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to Frank and Betty, for the gifts of life and love—theirs, mine, and ours, and to M. A.; BeeEss; Tomiss; Jerome; J. L.; Fuffy, and The Brat, for helping me fill in the blanks.

She pushed her ginger curls away from her ear and laid it carefully against the door and listened. All right! She clapped her hands and squealed, thought better of it and almost as quickly shushed herself. She sailed into the room and onto her trundle bed, one knee aboard and a straight leg trailing. She glimpsed the lacy blouse, pinafore, and Mary Janes on her image in the mirror and frowned. I hate me! Why do I have to be so girly all the time? Out came the tongue. Oh, well... Pushing her round, black eyeglass frames up her nose brought a hint of a smile. Very Harry Potter. Daddy’d won that one, liking them over those wiry things Mommy picked out.
She reached behind all the “educational” stuff on her bookshelf and brought out her latest guilty pleasure. She gladdened as she traced the image of the wild-haired girl on the cover, airborne in vapors and gaily pinching her nostrils. Betty has red pants with green polka dots—and yellow socks! I could be her, ‘cause our hair’s almost the same color. Looking up again, she frowned at the pastel clasps holding her locks.
No barrettes for Betty! She tore at them, flung them aside, and shook her head fiercely. Freedom was pleasing.
Settling in cross-legged, she cracked the book and laid it reverently across her thighs. Page One—again; there he was, in all his blue-eyed, dirty-sheep splendor. She turned the page and read softly to herself, savoring every word:
“Mother walked in and said, ‘He still smells awful.’
And that’s when they got the first clue. The tell-tale bubbles in the water.
‘He’s probably just a little nervous,’ said Mother, hopefully. ‘His stomach must be upset.’
But Walter’s stomach wasn’t upset. Walter’s stomach was fine. He felt perfectly normal. He just far—” [Endnote]
The door cracked. A laundry basket. Her Mother.
“Come on, Ashley! It’s the second Wednesday—you know that. We’re late for your play date at Ryan’s and there’s tap class, after that.” Rosemary Butterworth looked up and saw her panicky, slack-jawed daughter hugging a book to her bosom. She shoved the basket onto the toy chest and put her hands on her hips. “What’re you reading?”
Ashley’s eyes fell, as did the book. “Nothing...”
Rosemary took it. “‘Walter the Farting Dog?!’ Where did you get this?”
Ashley pushed her lower lip out and her dark eyes blazed. “Found it.”
Rosemary scowled and tucked the book under her arm. “We’ll talk about this later. Get your sweater and your shoes.”

Alex Butterworth nudged the front door open with his briefcase, juggling his keys and the daily mail in his other hand. He slid inside, shoved the door closed with his heel, and pitched the keys onto the hall table. Dropping the case by the banister, he stretched, sighed, and scratched his scalp. Another day in the particular Paradise that is the San Bernardino Unified School District. He’d barely begun shuffling paper when the door burst open behind him. Ashley grazed him behind the knees and hit the stairs hard.
“Hey, half-pint! How ‘bout some love?” Alex’s voice trailed off as she ascended; she turned, briefly, her face wreathed in anger. The thump-thump-thump of her footfalls receded until replaced by the echo of her door slamming. He turned back to see Rosemary standing in the doorway, clutching Ashley’s wrap, book bag, and dance regalia. She wasn’t a lot happier. “We need to talk,” she said as she climbed the stairs.
Oh, boy. Alex calculated he could weather the gathering storm a little better with some nourishment, so he made for the kitchen and stuck his head in the refrigerator. As he took inventory he tried to guess the basis for this complication du jour. He shrugged and settled on string cheese and a low-carb beer. Leaning against the counter, he took a couple swallows and paused when he detected his wife’s low, insistent monotone leaching through the ceiling. At that, he drained the bottle and went after another. He chose the back route to the family room and planted himself in his recliner. He had both the TV remote and the second beer under control and on target when Rosemary steamed in from the dining room. She marched up and pushed the book in his face.
“What is the meaning of this?”
Alex’s suspended arms fell. “It’s a book.”
“It’s inappropriate, is what it is!”
“What ‘inappropriate?’ It’s a prize-winning kid’s book about overlooking imperfection and finding value.”
“It’s about farting.”
“That’s just a bonus. Farting is funny, especially to kids. What’s the big deal? Everybody farts; that’s the point!”
“I’m sorry. I don’t get it.”
Alex spoke toward his shirt. “Maybe if you’d had a brother—or a full-time father...”
Rosemary worked her jaw muscles and turned away. “I’ll ignore that—and I’m not going to belabor this, either. Except to say that this is the kind of thing that’ll take away every advantage she gained by going to that expensive pre-school I got her into.”
“Which she hated.”
“Alex, she’s barely six years old. She doesn’t have a clue what’s good for her.”
“And neither do I, apparently,” he snapped.
“Oh, honey; let’s not argue.” She reached for his arm. “All I want is what’s best for Ashley.”
Alex jerked away. “Whether she or I like it or not, is that it?”
Rosemary grew chilly. “And I suppose you’d be happy if she fell behind and had to be home-schooled?”
“Look—I’m a tenured middle-school teacher in a public school district. That’s not gonna happen—any more than she’s going to a private school. We can’t afford it anyway, not since you decided to stop working to ride herd on her full-time.”
That wounded Rosemary. “At least one of us wants to make sure she gets everything she needs.”
“Oh, bullshit!” Alex wasn’t going to relent; not this time. “And, besides, what is it she’s going to ‘fall behind’ in? Dance? Music lessons? Karate? Or ‘structured play’ with those other little robots?”
“That’s not fair!” She crossed her arms and turned up the volume. “Every activity I have her in has demonstrable pre-collegiate value—unlike ‘soc-cer.’”
“Oh, yeah. Pointless for a little kid to run around, kicking and screaming, with a bunch of scruffy little renegades, especially after a full workweek of ‘structure.’ Don’t you see, honey? All this false urgency and fear of underachievement does is rob a lot of these kids of the best parts of their childhoods—playing, imagining, discovering...thinking. For themselves. By the time I get them in Science classes, they’re defeated. They wouldn’t dream of touching anything that isn’t preprogrammed and pre-approved by adults.”
“So, I guess what you’re saying,” she sniffed, “is, all the time I spend with Ashley doesn’t count for anything?”
Alex rolled his eyes. “Melodrama aside, what I am saying is that you’re not spending her time with her, you’re spending it for her. She’s a human being. She has more than needs; she has feelings. All you’re doing, I fear, is making her resentful and rebellious. Is that what you want, for Ashley to grow to hate you?”
Before Rosemary could respond, Ashley appeared in the doorway, making fists of her tiny fingers, her alabaster face in knots. “Mommy! Gimme my book back. Now!”
“Ashley!” Alex came halfway out of his chair. Rosemary set her jaw and bound the book tighter to herself. Ashley burst into sobs and fled. Rosemary wasn’t far behind.
“I can’t talk to either of you anymore!” she said in the direction of the chandelier.
Alex fell back into the cushions. “I’ll talk to her, later,” he said weakly.

Rosemary sat, watching Ashley and Ryan test each other with flashcards. After dunking and draining her teabag, she sipped carefully and reached for a cookie. “They do seem to get along, don’t they?”
“Looks like it. Better, since we got rid of that little monster, Tyler!” Across the table, Ryan’s mother, Jennifer, laughed. Rosemary didn’t. Jennifer squinted at her. “You okay? You look distracted.”
““Oh, Alex and I are hammer-and-tong about Ashley, as usual.” Rosemary searched her neighbor’s face. “Do you think we push these kids too hard?”
“Who knows? Sometimes it feels like it, but things are so much different from how they used to be. Everybody has to work; everything’s so expensive. There’s so much to do; there’s no time. There’s more to learn and less time to learn it. I dunno. My father said in the Sixties the hippies on campus would laugh at ‘straights’ like him and say, ‘Work, study, get ahead, KILL!’ Makes you wonder; how on Earth do you suppose our grandparents dealt with a Depression and World War?”
“Well, thanks for answering my question!” They giggled. Rosemary dropped her chin into her hands. “I mean, I suppose I can see Alex’s point. My Dad was away a lot, so it was Mom and I most of the time. She saw to me, but wasn’t really available emotionally—”
“Whose parents were?”
“—But, yeah, did it matter all that much, really? I’m okay; I want for Ashley and me to be close and all that, but everything I read and see on TV frightens me. I want her to be prepared. Like, did you see that thing last night about the registered sex offender? Living right on a street full of kids!”
“Oh, honey; come on—that was 20 miles and two freeways away!”
“I know, but they said there were more calls on the Megan’s Law hotline and more hits on the web site from this county than anywhere else in the state. Doesn’t that bother you?”
Jennifer munched and gulped. “I don’t even want to think about things like that. Let’s just get these kids through school and into a good college, okay?” The silence made them both restless, so Jennifer changed subjects. “So—where are you and Alex on the subject, again?”
“We’ve agreed I can go back to work in a couple months, when Ashley starts first grade. He’s determined to put her in public school and, as long as there’s only one income, he can say we can’t afford anything else. If I work, he loses that hedge and we can keep our options open. Anyway, I’ll have more flexibility than he does, so I can make sure Ashley keeps up. You’ll still be available for exercises after school, right?”
In the academy, silliness broke out. Ryan and Ashley had taken an impromptu palm-slapping game to the next level: laughing and rolling around on the floor.
“Ashley!” Rosemary stood, pointing two fingers at her eyeballs. “Focus.”

Bracing his patellae against a cabinet door, Alex scratched a gluteus absently through his plaid flannel boxers and massaged his stubble with the other hand. None of this, not even his steady gaze, hastened the brewing process. Still, he stared. Must be why it’s called ‘automatic drip.’
Rosemary cupped her mug, inhaling chamomile and eyeing her husband. “You came in late.”
“‘In-service.’ My choice was six hours yesterday after school or all day today.”
“Was that all?”
“Had a burger and a couple beers with Harry.” He didn’t look at her.
“You could have called.”
“Did.” He groped for a large mug. “Your cell was busy.”
She focused on the tawny liquid. “Didn’t leave a message.”
Alex pushed the newspapers aside and set his vessel down. He leaned on a hand, engaged her, and pointed at the freehand calendar on the melamine board behind her head. “What’s that say?”
She swiveled and flushed a little. “‘Friday;’ ‘16;’ ‘In-service.’”
He looked down the hallway. “Where’s Ashley?” He’d already heard the harsh singsong of an animated, synthesized musical score, so he didn’t have to ask but he needed to, anyway.
“Watching TV...”
Mock horror wreathed his face. “Is that allowed?”
Rosemary sighed and pushed herself up gamely. “Look, I’m sorry, Alex. I haven’t been sleeping as well since I started working again.”
Alex gulped at his caffeine. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays too much for you?”
“It’s not just that.” She sounded truly weary, which caused him to thaw some. She used his waistband to pull him near and nestled into his side. “I’ve had to rejigger Ashley’s schedule, since St. Ignatius is so rigid about pickups...”
“Ah, yes—St. Ignatius. Pity we aren’t really Catholics; that’d be worth a healthy tuition break.” His lack of hostility allowed her to relax a little, which led to shudders of emotion. He tipped her back and saw her streaked face.
She raised her eyes. “It’s just—it seems like I worry all the time.”
“About what?”
“Ashley.”
“Why?”
“I want so much for her. I want her to be all right.”
He stroked the down under her chin with a fingertip. “She will, darlin’. You just have to trust it—to trust her. Let her wander; let her breathe. Kids have a capacity to surprise that’s boundless.”
She wiped her nose. “You make it sound so easy. I want it to be easy. Mostly, I’m just...terrified.”
He looked at her a little harder. “Of what?”
She clasped her hands. “We were happy last night, just the two of us; I put her to bed and listened to her prayers. She drifted off and she was my baby girl again. I turned on the news and there were stories. Two possible abductions yesterday, just in California. Registered sex offenders.”
Alex’s chin jutted out as he bit his lip. “Oh, Jesus, Rosemary. Why do you watch that crap, anyway?” He reached down and flipped open the Press Enterprise and the County Sun. “If you have to torture yourself, use these; at least you can pick your poison and there’s some semblance of perspective.”
She pushed away. “What are you saying—that they’re lying?”
“Not lying; more like distortion. What they choose as ‘news’ bears no relation to real life and its priorities. Murders; fires; celebrities; and ratings tie-ins. What does any of that have to do with us?”
“So, you don’t think times are more dangerous?”
“Than what? Come on, Rosie. I teach rudimentary statistics and probability to twelve-year-olds. We’re a nation of 270 million people that built a 50-state child-abduction alert system on what, 112 cases? And most abductors are close relatives in the first place. Violent crime has dropped steadily since 1981—except among people who don’t look like us, and whom we hardly ever see. Entire political careers have been built on ‘Three Strikes’ and ‘Megan’s Law.’ We turn off our TVs, buy more guns, and cower behind our doors. In the safest nation on the planet!”
Rosemary shook her head. “Oh, Alex. I wish I had your...confidence.”
He reeled her in again and touched his nose to hers. “All you gotta do is believe.”
Her eyes were wells of uncertainty. “In what?”
“Something. Anything. Everything.” He hooked her neck in the crook of his arm, kissed the top of head, and saw his watch. “And now, I believe I’ll join my daughter in some Looney Tunes.”
“Damn it, Alex.” Her inhibitions closed on her like a shroud. “Can’t you be serious?”
“As a heart attack,” he said as he backed out, pointing at her with a flourish. “Made me what I am today. Bee-lieve it.”

