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~~~~~
When it hit, Bill dropped his highball glass and stumbled toward his son’s room. Isaiah lay crying, unprotected on his small, five year-old-size bed. Bill lifted him up and clenched him to his chest as the world bounced and rumbled beneath his feet. It should have been over already. Bill braced himself against the bedroom door frame watching a glow-in-the-dark mobile of planets and stars sway in a nauseating rhythm out of sync with the earthquake.
The earth stopped moving long before the mobile did. Heart pounding, Isaiah still in his arms, Bill ran to the den and snapped on the television. No power. Rushing into the kitchen, he nearly slipped on broken glass in his leather slippers.
Isaiah squirmed in Bill’s tight grasp. He wanted warmth and comfort now, not his father’s clumsy strength.
“No, son,” Bill said, misunderstanding. “You can’t get down. You’ll hurt yourself.”
Bill rummaged blindly through a drawer with one hand until he found a battered old walkman. He sat down on the sofa, holding Isaiah on his lap with one hand. He clicked on the radio and held one headphone to his ear. The batteries were still good. With trembling hands he turned the dial, trying to remember the location of pre-programmed stations he listened to in his car.
Finally he heard the voices of callers making preliminary guesses about magnitude; five, six and up. Someone reminded listeners to turn off the gas. Another told them not to light candles. Bill reached for the Crown Royal bottle and took a long drink. Maybe this would buy him time. Monaghan and Brownloe would have to cancel the early meeting tomorrow.
His father’s grip loosened, Isaiah jumped down. “Mommy!” he cried, running for their bedroom door.
Helen! How could he have forgotten her? Bill ran to the bedroom.
“Helen?” Why was he whispering? Perhaps because it was so very dark without streetlights streaming in through cracks in the curtains.
“Helen!” he shouted.
No answer.
He could barely make out her shape in the bed as his eyes slowly adjusted to the dark. No, it was much bigger than Helen. It was the size of the tall bookshelf beside the bed, in the shape of a pile of a hundred favorite books.
*
At the emergency shelter, the staff were as kind as they were skilled, protecting Bill and his son from prying reporters and talk show producers. When he sat at a picnic bench behind the shelter for hours, unable to move, they cared for Isaiah, along with a shrinking number of other children.
In his growing silence, Bill became obsessed with one question. Was he marked by God, or had he been abandoned? If he could find the answer, then he would know what to do next. Without it, he was frozen in place, unsure which way to step.
The day the shelter closed its doors, a kind woman with a thin, sad face drove Bill and Isaiah back to their home. Bill stood on the front porch with a duffel bag filled with canned goods, blankets and lightly used clothing. Isaiah clutched his other hand. They waved to the kind woman as she drove away. But Bill did not unlock the front door. Instead, he walked around to the back and put Isaiah in the sandbox to play. It was safer here than inside.
The next day Bill ventured into his house long enough to dig up gear from the back of a closet. Sleeping bags, tent, a cookstove and two unopened Crown Royal bottles. He set up camp for himself and his son in the backyard, as far as he could from the house and the mistakes that had taken his wife from him.
Each night, Bill sat watch. He had failed his wife, but would keep his son from the kinds of harm that God could bring down without warning on the innocent and guilty alike.
*
When the social worker arrived with a court order, Bill was passed out on the back stoop. Isaiah was filthy and thin, with a hungry look in his eyes. Bill hadn’t been able to let him go to school for nearly a year, even though he knew he should have.
The social worker woke Bill up and showed him papers. They were signed by judges and county officials, but he knew this was God’s work too. He was among the guilty, and such a man as he was not to be entrusted with the life of a child.
With no one to watch over, Bill’s sleepless nights became too terrible to live through. The more he drank, the more the angry voices chided him from all sides. Even worse were his dreams when he finally slept.
One night, as the voices clamored in his head, his wife’s ghost appeared.
“Helen,” Bill said softly to the apparition hovering before him. She was whole as she had been in life, her beautiful face marred only by a frown.
Helen spoke, but he could not hear her. Bill spread a blanket for her on the ground beside him. She sat down and gestured to the night sky, glowing the hazy purple of reflected city lights. She pointed to the tall cedar soaring above them, to the home they’d shared together, to him. Her brow furrowed with the effort. Bill wept as he watched her mouth move in earnest lamentations he could not hear.
