life beneath her seat, Axel says to hold on, and suddenly, they are speeding down the street on the wrong side of the road– but that’s OK, for this is Australia.
Margo finds that her grip around Axel has become a firm embrace, and her initial fear has eased into a more pleasurable sensation. She mentally examines where their two bodies meet: how warm he feels as she presses against him; the strength of his chest and abdomen through his leather jacket (over which her hands have firmly clamped themselves); and the reassuring purr of the engine flowing through her seat.
The sun plays tag, peeking around buildings as they wound through the hills and back streets of Sidney. Margo closes her eyes. What does a small age difference matter, anyway? Smiling, she rests her face on Axel’s back, which shields her face from the wind. He smells of leather and life!
Somehow, in some marvelous way, they fit! Not just in this odd embrace on the back of a motorcycle, but she senses that they fit in all the places that matter– the shapes and eddies of their souls are a perfect match, and holding him now, she feels comfort, secure, and loved.
That critical inner voice shrieks: “What the hell? Loved? C’mon, Margo, get a grip! You haven’t even known this guy for 12 hours! What’s wrong with you? He’s probably just putting on an act, and how about this: you don’t know where he’s taking you, now, do you? This could all be very, very wrong. Never trust a stranger. You should know that!”
She ignores the nagging voice and marvels at her reactions to Axel. Why should she feel such a sense of trust? What sets him apart from so many others who would love to be in his place?
Real.
Axel is real.
There is no hint of pretense, no posturing, and no hidden agenda– just a decent soul inside a beautiful young man.
“Margo, you OK back there?” Axel asks, as they pull up to an intersection. He smiles that sunshine smile.
“Doing fine. Never been on a motorcycle before. Ever.”
“Really? What do you think?”
“Think? I think I’m enjoying this ride very much.” Way too much, she thinks to herself with a generous grin.
Axel taps the gearshift with his foot. “Someday I’m going to have a real motorcycle, a Harley Davidson. Then, I hope you’ll let me take you for a real motorcycle ride.”
“I’d like that, a lot.”
Soon, they are pulling into a parking lot near the wharf district. A giant, clamshell structure sits in the distance, its whimsical architecture dominating the bay’s landscape. Pleasure boats are sailing upon the waters or moored at wharves and docks, while rows of souvenir shops stand ready, their windows festooned with colorful Australian curiosities and T-shirts. As Margo dismounts the Vespa, her face tingles from the fingers of air that have fluttered over her during the journey. Her whole body palpitates from the effects of wind and machine. It is as if a great wellspring of youth and energy has broken loose inside her, drowning her fears and washing away her critical inner voice with a relentless flood of joy.
“I think I LOVE riding motorcycles,” she says, and does a quick twirl. Suddenly, she is a child again, only now the fear and shame of her youth is gone, replaced by glee and exuberance. In her mind, he is now older than she as he grins at this girl, this woman-child, this doll-like creature who knows full well how cute she is and just doesn’t care.
They both laugh.
Grinning, Margo wraps her arms around herself, as if trying to contain the uncontainable. She looks to the glistening water, to the gray skyscrapers behind her, and then to Axel.
“What a beautiful place. Where shall we start?”
They decide to take a stroll along the shops. Door by door, they make their way down the row of storefronts. As they enter each shop, it’s the same: they look over the curios, the antiques and souvenirs, but what they are really doing is exploring each other. Each moment seems to have been choreographed just for them. Whenever they brush against one another while reaching for a trinket that just happens to be tantalizingly near the other person, Margo’s heart quickens and grows. She has already been swept into new territory with Axel– sure, she’s been romantically involved before, but nothing like this.
Margo isn’t holding back the way she normally would, for there’s no reason to. She isn’t hearing her inner voice, it’s been stunned into a thick sleep. Its absence brings a wonderful feeling of freedom: there is no band, no scowling accountants, no sleazy promoters, and no sycophantic fans. There is only Margo and Axel, in a world made especially for them and populated by fine actors, like the woman across the counter, smiling at this beautiful young couple.
Axel behaves like a gentleman while still being young and playful, which makes Margo’s heart grow even larger. As they stroll along the cobblestone street, it seems as if their bodies are magnets, attracted one toward the other. A secluded park bench waits beneath a tree’s cool umbrella, and so they sit and talk. Axel’s intoxicating warmth makes his conversation seem watery and distant, and Margo’s mind is racing with intriguing possibilities. She finds his dark hair fascinating, and she mentally caresses it. Her heart grows again, all the while turning soft and warm like melting chocolate.
Most of the men she’d been with had various versions of long hair (which she preferred), yet Axel’s short hairstyle fit his face and form so well– it seemed the perfect expression of anti-pretentiousness.
At Margo’s prompting, Axel tells her of his band’s hopes for a hit record. Margo realizes how strikingly different Axel is from most men. There is no braggadocio, no bull-laden illusions of certain success with which to capture her heart and earn her sexual interest. Axel only expresses the simple yearnings of a young man’s hopes and dreams, much like the hopes and dreams that brought her to LA and the music business.
By now, most guys she’d been out with would have been getting touchy feely, squeezing her shoulder like a good ole’ best friend, or taking her hand and exploring her fingertips in the cutest way, all in an effort to get things moving toward bedtime.
Not Axel.
The interest is there, yes, she can see it in the delicious, lingering gaze when their eyes meet– he is as attracted to her as she is to him. But he is behaving like a respectful, decent man– a man who, if he didn’t stop being so damned modest and lovable, might just earn her trust. There goes her heart again, growing yet another size, yet at the same time melting. How does it do that?
Axel is silent now, gazing between buildings at the segmented view of the sparkling water of Sydney’s harbor, decorated with brightly colored sails bobbing in the distance. From far away, a cruise-ship’s horn sounds a deep bass note. Seagulls return the call. In the tree’s canopy overhead, birds chirp a happy chatter. Traffic rumbles behind them, carrying the moment like a good bass line carries a song. Margo closes her eyes and leans her head back, luxuriating in the moment.
She is aware of Axel admiring the curve of her neck, the form of her parted lips, the gentle angle of her cheek. She opens her eyes, hoping that she’ll be gazing into his, in the heart-stopping moments just before a kiss.
Instead, she sees an extravagantly green tree, backlit by the sun– it’s an attractive tree, but it’s not Axel. He is watching her with a gentle, quizzical look, but he remains at a respectful distance, sitting sideways facing her, one elbow draped over the seatback. Margo’s eyes soften at the sight of him. She wants to take his face in her hands and kiss him fully, deeply, completely, but she doesn’t. Instead, she takes in a halting, deep breath. No man has ever had such an effect upon her.
Her inner voice wakes with a start: “Man? What are you thinking? He’s no man, he’s a damned kid. A kid! He’s only being shy, that’s all. Wait till he gets started, then you’ll see! He’s just like all others, brains below the belt, bragging about it the next morning.”
Margo giggles for no reason.
“Where did you just go?”
“Me? Oh, sometimes I go to places I’ve been, places where I feel safe. And now, I’m somewhere new, somewhere special, somewhere I’ve never been, somewhere I love being. Does that make sense?”
“It does, if you think about it. That’s what I love about the lines you’ve written: the more you think about them, the more they make sense.”
Margo smiles. “There are times when I haven’t the foggiest notion of the meaning behind my lyrics. It’s like the writer part of me understands, but not the part of me that’s here with you now.”
“I like that,” he says.
Margo’s chuckle sounds like one of the chirpy birds overhead. “I’m glad you do.”
An awkward moment passes. Their conversation drifts into the trivial: his band’s musical direction (progressive punk), her take on the music scene in LA (nobody’s getting signed, the clubs aren’t what they used to be), and his take on the music scene in Australia (nobody’s getting signed, and the clubs aren’t what they used to be). And then he asks if she would like to jam sometime.
“Jam?”
“Just the two of us. I’d really like to jam with you sometime.”
Margo’s eyes lock on his lips as they form the beautiful outline of the words. Her mind whirls: they are in a dark, quiet place, and their guitars are side-by-side, leaning against the wall. Nearby, in a soft, comfortable place, she and Axel are locked in love’s perfect embrace, gently swaying as one, each sweet movement generating rainbow cascades of pure, perfect joy.
“I like your style of playing,” he said, startling Margo back from her vision. “It’s like you make the guitar talk– I wish more musicians were like you. Most guitar players are into riffs, always trying to show off.” His lips curl into that sunshine smile.
“Oh, I see,” Margo says. She shivers as her imagined embrace evaporates into the moment. Her mind has been wandering into deliciously dangerous territory, and they haven’t even made it past the Lunch Test.
Margo laughs and reaches into her purse. She produces a small notebook from the hotel room, and with a pen, she scribbles, “You passed the Lunch Test!” She rips out the page, folds it twice, and hands it to Axel.
“Don’t read this, put it in your pocket for later. You’ll understand.”
Axel smiles, and drops the note into his shirt pocket. “No peeking?”
“No, and right now you wouldn’t understand it anyway.”
“But, I’ll understand later?”
“Exactly.”
Axel tilts his head, as if a different angle would reveal more of her. “You are one, interesting woman. The more I get to know you, the more there is to know.”
Without thinking, Margo reaches for his arm, gently turning it so that she can see his wristwatch. His eyes go from her hand to her eyes, and back again. His skin is warm, so warm.
“Sorry, I just wanted to see the time.”
“That’s quite alright,” Axel says with a gentle laugh. “It’s eleven thirty. Somewhere you need to be?”
“I can’t believe how late it is. You ready for lunch?” She giggles in a girlish way.
“What’s so funny about lunch?”
“Nothing.” She forces down her grin.
“Tell you what– I know a good sushi bar not far from here. A couple of blocks. We could walk.”
“Yuck. Who wants to eat raw fish?”
“Ever tried it?”
“No.”
“Well, then, there’s a steak house.”
“Have you actually eaten sushi?”
“Yes, I have, and yeah, I like it.”
“Then take me. I’ll try it.”
“We don’t have to do that, there are plenty–”
“I want to try sushi. I want to try it with you.”
Axel laughs. “OK, we can start out slow, maybe with a California roll, which doesn’t contain raw fish. We’ll take it from there.”
He helps her to her feet with one of those strong, yet soft bass-player hands of his.
“Oh, my purse.”
Margo retrieves her purse, and as she loops the strap over her shoulder, their eyes meet. She holds out a hand and he takes it in his warm, gentle grasp. Her heart responds with a quick, delightful patter. They begin strolling along the main thoroughfare of the wharf district, and then they cut up a side street.
All the while, her mind is focused on where their hands meet, and how perfectly they fit together. It’s a simple clasp of hands, but what a delightful undercurrent flows through it, filling her with a liquid pleasure that is warm and buoyant. Others are on the street, but they appear to be no more than props– ghostly figures who have no meaning in Margo and Axel’s reality. She is unaware of the pavement beneath her feet or the sky over her head.
“This is it, hope you like it,” Axel says, nodding toward the small sign of a Japanese restaurant. They seat themselves in the patio garden, beneath a ceiling of vines woven through a horizontal trellis. From hidden speakers comes the delicate strain of traditional Japanese music. The wooden table and chairs are Spartan, but clean. Bamboo mats serve as placemats, and chopsticks lay next to the silverware and linen.
It’s early for the lunch crowd, so they have the patio to themselves.
A young Japanese woman appears wearing western garb. She offers to take their cocktail order. Axel declines and instead orders food for the two of them, along with hot green tea. Another test passed.
“You don’t drink at all?” Margo asks.
“Not really. If you want something they have sake, Japanese beer, that sort of stuff.”
“No thanks,” she says. “Tea works for me. What is it you don’t like about alcohol?”
“I don’t know, I guess I don’t like how it changes me. I suppose I’m OK with who I am. When I’ve had a beer or two, it really doesn’t make me feel better that I felt before I drank it. Guess I’m just weird. You don’t drink?”
“No, I don’t. So, how did you find this place? You bring all the girls here?”
Axel laughs. “Our manager took us here to celebrate after we got signed to our record deal.”
The waitress brings out a teapot and two small cups without handles. Axel pours the green tea without spilling a drop.
“You have beautiful hands,” Margo says.
Axel grins. “Now you’re embarrassing me.”
“Sorry. They’re just, well, beautiful.”
Axel gazes at her hands with a look that says he wants to hold and caress them.
“A toast,” Margo says, raising her demure teacup.
“Yes, to beautiful hands,” Axel says, clinking his cup against hers.
And to your beautiful everything else, Margo imagines herself saying, as she sips her tea.
Two California rolls arrive: a dark-green cone lies upon each of their plates, along with a pinched lump of green clay, and a small pile of thin, skin-colored slices, which she guesses to be ginger, which is supposed to cleanse the palate.
“Don’t touch that green stuff,” Axel says. “It’s wasabe, a very hot Japanese horseradish.” He sets the small saucers out and mixes his lime-colored wasabe with soy sauce, but into her saucer he pours only soy. “Dip your California roll into the soy. Like so.”
She follows his lead and takes a bite. Ocean. Deep, green ocean. And then comes a crispy crunch, followed by buttery smooth avocado, and then a salty burst of crab dances upon her taste buds.
“Good?”
“It’s delicious.” Margo examines the contents. “No raw fish?”
“No, just cooked crab meat.”
The waitress brings out a plate of fleshy red strips laid across balls of rice.
“This,” Axel says, “is tuna. You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.”
“Is it raw?”
“Yes, but it’s not fishy. Try some. Dip it first. Like this.”
She did so. It tasted like sex– good sex– no, fantastic, outrageously great sex. Margo becomes lost in an exotic jungle of deep, satisfying, all-night-long, soul-shuddering sex. She revels in the lingering sensation of flavors, her eyes closed, barely aware that her head is gently swaying.