Ryan pulled his finger from deep within his nostril, raked his umber hair back, and pushed the numbered manila card at Ashley.
“Eeewwww,” Ashley said, grimacing.
“Shuuutuuup; I was only scratching.” Ryan turned and looked into the dining room. At the table, his Mother looked away from Rosemary momentarily and nodded, satisfied. “SIX TIMES SIX EQUALS?” He leaned forward furtively, his voice lowered to a whisper. “Did you get Walter back yet?”
“No.” Ashley scowled. “Mommy won’t give him back; Daddy even tried. I HATE her!”
“SHH!”
They stole a glance in unison.
“THIRTY-SIX!”
Ryan flipped the card mechanically to reveal the answer. “Crap. I wanted to read it, too. SIX TIMES SEVEN EQUALS?”
“FORTY-TWO! She never lets me do anything I want to—never, never, NEVER!”
“SHH!” Ryan shrugged. “What you gonna do? We’re six. SIX TIMES EIGHT EQUALS? Maybe your Daddy can buy another one...”
“Nuh-uh. FORTY-EIGHT! I’ll just get caught again and we’ll both get in trouble. Again.” She pursed her lips.
“I guess you’re totally busted. SIX TIMES NINE EQUALS?”
She lowered her brow and darkened. “I’ll figure it out. I’m gonna find some books I like and a place to read them, too—without anybody bothering me! FIFTY-FOUR!”
“How? SIX TIMES TEN EQUALS? We can’t leave the yard without a police escort.” Another secretive glimpse sideward.
“Dunno. SIXTY!” Ashley brightened some. “Mommy works Fridays—you know: ‘free Fridays?’ Like, ‘no fixed drills Friday?’”
“But—SIX TIMES ELEVEN EQUALS?—you’re still here on Fridays.”
“Yes. SIXTY-SIX! But I don’t have to be.”
“Uh-oh. SIX TIMES TWELVE EQUALS?” Ryan’s forehead furrowed. “I don’t think I want to hear any more...”
“Don’t worry—I wouldn’t tell you anyway. SEVENTY-TWO! You’re weak.” She made claws of her fingers between them. “You might be captured—” Ashley scratched the cards from Ryan’s grasp to the floor. “—And tortured!” She made for his armpits and they collapsed, a heap of hilarity.
The chorus swooped in from the other room like Valkyries.
“ASHLEY!”
“RYAN!”

The minivan was barely curbside, still moving, when the pair burst out of their harnesses and attacked the sliding door, impatient to begin their brief parole. Jennifer scrambled out the passenger side to get the front door, where Ashley and Ryan stood already, on one foot and the other. Rosemary shut it down and sprang onto the door sill, popping up over the roofline like a stern and vigilant rodent. “Kids! Fractions! Ten minutes! I’m serious.”
Jennifer waited on the front walk. As Rosemary circled the car, Ryan’s warden peered up the street. “Well—look at that, willya.”
“What?”
“Somebody’s moving in up the street.”
Rosemary craned, searching among the suburban rides. “Where?”
“The first house on the cul-de-sac, on your side. See that Wee-Haul panel with the doors open?”
“Oh, yeah. Huh. I didn’t realize it was vacant. I didn’t ever see a sign, did you?”
“Nope. Who do you suppose it is?”
“Are you kidding? I barely recognize the couple next door, much less anybody five doors away.”
“Right. Where are we going to see anyone around here unless they have kids?”
“Well, I hope whoever it is has kids close in age to ours; the old car pool could stand some new blood, what with the price of gas.”
“Not likely, with that little bit of stuff.”
“Yeah, guess so. Wonder if there was anything left behind?”
Jennifer touched Rosemary and folded her arms. “This is positively engrossing; I could stand out here the rest of the afternoon.”
“Okay. You win. Back to the rug rats, eh?”

Ashley stood in the doorway, burnished into silhouette by the afternoon sun. She looked over her shoulder, irritated. “You coming or not?”
Rosemary rummaged her keys out of her handbag. “I’m right behind you.”
“I can walk myself across the street, you know.”
“Look, kiddo,” Rosemary said, pulling her knuckles gently down the side of her daughter’s face and pushing her curls back. “I know you get irritated with me, but the world you’re living in is so much different from mine when I was your age. When you’re older, you’ll understand—and you’ll thank me. I promise.”
Ashley looked straight into her eyes with heat but had neither the energy nor inclination for another confrontation. She seized her mother’s hand and pulled her over the threshold. “Let’s just get it over with, okay?” she muttered.
They walked in silence. Jennifer opened the door, smiling, and Rosemary guided her through the opening from behind. Jennifer watched her slip past and raised her eyebrows at her neighbor.
“You good for about an hour? I’ve got...something I’ve got to do. Okay?”
Jennifer looked her up and down. “Whatever; we’ll be here.”
Rosemary watched the door close, pivoted, and looked at her watch. She sprinted home and let herself back in hurriedly. She ran into the living room and vaulted into the sofa on her knees. Braced against its back cushions, she parted the sheers and pressed her cocked forehead against the picture window. Eleven o’clock—c’mon. She made out the pane-distorted figure leaving the house five doors up. Right on schedule. She squinted at the figure taking halting steps toward the driveway. Gray hair, crappy jacket, Denim shirt and pants, crepe-soled walking shoes. Can’t see his face... He guided the old, oxidized cobalt Buick into the street and headed toward her. As he passed, she saw his lined, haggard face turn. His wild mane filled the window and heavy horn-rimmed spectacles magnified his piercing, pale green eyes. He seemed to look right at her. Rosemary lurched backward and dropped the filmy curtain; it was several seconds before she dared to breathe. She backed onto her feet, went to the kitchen and retrieved the covered casserole she’d left on the counter. Clutching it, she left the house and tripped the deadbolt. She hesitated ever so slightly at the head of their walk, and turned right. Be cool. She feigned nonchalance as she strode along, her peripheral vision working to assure her that no one in between was as vigilant as she had been.
Rosemary reached the tract home, distinguished from those flanking it only by its creeping neglect. The calf-height juniper hedges that edged the walk were yellowing pathetically and losing fullness. A parched, cracking crust was visible under the drooping fescue. The covered concrete porch along the front façade was devoid of any comfort or adornment, its dark paint flecking. An aluminum screen door stood ajar, its hydraulic piston hanging like a severed tendon. She pushed it open; lacking resistance, it shuddered and banged the siding. She caught it and glanced around. Squaring herself with mock expectancy, she pushed the doorbell. No sound. She knocked officiously. Make it a good show, just in case.
“Hellooo? ‘Welcome Wagon.’ Anybody home?”
Rosemary knocked rhythmically and paused for effect. She closed the screen door and stepped to the bay window to peer through the canted blinds. A battered living room suite, tasteless enough to disgrace any economy motel, lay about, interrupting an otherwise bare front room architecturally identical to the Butterworth’s. A pile of clothes and a dozen or so unopened book boxes, their contents awaiting tenancy on the built-ins, completed the furnishings. Palming the casserole, she turned into the sunlight and looked both ways. She took a half step backward and reached into the mailbox. Removing the contents gingerly, she scanned the yellow forwarding sticker on a Number 10 envelope:
John W Harding
She took mental note, her mouth moving and her upper lip moist, and shoved the sheaf back where it belonged. “Maybe next time,” she announced, and headed south and east. Her pace quickened the last 50 feet, in spite of herself. She fumbled her way through the door and abandoned the casserole on the hallway table with a clatter. She bounded up the stairs and turned on the computer. C’mon, she urged, her leg bouncing. She hit the bookmark for the Attorney General’s site and clicked on the frame labeled “Megan’s Law Mapping.” She scrolled straight to the bottom of the page, checked “I have read the disclaimer and agree to these terms and conditions” and “Continue.” At the mapping page, she hit “Search by County” and typed in “San Bernardino” feverishly. She clicked “View Map” and used the “Zoom In” control to hone in on their region. Her eyes landed on the blue button near the west end of Periwinkle Court. She moved the cursor over it and pressed the left mouse button deliberately. A data window jumped at her.
“Oh, my God.” A hand flew to her mouth, and then clasped the other on her scalp, flattening her hair. “Oh, my God...”

Alex lowered the paper as Rosemary swept into the kitchen, dropping her bag on the table en route to the counter. She grabbed her covered “go” mug and splashed coffee and creamer into it simultaneously. Flinging open the overhead cabinet, she searched it impatiently.
“Where the Hell are the protein bars?”
“What’s the matter with you? Lately, you’ve been jumpier than a long-tailed cat in a room full of rockers.”
“Nothing—I’m late. Oh, and nice metaphor,” she said icily.
“Hey—I do have four periods of American Lit a week. Seriously—why are you up so early?”
Rosemary searched out the Power Puff Girls lunchbox—flinching yet again in the face of her husband’s creeping cartoon influence—and busied herself making Ashley’s lunch. “I asked for flex-time. If I start at seven and take a short lunch, I can pick Ashley up at school myself on workdays. Take some of the load off Jennifer.”
Their daughter doddered in, fully dressed, yawning and rubbing her eyes. She looked at her mother’s back balefully. “What time is it?”
“Get yourself some cereal, Honey—quick, like a bunny.”
Alex watched Ashley’s foraging sleepwalk for a moment, finally setting his cup down forcefully. “When did ‘we’ decide this?”
Rosemary turned her head enough to speak quietly out of the side of her mouth. “If we could ever have a civil conversation about this...”
“Answer me.” He equaled her in both quietude and conviction.
She responded by bisecting the sandwich she’d made, wrapping and stowing it carefully.
Alex appeared at her side, glancing at Ashley struggling bravely with the outsized milk jug before he whispered. “Look; this is so unfair—to her, at least. You do what you want. Why should she have to get up an hour earlier three out of five days a week? For what?”
“I want to pick her up myself,” she said, setting her jaw.
“Why, for God’s sake? You or Jennifer—what’s the difference? God forbid she should go the four miles on the bus, where she might be exposed to some other human beings.”
“Don’t start that again. You don’t understand.” Her eyes flashed resentment. “You never have.”
Alex threw up his hands, catching Ashley’s groggy attention in mid-gulp. He quelled himself and assured her with a fleeting smile, and touched his wife. “Okay. Let’s try this. If you’re determined to get up at the crack of dawn, go ahead, but let the kid sleep. I’ll drop her myself Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from now on. Nothing else changes—except I’ll get her after school Friday.”
“How can—?”
“I can, and I will. I’ll work it out.”
“But—what will you do with her?”
“I’ll drop her at Jennifer’s, take her back with me, find her something to do—whatever. Don’t worry about it.”
She folded her arms. “You always say that—’Don’t worry.’ How can I not?”
“I can’t answer that,” he said wearily. “Listen to me. It’s three hours once a week, ‘max,’ and all three—four—of us could use the break. I insist.”
Rosemary dropped her arms and slid the plastic box in Ashley’s direction. In motion, she snatched up her coat and bag, halting at the doorway. “You want to be responsible? Okay. Be responsible. Whatever happens is on you. Do what you want.” She eyed both of them and left.
Alex sat down again. “Well, we will—won’t we, Punkin?”
Ashley’s eyes cleared some and she grinned, unfazed by the concussion made by the front door.