Then, suddenly, Helen took Bill by the shoulders and shouted, “Where are the others?” Her pain gave her strength to make her voice heard by the living.
Startled, Bill asked, “What others?”
“I have searched heaven and hell, but I cannot find the others who died with me in the earthquake,” she said. “I am lonely, and I have no one with whom to share my grief.”
Bill looked down, unable to meet her eyes. This was the unfair burden God had given him to bear.
“No, my love,” Bill whispered. “You were the only one.”
~~~~~
Pops maneuvered his shopping cart around behind the Calvin Building. He had to get to the dumpsters before they were on the sidewalk. Once there, the contents were city property.
After securing the wheels with a pair of two-by-fours, Pops stood on the cart to lean into the dumpster. The warm stink from the dregs of fermenting sugary drinks hit him like the smell of money.
Pops used an efficient two-stroke method. Recyclables and edibles into the cart, useless garbage to the side. Two dumpsters later the cart was overbrimming. Pops headed for a nearby city park to sort in private.
All that work had given him an appetite so he started with the fast food bags, cleanest ones first. One sack had been folded closed with the care a mother might give to her child’s lunch. Pops salivated with anticipation as he opened it.
But instead of food, there was cash.
The kind of cash money a man like him wouldn’t see in a lifetime. Pops crumpled the bag shut in his fist. His heart pounded. A wad of benjamins like that could get a man killed.
Pops closed his eyes and imagined himself at a high-class bar, buying rounds, raising a glass with a toast. Other fantasies flooded in. He bought an ice cream for his little boy. A diamond ring for his beautiful wife.
Except his wife was dead and his son was all grown up and gone.
Maybe the money was a hallucination too. A man in his condition saw a lot of things that later gave up on themselves. He unfolded the sack and peered in. He reached inside to count the twenties and fifties.
$2,700. Underneath, a photo ID card for Delia Johnston at the Calvin Company.
Pops looked up. From his park bench he could see the top of the Calvin Building.
I’m just an old drunk, Pops told himself. How can I be expected to do the right thing?
Who would expect him to do the right thing?
Nobody. And as soon as they got a whiff of cash on him, they’d sneak up in the middle of the night, bash in his head and take it.
Pops stood, wavering unsteadily on his feet. God, he needed a drink.
He could leave it here. Let someone else find the money and get killed for it. Problem was, he’d seen a name. And a face.
Pops sighed and began pushing his cart back to the Calvin Building.
*
Pops parked out front. He took the ID in one hand, the sack of money in the other, and walked in the door.
“Sir! You can’t come in here!” A woman in business clothes approached, followed quickly by a security guard.
“I’m here to see Delia Johnston.” Pops planted his feet wide on the carpet.
The guard shouted, “Out. Now!”
“I’m here to see Delia Johnston,” Pops said, waving the ID at them.
The woman put a hand on Pops’ shoulder. “Why do you want to see Ms. Johnston?” She spoke gently to make up for the guard. She hated the way he was such an ass to everyone.
“I have something for her.”
The guard reached for the sack. “I’ll take it.”
Pops stepped backward. He couldn’t trust anyone.
“I’m here to see Delia Johnston,” he said.
“Okay,” said the woman. The old guy was stubborn, but he seemed purposeful, not crazy. “Give me the ID and I’ll take it to Ms. Johnston. We’ll see what she says.” Maybe Delia knew the Recycle Man. These days, you never could be sure.
Pops hesitated. Even a Delia Johnston who worked at the big fat Calvin Company would know if she was missing $2,700. He handed over the ID. “I want to see Delia Johnston.”
The guard and the woman exchanged a hard look. “All right,” the guard said.
The woman took the ID. “Why don’t you wait outside?” she said. Purpose or not, he was truly ripe.
Pops wanted nothing more than to get out before the walls collapsed in on him, but he had to see this through. The woman went up the elevator while the guard stood by the door giving Pops the stink-eye.
When the elevator returned, a short Latina stepped out alone. She had long, dark hair and thick tortoiseshell glasses.
“How did you get my ID?” she asked. She looked right into the bum’s eyes to show that he couldn’t scare her. Pastor Tony wanted her church to start up some kind of homeless shelter, but Delia would have none of it. They couldn’t have men like this stinking up the house of the Lord.
Pops stared back. She looked like the photo. “You’re Delia Johnston?”
“Yes.”
Pops held out the sack. “I found this in the dumpster.”
Her face went white as the sack.