“I think we have a hit, here,” Axel says.
Margo blinks herself back to reality. “I think I’d like to try another, if you don’t mind.”
Axel laughs. “Good, isn’t it?”
Margo takes another heavenly bite, and eyes closed, drinks in the sensual flavors, the distant rumble of traffic, the glowing, undeniable presence of Axel. She’s never felt this way, not with Freddie, not with anyone. From some distant island, her critical inner voice is fuming and cursing, but she can’t hear, she won’t hear.
After the meal, Margo returns from the restroom to find that the table has been cleared and the check is obscured by some odd-looking Australian currency. Without thinking, she bypasses her chair, and sits in the one next to Axel. What now? Axel’s eyes are pools of beauty and youth and man, and she can’t easily break his gaze– she doesn’t want to.
“Axel, thank you for everything, I’m having a wonderful time.” Her words sound so trite and hollow that she wishes she could take them back. Nonetheless, she lays a hand across his. Axel turns his palm up to meet hers and their hands embrace. He gently raises their joined hands to eye level, and seems to speak to them:
“I thought of calling and canceling today, but I’m glad I didn’t.”
“Cancel? Why?” Margo asks.
“Don’t know. Guess I felt like, you know, guess I’m a few years younger than you, not that it matters of course, but, well, I just don’t know.” He follows up with his sunshine smile.
Thoughts crowd her mind and she tries to speak, but only a squeak of air escapes her throat. Margo’s melted heart has now coalesced into a luscious bloom, and it’s difficult to speak when your chest is filled with a magnificent, radiant flower.
“Oh, Axel,” she manages to say.
He blinks, and from that simple gesture, she knows he understands. His hand gently squeezes hers. The flower inside her is now a most brilliant bloom, flaming with blazing colors, and it opens its pedals even wider in a gesture of offering. Goose bumps rash her skin with a delightful, shivering rush.
“No! Don’t let this happen! You moron! He’s hustling you!” Her critical inner voice has found her ear again. “He wants your money, you fool. He’s out after something, you should know he is. He wants to get in your pants, and brag about it to his buddies. You’re just a female trophy for his wall. If you weren’t who you are, do you think he would even notice you? Of course not, you idiot! He’d be chasing after some teenaged, bouncy-boobed bimbo. Or hustling money and gifts from some desperate, older woman with that sneaky smile of his. You are such a pathetic fool. How could you let him do this to you?”
Margo wants to laugh. Axel is no hustler. And his smile, oh, his smile.
“Me too,” he says.
She can’t remember what they’re supposed to be talking about, and even though his words make no sense, they seem like the perfect thing to say. Margo leans towards him, using the fulcrum of their joined hands to draw him nearer. He follows her lead. They are close now, dangerously close. His sunshine smile is gone, but his warmth has intensified into a golden sun. Each of their lips is slightly open, taking a silent breath before that long, deep kiss.
“So, that was your lunch test?” a woman asked.
Who spoke?!
Betty!
Margo dissolved from the scene, atom by atom.
The sweet smell of clean air.
The old well.
The old orange car.
Beyond that stood the forest– a dense wall of life and wonder, with the sunset’s red glow fading behind it. She became aware of Betty, sitting nearby.
“You had mentioned a lunch test,” Betty said.
“Lunch test? By then, I had totally forgotten about it,” Margo said. “I guess that fist kiss must have carried me away. That memory was incredible, it was so vivid that it seemed like I was really there, living it again.”
“That’s the way it is out here with the quiet, the air, the trees. You’ll get used to it.”
Used to it? Margo wondered. What was this foolish, old woman thinking?
“Listen to me, Betty, and hear what I’m saying: I’m not getting used to anything. I’m going home. I don’t belong here.”
“Of course, of course. As soon as the phone company fixes the line, we’ll make a call and have someone come and get you.”
“What if the phone company doesn’t know the lines are down?”
“They’ve always fixed it before, and you can be sure that they’ll fix it this time. By the way, I noticed you walking around in stocking feet. I have an extra pair of Keds, go ahead and try ‘em on.” She indicated a pair of flat, canvas shoes under the table. They fit Margo’s feet perfectly.
“Thank you, Betty, I’ll return them–”
The front door creaked open.
“Anybody hungry out here?” D asked.
The most delicious aroma came to Margo, and she realized she was famished.
“Dear, you can finish telling me about your Axel later,” Betty said. “Let’s see what Deacon has fixed for us.”
As Margo followed Betty and D into the dining room, a haughty corner of her mind conjured up visions of road-kill stew, deep-fried Twinkies, and chess pie.
More troubling than D’s idea of a menu, was the fact that these two seemed so comfortable with this situation. D was a few sandwiches short of a picnic, which would explain why he was oblivious to the consequences of committing a federal crime. But Betty? She seemed unconcerned that her son could be sent to prison for years. Didn’t Betty mention that she’d been a college professor? Surely, some remnant of her old self must understand the gravity of the situation.
Something about this place seemed unreal– it was too convenient, too pat, and it bore a hint of falseness that lurked just beyond the senses.
Upon the polished dining-room table, a feast awaited. Steaming dinner rolls sat next to a platter of chicken and dumplings. Cesar salad filled a nearby tulip bowl. Three place settings waited, and a pot of flowery tea brewed upon a coaster.
Margo’s stomach said, eat. Her mind said, don’t you dare! What if the food was laced with drugs, or worse? She sat in one of the elegant, high back, cane chairs. The food smelled overpowering in a delicious, homey way.
“Oh, how nice, you’ve fixed chicken and dumplings!” Betty said.
“Actually, it’s my famous ramps chicken,” D said, digging into the bowl with a serving spoon. He heaped a steaming portion onto a plate, and passed it to Margo.
“Thanks, but I’m really not hungry, I don’t care for anything right now.”
Betty smiled as she took her seat. “Margo, I think I understand. Deacon, let me have that, please.” Betty rotated the plate and sampled a bite, chewing dreamily. “Deacon, your ramp chicken is divine, as always!”
“I went easy on the ramps this time,” D said, grinning at Margo.
“What are ramps?” Margo asked.
“Well, dear,” Betty said, gesturing toward the window with her fork, “ramps are a relative of the lily family and grow wild around here. They taste like a cross between onion and garlic. Some people find that they’re rather– strong.”
“Puts lead in your pencil,” D said with a grin, as he picked up another plate.
“Now, Deacon, none of that kind of talk at the dinner table. But yes, the early settlers thought of ramps as a springtime tonic, a rejuvenator after a long winter of preserved foods. Many folks here love ramps in the springtime, although the flavor– and the aftereffects– can be rather overpowering.”
D placed another plate of food before Margo. Green bits of ramps mingled with chicken, dumplings, carrots and peas. Her plate of food came from the same bowl as the others, and Betty was on her second bite, so it must be harmless, right? And Margo was famished in the extreme.
The aroma said home-cooked, comfort, security, warmth– all the things her mother had loathed and Margo had hungered for as a child. Her fork found the food, the food found her mouth, and the flavor found her soul. As Margo took another bite, she thought that it tasted somewhat similar to one of Alice’s favorite dishes. Margo spilled a morsel of chicken on her cotton pants, the ones D had bought for her, and she quickly picked it up with a cloth napkin.
“Wait a minute,” Margo said. “When you gave me these clothes, you said you had a sister. Where is she?”
“Betty and D exchanged glances. Betty laughed, but it wasn’t an expression of amusement.
“Well, what Deacon didn’t mention is that his sister hasn’t lived here for years. She’s– gone away.”
D nodded. A flicker of relief passed across his face.
“But I do believe that Margo likes your cooking, Deacon. Isn’t that right, dear?”
“Yes, it’s very good. So, D, while we’re enjoying your cooking, why don’t you tell your mother why you abducted me?”
“What do you mean?” D said in mid-chew, his gaze remaining upon his plate.
“Well, you could start with the part about ramming my car. And the lyrics, the song lyrics that spoke to you, I’m sure Betty would love to hear about that.”
Silence.
D looked up at Betty. She smiled at him with that patient, motherly grin that was beginning to irritate Margo.
“Dear, you must know that Deacon would never hurt anyone, why, he wouldn’t harm a June bug. He means well, and his ramp chicken, why, it’s simply delicious. Isn’t it Margo?”
“Lyrics. He thinks I sent him messages in my song lyrics. Don’t you D? You said the lyrics spoke to you, told you to do all kinds of crazy stuff. Like kidnap me.”
“Let’s not be unkind at the table,” Betty said. “That’s not good manners, you know.”
“Manners?” Margo’s fork dropped to her plate. “This man wrecked my car and abducted me at gunpoint! He threw my cell phone out the window, not to mention my Versace watch. These are not examples of good manners. It’s more like criminal behavior. What do you think, D? You’re not contributing much to our dinnertime conversation.”
“I don’t think much of anything.” His gaze flickered in her direction, and then returned to his plate. She could have sworn there was a glib smirk hiding behind that beard of his, even though his mouth remained in a straight line. It was as if some part of him knew this was all a big joke, and didn’t want to spoil the punch line. Could his brain be so completely addled?
“Margo, I understand your frustration. We’ll have the phones working soon, and we’ll get this all straightened out. I’ll pay whatever you think is appropriate for the damages, and life will get back to normal for all of us. But, for the time being, let’s just enjoy our meal, shall we?”
Suddenly, the television began blaring from the family room. D and Betty glanced at each other. D pushed his chair back. “I’ll get it.”
“Why did the television just come on like that?” Margo asked Betty.
“Oh, it does that sometimes. Maybe that old TV set needs fixing.”
“That’s not an old set. I have a widescreen just like it.”
“Well, perhaps we should send it back and have it looked at. Eat your ramp chicken, dear, before it gets cold.”
From her seat, Margo craned her neck enough to see D open the family-room door, and she heard the news-reader’s voice reiterating the details of her disappearance. D entered the room, said something, raised his voice and said it again. The television cut off in mid-sentence.
“Who was D just talking to?”
“Talking? Whatever do you mean?’
“He was arguing with someone.”
“Why, whoever would he be arguing with? Perhaps the man on TV. Deacon talks to the television sometimes, you know.”
“Excuse me,” Margo said. She got to her feet, and a look of alarm flashed through Betty’s eyes.
“I’m going to see for myself.”
“See what?” D asked, returning to the table.
Margo ignored D’s question, and while resisting the urge to run, walked through the kitchen and towards the family room. No sound came through its heavy door. The polished latch was locked.
“Why did you lock this door?” she called back toward the dining room.
Betty’s voice answered: “Those old doors sometimes do that on their own, dear. Come back to the table and D will open it for you after we eat.”
Margo recalled that there was a second door to the family room, one that opened onto the long hallway. She hurried through the kitchen, into the foyer, and cut down the hallway. The family-room door stood open. All quiet. She glanced in. The TV screen was dark. Had someone just scurried out of this door, down the hallway, and into one of those other rooms?
One way to find out.
Margo padded down the carpeted hallway, and stopped near the door to her room, on the left, where she had napped. Across the hall, the first door on her right was closed, as were all the others down the long hallway. She glanced behind her. Alone.
A voice!
It seemed to come from behind the door across the hall!
She heard a male speaking in monotone, the words muffled by the thick door. It didn’t sound to her like a radio or television.
She knocked.
The voice stopped.
“Hello,” she called out.
Silence.
She tried the door handle. It rotated easily. The latch released, and the door swung inward a few inches. The slice of room revealed sparse and simple furnishings. A bare dresser stood beneath a meaningless picture on the wall. Margo stood at the threshold, her weight on the balls of her feet, her heart hammering. She nudged the door open.
Faded gray eyes.
A sad face, carved and grooved by the years.
The old man sat on a four-poster bed. He wore an old-fashioned business suit with large lapels, pinstripes, and a short, fat tie with a white shirt. If this outfit had been worn by a retro-hipster back in the 80’s, it would have probably come from the rack of a pricey L.A. boutique. But on this old man, the suit only looked shopworn and tired. He wore no socks or shoes. His white hair thinned at the top, and thickened at the sides, covering the tops of his ears. Aged hands, resting in his lap, held a chain that led to a large wooden trunk sitting at his feet. The chain looked old, as did the trunk.
Margo spoke first: “I’m sorry– I hope I didn’t disturb you. I heard someone talking.”
“Are you my niece? I’m telling you, what’s mine is mine. I’m not giving you anything, I’m not.” His eyes, which had at first been flat and vague, now flashed emerald-green.
“I didn’t mean to disturb you, sir. My name is Margo Capolini, I’m an attorney.” She didn’t know why she said that, he didn’t look like he needed a lawyer.
He glanced down at the trunk. “This is mine. It’s mine, and you’re not taking it.”
“OK, no problem. What’s your name?”
The old man scowled and cringed, as if the question pained him.
Great, Margo thought, another lunatic.
“Mr. Meintzer, I’m so sorry, please forgive us, Margo is new here.” Betty stood behind Margo, smiling a smile that said, How did I ever let this happen? D stood behind Betty, his features scrunched into an amused scowl.
“The board will hear about this, oh yes they will, I guarantee you that,” Mr. Meintzer said.
“Yes, of course.” Betty motioned with her head for Margo to close the door.
When the door had clacked shut, Margo turned to face Betty and D who were standing in the hallway.
“What’s going on here? Who’s that man?”
“Him? Oh, he’s sort of like an uncle of mine. He’s not all there, you know.” Betty’s tone made it sound more like a plea to stop asking questions and to stop snooping.
“Makes me wonder what’s behind all these other doors,” Margo said.
“They’re just old rooms, that’s all.”
“Then, let’s have a look.” Margo started down the hall and glanced back. Betty stood her ground. Behind her, D had his arms folded, head cocked, and a smirk lurked behind that beard of his. Margo tried the next door to her right. Locked. The handles on the other four doors up and down the hall also refused to budge. Margo knocked on the doors, one by one, but got no response.