Rosemary hustled up the flagstones and pounded on the door. Jennifer answered, wide-eyed. “Rosemary, it’s barely after three. What are you doing here? Did you go back to flex-time on Fridays?”
“No—I just, just got worried about Ashley. Is she okay?”
“Well, I don’t know; she’s not here.”
Rosemary’s mouth hung open. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, she’s not here. She hasn’t been here Fridays in weeks.”
“I—I don’t understand.” She shifted on her feet, her eyes darting. “Alex said she was busy, close by; I just assumed he meant here.”
Jennifer frowned. “I’m sorry, Honey, I don’t know what—”
Rosemary was already halfway toward the street, speed-dialing Alex on her cell phone.
“‘Lo?”
“Where’s Ashley?”
“Rosemary?”
“Where is she?”
“Rosie, calm down. She’s—”
Anger and panic welled up in her. “If anything’s happened to her, I swear...” She pulled the phone from her ear and clutched it before her face; sobs came. She dropped Alex and dialed 9-1-1.
“This is San Bernardino Rapid Response. What is your emergency?”
“Hello? My daughter is six and she’s missing. There’s a Registered Sex Offender in our neighborhood, and I’m afraid he has her!”
“What is your name, Ma’am?”
“What?”
“Your name, please, Ma’am?”
“Uh—Butterworth. Rosemary Butterworth. My daughter’s name is Ashley.”
“Fine. What is your location, Ma’am?”
“Periwinkle Court; Seventeen Thirty-four. Oh, God. Please hurry—she’s just a baby!”
“We’ll send Sheriff’s Deputies right away, Ma’am. Stay calm; is there a number where you can be reached?”
She gave the operator her cell number and signed off. A beep told her she’d missed a call from Alex; another signaled that he’d left her a voice message. She dropped the unit into her bag and paced, her eyes fixed on the open end of the street. Within minutes, a white cruiser emblazoned with a seven-pointed gold star and chevron rounded the corner and slid to a stop near her. Two deputies in pressed khakis—a beefy, flat-topped Anglo and a remorseless-looking Latina—dismounted, reflexively sliding their batons into their service-belt retaining rings. He spoke.
“‘Afternoon, Miz—” He flipped up his shades and consulted a notepad. “—Butterworth? I’m Deputy Parker and this is Deputy Valencia. Your daughter is missing, correct?”
“Yes! Oh, God—I know he’s got her. We’ve got to hurry...”
Deputy Parker flipped a page and clicked his ballpoint. “Now, Ma’am; first I need to ask you a few...”
Rosemary had broken away from them, sprinting west. They traded glances, then galloped after her, each steadying a holstered Glock and making metallic music as they ran. They caught her on the porch.
“Ma’am, Miz Butterworth,” Parker wheezed, “first we’ve got to—”
“You’ve got to do something!” Rosemary looked in. In the dim light, through a narrow gap in the slats, she saw the tousled old man sat with Ashley stretched beside him, her head in his lap.
“She’s in there! Something’s happening!” Tears streaked her drawn face, her arms rigid by her sides like hammers.
Valencia stepped over and took her by the shoulders as Parker pushed the bell.
“It doesn’t work!”
Parker studied her. “What’s his name?”
“Harding—John W. Harding!”
Parker pounded on the door. “John Harding! San Bernardino County Sheriff’s! Open up, sir!”
No answer.
He tried the knob; the latch gave. Valencia took his back; they nodded, unholstered their weapons, and hit the hallway. Parker swung left, lowered himself into the room, and shifted right, leveling his nine-millimeter with both hands at the forms on the sofa. Valencia leaned into the left side of the arch, training her pistol in the same general direction.
“Sheriff’s! Don’t move!” Parker barked.
The noise started Ashley awake and the old man closed his arms around her instinctively. She bolted upright and gripped his arm as confusion and fear cam over them both.
“Sir! Let go of the girl! Now!”
The old man remained frozen, clutching the girl and searching the dimness by cocking his head at odd angles. Parker’s nerve endings danced at the failure to comply; he took a deep breath and snapped on a lamp. Startled, the man raised an arm at him and relaxed his hold; the big Deputy grabbed it. Valencia darted in and pulled Ashley down the sofa. Parker levered the man forward to his knees; deftly, he cuffed that wrist and seized the other arm as the suspect rotated. He pitched over, hit the floor hard, and yelped in pain. Parker cleared sweat from his eyes and, sensing no struggle, merely held him down and came to a knee.
“John W. Harding?”
“Yes, sir,” Harding said weakly, muffled by carpet.
It was only then that Parker saw the hearing aids and thick eyeglasses on the end table.
Ashley erupted, her little face crimson with anger. “Stop it! You’re hurting him!” She bit Valencia’s wrist and wriggled onto her feet. She coursed toward where Parker knelt and kicked him squarely on his shin. “Leave him alone! He’s my friend!”
Parker corralled her, flailing and shrieking, with his offside arm and clenched his teeth until the throbbing subsided. “Let’s everybody just calm down now, okay? Until we get this sorted out?”
Rosemary stood in the archway. In the light, the room was somehow different from what she remembered. Sure, there was the sad but still obnoxious plaid Herculon, but an overstuffed leather wing chair, ottoman, and Tiffany reading lamp took up a corner. The shelves were fully stocked with handsome volumes, still others occupying nearly every horizontal surface. Framed fine art enlivened a couple walls and more lined the baseboards, waiting to be hung.
“Mrs. Butterworth?” It was Valencia; she had relieved Parker of Ashley, who was rigid but quiet, and guided her toward her.
Rosemary knelt and opened her arms. Ashley recoiled, balling her hands into pale fists before her grotesque vermilion face. “I’m staying. Professor talks to me; he listens to me. We dance and we play—and I get to read what I want, when I want to!” Motionless, mother and daughter stared across the void between them, and bawled.
“What’s going on?”
Alex strode in, past his family, past Valencia, and knelt beside Harding. He pushed a hand under the frail man’s chest to raise him. Hesitating, he looked at Parker. “Okay?” Parker nodded and fished for his handcuffs’ key. Gently, Alex pushed Harding into a sitting position, back against the sofa’s front stile. His color compromised by shoulder pain, Harding eyed his benefactor, myopically.
“Alexander? Is that you?”
“Yes, John. Just rest a moment.” Alex reached for the sexagenarian’s appliances and installed them. “There. That better?”
“Oh, my, yes.” Harding surveyed the room as if he’d just arrived. “My stars—this is something of a Gordian knot, what?”
Alex saw puzzlement deepen on both Parker and Valencia. “Another time, Deputies.” Overcome by fatigue, Ashley shuffled over and fell into her father’s lap.
Rosemary’s tongue loosened. “You—you know him?”
Alex extended a hand for introduction. “Ladies and gentleman, meet John W. Harding, Retired Professor of Classics and Literature. Had him for English Lit at Fullerton. Thought I really loved the written word, until I met this guy. Had no idea.”
Harding adjusted his glasses and cleared his throat. “Apparently, I didn’t emphasize enough that all sentences should have subjects.”
“But, he’s on the Internet,” Rosemary said, still pleading. “In the database of Registered Sex Offenders!”
“That would be John Wesley Harding, my elder brother by five years. I, alas, am John Watson Harding. Our father was a man of faith and of letters, and somewhat prescient at christening. Strong family resemblance, between Wes and me; regrettably, I am neither quarry nor sleuth, but merely a bystander, a chronicler.”
Parker narrowed his eyes. “What did he just say?”
Alex smiled. “Case of mistaken identity.”
“Oh.”
“Rosie,” Alex said quietly, “I didn’t tell you because I was afraid—of further conflict and, even more, rejection. I hadn’t seen John since sophomore year; ran—I mean—I ran into him in the supermarket three months ago. He told me the whole story; helping his brother after his arrest and conviction wore him and his marriage out. He set him up in this house after he was paroled; along came Megan’s Law, he disappeared—for his younger brother’s sake. A pension, his books, and this place are all he has. He loves books, Ashley loves books; I hired John as a tutor, one day a week. If anybody can stoke her literary fires, it’s John Watson Harding!”
“And, I presume you, young woman”—Harding really did see Rosemary this time— “are she who believes that learning occurs best by rote and prescription. On the contrary; unlike any other muscle or organ, the mind profits more from a casual, reflective stroll into the unknown than from brisk exercise and rest in the riskless familiar.”
Outside, in the street, children laughed.

“Can Mommy come live with us again?”
Chad Wilcomb’s shoulders sagged as he turned off the coffeemaker. He turned. His six-year-old’s eyes shimmered above his cereal bowl like tiny blue Christmas balls. “Chuckie, we’ve been over this a million times in the last three years. No; Mommy’s not going to live with us anymore.”
Chuckie frowned into his milk. “I don’t like two houses and Mrs. Sherwatter—she smells funny. Mommy has day care; she doesn’t need no babysitter at night.”
“‘Any’—’any’ babysitter,” Chad said. “Daddy and Mommy have different jobs. Sometimes Daddy has to work late or go away. Finish your Lucky Charms. I gotta drop you and get to the office.” As he swiped up his keys from the hallway table, the phone rang. “Hello?”
“Hi, dear.” It was the “ex”—Lana Margo McCarthy. “I’m glad I caught you. Don’t forget Chuckie’s appointment at Dr. DiPassini’s at four; I’m pretty sure he’s got a cavity. All that sugar weekend mornings, no doubt.”
“Shit.”
Silence.
“I forgot. Look, can you cover it? I got a full day today.”
“Goddamn it, Chad. I’ve run through almost all of my sick leave as it is.” She paused, and sighed. “Listen. Did Chuckie bring up getting back together again?”
Chad turned toward the wall as Chuckie emerged from his bedroom, struggling with a backpack strap. “Yeah. He said something this morning.”
“Did you talk to him about it, Chad?”
“Yeah—sorta.”
A longer pause and deeper sigh. “Do you ever really hear that kid?”
“Gotta go,” Chad mumbled, and hung up. A woman who uses all three names—I should have known better.

“Why me?”
Chad sat and propped his feet on Tim Ireland’s desk—he, the Sacramento Independent Review’s News Editor and his boss.
“What I got from his mother’s letter was that he saw the piece you did on the temple bombers and decided you were fair.” Tim grinned. “Go figure. Maybe he used to be a ‘subscriber.’“
“Okay—so Charlie Don Morton, convicted local rapist and murderer, wants to give our little lefty rag an exclusive before he gets put to sleep at San Quentin in three months. That about it?”
“Not entirely. Two conditions.”
“Oh?”
“One, he wants the piece to be ‘first person’ — you know, ‘Charlie Don Speaks.’ Your ruminations and purple prose in sidebars only. Two, he wants you as a media witness.”
Chad used his best Ted Baxter voice. “Won’t giving a felon an ‘open forum’ besmirch our journalistic integrity?”
“Listen, wise-ass. This is a no-brainer, a coup, if we can pull it off. Set all your other stuff aside. I’ve already gotten the Department of Corrections’ new guidelines. You work on whatever phone calls you need and a visitation request, and I’ll get started on getting us into the media pool. There’s one slot for a weekly and Morton’s local, so we should have a shot. A guy I used to play racquetball with works in CDC’s legislative office, which might help.”
Any lingering bonhomie evaporated.
“Get on it, Chad,” Tim said.

Chad leaned into Tim’s doorway. “Here it is. Under the Department’s media policies, non-’random,’ face-to-face interviews and recording devices of any kind are prohibited. Inmates can make outgoing, recordable collect calls ‘according to their privilege group’—Death Row being the most restricted. I can visit only after I get CDC Form 106, ‘Visiting Questionnaire,’ from Morton, return it, and wait for the prison to approve it. Realistically, that’ll take four to six weeks—just on their end.”
“I should write him immediately,” Chad continued, “since their search of a Number 10 envelope and a one-page letter for ‘contraband’ also can take four to six weeks. I’ll give him the Review’s number, and you’ll authorize all charges. I’ll ask him to try to call me at least three weeks in a row, since each call will be monitored and restricted to 15 minutes, and I’ll ask his permission to record the calls. A pal of mine teaches speech at Sac City. He’s willing to send Morton a blind syllabus on public speaking—Chad glanced down—’Tell Them About Yourself: Organizing Your Thoughts into Words.’ I’m hoping he takes the hint and works on what he wants to say ahead of time. Okay?”
Tim shrugged. “Hey—with any kind of luck, we might wind up a test case. Go for it.”