Delia recognized it instantly, and her heart lurched forward. How did it get into the dumpster? She thought she’d left it locked in her desk. Delia’s hands shook as she took the sack from him. It gave off the metallic, shameful smell of money.
Delia had hated begging from her brother and sisters, but there hadn’t been a choice. Between them, they’d put together enough to cover her mortgage. She didn’t know what she would do next month.
Pops turned to leave. He needed a drink, bad.
Delia said, “Hold on!” She was counting the money.
Pops felt his face get hot. “It’s all there,” he said.
Delia looked at him with surprise. It was. “Why didn’t you take it?”
Pops pointed to the ID. “I saw your face. I knew your name.”
Delia counted out five twenty dollar bills. She shoved them into his palm.
“I can’t,” Pops said.
“You must.”
“Don’t you need it?” Pops asked.
Delia nodded. She didn’t know where she’d find another hundred dollars. She needed the money more than anything, but God and Pastor Tony would want her to do right by a man who’d done right by her.
~~~~~
Pops awoke on pavement. A rock on the sidewalk had burrowed into his cheek. He rolled over onto his back. Eyes closed, he tested himself for injuries. One fist opened and closed, then the other. He stretched out his right arm, then his left. Knees and ankles popped as he bent and unbent his legs. His head ached, as always. At least he still had his shoes.
Pops opened his eyes and saw a ceiling, which gave him a start. Then he noticed a patch of sunshine. He pushed himself upright to rest against the wall. He must have been mighty drunk to fall asleep so far from his vacant lot. More drunk than he would have had money for. He closed his eyes, trying to remember.
Something shifted beside him. Pops jerked away. A young man lay there, muttering in his sleep. He had soft black curls, full, pale lips, and long eyelashes. A thick scar ran along the edge of his hairline.
Young man? A boy, really. Who must have shared his stash. Pops wondered what he’d given in return. There was no free lunch on the streets any more than in the world of high finance. Even the soup kitchens expected you to pray to their god in return.
Pops needed to figure out where he was, and how to get back to his vacant lot under the freeway. He was safer there in the wide open.
If the bus had been involved, he could be anywhere in the city. If a car, he could be almost anywhere in the world.
Up the street a group of men and women stood at a bus stop. Latinos, with a few white folks too. Signs on the shops were in a mix of mostly English and a little Spanish. At least he was still in L.A.
“Morning, Pops.”
Pops turned.
The young man smiled, happy that Pops had stayed after all. “Let’s get breakfast,” he said.
Pops frowned. “Ain’t got money.”
The young man shook his head. “Don’t worry. I know somebody.” He stood, but got hit by the wobbles. He leaned into the wall for balance.
Pops put a hand on the young man’s arm. “Steady on, son,” he said.
The weight of the old man’s hand felt reassuring. “Thanks,” he said.
*
Pops and the young man walked side by side up the city street with other people making their way to the places they had to be all day. Pops finally saw a street sign. York Boulevard. He tried to remember where the hell York was.
The young man felt warmed by the rising sun and by the old man’s presence at his side. He could imagine the two of them roaming the country together. Taking their meals and sleeping side by side in nooks and crannies most people didn’t know existed. Pops was an educated man. He imagined sitting by a campfire listening to Pops tell yet another of the books he’d read, just like he had last night.
Pops followed the young man up an alley. They approached the back door of a shop that was redolent with the smell of corn and chili. Pops’ mouth watered like one of Pavlov’s dogs. He stood a little ways back while the young man knocked on a screen door.
An old woman with long gray hair and a flowered apron over her clothes opened the door.
“Hola, Maria,” the young man said. “¿Como está?”
Maria was overjoyed to see her grandson again after so many weeks. At the same time, the crack in her heart broke open a little wider. How was it Miguel knew to return here, but didn’t know who she was? Couldn’t remember the countless childhood days and nights he’d spent here in the family restaurant? “Hola. ¿Tienes hambre?”
“Sí,” he said. “We’re both hungry.”
Maria looked the old wino up and down, repressing the urge to cross herself. He was filthy, emaciated, and he stank. She couldn’t let him inside.
Pops knew that look in her eyes. He should go. But the smell of food stilled his legs. This old woman was going to feed them.
“Sit down,” Maria said, gesturing to some white plastic chairs behind the shop.
Pops and the young man sat. Maria returned from the restaurant with two plates piled high with flatbread, beans and cabbage.