“Now, can we finish dinner?” D asked, seeming a bit perturbed that his gourmet dish was being ignored.
“Why didn’t you tell me about your uncle?” Margo asked.
Betty smiled that patient, matronly smile. “Because, dear, he just stays in his room and doesn’t bother anyone. He still thinks he’s a bank president.” Betty led Margo back toward the dining room.
“What was he doing with that trunk and chain?”
“That? Oh, the dear man has all of his precious possessions stuffed into that old trunk of his.”
“And the chain?”
“Oh, I suppose that’s his way of making sure his things are safe. He seems rather attached to them, wouldn’t you say?”
They passed through the kitchen on their way to the dining room, and Margo noticed how spotless things appeared. There was no sign that D had just cooked up his ramp chicken, or anything else for that matter. If he cleaned up as he cooked instead of piling things in the sink, he was a most unusual man. But then, nothing about this place was normal, including the people in it.
As they sat down at the table, D and Betty exchanged undecipherable glances. D shrugged and dug into his food. Betty smiled her grandmotherly smile at Margo, and resumed eating. What did Betty mean by telling the old man that Margo was “new” here? New? Had the bank president been “new” here too at one time? Margo’s appetite shriveled. This whole thing was now officially getting weird. Way past weird. Who (or what) else was behind the doors of the other rooms?
They were never going to get the phone fixed, were they? The old pumpkin-stained car was never going to get a solenoid, if it ever even needed one, would it? What was the agenda here? Was D as crazy as he had seemed, or was that an act? Look at the two of them, sitting at the polished table and merrily eating, appearing just as normal as could be.
Margo excused herself, saying that she needed a bathroom break. Betty and D stopped eating and watched Margo with bird-like curiosity as she rose from the table. Walking slowly so as not to appear hurried, she went to her room and closed the door.
What was it about this room that so strongly remind her of her old college apartment? She pushed the question aside and examined the window. It rose effortlessly, and beyond that, the screen seemed in good repair, with its latches ready for release.
Beyond the window, dusk settled upon the verdant scene. Short grasses led to a wall of trees that filled all descriptions– spindly little twists grew alongside the broad pillars of stout, older neighbors. The tree community was nestled amongst beds of fern and greenery, and wore a billowing tunic of leaves that stirred in the breeze.
Within pooled shadows of the forest, lightning bugs began to weave and dance, flashing an insectile Morse code through the twilight. Crickets and frogs competed with other night creatures for space in the auditory spectrum– kind of like how Margo and the Mades used to sound on a rough night. The cool air smelled of old screen and new shadows.
Margo closed the window.
She would wait until the small hours of the night, and then steal away, out through the window and down the dirt road. Chances were that the large log house they had passed on the way here would have a phone, and with one call, Betty’s little farce would end. What was her game, exactly? Was Betty just trying to protect her son? Something told Margo that a larger agenda lurked just out of view, keeping to the shadows. A gentle knock came to her door.
“Margo,” Betty called. “There’s more news about you on the television, dear. Come see.”
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 4
The television’s large screen cast a multi-hued aura over D, his face sketched with rapt attention. Betty, her eyes fixed upon the screen, sat next to him on the family-room sofa, while Margo remained standing, arms folded.
“. . . Margomania is sweeping the nation, with one Internet measuring service reporting that Margo and the Mades is now the top download in the nation. And, on one Ebay auction, an unopened Margo and the Mades album is said to have sold for over fifty thousand dollars. Radio and Records magazine reports that Margo and the Mades is surging onto radio airplay, and custom remixes of their hit, ‘Steal Me,’ have been heard on the airwaves.”
Margo was stunned, unable to comprehend. What she had just heard seemed more like a discarded dream than something happening in the here and the now. Number-one download? Airplay? How could that be? Margomania? All this, simply because she had been kidnapped by a nutcase and carted off to the mountains of West Virginia?
“See, I told you that you were famous,” D said. “Everybody knows who you are.”
“How could this have happened so fast? I’ve only been gone a little over a day. This can’t be.”
“Who you gonna believe, me or your own two eyes?” Betty asked with a smile. “That’s a quote from Groucho Marx, you know.”
EEL came on the screen. Margo’s eyes were drawn first, as always, to his hair– a delightful tangle of dark curls, the unruly mop suggestive of a white kid’s attempt at dreadlocks. EEL looked directly into the camera, and said:
“Margo, wherever you are, hang in there, we love you, and we’re with you, all of us, the band, the fans, everybody. I know we’ll see you again. Hey, when you get back, how about we get the band back together, and show ‘em what it’s all about?” He grinned his EEL grin, which animated a few more facial creases than she remembered, but that only made Margo want to hug him all the more.
Tears formed in her eyes.
“Hey Margo!” Kixie Blue’s strong face filled the screen. “You’re still my little sis, and I know that wherever you are, you’re gonna hear this, so let me just say that we love you and we just want you to come home, safe. And now I’m telling’ whoever took you: You gotta know that you got a special person there, and I know you’re gonna make sure this all comes down in a cool way. You know what I’m saying?”
A scowl landed on Kixie’s face but quickly flitted away. Margo knew that Kixie really wanted to say that D would answer in a very painful way if anything bad happened. Obviously, Kixie had been coached on what to say, and how to say it. “See you soon little sis, God bless.”
The announcer came on the screen, explaining that Kixie Blue was the band’s drummer who lived somewhere in Washington State, and that Sam, the band’s bass player, had just been located in a nudist camp in Arizona, and they were arranging to interview him as well.
“Meanwhile, reports of Margo sightings keep coming in, and have her being spotted in Bangor, Miami, Denver, and Pascagoula, Mississippi. None of these sightings have panned out, and authorities warn that these false reports are hampering their investigation.”
The scene changed to a white-haired man who spoke with an air of gravitas: “Be assured, the FBI has all available resources on this case. If you have seen Margo Capolini, or know where she may be, please call the Margo hotline at the bottom of your screen.”
An 800 number scrolled as Margo’s Lexis flashed upon the screen. The close-up of its damaged rear end made her shiver in sympathy.
“Nice work, D,” she said.
He waved a salute while keeping his eyes on the screen.
Brent’s face came next. He was talking, but the newsreaders’ narration covered his words and explained that this was Margo’s distressed husband.
Even though Margo couldn’t hear the words, she knew that he was talking about himself, how difficult this was for him, and how his heart was broken because he’d lost his piggy bank and would someone please return it before his mommy finds out?
If it were possible to score less than zero on Margo’s emotion meter, Brent had finally reached it. She knew that Brent’s butter blonde had to be lurking nearby, her low-cut blouse exposing the generous crack of her store-bought cleavage, while bedroom fantasies tap-danced on the dim stage behind those thick-lidded eyes. Margo’s Brent meter pegged at minus zero. Heat rose to Margo’s face as her attorney photograph returned to the screen.
“Do you see what’s happening here? Do you?” Margo asked, her voice rising above the television’s audio. “The longer this goes on, the worse it gets for everyone. Dammit. Enough is enough!”
D and Betty looked at each other, as if Margo were some ill-mannered relation who had dropped by unexpectedly.
“I’m out of here,” Margo said. “There’s got to be somebody, somewhere with a phone. This is going to stop. We’re hurting innocent people.” She gestured at the television, which now showed a happy dog in a pet-food commercial.
“Wherever do you intend to go?” Betty asked. “Let’s try the phone again, perhaps it’s working now.”
D held out the corded phone, and Margo snatched it from his hand. She pressed the receiver to her ear, but heard only the hiss and crackle of static. Margo swore there were voices buried within the wall of noise, far too deep to make out the words. She sensed that two men were arguing, their voices raised in anger like opposing parties at an out-of-control deposition.
The room lost focus, blurred, and then reconstituted. Margo grabbed the armrest on Betty’s chair to steady herself.
“Dear, you look absolutely exhausted, it’s been such a long day for you,” Betty said. “Won’t you lie down, just for a while?’
Margo had to admit that sounded good. Her legs felt weak and her eyes burned with fatigue. Why not lie down and rest a few hours? Let darkness come. Then, out the window and down the road– it was only fourteen curves till the two-story log house, wasn’t it? Surely, they would have a phone there.
“Yes, I’ll turn in. Thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Goodnight,” D and Betty said in unison.
Damned, weird people, Margo thought, as she made her way towards her room. And what about the crazy old man in the room across the hall? Was he being held captive? He obviously needed psychiatric help, and he wasn’t getting it in this place. She would make sure she told the authorities that he, and possibly others, needed rescuing. The more Margo thought about it, the less sympathetic she felt towards Betty and D. This situation could be far more dangerous than it appeared– God only knew what was really going on here.
Almost Heaven indeed! Almost Hell might better describe this place. Margo padded down the hallway in Betty’s Keds, which surprisingly fit her better than her three-hundred dollar cross-trainers back home. She formed a mental list of whom to call when she reached a phone. Brent would be dead last.
He was the second-worst mistake of her life, and she would correct that little error as soon as she returned to Baltimore. Margo pushed away bitter thoughts of Brent as she opened her bedroom door. Dusk had arrived, and outside her window lightning bugs sparked amongst the trees like blinking Christmas lights. She opened the window and a cool breeze washed into the room. Margo figured that she could slip out the window now, but she would run the risk of getting spotted in the fading light. Why not wait until total darkness, and then slip out unseen?
That made perfect sense. Besides, she needed a nap, and the bed felt very comfortable, and yes, like Betty said, it had been a long day. Margo lay atop the bed, adjusted the feather pillow, and closed her eyes. The intertwined songs of crickets and frogs blanketed her like a fog. The individual sounds began to blur, sounding like the distant murmur of a crowd waiting for the concert to begin.
* * *
Pacing in the backstage dressing room, Margo is both proud and nervous. In the audience tonight, seated front-row center is her Aunt Alice, who has driven all the way up to Portland from Happy Camp. Now that the planing mill has closed down and Alice is laid off, she has free time to come to a Margo and the Mades’ concert. When she worked third shift at the plant, Alice had never been able to get time off to see Margo play– unless you count the garage band rehearsals years ago in Happy Camp or the videos on MTV. Besides a JBL-equipped stereo system, Margo had bought Alice a 27-inch Curtis-Mathis TV, plus a Sony Beta player, and had sent Alice videocassettes of the band.
But now, Alice has the best seat in the house, plus a full-access, backstage pass. Margo is excited and proud, but also apprehensive about playing live for Alice. What will she think of all this? Alice, after all, was the one who helped her get started on the guitar. In Margo’s younger years, many an impromptu guitar lesson had taken place at Alice’s house. She was a child of the beat generation, and never did care for pop music all that much, although she was always very encouraging and proud of Margo’s music and career. Now, with Alice in the audience, Margo realizes just how nervous she is. The last time she had sweaty palms before a performance was years ago in LA when the band auditioned for Twin Beaks Records in a Chinatown club known as Madam Wong’s.
From her backstage dressing room, Margo hears the house music blend with the audience’s dull murmur. The blurred ripple of exclamations means that the house lights are dimming. She and Sam have their guitars strapped over their shoulder– Margo still plays the Gibson she brought from Happy Camp, a Les Paul TV with a ľ scale neck. Sam has just finished tuning his sunburst Fender Jazz Bass with one of those new, electronic tuning devices, which almost seems to Margo like a waste of time. The instruments’ tuning will be affected by the heat and humidity on stage, and they’ll both have to unobtrusively retune on the fly, oftentimes during a song.
EEL and Flash have abandoned their card game– they’ve been playing dollar-a-hand blackjack almost non-stop for the past three weeks, and despite Flash’s superior IQ and card-counting ability, EEL is up 23 dollars. Kixie nervously taps her drumsticks on her left thigh, rapping out a beat with a flurry of blurred stick-tips. She is all business in her headband, wristbands, and one-size-too-small muscle shirt, which all seem to be cut from extremely black cloth.
While waiting, Margo’s thoughts boomerang back to deep inside where she aches. It’s a thrilling ache that can only be filled by one certain man who just happens to be halfway around the world. The band has recently returned from its Australian tour, and Axel’s presence is still with her, around her, and very much inside her. Deep in a secret place is where she aches for him– a place of craving where passion and love make their winding journey through her soul. She smiles. Her thoughts, as they often have these past few weeks, drift back to that hotel room, and the sensuous afternoons spent with Axel.
A delightful shiver passes up her spine, leaving a warm thrill in its wake. Part of her wanted to fly him up to the States, but his band was starting to take off– they had a single on the charts, and she loved him far too much to get in the way of his dreams. But still, she wishes he were there, waiting for her tonight in her hotel room. She makes a mental note to call the Harley Davidson dealer, and she imagines the expression on Axel’s face. . . .
The stage manager thrusts his bear-like head into the doorway and grumbles in a deep baritone, “We’re running behind. You guys ready?” He escorts them out of the dressing room into the backstage clutter of flight cases and stage props. His flashlight illuminates their pathway, which leads them over a shaky plywood ramp and past snakes of thick cable. Margo and the Mades carefully tread this passageway to the stage, following one another single file like a brood of ducklings trailing their mother.
The darkened stage comes into view, and they troop past the monitor-mixing board. Behind it the watchful face of the engineer is illuminated by glowing VU meters. Margo knows that a lot depends upon this man. If he does his job well, the floor monitors will sound great, but if he’s incompetent, the vocals will be as off-key as if there were sung by tone-deaf drunks– or worse yet, the band’s ears will be pierced with painful shrieks and howls of feedback.