Sitting in the visiting area, waiting for the condemned man to be brought down, Chad’s annoyance at the prosaically absurd visitation rules and the going-on two hours of intake and boredom had given way to idle review. He paged through his mental photocopies of research and notes. (He’d had the foresight to ask for and get his prison-issue paper and pencil already, before he started to sound too much like a reporter.) Four hundred twenty-seventh of 601 sentenced to die in California since 1978. One of 595 on Death Row, of 578 men at San Quentin. First scheduled execution since Robert Lee Massie, March, 2001. Convicted November 1988 for the murder and mutilation of a prostitute in North Highlands the Christmas before. Time on Death Row, 13 years, one month—slightly above average.
He’d spent the drive to San Rafael replaying the 40-plus minutes of Morton’s taped telephone calls. Turned out Charlie Don really had just wanted to tell his story—coherently, unemotionally, and without much prompting. Born and raised, Antelope, CA. Only child; single, working-poor mother; absent father. Few friends, but friends. Slight, but apparently witty enough to deflect bullies. Undistinguished but untroubled academic history, through high-school graduation. Stab at community college, then unremarkable succession of mid-wage jobs. No overt romantic entanglements, until his gift of holiday intimacy to himself went wrong. He recounted the crime sadly as her obituary, not his life-episode. Perfunctory appeals he endured passively and finally shook off as so much bad investment advice. Lastly, he was sorry she was dead because of him. End of story.
Each review reinforced Chad’s core impressions. No overt physical or emotional abuse, in-home or out. No standout ‘turning point’—too old for Judas Priest, the Trench Coat Mafia, or any other ‘fill-in-your-own’ crackpot theory. No white sheets, no swastikas. No addictions other than nicotine; drug of choice was fermented. No ‘Up the System.’ No priors; no protestations of innocence. No Kafkaesque ‘Death Row Chronicles.’ Remorse. What the Hell are we going to talk about?
As the interior door clanked open and the “Grade A” East Block tenants shuffled in, Chad amused himself with the uneasy arrogance of his final thought: My Pulitzer hangs on the answer to one question: ‘Why?’
“You Chad Wilcomb?”
Chad was nonplussed. Charlie Don Morton’s file footage and disembodied voice had failed to prepare Chad for how unimposing he really was. Thin, sandy-haired...ordinary. Good thing they didn’t have to pick him out of a lineup. Only one feature captured his attention: Steel-gray eyes, pale and clear.
“That’s me, Charlie. So—what’s the most memorable thing about life on E-Block?” Great ice-breaker, Wilcomb. Profound!
Charlie smiled. “The smell.” He lit a cigarette and exhaled. The smoke coiled upward over him like a departing soul.
“Those things will kill you, you know.”
Charlie laughed gaily at Chad’s nervous, half-intentional joke. “So will potassium chloride.”
Chad scrambled for higher ground—and control. “What’s your opinion of lethal injection as a method of execution?”
“Too clinical. But, that’s the point, isn’t it? One of the guys on the Row says the jurors who sentence us should be required to beat us to death with clubs.”
“Right.” Chad was aggressive. “Look, Charlie, I don’t usually do business this way. This environment doesn’t exactly promote frank discussion. And you pretty much covered four of the five ‘Ws’ in your calls. What do you want to talk about?”
“How old are you?”
“Uh—29. But what—
“Same age as me when I did it. Brothers or sisters?”
“Nope. Just me.”
“Is ‘Chad’ your real name, or short for something else?”
“No—it’s ‘Charles David Wilcomb, Junior.’“
“Me, too—’Charles Donald Morton, Junior.’“ Charlie rotated a thumbnail under a front tooth. “He around much?”
“Who?”
“Your old man.”
“Not really—outside salesman.”
“They divorced?”
“My parents? No, but they might as well be.” Chad looked beyond the wall behind Charlie’s head. “Dad was on the road most of the time, I guess. My Mom’s been emotionally alone since the honeymoon, except for me. She’s more married to Jack Daniels than him.” Here—in this place—Chad startled himself with his candor.
“Yeah—mine just split. Left me and the bills to the old lady. My Mom cut the knot but remarried her two jobs. Oh, he called a couple times—birthdays, I think. Didn’t ever have much to say, one way or another.” Charlie chortled.
“What’s funny?”
“Weird thought. ‘Home-schooled.’ Always makes me think of ‘jumbo shrimp.’“
“How’s that?”
“The whole concept. Parents get pissed ‘cause schoolteachers say it ain’t their job to teach values, so they yank ‘em out of school and teach ‘em subjects at home—assuming the values are there and worth a damn. Me, I didn’t learn anything either place. Nobody told me shit I could really use!”
Charlie rocked onto his propped elbows. “Here’s how I break it down. From the beginning, there’s no open connection. You’re an obstacle, not a support. He’s gone, so you become her biggest problem. The only way you connect is through conflict. Forget emotional nourishment—you just have a problem, a question. ‘Ask your teacher.’ ‘Go see the counselor.’ ‘Talk to the minister.’ It’s like we’re all particles with opposing charges. Jiggle. Bump. Deflect. Repeat. After a while, you live inside yourself, full-time. ‘Ask nothing, expect nothing.’ Conversation becomes a car alarm; either annoys people or scares ‘em off. Problem is,”—a wistful pause—“the need never dies.”
Chad searched for something to ask—or say. The distant scrape of chairs signaled that the delay-truncated encounter was nearly over.
Charlie saw Chad’s dilemma. “Well, Hell. At least they gave us their names, huh? Got any family of your own?”
“Divorced. Got a boy, Chuckie—six,” Chad stammered.
Charlie had formed a response, but was defeated by the order to rise and file out. Halfway out of his chair, he said, “You didn’t ask me.”
“What?”
“Why I did it.”
“Okay. Why?
“I told her I loved her. She laughed.”

Chad kicked his apartment door shut and pitched his keys at the table. Another drive home replaying Charlie’s tapes still hadn’t provided a meaningful frame of reference for what he’d heard that morning. Two pints of dry Irish stout hadn’t helped, either. His jacket was just past his elbows when the phone rang.
“Chad?”
Just what I need. “H’lo, Dad.”
“Just finished my last call, headed to a client dinner. Wanted to see how everything was. How’s work?”
“Swamped. Doing a piece on a guy on Death Row.”
“Great. How’s my favorite grandson?”
“The one you haven’t talked to in a year? He’s great, Dad—Oh, and I’m fine, too. Thanks for asking.”
Muffled cries—Chuckie’s nightmares, again.
“Is he crying?”
“‘Let him cry.’ Never hurt me—right, Dad?”
“Son, I don’t know why you have to be this way. Maybe if you and Lana had stayed together—”
“Like you and Mom? There’s a sterling example: Ozzie and fucking Harriet!”
Chad thought he heard sniffling at the other end.
“Um. Oh—there’s my dinner date. Well, gotta go. You take care, Son. G’Bye.”
Why am I always waiting to hear words he’s probably never used together in a sentence his whole life? Chad thought as he hung up.

Tim’s good, Chad thought as he and 16 other scribes followed “twelve reputable citizens” into the Witness Area, joining others anointed by occupation and the Penal Code to watch Charlie Don Morton die.
The viewers gathered on a pair of dark-shellacked risers, like some macabre glee club, arranged in an “L” on either side of the entrance. A stand-up desk the same shade of wood was between them, as though a celestial clerk would enter and scratch Charlie’s name from the Book of Life. Chad did a quick nose-count to himself. We’re seven short—that’d be ‘Inmate family/friends: 5 (if requested)’ and ‘Inmate spiritual advisor: 2 (if requested).’ Dear God. Did he not ask his parents to come? Could he even find them? Or did they turn him down?
The room represented a failed compromise between industrial convention and horror. The converted cyanide chamber was painted with a color described by Fifties motel and kitchen decorators as “Sea Green.” Its five windows were shrouded with same-vintage eggshell drapes that mirrored the color of the naked walls. The faux-marble linoleum squares also matched, chromatically and in taste.
The curtains parted. There lay Charlie, sealed in and strapped flat on a padded gurney, his right arm connected to a saline IV line 10 minutes before (“slow rate of flow”), and his left arm by his side. (The obvious if profane imagery wasn’t lost on CDC; Chad fantasized momentarily about the left arm swinging up and Roman soldiers appearing, with nails.) A “secondary location” line also awaited, “in case of malfunction or blockage.”
At the Warden’s command, five grams of diluted sodium pentothal was pushed anonymously through the line into Charlie’s veins, soon to render him unconscious, to be followed by 50 cubic centimeters each of pancuronium bromide and potassium chloride, to stop his lungs and heart.
Dean Carter is right, Chad mused. The only way to make this less personal is to bomb him from 30,000 feet.
Charlie craned to find Chad’s face through the window. He slowly and repeatedly mouthed two words that Chad finally deciphered, with difficulty, before Morton’s eyes closed.
“‘Love me?’”

Near dawn, Chad had just turned the deadbolt after another two hours in the car. He was more exhausted from this trip than the last, but just as perplexed. He saw the note. Hm. Mrs. Sherwatter bailed after Chuckie tucked in—emergency.
Soft whimpers floated from the second bedroom. Noiselessly, Chad bent over Chuckie’s bed. Struggling under a veil of thin sleep, he lay on his back, his straight right arm thrust out over the edge of the bed. A length of lamp cord lay carelessly over his forearm. Suddenly, his crystalline eyes were wide open and he cried out:
“Love me, Daddy!”
Chad snatched up his son, crushing him to his chest and bathing him in his tears.
“It’s okay, Chuckie. Daddy loves you. Daddy will always love you.”
Pressing his son’s head against his neck, Chad stepped out and dialed the phone.
“Lana? It’s Chad. Can we talk—soon?”
Chad’s urgency blasted her awake. “Is it about Chuckie?”
“Mostly. Maybe us, too.” Chad exhaled, hard. “I did love you.”
He hit the “Flash” key and dialed Tim, at home.
“Tim? It’s Chad.”
“Jesus Christ! What time is it?”
“I need some time off. Starting now.”

The teen-aged Volvo, a kaleidoscope of rust, gray primer, and gloss red, wheezed into a ground-floor space in the Twelfth Street garage. Marie Kohlfeldt snapped off the ignition and glared.
“For Christ’s sake, Don—Do you have to do that with the kid in the car? And today, of all days?”
Her husband of nine months pinched the roach delicately and sucked the last life out of its glowing coal. “Jesus, honey, cut me some slack. Ronald Reagan’s been in charge for five months and the band hasn’t played so much as a toilet in six weeks. I’m having enough trouble dealing with another Catholic in the house.”
Marie sighed, climbed out, and forced the rear door open. She leaned into the back seat and lifted the baby into his christening blanket. “If we get through this, it’ll be the first promise to me you’ve kept since our wedding day!”
Don’s ponytail trembled lazily while he held in the last of the smoke. He exhaled with more force than necessary. “Go ahead—I’ll be along.” Marie tried to kick the door shut but it stopped halfway with a rusty croak. She slumped into it until it latched. Good thing there’ll be godparents and sponsors, she thought. Otherwise, I’d have to confess to breaking the Fifth Commandment. Cooing and bubbling saliva brought her out of it. She smiled at the tiny, swaddled face as she emerged from the garage’s darkness and headed up the alley toward the Cathedral’s front steps. The bluff of its doeskin-colored stone protected the momentary peace.
Still absorbed as she made the corner, her vague sense of a physical presence was confirmed by sharp odors and a near-collision. She saw his boots first, shoulder-width apart—buckles and smooth, black leather up the calf; early aviator, maybe, but for the moldy cracks and dilapidation. His trousers featured sidelong stripes of hand-applied yellow material. For the effect, they might have been cavalry jodhpurs, rather than black Slim-fit jeans long ago consigned to thrift. The filthy fatigue jacket was anonymous. Its name-and-rank identifiers had been torn away and replaced with an amalgam of patches, pins, and bric-a-brac that added up to a busted-back and grounded starship commander from a nearby galaxy. A Jamaican-flag, knit cap, and greasy dreadlocks framed a stubbled face, inches from hers, that revealed nothing but wear. The eyes were masked by heavy wraparounds. The utter calm in the sound that emerged from between his uncharacteristically sturdy teeth banked her shock and fear.
“What’s his name?”
“Halston.”
A dirty index finger touched the infant’s downy cheek. “Beautiful.”
With that, he spun around and took the handlebars of an old bicycle festooned with street flotsam—improvised reflectors, foil-and-hanger antennae, and miscellaneous logos—and draped with makeshift saddlebags crammed with repossessions. He guided its flaccid tires away from her, up the K Street Mall.
Don loped up behind her. “What was that all about?”
“Nothing—I guess,” she said, as she watched the figure recede.
Inside, Marie pulled the blanket away from the infant, which roused him enough to mewl a little. The priest nodded toward her. “And what name do you give this child?”
“Halston.”
The priest winced slightly. “Halston...?”
“Just Halston,” she said, beaming into the little pink face. “Halston Kohlfeldt.”