“Pupusas!” Miguel said with delight. “My favorite. How did you know?”
Maria watched the two men shovel food into their mouths, barely stopping to chew. Her own beloved Miguel was becoming one of these street people, and she couldn’t stop it. So she vowed to continue feeding him and these filthy old men he brought with him, just to keep Miguel coming back. Perhaps one day he would remember.
Pops ate half of what was on his plate before he had to stop. He’d be lucky to keep that much down.
Miguel noticed Pops wasn’t eating. “Maria?” he said, “Could you bring us coffee, and a takeaway bag?”
Tears filled her eyes as she went back into the restaurant.
When she was gone, Pops said, “Thanks for the food.”
Miguel said, “Sure thing, Dad.”
Pops stood abruptly, dropping the plate. It shattered, splattering food around their feet.
The young man knelt. “I’ll take care of it, Dad.” He swept the food into little piles, rubbing the skin of his fingers open on the rough pavement.
“Who are you?” Pops said.
“Your son, Isaiah.”
Pops shook his head.
The young man stood. “We haven’t seen each other since social services took me away, after the earthquake,” he said. “It’s like you said last night, we’re so lucky to have found each other.”
Maria stepped out the screen door, paper cups of coffee in hand.
“You are not my son!” Pops turned and ran. He didn’t look anything like Isaiah.
Miguel ran after him. “Dad!” he shouted. “God has brought us together!”
The old woman cried out, “Miguel!” But her grandson was gone again.
~~~~~
Pops leaned over to get a better look at the fat man sprawled across the pavement. The man’s slack face was turned toward the brick wall. A line of vomit had dribbled out of his mouth and down his cheek, pooling in the shadow beneath his head. Pops nudged the thick body with his foot. The fat man snorted a little, shifted, and went back to sleep. Well, he wasn’t dead anyway.
He hadn’t been on the streets long, that much was clear. He was too fat and his skin glowed with the night’s sweat. He stank of recent adventures rather than the accumulation of weeks, a fruity smell rather than sour piss and garbage. And he was splayed across the pavement as if he had gotten drunk in one place and collapsed halfway to his destination, rather than curling up in a favorite, hidden place and drinking himself quietly to sleep. The miracle was that the cops hadn’t rousted him in the night.
Fat man’s clothes told the same story. His yellow t-shirt was smeared with stains new enough that each fingerprint was still evident. White patches on his overwashed jeans were still white. His dark blue Dodgers cap had fallen from his head, but the brim was stiff and held its shape.
Absolute proof was the fat man’s shitkickers. Smooth, supple brown leather, no cracks or scuffs. Pops could almost hear the click of the short walking heels on concrete. These were the kind of boots a man might be killed for. The kind of boots a desperate man would swap one night for a cheap bottle of booze.
Pops nudged him again, a little harder this time, pressing a foot into his ribcage. Fat man mumbled, but didn’t move. Pops circled his body, then looked up and down the street. It was early and they were on a side street off Brand, but it had to be the weekend or a holiday for there to be so few people. Maybe it was Christmas. In the distance, Pops could make out flashing red lights. Season’s greetings, or just a traffic signal? They were too far away and Pop’s eyes were too far gone to tell.
Everyone else might have forgotten him, but Christmas had come to Pops.
With the toe of his worn out tennis shoe, Pops shook the fat man’s right foot, then his left. Then he shook them more vigorously, one by one. Fat man muttered a little more loudly but no more coherently, never opening his eyes. Pops squatted down by his feet and took the right boot in his hands and shook it again, all the while watching the fat man’s face. He was as unconscious as a man could be and still be alive without medical care.
Pops shook and tugged the boots until they came loose. He placed them on the sidewalk beside him, careful not to make too much noise. Then Pops was ready to run find a good hiding place to change shoes.
But it was Christmas, after all, and no man should have to walk the streets of Los Angeles in sock feet on the day of Christ’s own birth. Rather than do the wise thing, Pops sat down beside the fat man and slipped off his own, worn-down Nikes. Gray with age and use, they’d been white and blue and red once. He thought so, anyway. He hadn’t walked out the door of his San Fernando home with them, but he couldn’t remember when or where he’d gotten them. Maybe some other jackass had stolen a fine pair of crisp leather brogues off his own feet one night. It seemed likely.
It was Pops’ turn now.