Past the monitor board lies the darkened stage and beyond that, the unlit concert hall. Like tiny beacons, the ruby glow of the amplifier’s power-indicator lights and the drum kit’s dark gleam are all that guide them. Margo finds her amplifier’s cable looped over her guitar stand, and plugs the jack into her guitar. The crowd, invisible beyond the lip of the stage, begins to bubble with here-they-are exclamations, which soon boil over into cheers and whistles. Margo is aware of Alice watching her. What must she be thinking, right now, sitting there in the best seat in the house? Margo hopes that she feels like a queen, a proud mother. Margo smiles at the thought, and checks the volume knobs on her guitar.
To Margo’s right, Kixie takes command of her drum set. EEL, on the opposite side of the stage from Margo, is behind his stack of keyboards, squinting in the monochromatic murkiness and tapping buttons like an astronaut preparing for takeoff. In-between EEL and Kixie is Sam with his bass guitar– the band’s anchor, steady and ready as always. On the left side of Margo is Flash– little more than a flitting, deer-like shadow behind the percussion table. Margo stretches to reach the standby switch atop the Marshall twin-stack amplifier. All the control knobs have been turned full open, and she runs a finger across them to make sure they’re cranked.
Set.
She hits one note.
The crowd roars.
She glances towards the audience, but can’t make out Alice, or anyone else for that matter. She nods to a radio-station DJ who has been waiting by the side of the stage. He strides out to Margo’s microphone and stoops over to speak into it.
“Alright! You Double-T Rats ready?”
The crowd roars. He introduces himself, plugs his station and the morning show, and then gets to it:
“KRTT, the Double-T Rat, Portland’s only real rock station, is proud to present, Margo and the Mades!”
He scoots off stage, and the crowd’s roar surrenders to Kixie’s drumbeat. She is now in a brighter-than-the-desert-sun convergence of spotlights: colored beams shoot down from lighting trees above and behind her, while like snipers, large, follow-spots mounted high in the rear of the hall draw a bead upon her with brilliant disks of sunlight. The concentrated beams make her red hair leap like flames from beneath her headband.
Kixie wears her trademark grin as she lays out a heavy beat, alternating the kick drum and snare, marching them along for several bars, and then she folds in the high hat and toms, developing an insistent, grooving gallop.
Margo’s legs pump to the beat. The crowd cheers and claps along. They’re into it, this is going to be a good night– Margo can always tell by how the audience reacts to the opening drumbeat. Years ago, it was Margo’s idea to begin with a simplified drum solo, to give the sound-system engineer a chance to set up a good drum mix. She knew that regardless of how well the sound checks go in an empty hall, once the room fills with people and humidity, the acoustics change dramatically. The deep embrace of eighteen-inch speakers envelops Margo as the house system powers up, and each drum kick sends forth a cannon pulse of warm, enveloping energy.
Like one runner joining another, Sam’s Fender bass strides into the rhythm. The bass and drums lock into a heartbeat of pure joy, his bass notes perfectly shadowing Kixie’s bass-drum kicks. While the house speakers thump with bass, Flash’s conga drums begin a pattern of their own, riding atop the tall, marching giant of the rhythm section like a diminutive jockey perched upon some giant, pre-historic quadruped. Even though Flash is playing at the outside edge of stage right, the percussive knock of her conga drums fills the area from floor monitors and side-fill speakers.
Good mix so far.
Margo’s head nods to the infectious beat. The spotlights are still clustered upon Kixie, and so now Margo can just make out the first few rows of the crowd, illuminated by spillover from the stage lights. Is that Alice on her feet, clapping and hooting with the rest? Margo grins at Alice, but she doesn’t seem to notice. EEL lays down a cool, almost jazzy minor seventh chord, and the delicious contrast with the heavy rock beat sends a seditious shiver along Margo’s spine. It’s as if a woodlands giant, his naked, pre-dawn construction formed by the bass and drums, has been crashing through the forest in huge, powerful strides. Now, with the addition of the keyboard, he is no longer a naked, gray form, but is instead swathed in wild Paisley designs.
Time for this giant to rock.
Margo hits a high note on her e-string, and the eight speakers in the Marshall stack sing out with a sweet, overdriven voice. She slides her hand down the fretboard, taking the note with her. Blinding follow-spots envelop her form. The crowd roars. She nods her head, as if the audience has just expressed some great, profound secret. Margo grins and sustains a second note, higher than the first. She turns towards the amp, and like a racehorse stamping at the gate, the Marshall stack bursts forth a harmonic pool of feedback. She slides her hand down the fretboard, and the Marshall sends sweet notes sweeping off the stage like a waterfall’s rainbow.
The audience cheers and whistles. Margo responds by giving her head a dramatic twist, as if she has just come across some juicy gossip. She laughs. Her pick begins working the two highest strings, forming a pattern that weaves between the marching stride of the rhythm section, rubs bare shoulders with EEL’s cool keyboard ramping, and flirts with Flash’s insistent, driving conga playing. Margo’s simple, two-note pattern drives the crowd mad. It’s as if their auditory centers have been aroused beyond limits, driven into open fields of pure, primal release.
Margo cuts loose a flashy riff, made from the original two notes plus a discordant flatted fifth, and punctuates it with one of her trademark kicks, her foot sweeping in a graceful arc. The crowd’s responds with an orgasmic roar.
It’s time.
On cue, the band morphs from their adlib opening to the intro ramp for “Steal Me.” The crowd howls approval. As the audience settles down and the first verse begins, Margo sings. She tries to sing, that is, but cannot hear her voice. She knows that sounds are coming from her mouth– she has a vague sense of herself singing, but it’s drowned out by the stage volume and the instrument mix blasting from her floor monitors. Margo knows she is probably off key. She stops singing and points at her mouth, then up. At the side of the stage, the monitor board engineer nods, makes adjustments, and Margo can now hear her voice from the monitors. A squeal of feedback comes and goes– a screechy flock of annoyances that plagues singers everywhere.
Margo takes it from the top, and yes, the band stays with her. It’s all clicking now, she thinks, as she launches into the verse. With a tiny corner of Margo’s consciousness– that five percent of awareness not occupied by singing, playing, and stage presence– she lets her gaze wander along the front row.
There!
Alice is beaming, flat out beaming. Her face had always carried that smoky haze of lost loves in faraway cities, of grinding years of living alone and working the night shift at the planing mill, and of watching her only brother dragged into hell’s quicksand by a drunken ogre. But now, Alice is a fountain of youth, and she wears an expression of absolute, joyful triumph.
A tear comes to Margo’s eye, and she blots it away on a Spandex sleeve. The follow-spots converge upon her. It’s time to embark upon the improvised breakdown. This is where Margo and the Mades shine– where the band stands out above those who dutifully play the hits, throw in a few musical clichés, and call it a night. Improvisation is where anything could happen, and as one critic wrote and Margo had committed to memory– “This is where Margo and the Mades earns its pay, and delivers, unequivocally, everything it has, and then goes out and finds even more.”
But improvising is also high-wire risky– more than once the band has tumbled into an abyss of musical disaster. Improvisation takes concentration, creativity, and a measure of luck. Recently, the band had a rough night– it struggled and foundered through its improvisational segments, which made for a humiliating show. Low points like that can be costly, especially at the hands of a haughty music critic.
Thoughts like these flash through Margo’s mind for an instant and are gone, because this is now, and now is everything. And soon, like the passing flicker of daguerreotype images, the succession of beautiful nows has reached the last song of the night.
Margo announces that “Final Song” is from their upcoming album, and to keep watching for it. She doesn’t mention that they still haven’t gotten the money or green light to go into the studio from their record label, Twin Beaks, which is rumored to be in financial straits. “Final Song” has worked well as a closing theme, bringing crowds to their feet while it builds into a series of swirling, driven, climaxes that blow through false endings and soar to even higher plateaus of intensity.
Finally, the song’s last, crashing note echoes into a great valley of silence, which is immediately flooded by a cascade of cheers and applause. Margo tries to catch a glimpse of Alice. Is that her? Everyone is on their feet, clapping and cheering and grinning.
As the lights die out, Margo blows a kiss in Alice’s direction. The band is quickly escorted off the stage to a waiting area. The applause has now morphed into a rolling, stomping thunder– a throbbing heartbeat of countless feet, romping in unison upon the old theater’s wooden floors like a thousand mallets upon a drumhead. Boom, boom, boom, the theater rocks with a bellicose voice of its own, yelling: MORE, MORE, MORE!
Standing offstage, wiping her face with a scratchy towel, Margo catches her breath and then nods to the other band members. More deafening than a wall of Marshall amps on 10, a tumultuous cheer erupts as Margo and the Mades takes the stage for their encore. The band has a policy of one encore, and only one. They agreed that one of the stupidest occurrences at rock concerts was the encore game– a coy ritual of Bic lighters and begging that served musicians’ egos above all else.
Colored spotlights, sweeping great swaths through the smoky air, freeze into a cathedral arch above Margo and the Mades as they return to the stage. Before the white hot, follow-spots blind Margo, she sees her aunt. Unlike the rest of the audience, Alice seems exhausted yet relaxed, like when she would get back home from pulling overtime at the mill. On such days, Margo would sometimes stop by before school and sit on the sofa with her, playing Alice’s acoustic guitar, strumming until her aunt fell asleep on the sofa, smiling.
The band’s encore carries much the same flavor as those times at Alice’s house: Margo plays acoustic guitar, Kixie trades in her heavy drumsticks for mallets, and the band plays a muted version of another song which they hope will appear on the next album: “Till Again Comes,” the song she wrote for Axel. Margo wishes she could see Alice now, but the follow-spots are intense, and the song ends, shortly and sweetly.
And then it’s over.
The band stands uncomfortably in an irregular row, stage front, nodding and waving. Margo notices that after the encore song the applause is always different– not the manic, desperate, frenzied demand for more, more, more– but an expression of thanks, of goodnight, of love and well wishes. Margo can’t see Alice now even if she is standing, because a wall of fans has crowded up against the stage, arms outstretched and voices raised.
Back in their dressing room, life resumes for the band, as if they had only stepped out just moments ago. Flash and EEL are back at their card game, while Kixie peels off her skin-tight, sweat-soaked T-shirt. Her features, including the ones freed from the confines of her shirt, are like the rest of her– bold and shamelessly prominent– and she has no qualms about changing clothes in front of others. Margo is grateful that she won’t have to explain that particular sight to Alice, who hasn’t yet made her way backstage. Earlier that day, Margo explained to Alice how she should show her backstage pass to security, and had left instructions for them to escort Alice into the dressing room.
“Have you seen my aunt?” Margo asks the stage manager, who is leaning in through the doorway, still blinking after watching Kixie squirm into a clean, black shirt.
He refocuses upon Margo. “Aunt? Lemme go look.”
Sam is nearby wiping down his bass guitar, and asks, “Everything OK? Want me to go out there and check things out?”
Margo starts to answer when a loud knock comes to the closed dressing-room door. It opens. Two police officers, their uniform hats encased in plastic and dotted with raindrops, take two steps into the room.
Silence.
Polished leather and silver badges gleam.
Nostrils flex, tasting the air for contraband.
Eyes scan– searching, probing, cataloging.
The older one speaks:
“We’re told that someone back here knows a–” he pauses to read from his notepad– “Alice Capolini?”
“That’s my Aunt,” Margo hears herself say. Like blinding spotlights, two sets of police eyes lock onto her face. Could Alice have been busted? Did she bring pot to the concert? Did she think this was like Woodstock or something? Whatever it was, Margo would hire the best lawyers– sharks who could make these two officers look like Keystone Cops.
“What’s your name?” the older one asks.
Margo tells him, and he prints her name in his notepad, making sure he has the correct spelling, and does the same for her address. Clipped onto the younger officer’s belt, a walkie-talkie barks forth code numbers and names of streets.
“You need to come with us,” the older one says.
From that moment onward, a sinking feeling takes Margo down, ever down, like an out-of-control elevator descending too fast and too far. The elevator’s dreadful destination is a hospital called Good Samaritan. There, a doctor with tired eyes explains to Margo that her Aunt Alice succumbed to a massive brain aneurysm. No, Margo doesn’t know exactly what an aneurysm is, so in his rambling way, he explains that sometimes a major blood vessel in the brain bursts, and they can give way with no warning, and that it could have happened anytime, anywhere, but the good thing was that Alice went quickly, like being struck by a bolt of lightning. Had Alice ever complained of headaches, or dizziness, or anything like that?
Margo doesn’t think so.
Afterwards she stands in the rain outside the hospital, visualizing Alice, who seems rather cheerful, considering that she has just died. Alice apologizes for passing away at Margo’s concert. “. . .but at least I made it there, and I lasted to the end, didn’t I? And you know what, Margo? I’m so proud of you, so very proud.”
Margo is now aware of being the observer, floating in the space between spaces, and watching herself saying goodbye to Alice. She also senses that familiar, wrenching wound of grief, for she knows that Alice was the only person who could have helped guide her through the tragedies of the next few months. Margo is also aware that this spiky-haired, teary-eyed Margo, standing alone in the rain, isn’t really alone, she has a tiny life growing inside her– a little girl whose creation just happened to have happened during one of those timeless, perfect afternoons with Axel. And soon, Margo would commit the mistake of her life.
Oceans of regret, until now held back by the shaky dikes of reason, come crashing down. Gasping like a swimmer who’s been under too long, Margo breaks reality’s surface and gulps the air of Betty and D’s world.
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 5
With great effort, Margo focused upon the alarm clock.
Three a.m.
Damn!
How could she have slept so long? At least the house should be fast asleep by now. She tiptoed to the window. Crickets. Frogs. Only the occasional flash of a lightning bug remained– most of the phosphorescent insects had found suitable mates and retired for the evening.
This was the forest’s version of all is quiet and all is well– no artificial light polluted the night. The tabs at the bottom of the screen popped open easily, and Margo pulled the screen’s frame in through the window. As she did so, it struck the windowsill with a dull thump.