Perched on the edge of his desk, Brother Ambrose folded his arms and furrowed his brow at the question. He frowned. “Mr. Kohlfeldt, The Celestine Prophecy is not on the study list for sophomore religion here at Christian Brothers. Your search for spiritual meaning will be guided by Scripture and acceptable theology—just like everyone else’s. What you read outside class is your business.”
RING!
Halston sighed, slung his backpack, and headed for the door, dogged by the usual exchanges of nudges and murmurs. Adrianna Wong caught him by the elbow in the hallway. “Hey, Aristotle! Gonna pick up from last year and start the fall semester of ‘97 as the designated deep-thinker of the Class of ‘99?”
His wan smile breached the embarrassment. “Yeah—I guess.”
“So,” she said as they merged into the stream of hallway bodies. “Will I see you at ‘Christians in Action’ tonight?”
“Dunno,” he said hesitantly. “I’m kinda leaning toward Philosophy Club this year.”
She covered her disappointment some with playfulness. “Oh, I get it. A big talker, but not much at putting beliefs into action.”
“It’s hard when they’re not fully formed yet.” He looked a little wounded, and Adrianna was sorry. He was oblivious. “You wanna get some coffee or something after school? I don’t start at Jasper’s ‘til next week.”
“Can’t,” she said. “I’ve got Band and Chorus all afternoon, then piano practice. Back here for CIA, then dinner late and homework. Ugh.”
“Is Rich going to do Chorus again this year?”
“That’s what he says. He’s also thinking about Debate and Chess Club. Wants to”—she posted digital quotation marks in the air—“’round out his vocal skills and network more.’“
“Wow—he’s becoming quite the resumé-builder. His future as a freak is in serious jeopardy. Okay, tonight’s out. What about lunch? I’ll see if I can round up Rich and Eugenio.”
She fondled his arm and made him look at her. “I’ll be there.”

The first meeting of the Philosophy Club ran long. Opinions were loose and immoderate, pushed along by general ignorance and the usual adolescent hormones and insecurities. Brother Ambrose presided, tolerantly and ineffectively. Halston was lucky to catch Rich after Chorus and bartered the price of a coffee for a ride to New Helvetia, in mid-town. (A rehabilitated firehouse, its bakery, caffeine, and conversation attracted the post-elementary demographic city-wide, as well as neighbors who had graduated and acquired sufficient possessions to be full-fledged Metrosexuals.) It wasn’t exactly an easy freeway exit between Oak Park and the Pocket, but it was only five blocks from the upstairs apartment Halston shared with his mother. He ran in, paid for two large French Roasts, and delivered one to Rich at the curb, bidding him good-bye. He looked at his watch. Shit—It’s after seven, he thought. Mom will be waiting dinner. Pulling out his paperback copy of The Celestine Prophecy, he combined reading and sipping as he strode south on 19th Street in the failing light.
Sodium vapor was sputtering awake in places as he stepped off the curb into N Street, absorbed by the text. Suddenly, a black Explorer was his universe. Time tolled as he processed the cell phone, the raised eyes, and the bright, blue grille medallion. Its legibility indicated that panicked braking had barely begun. The blackout Halston anticipated was overwhelmed by a force, cold but brighter than burning magnesium, that struck him in the back, enveloped him, and propelled him to the opposite curb. It loosened its grip and he fell. Halston had no sense of how long he lay there, just of sequence. He stared upward, heard the SUV’s wailing tires, and saw a face floating over his.
“Buddy? BUDDY! You okay? Jesus Christ! Where’d you come from? Where’s your board?”
“Huh?”
“Your board, man. Hell of a move, to get out of my way like that. You hurt?”
“Don’t know...Don’t think so.”
“Can you move?”
Halston signaled his extremities and they replied. He sat up.
“Wow. Good,” said his assailant, who came out of his crouch and started back-pedaling as he looked nervously around. “Look—if you’re all right, I’ll just...I’m late, okay?” He bounded away and was gone.
In the deepening dark, Halston looked at his feet. The white toecaps of his Chuck Taylor sneakers were striated with dark abrasions. Nothing else on him was so much as marked. His backpack was in place and his book and half-consumed coffee were at his side. He snagged them after struggling to his feet, and looked around. A block east on N, he detected a figure, barely revealed by surrounding shadows. It seemed to watch him, then pivoted slowly, throwing a glint of reflected light from dark eyeglasses. He watched it move away, pushing something with wheels.

“Mom?”
Halston dropped his things on the kitchen table.
“In the bedroom, Hal. I’m getting in the shower. Check the meat in a few minutes, will you?”
“Yeah—okay.” He studied his stuff, wanting her to help him understand what had just happened. Not now, I guess, he thought. He shrugged, straddled one of the mismatched vinyl dinette chairs, and retreated into his book.
“Honey, I’ve got to cover Gina’s shift tonight, so—”
Marie arrived in the kitchen, in her second waitress’s uniform and drying her hair, just about the time that smoke began to curl from the oven. “Goddamn it!” She raced to it and tore the door open. Smoke billowed out. Impulsively, she barehanded the pan onto the counter. It clattered a foot or two while she cursed and fanned her hands. She wheeled, hands now on hips, to find Halston still in his seat, gaping. “Halston Kohlfeldt, I swear to God—sometimes you’re as useless as that ex-husband of mine!” She saw she’d stunned and hurt him, and softened. “Aw, Christ, honey—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Really. Here...” She reached into the freezer and dropped a frozen entrée onto the counter. “Heat this up, then clean up and get on that homework.” She crossed to him, hugged his head to her abdomen and kissed his cowlick. “Don’t wait up, okay?”
Halston nodded without looking at her. He heard her receding footfalls, her key cycling the distant deadbolt—then nothing.

Its baccalaureate over, the Christian Brothers Class of 1999 spilled from the Cathedral onto its paving-stone plaza. Whoops filled the air, half-open royal-blue gowns billowed, and matching mortarboards flew into the bright, midday sky from all directions.
Halston found Adrianna first and kissed her longingly. She reciprocated.
“Get a room, you cheap—!”
Eugenio and Rich skipped over, arms draped over shoulders. They all traded hugs and high-fives.
“WHOOOO!” shrieked Rich. “Four down and two to go!” He pointed his fingers like six-guns at his friends. “I’m off to Sac City College. Who’s coming with me?”
Adrianna was perplexed. “YOU? Community college? With your father’s money and influence? Me, I mean, I’m poor...”
“It’s the grades, stupid,” Rich replied. “And there’s the character-building factor. I guess Pops wants to assure himself I won’t be as big a fuck-off in the second four-year increment as the first. How about you, Eugenio?”
“Yup—me, too. My grades and scores were okay but being the class clown didn’t leave a lot of time for anything else. Besides, my folks are still paying tuition for three behind me.”
The trio looked at Halston. “Me? Yeah, all of the above. I’ll be there in the fall, I guess.”
Rich shook his head and raised his right arm, palm out.
“Musketeers!”
They all leaned in, grinning, and wrapped their upraised hands around his. “All for us—and nothing for anyone else!” they bellowed.
Rich’s intonations mocked solemnity. “Here’s to a wasted Summer and a mindless future!”
They all bunny-hopped and chanted. “A WASTED Summer! A MINDLESS future!”
They broke and scattered to find their families—all but Halston. His Mom had to work.

It was a perfect, late-Spring Saturday. A mustachioed Halston lounged on a bench at Sutter’s Fort, reading William Dembski’s Intelligent Design. He yawned, stretched, and checked the time.
Twelve forty-five—Shit! Late again!
He jammed the book into the back pocket of his cutoffs and covered the eight blocks at a dead run, though scrupulously deliberate at each intersection. He pulled up at New Helvetia a little before one. After hunching over briefly to recover his breath, he opened the front door, dodging departing patrons. The edge was coming off the mid-day rush. His eyes adjusting, he found a table of four with a chair empty. Rich, Eugenio, and Adrianna were finishing lunch.
Rich, angry, spotted him first. “About damned time! YO! HAL!”
Halston approached. “You ordered for me, right? Tall, double, half-caf latte, no foam, chocolate, and an apple-cinnamon scone?” It was a lousy attempt at ingratiation. He stiffly seated himself. Rich picked it up.
“You’re late, as usual. So, no—we didn’t order for you. As usual.”
Adrianna, for the defense. “Ease up, Rich, okay? Let’s make it a low-stress day.”
The barista wandered by, so Halston snagged an order. Rich persisted. “Right—what is it this time? Nose in a book or just daydreaming?”
Hal stammered. “I, uh—”
Knock him off-track, thought Eugenio. “I don’t know about you, but I’m totally booked, myself. I’ve got six quarters on “Dry” at Fluff’N’Fold across the street.”
“Geen-O—ever the comedian.” Adrianna laughed and, facing Hal, exercised her official-announcement diction. “‘Nice to see you again, Hal.’“
Halston relaxed a little. “Thanks, babe. Guilty, Rich, to the first count.” He produced the book. “I’m still wrestling with this ‘Creator of Us All’ theory.”
Rich rolled his eyes. “Aww, Jeez—”
“No—his Father,” Halston said.
“Isn’t there a bird in there somewhere, too?” Eugenio added.
Adrianna narrowed her eyes at Rich. “It wouldn’t kill you to take a few moments out of your crushing schedule to ponder your place in the universe, Material Boy!”
Rich volleyed. “Hey, I know exactly where I am—three credits short of a UC transfer, business degree, and Baghdad-by-the-Bay. Big bucks. Beemer. Babes. End of story.”
“Dude! I wish I was that confident about my Computer Science degree and the health of Silicon Valley right now,” said Eugenio. “Even from Sac State, C++ and Visual Basic were a free pass out of here a year ago. The way things are, I might be eating cat food before my parents!”
Rich stayed with Adrianna. “How ‘bout you, Ms. Liberal Arts? Gonna parlay that high-school fiddling award and that Fine Arts degree into a killer career?”
“I might.” She was frosty. “If I do or don’t, at least it’ll be my choice — and not my father’s!”
Uh-oh, thought Eugenio. “Reminds me—glad I got my old man to cosign on my student loans.”
Rich grew hotter. “Butt out, Geeno—no cavalry to the rescue this time.” He focused again on Halston. “At least there’s an old man still in the picture, and I’m helping part-time, unlike Book-Boy here!” He closed in and increased the volume, as though Halston’s hearing had gone. “What’s up, Hal? Still letting your Moms support your 35-bucks-a-credit habit on her waitressing wages, huh?!” He kicked back his chair and aimed for the door. “If you’re gonna have a voyage of self-discovery, Dude, you ought to at least be able to chip in for the ticket. Oh—and you might want to figure out where you’re landing before you shove off!”
Eugenio got up. “I’d love to stay and monitor the oxygen, but I’m folding and Rich is driving.” He shrugged helplessly and followed.
Halston and Adrianna floated in the heavy silence. Halston’s order came. Adrianna shooed the server away with a tepid smile and reached for Halston’s hand. “Hal, he doesn’t mean to be so hurtful, really...” Her voice trailed off, then continued, more to herself. “I just don’t understand why it always seems to end this way.”
“Naw—it’s okay, “ Halston said, studying their laced fingers. “He’s right. I’m totally adrift. Don’t have the first clue where I belong. It’s unfair—to Mom, the guys...” Halston finally met her eyes. “...And to you.”
Adrianna lowered her gaze and flushed. She pulled away and resolutely gathered her belongings, making a show of adding her own to the bills left by Rich and Eugenio. After re-pocketing his book, Halston self-consciously wrapped his pastry in a napkin, dropped it into his backpack, and snapped a plastic lid on his coffee cup. She stared; he avoided. She leaped up and bolted for the door.
Setting his cup on a newspaper vending machine outside, he caught her by her trailing hand. His beseeching look thawed her a little. She relented and, throwing her free hand casually across his hip, placed her head softly on his chest. “You know, Hal, things could be like they were between us Senior year.” She scarcely breathed. “That door’s still open—
“Oh, God...”
“—And it can stay open until you close it.”
Hal was momentarily paralyzed. Then, he braced her upper arms, distancing her a little. “I can’t, Adrianna. I’m past that, but I’m still in-between, you know? You’re so there already, with so much to give. I don’t even know where—or who—I am yet.” He broke away, retrieved the cup, and strode off, head down. Adrianna watched him go, then bowed toward her purse and fumbled for her keys. Hot tears dropped onto the back of her hand.
Halston retraced his route to Sutter’s Fort in a fog. He found the bench, set down the cup, and unshouldered his backpack. He slouched, punctuating his preoccupied stare with gulps of coffee until it was gone. He pivoted his face upward toward the sun, hoping for some kind of simple purification. When it didn’t come, he resumed reading.
A commotion roused him. Ten yards away, a gang-banger had set upon one of the neighborhood’s homeless. The gaunt, dark-skinned habitué was known in midtown as Bicycle Man, owing to his solitary, two-wheeled companion—which no one had ever seen him ride. (Not that it was a real option; its rusty rims and airless fragments of tire were held together by black electrical tape.) For him, it was less transportation than pack mule to his prospector of recyclables, and a mobile in the artistic sense. He seemed prideful of the inexplicable, fastidiously applied decorations on its frame and spokes. This was reasonable conjecture at best, though, since Bicycle Man shunned most contact and never uttered more than a handful of words at any given time. At least, that anybody knew.
The thug had straddled the front wheel to pursue his bored intimidation. His knitted Yankees cap and matching bandana bobbed and the arms of his Michelin-Man Raiders parka windmilled as he gestured and shouted. “Yo! What you doing on my sidewalk? Got a bike; should be in the street, man. Wazzup? Too crazy to talk to me? Maybe I should loosen your tongue a little bit!”
This can’t end well, Halston thought. He stowed the book and fished out the scone. He struggled upward, suddenly afflicted by a strange, debilitating disease. Crossing his eyes, he gimped absurdly toward the pair, his voice a mangled screech. “UNCLE BUNNY! IS THAT YOU? I GOT YOUR LUNCH!”
The hoodlum’s eyes jerked onto Halston. Surprise silenced him and confusion caused his jaw to unclench slightly. He backed off a little and loosened his grip on the handlebars as Halston stumbled into him and regarded him with insane amblyopia. “OH—HULLO! ARE YOU THE WARDEN? BECAUSE BUNNY’S OUT, YOU KNOW? SORRY! I GOT NO LUNCH FOR YOU TODAY—ONLY UNCLE BUNNY!” Halston screamed, showering his target liberally with spittle.
The punk stepped back and found his jacket pockets. Halston continued in vigorous mime to breach the tension. A couple more steps and it seemed that Xenophobia and uncertainty had blunted the “disrespect” reflex just enough. “WAY too crazy for me!” The gangster pointed and retreated. “Later for you, Homes!” He turned and swaggered away.
“RIGHT-O—SORRY! G’BYE, THEN!” Halston remained in character briefly, not daring to look at Bicycle Man. Finally, he turned, finding nothing on the expressionless face or from behind the opaque wraparounds. He extended his hand, nervously.
“Hey. Want an apple-cinnamon scone?”
Deliberately, the denizen took the scone and placed it in the bike’s basket. He picked up his bike, flipped it around, and wheeled away. Halston stood there, dumbly, until the figure was halfway across the property. He called after it. “Coffee’s all gone. Sorry...”