He slipped his feet into boots that were still warm from the fat man’s feet. His bones ached with the effort of getting himself up from the sidewalk. Pops stood a little taller in these new boots, felt a little more the man he’d once been. They were tight on his feet, but a man couldn’t expect perfection in a day. Raising his head and straightening his back, he surveyed his domain and found it good. The sun was fully risen now, and its warmth cut through the cool air to hold Pops upright. He had been a man once, and could be again.
It being Christmas, one of the churches was bound to be serving turkey and potatoes, maybe even cranberry sauce and pie. The other men would be given to sharing from bottles and cans in the bathrooms and alleys. The nearest he could remember was a Methodist church.
Suddenly, fat man shifted. “Dude,” he croaked.
Pops didn’t look down.
“Ayúdame…” the fat man began, but trailed off.
Pops ran. The boots were his, fair and square. Involuntary recycling, street style. Fat man had to learn about it the hard way.
The fat man put his hands on the sidewalk and tried to press himself up, but couldn’t. He should never have left home last night without checking his blood sugar level. He fell back to the pavement and lost consciousness again.
*
All the doors to the Methodist church were locked, with no sign of holiday meals. Same for the Baptists, Episcopalians, even the Unitarians. Must not be Christmas after all, Pops decided.
His feet hurt from all that walking, so he sat down on a low stoop in front of a nondenominational storefront iglesia and slipped his feet out of the boots. To Pops’ surprise, his blackened socks were wet. He peeled one off. Blood. He peeled off the other. More blood. With some careful poking and prodding he found the source. The boots had worn the skin off his heels and sides of his feet, and the tops of both big toes.
Pops thought with regret about the comfortable tennis shoes he’d left behind. With a sigh, he put his socks on, stood up and walked away, leaving the boots to some other man with smaller feet.
~~~~~
Pops woke with a start. Rolling over, his face rubbed up against something crinkly. He reached to swat it away, but it turned out to be a pack of cigarettes. He picked up the pack and held it far enough away to make out the brand. Camels. He liked Camels.
The pack was open, but nearly full. Hands trembling, he shook out a cigarette. When he did, something green fell to the ground. Pops reached down and unfolded a twenty dollar bill.
As he smoked, Pops considered where the cigs might have come from. If he’d had so much money the night before, he wouldn’t be nearly so coherent this morning.
Suddenly, a helicopter buzzed close by. A fine mist fell from the clear blue sky. Pops touched his chest with his fingertips, and they came away sticky. He stood up and shook his fist. Pops hated helicopters. After the earthquake they’d hovered over the city for days but had not saved his wife.
“Oh, hell,” the pilot said. “Shut it off. Somebody’s down there.”
The co-pilot shut off the sprayer and reached for the radio.
The pilot said, “Don’t bother.”
The co-pilot hesitated, hand in mid-air. He said, “We’re supposed to report if we spray anybody.”
The pilot snorted. “It’s a wino. He’s not going to file a complaint.”
The co-pilot frowned. The big red POISON stickers on the spray canisters made him nervous no matter how many hours of OSHA training he’d sat through. “Dumping this stuff all over L.A. just doesn’t seem right.”
The pilot was tired of listening to the whiney old fart. He said, “When you see what the fungus did to my uncle’s avocado orchard in Imperial County, you’ll think different.”
The co-pilot shrugged. It was too late anyway. They’d already dropped their load.
The pilot circled around for another view of the man in the long trench coat, standing in the middle of a field of dusty plants going brown in the dry heat. The wino shook his fist and shouted something they couldn’t hear over the sound of the rotors.
Pops watched the helicopter turn and head north. The mist cleared, though the chemical smell lingered. He brought his hand down in front of his eyes, amazed to discover his fist had the power to make helicopters disappear.
Around him, golden poppies shimmered in the sunlight. Bright green grasses and iridescent shrubs waved in the gentle spring breeze. Pops was dazzled by bright colors.
A tiny whirlwind kicked up, passing close as it carried bits of leaves and papers. A scrap fell at his feet. An advertisement from Nine West Shoe Store.
A bird sang out from the nearby manzanita like a variegated car alarm. Woop-woop-woop. Wee-oh, wee-oh. Honk-honk-honk-honk.
Yes! Of course.
The world was suddenly full of signs and portents Pops could not ignore. He patted the top layer of dirt from his clothes, getting his hands even stickier, and headed for the boulevard.
*
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