Margo listened.
Nothing came to her but the disorganized chitters and chirps of unseen creatures.
She hoped that Betty or D weren’t light sleepers. Silently, she pulled on Betty’s Keds and crept onto the windowsill, straining her ears to listen for any signs of human stirrings. She swung her legs over the sill and slipped out the window, landing with a soft crunch in what must have been one of Betty’s flowerbeds.
The stars hung low on a moonless night, and Margo’s eyes adjusted to the misty grays and blacks. She crept past the sleeping form of the old Buick, and took a quick glance back at the house. No hint of light broke the perfect black. The air carried the breath of slumbering trees, while above her in the open corridor between the forest’s night-clad walls lay the spilled sugar of the Milky Way. Margo had never seen stars so close or dazzling, not even in the mountains of Oregon and certainly never around the city. It seemed as if her sight had been empowered, magnified tenfold, and her vision penetrated deep into the heavens.
Walking was less of a celestial affair. She stumbled upon the rutted road, tripping on embedded rocks and the occasional root. Margo lifted her feet higher to avoid unseen obstacles, which reminded her of how she used to walk the dirt roads of Oregon at night. As a teen, she would sneak over to Alice’s house to play guitar and hang out. Then, on Alice’s way to work that evening, she would drop Margo off at the foot of the unlit dirt road that led to her house, so she could avoid being spotted by her rattlesnake mother or her rat-heated brothers.
The stars’ pinpoints mirrored upon a puddle and Margo gave it a wide berth, but still the ground slipped and squished beneath her feet. Regardless, mud or no mud, the road was easy enough to follow. By the faint starlight, her path was a lighter shade of black than the billowing darkness to either side, which brought to mind a river flowing through a canyon. There was no way to get lost– the fourteen curves in the road, just as she had counted on the way in yesterday, would lead her to that log house.
As Margo walked, her thoughts turned to Axel. Seeing him on television had been both startling and wrenching, but had also warmed her heart– it pulled at the cloaked love she still felt for him. A shiver crept over her, but it wasn’t from the cool night air. It was Axel, it had to be. He must have just sent her a loving thought, and it had found her heart. She stopped walking, closed her eyes, and let her head fall back.
“Axel, I love you. God, I love you. Please forgive me, please?”
The sky said nothing in return. She opened her eyes, slowly, and the starry glitter came into focus. That odd sensation of blurred vision again passed before her, like an errant wind. Margo let out a heavy sigh and continued along the dirt road.
Curve number fourteen! Yes, the log house was there, and a window glowed softly! The dim form of a vehicle stood at the far side of the house.
No dogs barked. No lights came on. Margo approached what must have been the front porch and squinted, trying to make out the stairs. Their planks groaned beneath her feet, and she held out her hands, palm outwards. She found the screen door and knocked. It rattled and banged, louder than she intended. From behind the closed door, a woman’s voice said, “Neville, is that you?”
Before Margo could answer, the door opened, spilling light onto the porch. She narrowed her eyes against a candle held by what appeared to be an old woman– it was hard to tell behind the flame’s glare.
“Anne Marie! Is that you, Anne Marie?” The woman raised the candle, and seemed to be examining Margo’s face.
“No, I’m sorry–”
“Anne Marie! Thank God! You’re home, at last! You’re home!”
Margo stepped back from the old woman, who pushed aside the door and opened her arms for a hug.
“Please. My name’s Margo Capolini. I’ve been kidnapped, I need help. Do you have a phone?”
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 6
Margo sat at a dining-room table set for two, where a candle provided the room’s only light. Across from Margo sat the old woman who had answered the door. She appeared to be Betty’s age, and wore a dress that might have been stylish forty years ago. Her hair was a gray mass of twisted curls, done in no particular style. And she seemed obsessed with the candle, a red-wax stump several inches wide, stuck to a plate and surrounded by frozen torrents of drippings. She gently pinched and pulled at the candle’s edge, as if trying to extend its length. The air carried the same, odd, floral scent that seemed to permeate Betty’s house– perhaps it came from the candle. Darkness shrouded the remainder of the dwelling.
For the second time, Margo said, “Thank you, really, but I’m not hungry. May I use your phone, please?”
With eyes that were little more than a glimmer in her shadowed face, the old woman regarded Margo and said: “I fixed supper for Neville, he’ll be home anytime. He will.”
“Oh, I’m sure he will. However, I need to call the police. Do you have a telephone?”
“You must be one of those people. Always poking their noses into my affairs. Asking questions.”
Margo used her calmest voice: “My name is Margo. What’s yours?”
“What time is it getting to be? Neville is late again. Have you seen him?”
She wasn’t getting anywhere with this woman. Margo let her eyes wander, searching for a phone, but the candlelight only went so far. She could make out a hulking credenza in one corner. Souvenir dishes circled the dining room’s walls, crowded onto cascading shelves like rows of spectators in coliseum seats.
“Do you know Betty and Deacon?”
“Does Betty know I’m here? They’re not supposed to know I’m here! You won’t tell them, will you?”
“Of course not.”
The candlelight flickered from the wake of the old woman’s breath, animating the creases of her face. This woman was crazy, but still, she must have a phone.
“I just need to use the telephone. You have a phone, don’t you?”
“Phone? You can’t use it. I’m expecting a call from Neville any moment.”
“How nice. So, where is Neville?’
“He’s going to be my husband.”
“I see. And where is he now?”
She pinched at the edge of the candle, and hot wax ran over her fingertips. “He’s been gone a while.”
“Gone? Where did he go?”
“Off. Off with, I don’t know.”
“When did you last see him?”
She raised her face into the candlelight. “He’s coming back. He is. Don’t you say he’s not!”
“Well, OK, so, why did he leave?”
“WHY?! You want to know why? You’re just like all the others!” Her expression sagged, and she settled back in her chair. “It’s because I didn’t tell him.”
“Tell him what?”
“Something important. About Anne Marie.”
“Why can’t you tell him now?”
“It’s already happened, it’s too late.”
Margo blinked, unsure of what to say next. The old woman was obviously unbalanced, teetering down the staircase of senility. Still, someone must be bringing her food, and there must be a phone, somewhere in this house. And what about the Jeep Liberty that Margo had seen yesterday when she and D drove by, who did that belong to?
“Does someone else live here with you?”
“Only Neville. He’s coming back, you know.”
“No one else? Who drives the car out front?”
“That old jalopy?” The woman snorted a laugh. “Hasn’t run in years. Neville drives a Studebaker, it’s a nice car.”
“Maybe we can phone Neville. I have his number. Would you like for me to call him?”
“Call him? Can you can do that?”
“Yes, is there a phone here?”
“Of course, right over there.” The old woman picked up the candle, and led Margo to the credenza.
“Is there another light we can use, something besides a candle?” Margo asked.
“Light? This candle is the flame of my heart. My life is this candle, and that’s all that’s left of me now.”
“I see. OK.” Margo now saw the phone’s outline. It appeared to be a rotary table-phone, much like the one from the house she grew up in. How she hated the sound of its mechanical bell, so cutting and shrill. Most times when it clanged to life, it meant something bad had happened to her mother. Margo picked up the heavy, Bakelite receiver.
Static.
Using the finger holes, she dialed 9-1-1.
Static.
“Is that Neville? Will you tell him something for me?”
“Uh, yeah, sure. What do you want to say?”
“Tell him–” The woman paused to heave a sigh. “Neville, I love you. God, I love you. Please forgive me, please?”
Stunned, Margo slowly repeated the message into the mouthpiece, word for word. She knew she did, because she heard the words being spoken, but it was as if a puppeteer were moving Margo’s jaw and speaking for her. The message was almost word for word what she had said on the road, moments ago in the dark, to the sky, to Axel, only the name had changed.
“He’s asking what he should forgive you for,” Margo heard herself say.
“Forgive?” the woman cried out. “Oh, God, please, yes!” She set the candle down on the credenza. The flame’s light angled upwards into her face, framing her with a spectral glow. She closed her eyes.
“Tell him, I had his baby,” she whispered. “Tell him, it was a girl. Tell him, her name is Anne Marie.” Tears found well-worn tracks down her cheeks. “And tell him I’m so, so sorry. Let him know that I wanted to tell him, but I loved him too much–” Her words trailed off.
Margo hung up the phone, silencing the static. Her mouth tasted of bitter tears, and her vision wavered.
“Who are you?” Margo’s trembling voice asked the old woman.
“Neville has to know. Did you tell him?”
“Yes. I told him. He knows. It’s OK now.”
“Will he forgive me? Ever?”
Margo choked back a sob. “I don’t know. I just don’t know. Yes, I’m sure he will.”
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 7
Margo sipped stale coffee, and then released a pent-up breath. Zelda Cleese was the woman’s name, and her disjointed recollection of her lover, Neville, was eerily similar to Margo’s story of Axel: an unplanned pregnancy, adopting the baby out at birth in a closed adoption, and an absent father who was never informed.
In Zelda’s case, she had decided to keep Neville ignorant of her pregnancy in order to keep him from dropping out of school and losing his engineering scholarship to UCLA. She believed that if he had known he was going to be a father, he would have returned home to marry her. Never learning of the pregnancy, Neville had left Zelda for a girl he met in California. To avoid a scandal, Zelda’s mother insisted that the baby be born in secret and given up in a closed adoption, which meant that there was to be no contact between the biological mother and the adoptive parents. The arrangement was similar to Margo’s– she had given up Ember in a closed adoption in exchange for financial support and the promise of a good home.
The stale coffee seemed to help Zelda focus, although her eyes appeared glazed and faraway.
“. . . so I had to give up Anne Marie for adoption because that was the only way for us. We had no money for the doctor, or anything.”
Margo felt a needle of sorrow pierce an old wound.
“I know what you’re going through. The same happened to me.”
“Were you poor too?”
“No. I wasn’t poor. When our band’s new manager heard I was pregnant, he flipped out. Told me to get an abortion. When I refused, he told me I was going to have to choose between being a single mother or a recording artist with a platinum album on a major label.”
“Platinum?”
“That’s an award they give you for selling one million albums. Our manager, Dick Dickie, told us that without me, there was no band. Our careers were about to break into the bigtime, and I was going to have to decide what to do about my pregnancy. We were in a meeting, and nobody in the band said anything, but you could tell what they were thinking– we’d all worked so hard, gone through so much, how could we give up now? Besides, we’d just paid our own money to go into the studio and record our next album. How was I supposed to be a mother and live on the road?”
Zelda’s eyes glittered in the candlelight– a keen attention had replaced her sleepy demeanor.
“Our new management booked a tour starting six weeks after I was due. They said they would have the record deal signed and the new album released by then, and it was all going to click. Airplay, concerts, sales, it was the break we’d been waiting for, everything we had worked so long and hard for. So I talked with this adoption agency, and we decided it would be best for the baby to have a home– a real home with parents who were financially secure. Plus, the agency took care of my expenses, which helped, because I had blown most of my savings on studio time to record the new album– the one that never got released.”
Margo toyed with her coffee cup, fingering the halo of gold along the lip. “A big part of me wanted to tell Axel, to marry him and have a family with him, God knows I wanted to. But I couldn’t steal his dreams just because I’d been careless. So, I had to be responsible, and I did what was best for everybody. That’s all.”
“Why couldn’t you tell your Axel about the baby, was he in college?”
“No, he was in a band in Australia, and they had a song climbing the charts down there, and if I would have told him I was pregnant, I know he would have left all that and come to the States. It wasn’t his fault, the pregnancy I mean. That first night we were together, he asked me if I was on birth control and I lied, told him that I was. I thought I was in a safe cycle, and besides, I just wanted him so much.
Margo started to take a sip of lukewarm coffee, and then returned the cup to the saucer.
“I didn’t want to hurt Axel, not ever. That’s why I had to break things off with him. I sent him a goodbye letter. And that was it. He tried calling, but I never accepted his calls, I couldn’t bear to hear his voice– I know I would have broken down and told him. I had to give up the one thing I loved the most– him.”
“I know what you mean,” Zelda said. For the first time that night she smiled, which seemed to startle her face.
Margo pictured Axel– that sunshine smile, his way-too-cute grin, the muted sparkle of his diamond earring. In her mind’s eye she played a favorite memory of him, standing at the balcony of her hotel room:
It’s a little after seven. The room service trays have been placed outside the door, and the evening is theirs. Margo’s leather bags, beat up from years on the road, are packed and waiting for tomorrow’s flight to LA. Axel is gazing out over Bondi Beach. A tropical breeze lifts the sheer drapes and riffles Axel’s shirt. He turns towards the bed, where Margo is sitting cross-legged, propped up on pillows, watching him.
“I love you, Margo,” Axel says, in an almost pleading, whimsical way.
She finds herself stunned into silence. “Love” is an expression she’s not heard much of in her life. Sure, there was that one time in the mountains with Todd, and who could forget Freddy? He used the L word freely– he loved to toss the word around almost as much as he loved cocaine up his nose. But for the past two weeks, Axel and she have talked about every subject but love, leaving it unspoken, perhaps for too long.
“I think I’m in love with you too, Axel,” she says, her voice sounding uncertain. This is officially scary, now that she’s heard herself say words she’s never spoken before, to anyone, ever. “I just need you to hold me,” she says.
Axel turns towards her and is framed by Australia’s steel-gray eastern horizon. “God, Margo, I’d love to hold you. I’d love to hold you every day for the rest of our lives.”
Margo blinks back tears and curls up on the bed. Axel wraps himself around her in that beautiful fit, that indescribable clasp of perfectly matched lovers.
“I can’t believe I’m losing you tomorrow,” he says, with a voice that’s more like a caress. “Can’t you stay with me just a few more days, or a month, or a lifetime?”