Halston reflected as he stood near the Cathedral’s Chancery entrance on K St, waiting. It’s been at least a month since I’ve seen any of those guys. I wonder how they are. The lapse had been eventful. Marie’s mother had taken ill, requiring a move to Portland to find a job up there and care for her. Halston had been reluctant to go, wanting to finish the semester. She left, and he got fired, so there went school and the apartment. Eugenio put him up for a while, but that soon stretched even his good humor, what with his big family. That left the green hotel and the kindness of strangers.
Father Jack emerged with a folded bill and a used paper copy of Summa Theologica in his hand. “Here’s twenty bucks, Hal. And, now that you’re past the neo-creationists, try this on for size. See if you can’t finish “Part I” on God. You’ll find ol’ Tom Aquinas relatively uncluttered, if quaint.”
“Thanks, Father. I’ll give it a shot.”
“Good,” said the amiable priest. “See you next time.”
True to form, Halston threw himself into the “Foreword” and wandered east toward 12th Street. Rounding the corner, he walked blindly into a body. He looked up. Yankees’ cap. Bandana. Raiders’ jacket. They recoiled in mutual recognition.
“Hey—I KNOW you, man!”
Panicked, Halston burst by him and two confederates, up 12th Street. He banked left and pounded blindly down the alley. He was abreast of the garage entrance when they caught him. Their tallest and swiftest pinned his arms while his antagonist and the other one sauntered up.
“Take him in there.”
The orderlings grabbed Halston, dragged him across the blacktop, and pinned his back against a concrete pillar. El Jefe braced his feet eighteen inches from Halston’s and raised a blade between their faces. “Not too crazy today, eh, Homes? You dissed me a long time ago, but I remember. I told you I’d see you later. Maybe I cut you open and find some respect, huh?” He shifted backward onto his right foot; Halston moved his head slightly and gritted his teeth in anticipation.
Bicycle Man materialized in the garage entrance, backlit harshly by the sulphurous lemon-lime of sodium vapor. He lowered his wraparounds and his eyes flared like cobalt-blue star sapphires. The stars erupted into blinding, jagged bolts of cold energy that arced toward the gangsters, immobilizing them and suspending their every function. Their electric cocoon slid noiselessly past Bicycle Man and disappeared.
The sheer force had knocked Halston to the asphalt. He opened his eyes. Bicycle Man loomed over him, hand extended. “You okay? Name’s Will.”
“Yeah—I guess. What happened? Where are those guys?”
“Back where they were when you met.”
“But—”
“Don’t worry; they won’t remember.” Will pulled him up. His eyes glinted an unholy blue but were quiet. “Your search is over, if you want it to be.”
“Who—who are you?”
“Not ‘who; ‘what.’“ A conductor. One of many assigned to keep the train from jumping the tracks.”
Halston brushed the dirt and blacktop pebbles away. “Are you ...God?”
Will chuckled. “Ain’t we a curious lot? Humans, I mean. Got to have a picture of an animal to justify bite marks. Let me put it this way: If “God” is the Old Watchmaker, I’m a timekeeper. ‘Night watchman of the Soul.’“
“Then—you’re mortal?”
“Just a pile of meat, closing in on ashes and dust—with one Helluva secret weapon.
Halston’s mind raced. “Okay. Was Jesus—
“One of us? Yep. And Krishna. And Buddha. And Mohammad. Maybe Sai Baba and Maitreya, too, for all I know. We don’t have cosmic e-mail.” Will crouched and twirled his shades. “Those guys were special cases; sometimes the situation calls you outside yourself. Every team produces the occasional Hall-of-Fame quarterback. Mostly, we’re mere blockers and tacklers.”
“Is there another ‘team’?”
“Army of Darkness? No. I refer you to the prophet, Pogo: ‘We have met the enemy and he is us.’“
“So, evil’s just IN us?”
“Along with good. It’s a matter of maintaining some balance. We’re the ‘referees’—here to keep the fight fair.”
“Why not just leave it to the battle of wills? You know—winner take all.”
“It’s about human nature and perfectibility. Look—when confronted with a moral choice, which bottle do most folks reach for first? Whoever started this didn’t want it to end in a draw.”
“Well, what about the Holocaust, then? How’d that happen?”
“Organized evil creates its own luck. A lot of us got swept into the camps. We can’t aggregate our powers. Sometimes our cover’s blown and we become outright targets. Think Salem. That’s why we’re partial to anonymity. Once in a while, the ball just gets dropped, on a greater or lesser scale. We’re only human.” He grinned.
“Miracles?”
“Eye candy. Keeps folks interested.”
“Religion?”
“Structure. Not everybody’s cut out to sleep under the stars. Some folks need a tent. Others need a roof. It’s for the civilians, though; got nothing to do with us.”
“One more question?”
Will laughed. “Well, Glory Be! I can’t guess.”
“Why me?”
“I’m past sixty, tired, and can’t break the chain. I’ve got to recruit a replacement, and you’re qualified. Rootless, searching, few commitments. Oh—a random act of rescue is usually a pretty good indicator.” Will rose wearily and made for his bicycle. “Anyway, you’ve got to volunteer. Give it a day or two and meet me for lunch at Loaves and Fishes on Saturday. Then, you decide.”

Halston dodged cars across upper 12th Street and came upon Sacramento’s premiere homeless shelter and soup kitchen. It was late morning and six hundred-odd souls—loners and families of every potential description—were queued up for the midday meal. Halston picked his way around, warily, and found Will in line, leaning against his bicycle. His eyes darting, Halston whispered.
“Why here?”
Will smiled. “Like I said: ‘Anonymity preferred.’ Know anybody more faceless that a homeless person?”
“Are you all homeless?”
“‘You’? Don’t you mean ‘we’?”
“I’m—My situation’s just temporary?”
Will shook his head. “Sure it is. Anyway, depends on the culture—level of potential distraction. In other countries, where they’re more attentive to the needs of the displaced, the cloak of mental illness is a workable disguise. In any case, you have to keep your eyes open.” Halston sensed that Will’s eyes were twinkling—if that was possible. “Monk’s robe or a clerical collar is a good front, too—long as you don’t get too big.” They shuffled through the door. Will parked his bicycle near the wall at the head of the serving line. They took their food trays to a table in the back corner and sat. Will tossed his head before lowering it to eat.
“Go ahead. Look around.”
Halston spun around on his seat. For the first time, he noticed that a smattering of the throng—two dozen, maybe—were wearing sunglasses. He honed in on a few of them. As they met his gaze, they glanced briefly at Will and opened their collars. Each revealed an amulet, all identical. Some opened nearby children’s collars, showing the same thing. Halston returned to Will. “The kids, without the sunglasses. What are they?”
“Apprentices. Some are born”—Will lowered his shades slightly, looking directly into Halston—“some are made.”
Halston assayed the dining room again. Nobody looked back. He turned to Will again. Hanging before him from Will’s hands were his wraparounds and amulet.
“You in, or not?”

It was a gloomy day as Adrianna Wong made her way east along the K Street Mall. She was so absorbed that she nearly fell over the homeless man sitting cross-legged on the ground near the light-rail stop across from the Cathedral. His incoherent babbling brought her out of it. She studied the soiled, bearded figure in wraparounds, shaking a Styrofoam cup. One of her hands pressed at her lips; the other reached for him. “Hal? Is that you?!”
The man stopped babbling and motioned her downward. “Alley. Two minutes,” he hissed.
She hesitated, quizzically. He jerked his head and resumed the gibberish. She backed away and darted across the tracks. She walked the half-block to the alley quickly and waited by the Dumpster. Halston made the corner and seized her by the shoulders. “Adrianna? How ARE you?” He waited a moment, allowing her shock and natural fear to subside.
“Oh, okay...” Her eyes fell and her shoulders sagged. “My life has pretty much fallen apart. My folks went ballistic when I dropped music for art and philosophy, so I had to quit school. Still part-time at Kinko’s - I’m probably one lame-excuse sick day from being fired.” She sniffled and her eyes brimmed over. “Other than that—” Now the sobs came.
He touched her cheek, gently. Look.” Halston lowered his wraparounds slightly and his eyes flashed blue sparks. He fished into his shirt and dangled his amulet from his fingers.
“Can I interest you in some jewelry?”

Flowers, candles, incense. Context is everything.
The thought promoted itself from vagrant to insight as Jim traced the outline of his oxblood brogans against the dull, gray veins of the cathedral’s marble floor. Altar-boyhood artifacts that transubstantiated into adult talismans of sensual carnality became the stuff of Gothic nightmares again, as he stood there. Smoke curled lazily out of the thurifer being dangled by a somnambulant acolyte. Christ. Twenty years of smoking and that crap still makes me dizzy.
“What do you think he’s going to say?” she hissed.
Jim looked at Laura, the baby, as his little brother, Cary—all six-and-a-half feet of him—embraced the rostrum. The meadow of blue, gray, and oddly strawberry heads that had known them all as children stirred slightly, as if anticipating a chilly gust—fed, no doubt, each by their own recollections of the rocky history between mother and son. Laura’s chrome-blue eyes summarized her, and their, concern. So did her fingers, tamping her notes to her silk-covered thigh. Jim’s were already pocketed, him having led the tribute. Candle flames jumped and bowed spastically at the corners of his vision.
“Not a goddamned clue,” he whispered.
Cary had no notes. He stood, feet apart, and stared hard at the dull silver casket under the floral sprays—his Superman to her Lex Luthor—to satisfy himself she was truly vanquished.
“Good-bye, Mother.”