Margo’s heart catches upon the word, “lifetime.” Her throat is constricted, and her voice sounds faraway:
“You sweet man, I can’t stay here, you know that. We’ve got to get back and record the new album, and we have all those gigs booked through November. But, I have a special surprise for you– it’s a new song, ‘Till Again Comes,’ and I’m dedicating it to you, I wrote it just for you.”
“For me? Can I hear it?” His eyes become childlike, lit up with Christmas.
“No,” she says, tracing the outline of his cheek with a fingertip, “I want it to be a surprise. When you hear it for the fist time, I want it to be perfect, like you.”
He kisses her lightly, sweetly. She cradles his face between her hands and returns the kiss, adding an urgent tone of passion to the mix, like an accomplished musician would add a subtle riff to a passage, or improvise upon a melody. This has been the quintessence of their lovemaking for the past two weeks– each day was one long session of sensuality, their physical forms providing the instruments, and like two barefoot children, they lingered in the melodic streams of love along the banks of their souls’ rivers.
Axel pulls away from her kiss and drops his gaze. “This isn’t right. It’s so not right. I know we talked about this before, but I want to come to the States. I want to be with you. That’s all I really want. You have to know that I’m so in love with you. And if there’s one thing that I do know, it’s that we’re supposed to be together.”
His eyes are brimming, and betray no emotion other than heartfelt truth. Everyone has a secret path to their heart, and he has long ago found hers.
“We’re going to be together one day, this isn’t goodbye,” Margo says. She snuggles into his chest, and feels his warmth through the thin fabric. With each breath, his incense permeates her soul. She wants to say how much she loves him, how her heart needs him, how he’s imprinted himself upon her, and all that she wants in this whole world is to stay here in this beautiful place and love him forever.
She remains silent, and the moment expires.
“I could come up to the states,” he says, “maybe in December, the band’s not booked again until late in January.”
“I know!” Margo says. “Christmas in Hawaii. That’s only a few months away. We’ll get a place just like this on Waikiki. I’ll pick up the plane tickets when I get back.”
“Yeah, let’s do that! But I’ll get the airline tickets here, I can get a better price, I know some people. And then,” he touches her cheek, “we’ll be together.”
She knows he’s proud and wants to pay for the tickets himself, even though his band, the Zaggots, isn’t earning much money, not yet anyway.
They make the date, and leave open who would pay for what. As they lay together, watching the sky deepen to a dark indigo, Margo makes herself two promises: when she gets back to LA, she is going to buy a Harley-Davidson motorcycle, have it crated and shipped to Axel for an early Christmas present. She also plans to make arrangements for the hotel and tickets. She has enough money for those things, but not much more. Not yet.
But that doesn’t matter now. All that matters is her precious Axel, and how much she loves him. That love has carried her way past the shoals of fear, out to a deep-blue lagoon, where her critical inner voice, that constant, shrill, nagging companion, has drowned in the cruelty of its own fear. With that thought, a sublime sense of freedom soars within her, and fuels an aching need that can only be quenched by Axel.
“I want you tonight, I just want to love you, and love you, and love you,” she says, her voice a husky whisper.
His eyes drink her in, and she submits to the draw of his gaze– resisting nothing, giving everything, a flower with its pedals open wide, offering all.
“God, I love you,” she breathes. A little shiver of fear comes and goes, and she says she loves him again, drawing out the words, “I love you,” the way she would a sweet guitar riff. She hears him say he loves her too, but it sounds very distant because their eyes are now locked together as one, and she is gone, swirling within those dark, deep pools.
They fall silent– words are useless to the moment. She lays her head upon his chest, near the gentle beating of his heart. Tears blot his shirt. Why is she crying? She doesn’t know or care, it simply is, and she’s never felt more at peace, or more loved.
Finally, Margo says, “I’ve never told anyone I loved them before. Not ever. I never really wanted to.”
“Maybe that’s because all this time, you were waiting for me, and I for you.”
She smiles as more tears come. He’s right. She feels it, she knows it. Truth is truth. Love is love.
“I want to make love,” she says, “but for now, just hold me while I ache for you, so that when we’re apart, and I ache for you then, I’ll remember the feeling of your arms around me, and know that we’re always close, no matter how far apart we are.”
“Yes,” he whispers, and they fold into the embrace of lovers.
Like a dying mirage the shimmering heat of her memory retreats, and Margo finds herself again in Zelda’s candlelit world.
Margo blinked.
Did she just see the flash of headlights upon the curtains? Most likely it was only an errant flicker of Zelda’s candle, dancing upon a disturbed draft of air. Echoes of Axel clung to her mind. Tears found her eyes. Margo knew that in the months following that night with Axel, there would be no Harley Davidson or trip to Hawaii, only loss and suffering for them both. A sigh shuddered from her chest, and she dabbed at her eyes.
“Zelda, I need to get into town, to get to the police. Can I walk into town? How far is it?”
“Police? There aren’t any police out here. There’s a deputy sheriff in town. But nobody can walk that far.”
“I’m in good shape. How far is it?”
“Everything down that road is a lifetime from here.”
Crazy old woman! Enough wasting of time, Margo thought.
“Where are the keys to your car?”
“I have them somewhere, but that old car won’t start.” Zelda rose and began fishing through a drawer in the credenza. “There,” she said, producing a jingling set of keys.
Margo took the keys and rose to her feet. Regardless of what this lunatic believed, Margo had seen a late-model SUV outside yesterday, and it would soon take her back to the world. For some reason, the thought of returning to her old life punctured a balloon of foul dread in her stomach, or perhaps it was just Zelda’s coffee.
The woman led Margo through a great room which swallowed the light from her candle the way that tree canopies swallow starlight. When they reached the porch and said goodbye, Zelda’s candle cast skipping shadows against the house.
Margo’s eyes adjusted to the dark as she made her way towards the SUV. It was there alright, a dark rectangle in the exact spot where she remembered seeing a Jeep Liberty when she rode in yesterday in D’s Buick. As she drew close, she realized it wasn’t a SUV, and it certainly wasn’t late model. She opened the door, and a feeble light came on. It smelled of old car– of years with windows rolled up and beating sun and frozen nights and pounding rain. The sickly dome light dwindled and died. She twisted the key in the ignition– no dash lights, nothing. How could she have mistaken this old relic for a shiny new Liberty? The rusting hulk stood alone in the driveway, and there was no garage.
As Margo exited the old car, she saw a light flicker from behind the trees. An unnatural sound emerged, like night mist rising from a pitch-black lake. Diffuse light swelled through the trees, accompanied by the low throb of an engine and tires rumbling upon the dirt road. Someone was approaching the log house from the highway!
Heart pounding, Margo stood by the road and waited. Shafts of light spiked the night at wild angles. Like stabbing searchlights, one headlight and then another came into view. Margo squinted against the bright lights and waved her arms over her head.
The car rolled to a stop along side her.
D and his old Buick!
STEALING MARGO
CHAPTER 8
Margo stood her ground. D must have driven past the log house while she was inside. Could she have been so distracted that she hadn’t noticed?
Margo cursed herself.
The courtesy light came on as D opened the door, and in his lanky way, he extracted himself from behind the wheel. He closed the car door but left the engine running, its exhaust gurgling and a valve-lifter tapping in a steady rhythm, like a hoodlum snapping his fingers in a dark alley. D stood erect, his bearded face a puzzle of shadows. Margo noticed a dark object in his hand, which appeared smaller than the squirt gun he had abducted her with. He casually leaned over the car roof, assumed a shooter’s stance, and pointed the thing at Margo.
She held her hands out, palms towards him. “No! D! Listen, everything’s OK here, alright? Let’s stay cool– I just went for a walk, OK?”
“Walk? You kidding me?” D pulled at something on the dark object in his hand. It made a faint click, and he aimed it directly at Margo, dead center at her heart.
“D, look, know what? I’ll bet your mother’s waiting for us, isn’t she? Sure, she’s probably worried about you. Let’s go see Betty. Would you like that?”
Margo considered taking flight, but it was the same as at the accident site: nowhere to hide, and no way to outrun this lanky hillbilly. She thought of ducking and rolling beneath the Buick, but then what?
“You ain’t been botherin’ Zelda, have you?”
“No, I was just walking up the road.” Margo didn’t want to set him off, or endanger Zelda.
“I brought you this.” He tapped the object in his hand and a cell phone’s keypad lit up. He leaned across the roof of the car, offering it to Margo. “This is Betty’s. They sometimes get cell service out here, starting at Zelda’s place. It don’t get much past here, though. Betty says you wanted to make a call, ain’t that right?”
Margo reached over and took the phone, a candy-bar design with its antenna extended. She pressed 9-1-1 and tapped the enter button. She glanced at D, who remained by the driver’s door. Was he really going to let her call the police? She pressed the phone to her ear. The connection was ringing, but sounded broken, as if it were connecting over a great distance. A woman’s voice came on:
“Nine-one-one operator, what is the nature of your emergency?”
“My name is Margo Capolini, and I’ve been kidnapped. I need help.”
“Are you in a safe place?”
“Yes– well, I don’t know.”
“Can you stay on the line?”
“Yes.”
There was a click, and a tired man’s voice responded: “Sheriff’s department.”
“This is nine-one-one, I have a kidnap victim on the line. Caller, please go ahead.”
“This is Margo Capolini, and I’ve been kidnapped.”
Pause.
“Where are you now?” the man asked.
“Pearly Run Road, outside a two-story log house.”
“The old Zelda Cleese place?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“Are you alone?”
“No, I’m with Deacon Summers.”
“Deacon? Deke Summers? What’s that damn fool doing out there?”
“He’s the one who abducted me.”
A moment’s silence. “Can you put him on?”
Margo handed the phone across the roof of the Buick. “Somebody wants to talk to you.”
D put the phone to his ear and listened, every now and then saying “Uh-huh,” and “Nope.” He handed the phone back to Margo. “Your turn.”
“Margo, this is Deputy Horner. I’m in Reevesville, about a half-hour from your location, but I’ve got custody of a prisoner here, so I can’t leave until my relief gets in around eight. I want the both of you to go back to Betty’s place and wait for me there. I’ll straighten things out when I get there. Understood?”
“Why don’t we just call the state police or the FBI? Surely they could send someone.”
“I’ll take care of notifying the appropriate agencies, ma’am, don’t you worry none about that. Just do as I say, OK?”
“Operator,” Margo said, “are you still on the line? Can you connect me with the FBI?”
“No, she’s not on the line, and no, Adele won’t do that. You’re in my jurisdiction, and you’re my responsibility. You do exactly as I say and you’ll be safe. Am I making myself clear?”
“Why can’t Deacon take me into town now?”
“Because,” Deputy Horner said with an edge of exasperation, “he don’t have enough fuel in that gas-hog Buick of his to get into town, and the gas station between here and the Pearly Run Road cutoff won’t be open until about eight or so.”
“Then, I’ll walk into town.”
“No, you will not do any such thing! We got reports of thick fog on the highway, and I’m not gonna have you getting yourself run over. Now, you do like I say. Get in that car, and Deacon will take you back to Betty’s place. You’ll be safe there.”
Margo hung up and started punching the numbers for her home phone. The cell phone beeped. “Low Battery Warning” came on the screen. It played a stupid melody, and then powered off.
“Looks like the battery’s gone,” D said. “Betty ain’t too good about keeping it charged up. I’ll put it on the charger when we get back home.”
“Lot of good that will do since there’s no cell coverage at Betty’s house.” Margo took a glance back at the log house. She suspected that Zelda was peeking from behind a curtain, observing them from her fortress of creeping sorrow.
“If you’re thinking of walking into town, that’ll take way longer than waiting for old Pete Horner to get out here,” D said. He waited, standing at the opposite side of his car.
“Oh, what the hell,” Margo said, and got into the Buick. While Zelda’s old car smelled like an old car should smell, D’s beater almost carried that new-car odor. Odd, Margo thought. D popped the lever into drive, and they made their way back up the road.
“So, D, you got your car started. I knew that stuff about the solenoid was bull.”
“Was not. Solenoid’s bad.”
“Then how’d you get it started?”
“Whacked it with a hammer.”
“Whacked it? Why didn’t you do that this afternoon?”
“Didn’t think of it then, that’s why.”
“You’re full of it, you know that?”
D grinned in the dash lights’ glow. “I seem to have heard that somewheres a time or two.”
In the damp light, Margo imagined that D’s face was constructed from unrelated odds and ends– old electrical cords for his hair, feathers for eyebrows, bits of twigs traced his bearded jaw line, broken popsicle sticks made teeth with apple peels for lips and pennies for eyes– a construct of junk that meant nothing, until gathered together in the form of D.
Margo blinked the freakish thought away. Patches of ghostlike fog, which she hadn’t seen during her walk because of the darkness, lurked on the road as they rounded curve fourteen. The car’s lights fell upon Betty, sitting under the porch light, smoking, and she got to her feet as Margo opened the passenger door.
“Went for a little walk, did we?”
“You could say that.”
“Found her down at Zelda’s.”
Betty’s eyes snapped to Margo. “And what did we do at Zelda’s?”
“Just talked, that’s all.”
Betty nodded to herself. “I hope you didn’t disturb that poor woman. You know she’s not well, she doesn’t need visitors.”
“Really? And what about me? I don’t need to be kidnapped any more than Zelda needs visitors.”
“Ma, I talked to old Pete Horner, he’s coming out after his shift, he’s gonna straighten things out. Cell phone battery’s gone dead again.”
Betty puffed her cigarette, and smoke billowed from her nostrils. “Pete’s a good boy. So, Margo, I’m very happy that you’ve made your phone call. Now, why don’t we just go inside and get some sleep? It’ll all be better in the morning.” She stubbed out her hand-rolled cigarette, and held the door open for Margo.
“You’ll be in jail in the morning,” Margo muttered to herself as she climbed the steps. Her eyes burned with fatigue, and after all, the deputy would be over after sunup. What was she thinking? Deputy Horner was no more reassuring than a junkie looking to borrow a twenty. Would he notify the FBI and state police? How could he not? There would be a record of the 911 call. Being an acquaintance of the family, Margo figured that Deputy Horner wanted to personally take D into custody, so there would be no danger of anyone getting hurt.
She yawned and wiped her feet upon the “Almost Heaven” doormat. Almost heaven indeed. Just wait till federal prosecutors get involved. There’s nothing heavenly about a federal rap.
Down the hallway, the door to her room stood open. How did they discover she was gone? Did she trip an alarm, or wake them when the screen bumped the windowsill? Once inside, Margo jammed a chair under the doorknob of each of the two doors, locking herself in. Satisfied that she was secure for the moment, she lay down, intending only to catnap until morning, but the bed was soft, oh, so soft.
Margo is in the fog again, but not in the hills of West Virginia– she is alone with Todd in a car on a logging road in Oregon. It’s nighttime, and they are surrounded by mountain fog. Margo’s mother’s face is there too, gazing down from a perch in Margo’s imagination– a vile mocking-bird ridiculing the thing Margo is about to do. Her mental image of her mother is cloned from an old photo upon her parents’ dresser. The picture always seemed immune from her parents’ destructive arguments and fights, much like soldiers would sometimes spare a church during wartime.
If one were to pick up the photo, at first glance her mother would appear a handsome woman of noble stock, with fine features and a luxurious mane of black hair. But upon closer examination, anyone could tell she’d been seriously mis wired. Standing in the photo by her husband’s side, she wears the smug grimace of a huntress whose foot rests upon fresh kill. But it’s the eyes that betray her– they are arrayed in a pathological offset reflecting the vulgar warp of her soul. In that old photo, Margo’s dad wears his hair in the jaunty style of a young man– hair that has long since been flattened and robbed of life by his lover’s hellishness. Funny, Margo had often thought, she usually helped dad do the housework, but he insisted that they never dust that picture. His deliberate neglect conveyed the silent defiance of a defeated man.
Todd murmurs something and nuzzles her ear. Margo’s early Catholic training tells her she is about to commit a mortal sin with this boy (one of the really bad kinds of sin). Sin– wasn’t that the reason her dad would never do the rational thing and divorce her mom, and take Margo away from that horrid woman? For a devout Catholic like her dad, the penalty for divorce would have been excommunication and all-fire damnation. It broke his heart when Margo quit going to church, but he gave up trying to force it upon her. The boys, of course, avoided church thanks to their mother, who thought it entertaining to give them beer on Sunday mornings and watch it stun them into surly imitations of her.
In her grown-up years, Margo would look back and laugh at this moment in the mountains– her first time– a folly of clumsiness, embarrassment, and sweetness performed in a ‘59 Chevy on a fogged-in logging road. Todd was in her band, sort of, at least he was going to be in her band when she got one put together– after all, he said he was a drummer, but he didn’t own a set of drums– not yet, anyway. He was mostly interested in Margo, and Margo knew that, so she played a coy little game with herself (and with Todd as well) just because she wanted to.
And so, there they are, kissing sloppily, clothes somewhat undone, and the windows on the old Chevy all steamed up. She’d read about such things in books, and of course she’d overheard boy stories from the more experienced, popular girls in school.
It had been said that if you can work around the steering wheel, the front seat is better than the back seat, and since Margo is petite, she lets it happen there. For some reason she notices Todd’s glasses, sitting upside down on the dash, watching the two of them. The radio speaker beneath the glasses plays an old Three Dog Night tune, something about doing the things mama told them not to do, and the light from the radio dial gives the glass lenses a dull gleam.
Todd has been busy. He now has her blouse unbuttoned and her bra is twisted askew, exposing Margo’s small breasts. Todd’s eyes are glazed, as if he’s just glimpsed a vision of paradise. She allows him to knead her chest, which isn’t particularly pleasant, and so she asks him to kiss her breasts instead. He does so, and Margo chuckles. The boyish stubble from his chin tickles. Todd seems encouraged by her reaction, for he now begins pawing and kneading and chewing with vigor. She endures for a moment or two, and then thanks him for making her feel so good. She says she now wants him to kiss her on the lips, which thankfully takes his attention from her sore breasts.
They kiss, gently, sweetly, and a bit too wet. Todd’s hands find their way between her legs. In the dim light, the look on Todd’s face is a strange mix of anticipation, fear, and astonishment. She figures it’s his first time too, although he claims it isn’t. She’s always wondered how it would be, and so she decided, about an hour ago, that tonight would be the night. Margo stops his clumsy rubbing, poking and prodding, so she can remove the remainder of her clothes (which is a struggle when you wear tight jeans). But she manages, and he does the same. Goosebumps form on her bare back as she lies against the cold vinyl seat.
Todd smells of cheap cologne, deodorant, and boy sweat. He embraces her and he is warm, so warm. She reaches down and takes him in her hand. It seems very soft but very hard, and kind of large– is there something wrong here, is it supposed to be that big? She’s heard stories about extra-large boys. Was Todd one of them? She was hoping for something smaller.
“Oh, Margo, I love you!” he blurts out, his voice strangely constricted. She smiles a smile of confusion. No one has ever told her she was loved, except maybe Aunt Alice, who once said she would love Margo if she were her child. Hearing love expressed from this boy sounds odd, and it makes her uncomfortable. She lays back, her neck bent against the driver’s door, the door handle cold against her shoulder. Todd’s weight is suspended above her, jammed between the steering wheel and the seat. His thing presses against her, all blunt and blind, trying to force her open. She feels discomfort. Margo tries adjusting her hips upwards, but now it hurts more, only in an odd, confusing way.
The expression on his face defies description– is he feeling pain too? It’s as if he’s grimacing from beneath a crushing load of agony and his mouth is open in a silent scream. Then his body begins making spasmodic thrusts. A strange, constricted cry erupts from his throat. His brow furrows, while his lips, nostrils, and eyes all do a very strange thing: they form into wide, perfect O’s.
And then it’s over.
Margo stings and burns a bit, but it’s not too bad– nothing like the scary stories she’s heard. Todd is breathing hard, like he’s just run a race, and they dress in silence, in one of youth’s clumsier rituals. Margo sort of likes Todd, but now, she feels uncomfortable. Todd seems to have gone over the edge emotionally, for he begins babbling about how he loves her and all the nonsense that goes with it. Her uneasiness builds. She doesn’t dislike Todd, she just doesn’t feel what someone should feel who is in love– at least she doesn’t think so. She regrets that things went this far, not for her sake, but for his.
He never does play in her band, and she never goes out with him again. When stories about that night start circulating at school (highly embellished, of course), she feels the burn of betrayal.
“You should have never trusted him, he only wanted what they all want,” a voice inside her says. It’s a voice she’s never heard before, but she listens, because it speaks the truth. She will hear much, much more of this voice before it is forever silenced.
Watching this scene in her dream Margo feels a melancholy, but there is nothing more for her here, and so she moves on. She experiences a sense of movement– of travel across a great distance.
The setting is different now. It’s foggy, yes, but it’s a sneaky, skinny fog, the kind that slinks with a needful gait down the alleys and byways of Los Angeles. It’s nighttime, and Margo sees her own face illuminated by the faint glow of dash lights. She finds herself sitting in the passenger seat of a brand-new, 1989 BMW. It’s a high-end model with power everything, and finished off in glistening black with smoked windows.
Behind the wheel is Red Inman, a stunning, red-haired attorney with a reptilian reputation. Margo and the Mades has hired her to get the band out of the contract they signed with a manager who stole their recording advance and destroyed their reputation. Red Inman seems to have taken a liking to Margo, for they’ve just had dinner at Arpeggio’s in Beverly Hills, and now she’s talking to Margo about how things really work in this town.
Margo settles into the contours of the BMW’s leather seat. She doesn’t need a lecture about the evils of Hollywood– it’s a foul dish she’s tasted more than once, but maybe Red has a point to all this. Or, maybe not. The engine hums as they accelerate up one of the wide residential streets that cut north toward the hills. Homes here are deep-set behind manicured lawns with security signs, and Red explains that nearby bus stops are for the illegals who come here to clean houses and baby sit.
“Looks like typical Beverly Hills to me,” Margo says, as they approach Sunset Boulevard, a wide avenue lit by the orange glow of sodium-vapor streetlights.
“Those were the slums,” Red says with a laugh. With Sunset behind them, the street narrows as it climbs the moneyed hills that scowl upon L.A. Margo’s been up here before– not this street exactly, but ones like it. During the day from these hilltops, she has seen the smog blanket that extends just above the roofs of the loftiest mansions, which gave her an odd sense of solace– as if L.A.’s dirty air were some kind of corrosive equalizer.
Red gestures at the narrow, winding road. “Know what? This entertainment business is a funny thing. You have the artists– you know, people like you who are mostly from out of town– talented people who create the intellectual property– writers, musicians, and the like, and then there are the sharks who make their money buying, selling and trading people like you. Just look at these homes. Who do you think lives here? Songwriters? Musicians? Ha! Not likely. Oh sure, maybe one or two, here or there, but it’s the decoy effect: the sharks use the success of the lucky few as bait to attract fresh meat.”
Red spins the wheel as the BMW whips around a hairpin curve, tires squealing. On the cliff side the face is cut from sandy rock, while the L.A. side is dotted with scrub brush, and steeply slopes away to darkness. Below that, the city’s grid extends into a brownish-orange corona. They pass several ostentatious homes, strategically lit to highlight their overstated architecture. They remind Margo of hookers under a street lamp.
Red continues, “The people who own this real estate don’t have the drive or talent to do what you do, and why should they? They don’t need to. These are the people who have a knack for making money, for exploiting others. They don’t have to create art, they simply co-opt it. They are the proprietors of art, and of artists as well. Flesh on bone, sounds on tape, paint on canvas, it’s all the same to them– a marketable product. Up here, this is where the money is, and this is where it always ends up– at the top.”
Red notices a song playing on the radio. She turns it up and listens for a moment, and then turns it back down, spitting a curse toward the record company.
“See this Taj Mahal, coming up on the left? That’s Cig Shapiro’s house, the guy who owned Twin Beaks Records. Just sold the company for something like twenty million, right around the time they dumped you guys. Let me ask you something: when was the last time a record company sent you a check that wasn’t an advance? Never, right? See, they’ve got you borrowing from yourself in order to pay them back. They’ve got the deck stacked. The people who run this little game of three-card Monte– they make the calls, they’ve got the juice, and they haul in the loot.”
Red wheels around another steep corner, continuing to angle the BMW upward. Here, the road straightens out somewhat into a landscape of manicured lawns, stately palms, and homes that rest upon ground which slopes away behind them. Most of their rearward balconies and pools are suspended upon stilts and pillars that overlook million-dollar views. Margo tries to imagine the people behind those glowing windows. Are they happy, at least happier than she is right now? That wouldn’t be difficult.
For some reason, a fresh memory of Ember comes to her– of how it felt to hold the tiny life that was Axel and Margo, knowing that she would never see Ember again. Margo dabs at her eyes, worried that her mascara will betray her tears, and pushes thoughts of Ember back into the box that she kept hidden away from herself, and others.“I saw you guys play the Roxy, remember that, back in ’84? That was such a great concert. It was like you guys all really put everything into your show, it’s like you really cared about your audience– like you were there for them, and not for yourselves like a lot of bands out there. I know all about the money you get for playing clubs like that, it wouldn’t feed a mouse. And there he was, your old manager, good old Marty, sitting at the front-row table, Dom Perignon dribbled down his shirt, rent-a-bimbo on one arm, and a vial of nose candy in his shirt pocket. Old Marty knew the game; he took his cut off the top and the bottom, just like everybody else.” They must have reached a hilltop, for the land has flattened, and the smattering of home sites behind them has given way to darkness. “Tell you what, Margo, if you came to LA just to be in the scene and live the lifestyle– fine, knock yourself out. But if you came here to make money, you got yourself into the wrong line of work, sister. You want to live like these people do, you gotta know the game, and you gotta play to win. Let somebody else do the work, bust their balls, take all the risks.”
A well-lit compound comes into view.
“See that one there? Belongs to Dick Dickie.”
A massive wall borders the street for a hundred yards. Behind the barrier lays a well-lit mansion crowded with gaudy gables and angled roofs that arch skyward in an arrogant gesture of wealth.
“That bastard lives here, in this?” Margo cranes her neck to see as the iron gates pass her window. A sports car and a limo are parked in the circular driveway around a fountain shimmering with colored lights.
“When we signed with Dick Dickey, we’d hear stories, sure, but we knew we needed a big-name manager, and he’d handled some top recording artists. But all the son of a bitch did was to use us as bait to rip off a major label. And this is what he gets.”
“Being a rip-off artist pays, doesn’t it?”
“At first, he seemed like he really cared about us, made us feel important, like we were somebody.”
“Ha! Old Dickie Boy is what they call a malignant narcissist.”
“Never heard of such a thing.”
“It’s a type of sociopath. You can now say you’ve had an up-close with one. He cultivated you and the band, told you what you wanted to hear, and all the while he was planning on screwing you guys as bad as I’ve seen him do anybody. But don’t worry, that prick’s gonna pay, I got him by the gonads, and he knows it. I found out about his little butt-buddy at the label who helped set up Dickie’s rip off for a piece of the action.”
“There’s something else he did,” Margo says.
“What’s that?”
“It’s not easy for me to talk about.”