There they stood together, again, at the edge of what was weakly called a wake by such as themselves, two generations removed from the authentic. The lack of a propped-up stiff with coins on the eyes was a bargain, maybe even a blessing. Even a medium-watt look from the old girl while alive could etch glass at a considerable distance. Cary had bailed and planted his glass and elbows in front of the bartender, expiating the boredom he was loudly inflicting with clumsy gropes between pocket and tip jar. Jim and Laura had pretty much worked the room, getting their cheeks pinched ambiguously by Alzheimer’s candidates and flashing the mordant wit she’d passed to them to mollify those peers who retained some clarity.
Father John, the nephew canonized as her favorite by dint of his vocation and distance, drifted by, basking in his Jameson’s. “Nice touch, you two. She’d have been proud.”
She watched him leave to resume the cheerful falsehoods of ignorant comfort. “I need air. C’mon.”
They repaired to the stunted ballroom’s balcony. Jim lipped a cigarette and flicked at a balky flint.
“Gimme one.”
He withdrew another, lit it, and handed it over. “When did you start smoking?”
“Tobacco? Never.”
Even half-hidden under her lids, her irises were huge. Lesser men had slipped into those pools and drowned desperately, like non-swimmers. Until Jon. In low heels, she was his equal. Six feet tall; blonde, gorgeous. My little sister, The Man-Eater. He entertained the phenomenon of magnetism between weak men and strong women again and almost as quickly dismissed it, still unresolved. She caught the quiver at the corner of his mouth opposite the butt.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
She exhaled, her blue vapor creating a vortex in his. “Ever think of quitting?”
“Constantly. Should be a no-brainer. The old man croaks from lung cancer—not young, but not old. The grandkids nag her into quitting, so she lives another 20 years, then dies from emphysema. I was the athlete, and the only one who took it up.” He reflected, then pointed the tiny ember at her. “See, this is why my therapist’s Benz is never more than three years old.”
She laughed. Her head cycled up methodically, like an observatory’s telescope, measuring the winking constellations. “Did they really love each other?”
Pathos and guilt radiated in him like gin. Eight years old when Dad died. She missed so much, he thought. “Oh, yeah.”
“How do you know?”
“I’d catch ‘em.”
“Ick. Do I want to hear this?”
He realized, and waved the specter away. “No, I mean touching and kissing and stuff. It was weird; they tried not to fight in front of us, but the same restriction applied to PDAs. Like there’s a rule that emotional neutrality equals stability.”
“Speaking of stability, and therapy...” Laura studiously crushed the low-tar menthol on the railing. “Do you think he’ll ever snap out of it?”
“Cary?”
She nodded at bigger brother, hopefully. Jim pursed his lips. “After this? I wish I could say. Shit, for that matter, I wish I could say something.”
They stood, hips touching and hanging onto each other’s waists, looking out at nothing in particular.

Everyone had since pushed away from the decimated bird and congealing side dishes and collapsed in gluttonous disrepair around the house. That, football, and the mostly temporary gender détente of shared tasks made it Thanksgiving. Balmy from equal parts Chardonnay and the pleasant anesthesia of shared company and comfort food, Jim and Teri started shifting the carnage from dining room to kitchen. Entertaining taught them that a decent interval before dessert and coffee seemed less like piling on. Today, it made a serviceable excuse to let the charge in the air die away. Rhett, their fourteen-year-old, wandered in.
“Things calmed down any out there?”
“Yeah, Dad. Uncle Cary’s working Rory over pretty good right now. Something about the ratio of malt and hops to barley in most microbrews.”
“Just what every eleven-year-old jock needs to know. Was he all over your new Strat and your CD collection?”
Rhett stiff-armed a countertop, raising his feet off the floor. “Uh-huh. That, and the lecture about the role of live music in bringing balance to a working man’s life.” He watched the heels of his hands go white. “He’s gonna take me blues-clubbing in the city when I’m old enough.” He smiled slyly. “Maybe before.”
“Peachy—as long as you’re old enough to drive, because you’ll wind up having to.”
Rhett’s stepmother circled behind him, balancing half-bowls of potatoes and dressing, and matter-of-factly blew at the thick hair fraying the nape of his neck. Surprised, he dropped and slapped away a spasm of pleasure. Jim took it all in, with satisfaction. Teri left for another round-trip. Rhett found a green bean and dipped it into a nearby glob of cold Durkee’s onion pudding. He munched, seriously; Jim shuddered.
“Dad, can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
“Why do you and he always get into it?”
Jim stopped slicing, released the turkey medallions onto the foil, and tapped the carving knife’s tang on the cutting board, softly. “You know, son, I have no answer. Lots of working theories.”
“Like?”
“How about, ‘because we’re brothers?’”
Jim grinned. Rhett couldn’t separate his father’s congenital gift for sarcasm from defensiveness. It wasn’t material. Either way, good or bad, it was usually about deflection. “Oh, I get it—like Rory and me?”
“Approximately.”
“But you two are old, so testosterone and immaturity are no longer issues. Right?”
“So, you’re saying Theory Number One is bogus?”
“Duh.”
“Well, then—there’s genes. History. Presence. Absence. Admiration. Jealousy. Theories Two through Seven—in no particular order.”
Rhett frowned. “Explain, please.”
Jim draped an arm around the boy’s shoulders. “Remember what Gramma—my Mother—was like when she lived here?”
“Yeah. Pissed!”
“In a word—exactly. So, we’ve both got that going for us. But she wasn’t always like that—at least, for me.”
“How so?”
“She was barely 40 when my Dad died. Cary was 12. They both really needed him around then, in spite of themselves, and neither ever forgave him for leaving them.”
“How was it different for you?”
“When I was younger and Cary and Laura weren’t much more than babies, she wasn’t like that. There was at least as much sunshine as lightning. My Dad and I grew close, starting when I was about your age. Thinking back, Mom was menopausal or depressed, or both, and I was old enough to be emotionally available. Anyway, she’d get crazy and he’d run interference for the three of us.” He gave Rhett the once-over. “‘Paging Doctor Freud!’ Aren’t you bored yet?”
Rhett swallowed. “No.”
“Damn it! Well, Dad was diagnosed when I was 18 and away at college—end of my freshman year. Wasted away in under six weeks. Mom was nuts the whole time. I remember standing by his bed, that last day. He and I made our peace, alone, before the delirium set in, so I was more or less a bystander by then. Little Laura couldn’t really process any of it. Cary, though—bright, sensitive Cary—was aware enough to be panicked. When Dad went, he blurted out something like, ‘Well, that’s it!’ Mom just went black, and turned on him.”
“Wow. What did you do?”
“Nothing. Everything after that is a blur. I was still stupidly adolescent enough that my grief came out selfishly, as anger. I had a summer job lined up, so I made tracks. Finished college and law school got married. Left those two alone. With her.”
Jim took to messing with the spikes of hair at the top of his son’s forehead. Rhett pushed Jim’s jaw down with his index finger so he could connect with him.
“Don’t worry, Dad. When I run away, I’ll take Rory with me.”
“You’d better.”
They hugged, then separated at the sound of escalating voices from the living room. Jim rounded the corner in time to see Cary snatch his jacket from the extended arms of Mimi, his common-law girlfriend, and hurl it to the floor. He was unsteady and loud. Teri, Rory, and the host couple’s friends were all either rooted to their chairs or in some stage of thwarted assistance.
“GodDAMN it, woman!” he roared. “I’ll decide when it’s time to go home, and not one minute before!” He cast a bleary eye at Jim. “And you. I suppose you have something to add. As usual.”
“Always,” Jim said, calmly. “I am an Irish Catholic lawyer, after all.” He picked up the jacket and clapped his brother on the back. “We should probably go to bed, anyway, on account of being much older than the two of you. No more action here tonight, but I’m fairly certain there’s a club or two in full tilt closer to home. What do you say, Meem?”
She looked back, her face blending embarrassment and relief. They both knew that he’d be snoring ten minutes into the trip. Cary softened and stuck his arms into the jacket without a word, like a child being dressed for school. He turned, tossed off a small wave and half-glance, and ducked out the doorway. Mimi took her wrap and bag from Teri and hugged everyone, especially Jim.
“Good night, and thanks. For everything.”
“‘Night, Meem,” Jim said. “Be careful, and call when you get there.”
From the doorway, he watched her bend Cary’s long levers into her roadster. She was in, the concealed headlights bobbed up, and they were gone. Jim closed and latched the door, and turned into the room.
“Another holiday train wreck, recorded for posterity,” he announced, mostly to himself.
Teri overheard him, and punched his shoulder playfully. “Hey, cheer up, ‘Little Engine.’ It’s just the one car that jumped the tracks.” She closed in and fingered the points of his collar. “You pulled the rest of the train into the station safely, just as you always do.”
Jim folded his hands in the small of her back. “It’s more like the scriptural sheep-shepherd thing,” he said. “I wonder how long I’ll have to leave the 99 to chase that one?’
“Break it up, you two,” called Rory. “Where’s dessert?”

“Whaaaaa...”
Jim’s shoulder shook, violently. It was Teri, gruffly semi-conscious. “Doorbell!”
She rolled away, taking covers with her. A minor curse of their marriage was that he slept deeply and neither of them was attractive and wakeful at the same time.
The amber display read One-Colon-Four-Three. He sensed the flap and whine of awnings and spatters on glass. He snagged his flannel robe, wrapping and tying as he stumbled downstairs. The chimes cycled under a persistent finger and guttural growls crackled through the intercom speakers.
Jim hit the porch light and peered through the beveled panes, but saw no one. He turned the deadbolt and knob, and the door leaped away. In tumbled Cary, drenched from the downpour.
“JEEZus!” Cary! How did you get here?”
“Cab. Train. Walked. No coin.” He was drunk, underdressed, trembling, and bluish—and not due to the poor light.
“From HAYWARD? That’s two hours, by car! Can you stand?” Jim propped and pushed, but it was as futile as wrestling a giant, soggy Pillsbury Doughboy. “I’ll get towels—don’t move!” Cary coughed and gurgled, amused.
Jim returned, dragged Cary fully inside and bolted the door. He yanked off his sneakers and socks and peeled his soaked windbreaker and sweat pants over his lanky extremities in membrane-like sections, leaving his underwear. He mopped and rubbed, drying and warming. Cary came around some and found an elbow.
“Mimi...bitch...” he said and repeated, as he tried to find purchase on the floor with his heel. He failed, but Jim managed his head into the new arm-crook and squat-thrust them both to approximate vertical. He steadied them, with difficulty, and explored movement enough to learn that Cary might participate. Jim launched the maneuver toward the guest room and Cary joined in, splitting his foot-contact time equally between Jim’s shins and insteps, and the floor. Balancing Cary momentarily on his own feet, Jim swatted the shams off the bed and drew back the spread and linens. He released and pushed slightly, and Cary spun onto the mattress on his back. Jim pulled off his briefs and undershirt, tucked in his legs, and covered him. For an instant, his brother’s hairy body disappeared; Jim was 10, and Cary was four and feverish with flu. His hazel eyes were bright and calm in his snug little face.
Thank you, Jim remembered.
Suddenly, Cary was old and sepulchral. His eyes were dull and sad, but smoldering a bit—and colder than his sallow skin.
“Leave me. Alone.”
Cary closed his eyes and Jim retreated.