“You mean the baby, and the adoption agency?”
Margo flinches.
Red mutters something as she twists the wheel and downshifts. The road retreats back towards the hazy lights below, the urban haze underlain with an orange-tinted grid of streets.
“Sister, know what I say? Be the one who negotiates the deals, takes the cuts, then goes home and puts on a good CD, pours a glass of French wine, and kicks back. That’s it. Work’s done, check’s in the bank. Honey, you want to live in this zip code, you’d better wise up and go where the money is. And it ain’t where most people think.”
Red was right. Margo’s stomach churns, grinding on what she has just seen. She had just given up her baby, and for what? So sleazes like Dick Dickie could live like kings? And what of the other band members? Margo and the Mades had worked nonstop for years. They’d given everything they had to give– playing when sick, touring during the harsh winter months, and once, they had even played three different cities in one day.
Even though things were getting tense between the band members, they were still a band and still together. Over the years, Margo had written most of the material, but she shared songwriting credits equally with all the band members, so they could each have a split of the BMI songwriter royalties. And she had also insisted that the band’s proceeds from gigs and record sales be equally divided between the five of them.
Sure, everybody had nice apartments, decent threads, cool wheels, but that was about it. And now, they’d spent most of their savings to finance their last studio album. But as a result of Dick Dickie’s thievery, no legitimate record company was going to release that album, or anything else by Margo and the Mades. They were officially toxic. In 1990, Red’s accountants would discover that, over the years (and with generous kickbacks to Marty for being an accomplice), Twin Beaks Records had underpaid Margo and the Mades by seven hundred thousand dollars. It wasn’t one of the industry’s larger rip-offs, and barely made the trades, but it was money the band sorely needed. The shadowy corporation that had bought Twin Beaks Records went into bankruptcy immediately after the purchase, and Cig Shapiro, Twin Beaks’ original owner, had since disappeared. Years later, the bankruptcy judge liquidated assets and awarded Twin Beaks’ creditors two cents on the dollar. After legal expenses, the band’s net was zero.
Margo and the Mades wanted Red to sue their original manager, Marty, who had conspired with Twin Beaks Records to cook the books. When Red caught up with him, there wasn’t much left to sue. Marty had blown every cent on cocaine– his Beverly Hills estate and two full-sized Mercedes had followed the powdery trail up his nose. He split his remaining days between halfway houses and the cardiac wing.
Her guided tour of Hollywood Hills now finished, Red pulls the BMW up to Margo’s apartment in Brentwood. Red turns off the ignition, and rotates in the seat, facing Margo. Red appears to have something important to say.
Margo thinks this might be a good time to preempt her. “Look, Red, Kixie told me about the two of you. We talk about everything. We’re like sisters.”
Red smiles. “Well, I guess it’s no secret, then. Look, Margo,” she says, letting a finger toy with Margo’s shoulder. “I’m going to be honest with you. I think we’d be good together, and, well, I like you, I mean, well, this is sort of embarrassing, but I just have to say this, I have to say what I feel. And I really feel good about how things could be with you. I really do.” Red allows the moment hang for effect, like the good lawyer that she is.
This isn’t new territory to Margo. She has been hit upon by men, by women, and by a few of questionable gender. Having short hair and being in a band has often been seen as an open invitation to bed a rock star for a night of debauchery and carnal jollies. Red’s come-on tonight isn’t like that at all, and it’s not unexpected. Margo smiles a polite smile.“Red, I mean, I’m flattered, I think you’re a remarkable, attractive person, but I’m just not interested in that sort of thing. That’s just not me.”
“Margo, you know what? There was a time when I used to think that way–”
“Red, I like you as a friend. I respect who you are, and if you’ll respect me for who I am, then I’m OK with being friends.”
Margo holds out her hand. They shake on it.
“Then friends it is,” Red says, and Margo swears she hears a note of relief in her voice. “And you know what? You’ll never have a better friend, Margo Capolini, never-ever. And I mean that.”
Margo found herself wakening to a dark room, staring at vague shadows in the ceiling, and thinking about Red. After the band, she had loaned Margo money and helped her get into law school, even pulling some strings to get her in to Red’s alma mater at the University of Maryland. After the bar exam, Red made some calls, and soon Margo had her first job in Baltimore. She hadn’t seen Red in a couple of years, but she figured Red was still giving the Hollywood sleaze artists a hard time, at least she hoped so. And throughout it all, Red never again hit on her.
Now, outside her bedroom’s open window, the din of insects faded in advance of dawn. A breeze lifted the curtains, bearing the scent of dew and daybreak. She heard the ceiling creak– someone upstairs was moving. As Margo dressed, she discovered claylike mud dried upon Betty’s Keds. She thought of Zelda as she held the shoes out the window and knocked the clods off of them. How odd, this Zelda. Her heartbreak seemed to parallel Margo’s situation with Axel and Ember– different details, but same results. As Margo closed the window, she thought she caught a furtive movement in the shadows around the forest’s edge. Perhaps a small animal, she thought. As Margo gazed out the window, she hoped that she would never become a prisoner of her own regrets, the way Zelda had.
Talking.
Margo thought she heard a voice, perhaps one side of a slow, weary conversation. It seemed to be coming from the bathroom. Margo removed the chair she from against the door, and crept into the bathroom, toward the faint, disembodied murmur. At first, she thought it might be coming from the ceiling, but then she put her ear to the door of the adjoining room. She could make it out now, more clearly: a woman’s voice, patient, almost monotone, and with pauses that indicated someone conversing on the telephone.
Margo’s heart raced. She tried the door that led to the adjoining room.
Locked.
There must be others behind these locked doors. Who could they be? What were they doing here? Had they been kidnapped too? Margo crept into the hallway and down to the next door.
She tried the latch.
Locked.
She listened.
Definitely, there was a one-sided conversation going on behind that oak door. She tapped gently.
Nothing.
Margo knocked louder. She thought she heard a stirring, like someone getting off the bed, finding slippers, and shuffling along. The door squeaked open a crack.
“Yes?”
By the dim light, the person almost looked like Zelda, perhaps a few years younger, it was hard to tell. Old eyes, puzzled, questioning. A well-worn face. Kind lines.
“Please, I’m sorry to bother you, but I heard you talking to someone. Do you have a phone?”
“Telephone? Yes.” The door opened wider. The woman wasn’t Zelda, but she could have been her sister, she had that same, sleepy expression. She wore a pink nightgown with crumpled ruffles at the borders. Her bed appeared rumpled and slept-in, but the remainder of the room had the same generic look as the old man’s room across the hall, except that there was no chain and trunk.
“My name’s Margo Capolini.” Margo held out her hand.
The old woman looked at it, as if it were a curious bit of candy offered by a stranger.
“Your name is?” Margo asked.
“Audrey,” she said, with the lilt of a schoolchild happy to have been asked an easy question.
“Audrey. That’s a nice name. How long have you been here?”“Been? How do you mean?” she asked, her blue eyes quizzing Margo.
Margo’s hopes fell– another senile old person, locked behind another door. Betty had some serious explaining to do. Margo flinched at the jangle of a telephone bell. It came from a black, rotary desk-phone on a small table near the bed.
“Hello,” Audrey sang into the receiver, her eyes blinking like a child’s straining to see that which can only be heard.
“No, I haven’t seen him, not today. You know that.”
“Excuse me,” Margo said firmly. “Who are you speaking to?’
“Why, my daughter, of course.”
“May I talk to her, please, just for a moment?”
“Why, I don’t see why not,” Audrey said. “Perhaps it would do her some good.” She held the handset out at arm’s length, its clothbound cord trailing along like a tail.
“Hello?” Margo said, as she put the receiver to her ear. She almost expected to hear a wall of static with bickering voices in the background.
“Hello,” a woman’s voice said. It sounded distant, almost artificially so.
“Thank God! Please, my name’s Margo Capolini, and I’ve been kidnapped. Can you help me?”
“Kidnapped? Oh, my.”
“Yes. Can you call 9-1-1 for me?”
Pause. “Nine-one-one? What’s that?”
Margo’s mouth opened, and for a moment she didn’t know what to say. Audrey sat on her bed, patient, her hands folded on her lap, watching with bright eyes and a curious tilt to her head.
“Well, that’s the number for the police.”
“I suppose I could dial the operator, she would know what to do,” the voice on the phone said.
“Thank you. That would work. Tell her I’m at Betty Summers’ house with your mother, and I’ve been kidnapped. Do you know where that is?”
“Betty? Don’t you be telling her where I am, now.”
“Uh, OK, I won’t. Do you know where to send the police? Better yet, tell the operator to send the FBI, tell her it’s a kidnapping. Can you do that?”“I suppose so. Now put my mother back on, I have something important to ask her.”
Important? This woman was just told of a kidnapping, and she wants to gossip with her mother? She sounded like she had a screw loose. Margo handed the phone back to Audrey.
“She said you need to hang up so I could use the phone to call for help. OK?”
Audrey nodded and put the phone to her ear. “Yes dear?” She listened, and her face clouded over.
“For the last time, he’s not coming back. He’s never coming back. Why can’t you get that through your thick head?” Pause. “No, I won’t call him.” Pause. “Then there’s nothing I can do, is there?”
As Audrey listened, an exasperated expression came over her. She lowered the receiver.
“Kids,” she said. Audrey hung up the phone, and looked at Margo. “You were saying something?”
“I need to make a call. Can I use your phone?”
“Yes, you may use the phone,” Audrey said, correcting Margo’s English. Margo walked over to the nightstand and took the receiver. She held down the buttons to clear the line. Dial tone! Yes. No more of that annoying, weird static. Finally, she would get somewhere. Even though Deputy Horner was supposedly showing up in a few hours, she figured there was nothing wrong with notifying the FBI, territory be damned. Margo dialed 9-1-1. After a long pause, a voice answered.
“Hello.”
“Is this nine-one-one?”
“Anne Marie! Is that you? Anne Marie?”
“Hello? Who is this?
“Don’t you know me? This is Zelda, your mother. I missed you so much.”
Margo stood, dumbfounded. Perhaps the line hadn’t properly cleared, or a relay in some box somewhere was stuck. But Zelda, down-the-road Zelda, living in that big, empty log house? And this woman, Audrey, thought that Zelda was her daughter? And, in turn, Zelda thought that Margo was her daughter? Was everybody here insane?
“Sorry, I’ve got to hang up now.” Margo held down the button, killing the call. She counted to ten, and then let up the button. Dial tone. She again dialed 9-1-1. Someone picked up after the second ring.
Zelda.
Margo hung up without saying anything.
“Breakfast time,” Betty sang out from the open doorway.
Margo spun on her heel.
“What’s going on here?” Margo demanded.
“Going on?” Betty asked. “Why, breakfast, of course.”
“You know what I mean. This woman thinks she’s Zelda’s mother. This stupid phone only connects to Zelda. And Zelda, that poor woman, thinks I’m her daughter. This place is crazy– totally, goddam crazy.
Audrey giggled. She was still sitting on the bed, hands clasped in her lap, looking like a first-grader waiting for her teacher to finish writing something clever upon the blackboard.
“I’m sorry, Audrey, I didn’t mean that. It’s just that I’m getting frustrated, and Betty here, she’s not being forthright about anything.”
“I understand your concerns,” Betty said, in that irritatingly placid voice. “Come along to the breakfast table, and I’ll explain to you all about Zelda and Audrey.”
“Isn’t she coming,” Margo asked.
“Audrey? She never eats breakfast. She’ll be fine.”
“And what of Mr. Meintzer? Will he be joining us?”
“Oh, him? He’s no longer here, he left us last night. Let’s go to breakfast and I’ll explain.”
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“. . . so Mr. Meintzer’s new custodians came last evening, while you were sleeping, and picked him up to take him to his new– destination.” Betty took a sip of her flowery tea.
“You mean I could have gotten a ride into town with them? Why didn’t you wake me?” Margo asked.
“Dear, you were so exhausted, I wouldn’t dream of doing such a thing. You needed your rest, so we let you sleep.”
Margo stabbed her ham with a fork. “You should have let me decide. Exactly where did they take Mr. Meintzer?”
“Well, let’s say he’s gone to a place that’s more suitable for him, and I know he’ll be quite happy there. It wasn’t appropriate for him to stay with us any longer,” Betty said.
“And Audrey? And Zelda? What’s going on here? You people running some kind of scam? What are you doing, gathering up feebleminded people, housing them here, and cashing in their Social Security checks? Maybe feed them once a day? Indulge their senile delusions?”
“Well, now, that’s a rather hostile question, I must admit,” Betty said, with a bland smile.
D, who had been silent up until now, laughed out loud and took a long drink of water. He was grinning behind that beard! Grinning!
“Something funny there, D?”
D glanced at Margo. He shrugged and went back to his plate, messing up his eggs with his fork.
Betty put down her utensils. “Margo, I’ve told you everything I can. My dear Aunt Audrey, and Zelda, they are both here because we, well, because they need to be. You can see how confused they are. But we have no financial arrangements. We already have all we need, and we all get by just fine.”
“And the phone line to Zelda’s?”
“Oh, that. D rigged it up so Zelda and Audrey could talk to each other without tying up our regular phone lines. It gives them something to do, and they seem to enjoy it.”
“Not from what I saw. And what about the Buick? All of a sudden, in the middle of the night, it starts running again?”
D shrugged. “Hit the solenoid with a hammer.”
“Dear, when we discovered you were missing, we became very concerned for your safety. Out on that old dirt road at night, and if you’d have made it to the highway, my oh my, the way people drive at night on those winding, mountain roads, why a person walking along there wouldn’t have a chance.”
“So, D, why don’t you get out your hammer, and we’ll take a little trip into town right now. What do you say?”
“Don’t have enough gas for that.”
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