Jim slid off the last step finishing his post-dawn rites—yawning, scratching, and adjusting, of the type that put women off televised baseball. Recollection made him peer at the closed bedroom door. Concern propelled him a half step in that direction. Experience stopped him. He meandered into the kitchen, where Teri had already begun filling his mug. She regarded him with that look found on the man-boy, love-pity continuum, reserved exclusively for the one who finished his sentences. They hadn’t spoken, but she knew. The only unique thing this time was that Cary had taken his act on the road.
“Coffee, up. Cereal? Hemlock?”
“Ha-ha.” He made a face at the tiny, packing-material jewels in the Lucky Charms set out in Tupperware for Rory. “I swear to God; that kid has pure glucose in his veins.”
“He never stops,” Teri said, sipping. “Four thousand calories a day, minimum.”
Pop-Tarts were laid out for Rhett. Jim reached for his box. All-Bran: Manna to the Atherosclerotic. Here they came, like the circus parade rounding the first corner at the head of Main Street—galumphing, jostling, and laughing, all cymbals and calliope. Jim backed reflexively to the counter farthest from the breakfast bar. Now raptors, they swooped and kited, snatching up their processed prey. Rhett pocketed the pastry and trained his eyes on Jim. “Tonight. Tattoo. Talk?”
“Terrific,” Jim said, rolling his.
“Homework! Shit—uh—Darn!” Rhett wheeled and coursed back up the stairs. Rory had applied the milk, snapped the top, and packed away the bowl and plastic spoon without coming to rest. “Late. Bus.” Out he went.
Jim gaped. “Did Alan Greenspan declare an active verb shortage?”
The door at the other end opened. Teri heard the hinges and rinsed her cup. “Nursing home—meeting about Mom.” She was gone.
Jim spread his arms in exasperation. “Can I get a complete sentence here?”
Cary materialized, an apparition in air-dried underwear closer to parchment than cotton. He was still pallid but his size, wild hair, and presence defeated the ghostliness. His shield of aggression was firmly affixed and powered up, even in the face of—maybe reinforced by—last night’s debacle. From practice, Jim could tell. “Coffee?”
“Unh-hnh.”
“Anything to eat?”
“Don’t think I could keep it down.”
Jim slid the mug under his brother’s face and used casual artifice to brush his cheek. It was hot, so Jim palmed Cary’s forehead. He recoiled. “Don’t start.”
“Cary, you’re burning up.”
“I’ll be fine; just need to organize my shit a little.”
“What happened this time?”
Cary looked up. “What do you care, really?”
Pushing buttons; don’t go there, Jim thought. “Wouldn’t ask if I didn’t.”
Cary paused, as if shuffling details. “Same old stuff. Had a few beers after work, came home. She cooked; it got cold. How was I supposed to know? So we get into it, she freaks, and starts throwing my shit out the door. I go after it, and she locks me out. I yell; I pound on the door. She called the cops, she says, so I take off.”
“Why did you come all the way up here?”
Jim watched labored nonchalance force the pleas out of Cary’s eyes. “Couldn’t think. Didn’t have my truck keys.”
“What can I do to help?”
“Nothing, really. Just needed a place to crash. Thanks.” Jim couldn’t tell which embarrassed him more—last night or the required courtesy. “Maybe spot me thirty bucks to get home?”
“To what?”
“Oh. That. She’ll take me back; always does.”
Jim folded his arms. “What is Mimi, Cary? ‘Serious relationship’ number three?”
Cary stiffened. “Don’t even go there, ‘bro’.” He aimed a finger. “None of your goddamned business.”
Jim laughed bitterly. “You’re sitting in my kitchen, half-naked, sick, and broke!”
Cary knocked the chair backward, making his body into a high wall. “I should have known better—you gave up on me a long time ago!”
Jim’s emotional turf trembled, so he retaliated. “Who’s given up on you? Look at yourself!”
“Oh, yeah,” Cary parried. “I may be a lot of things, but at least I’m not a mortgaged-up, corporate toady like you!”
Jim hardened. “Ah, Mister Proletariat speaks, once again defending the masses against the cold creep of commitment and responsibility!” He stopped himself, working his fingers through his hair into his scalp. “Jesus. Who do we sound like?”
Cary got it, and backed down. Jim approached and laid on a hand; it wasn’t welcomed but it wasn’t rejected, either. “At least stay on to see a doctor.”
“Can’t. Can’t afford to leave this job and go back on rotation at the hall.”
Jim sighed. “I’m going to get ready for work. Your clothes are in the dryer. I’ll drop you at the station.” He pressed his fingers into Cary’s shoulder and hesitated; whatever it was that seemed to be caught in his brother’s throat stayed there.

“Hiya, Honey!”
Jim chortled. Laura’s stock, Alice Kramden-Lucy Ricardo telephone greeting always did that. “Hello, brat. What’s new in the Sandwich Islands?”
“Nada. I just spent an hour on the phone with Mimi. She call you?”
“You know they never call me. Who gets to play ‘Twenty Questions’ when Cary wants to know anything about me?”
“I do.”
“I rest my case. Anyway, back to Mimi.”
It’s not really about Meem. It’s Cary...”
“Now there’s a fuckin’ surprise.”
“Hey. Anyway, she has to stick him in the hospital.”
Jim holstered the attitude. “What’s wrong?”
“Walking pneumonia, they think. The last course of antibiotics didn’t clear him up.”
“Poor Meem. How long, do they think?”
“A week—maybe longer. They want to do tests, as well.”
“For what?”
“They don’t know; just to rule stuff out, I guess.” She paused; Jim could hear the odd cacophony of exotic birds and chickens—one of Hawaii’s bouquet of splendid paradoxes. He thought he also heard partially formed words bumping against her lips.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
“About Cary—and Mimi. I think she’s pretty close to the edge.”
He switched ears and leaned heavily against the bar. “My best instinct is to stay out of it. You know the first thing out of my mouth always amounts to a declaration of war. Pointless conflict is probably the last thing she needs right now.”
Laura began flexing her fingers against her handset, producing plastic noises that fell harshly on Jim’s ear. Though small things like that annoyed him more than most, he did his best to overlook it. She heard his choppy breathing and stopped.
“I don’t know. It’s not like the motorcycle accident in high school, where he acted like his pulling through was worthwhile because it would disappoint the old lady. I’m scared he wants to give up.”
“Now, that’s truly weird.”
“Maybe, but for him I think her death was like pulling the cooling rods out of a nuclear reactor. All that anger is purposeless now; instead of being bled off on an external object, it’s trapped inside and is melting the core.”
His chosen profession to the contrary, he was powerless to disagree, so he did the next-best thing. “I’ll give it some thought.”
“Well. Somebody has to be the grownup.”
“Fine. Tell Meem she can call me anytime. How’s Jon?”
Laura exhaled, petulantly. “He’s fine. We’re fine. Everybody’s fine. Whatever.”

Teri twirled her fork between her fingers, watching the neglected food’s warmth vaporize—once again the victim of the inconsequential rhetoric and crude foolishness that only young, hormonal males and their fathers can bring to an evening meal. Jim caught her glare and broke off, sheepishly. The boys desisted; Rhett cast his crooked grin at her. “Go on, Teri,” he said. “Say it, and get it over with.”
“I hate boys.” She felt her snit melting and heard snickering. The phone rang, enabling her escape. Jim and his sons were still savoring the rout when Teri returned, holding the cordless like a bomb dismantler.
“Jim, it’s Mimi. She’s crying.”
A firing-squad pall fell on the room. The boys focused on their entrees. Jim cupped Teri’s hand for an instant, then removed the phone and took it into the kitchen. “Meem—it’s Jim. What’s wrong?”
The filtered snuffling subsided. “Cary needs an operation. They found something.”
“What did they find?”
“They did a CAT scan and some kind of biopsy, and found spots on his lungs—something about non-small cell cancer. Early stage, I think. I didn’t understand much of it. Cary signed the papers.”
“When are they going in?”
“Tomorrow morning.”
“Are you at the hospital now?”
“No.” The sobs resumed. “Cary sent me home—said I’d just be in the way. Jim, I’m frightened.”
Jim swallowed. “I’m on my way. You try to rest; I’ll call you on my cell once I’ve seen Cary.”
“O-Okay.”
Jim felt Teri’s hands creep over his clavicles and turned. “Cary’s shut down again. I’d better go.”
She nodded and softly kissed his cheek. The wisp of warm breath propelled from her nostrils into his ear barely diluted the dread building in his breast.

“Cary Ellison, please?” This prompted that look of detached authoritarianism from the desk nurse in Surgery East, so Jim anticipated the question. “I’m his brother.”
“Forty-two-ten-B. Visiting hours are over at ten.”
“It’s eight-thirty.”
“He might be sleeping.”
“Tomorrow, he might be dead.” He turned and started away; mercifully, that was the end of it. He found the door already cracked, so he pushed it into the fluorescent-fed twilight. Cary dozed in the second bed; the first was vacant. Good. Jim quietly lowered the near side rail and pushed the meal tray over Cary’s heaving chest. He retrieved a portable DVD player from his briefcase, opened it, and gently placed its attached earphones onto Cary, working around the oxygen tubing. Cary stirred. Jim held in his breath, pushed “Play” and stepped to the headboard.
Cary awoke to the familiar “Yah-YAH-yah-YAH-yah-yah-yah-YAH” overture, and The Three Stooges in “Whoops, I’m an Indian.” He rolled his eyes back toward Jim for an instant, then became transfixed for 18 minutes, erupting occasionally with belly laughs mitigated by coughs. Jim winced. The strategy was to find neutral ground and he remembered them lolling on the carpet at home, laughing helplessly at the endless slapping, poking, and tweaking and ignoring the impatient, maternal radiation warnings. It worked, but he hadn’t anticipated the side effects.
As the disc spun down, Cary doffed the earphones and wiped his eyes and mouth. “Great idea,” he said. “Cough up a lung and shorten the surgery!”
“I was going to bring ‘Dizzy Doctors,’ but I thought that cut a little too deep.”
“Good call—and decent word play. ‘Pardon My Scotch’ was my all-time favorite.” Cary darkened a little. “So. What are you doing here?”
Jim shifted his feet. “You know—the brotherly thing.”
“Better late than never, I guess.”
The elder seized Cary’s left hand and held it tightly until he stopped tugging. “Okay. For present purposes, let’s assume that you’ve just listed all the things I’ve ever done that piss you off, and I’ve apologized for each and every one—so there’s nothing left for us to hold against each other. Deal?”
“It doesn’t work that way.”
“I know it doesn’t, but why can’t it?”
“Because, man—it wouldn’t be right.”
“What’s right about being angry and depressed all the time? Who did we both know, like that?”
A nerve was struck. Cary jerked his hand away and made a fist. “Don’t you dare compare me to her!”
Jim sat and gingerly caressed Cary’s thigh through the covers. “Look, it’s not about that any more, Cary. She’s dead. Why can’t you just bury it all with her?”
Cary reeled a little from the rhetorical round-house but quickly regained familiar emotional footing. “But—but she was so bad to me. She—she never listened to me. She never really loved—”
“Stop,” Jim said behind his raised hand. “She loved you; she loved all of us—especially Dad. Why do you think she freaked like she did? One day, he’s the center of her existence; the next, he’s gone. ‘Now what do I do?’ Her terror turned to rage, with no one available to help her through it.”
“But she was mad a lot way before Dad died...”
“Yes, she was. That was the only way she could manage her feelings. ‘Absorb. Internalize. Explode. Repeat, as necessary.’ Dad was the buffer. My first year away at college, she would write these horrible letters. Every time, without fail, another letter from him would come behind it, a perfect antidote. It seemed almost instinctive.”
“Why was she like that?”
“Don’t know; don’t think I want to. Her oldest sister was like that. The rest just escaped or became alcoholics, or both. She talked about her father in a way that left almost everything important out—you know, human-being stuff—that always made me wonder what he was really like.”
Cary sat up and folded his arms over his knees. “Jesus.”
“Yes.”
“But, it seemed like she blamed me. It wasn’t my fault.”
“Of course not. She didn’t blame you; you were just in the line of fire, and a constant reminder of what she’d lost. She probably saw herself in Laura, at least until she was older.”
“Well, what the Hell did she expect me to do about it?”
“She didn’t. You set that expectation for yourself.”
Cary searched Jim’s face for definition. He scratched it, self-consciously. “You’ve made your views on psychotherapy well-known, but the help I got when my first marriage was breaking up was a godsend.” Cary’s skepticism was apparent, but a little curiosity bled around its edges. “The guy made it pretty clear that I was treating Julie like my mother and she expected me to behave like her father—making us both resentful and argumentative, because that’s the last thing either of us wanted. He told me; he said, ‘Jim, you’re what we call a ‘rescuer.’ You feel responsible for the happiness of everyone in your orbit; if anyone isn’t, you’re failing. Well, guess what? Some people are determined to be unhappy and there isn’t a damned thing you can do about it.’ At that moment, I felt like an anvil had been lifted off me. I understood so much.”
“Like?”
“Like...” Jim suddenly took an interest in his cuticles. “Like, why I bugged out on you and the brat.” His eyes came up to meet Cary’s, and they shone. “Without Dad, she’d be even unhappier, and I’d be a bigger failure. So, off I went.”
Cary smiled, oddly. “According to her, compared to you, I was the failure!”
Jim wagged his open hands. “Hey—don’t lay that on me!”
Moments slipped silently between them as they stared just a bit away from one another. Cary broke in. “So, I just...’lay my burden down, boy’?”
“That’s it, exactly.”
“I don’t know. Where do I start?”
“Anger is like a contagion. First, you just make up your mind to get over it. Then, you inoculate yourself against it.”
“How’s that?”
“For what’s passed, abandon what’s bad—seek forgiveness, if you need to—and hold on to what’s good. What it was like when Dad was alive, for example. Little things. For today and tomorrow, open yourself up, especially to those who care most about you. Let them nourish you with their love and make you strong.”
Cary was pensive. “I miss Daddy. I want to remember...” He choked up. Jim leaned in and clasped his neck with one hand. “...but most times I struggle just to see his face.” Hot tears slid randomly away from the corners of his eyes.
“I’ve got pictures, and most of his stuff. Come, look; we’ll talk. Laura and I do it, every chance we get. Bring Mimi.”
Cary’s eyes widened. He pitched forward into Jim’s embrace, convulsed. “Jimmy—I’m...so...fucking...scared.” Jim felt his brother’s body herk and jerk with rasping sobs and stroked his back until they relented. He lay Cary back onto his pillows, adjusted the soft, glassine tubes snaking around his ears, and brushed the unruly hair away. Cary pulled Jim’s hands together and clasped them desperately between his own.
“Don’t leave me. Okay?”
Jim startled then reassured him with a satisfied laugh. “Not hardly—I just got you back!”

His shoes were glossy black this time. The marble was veined and neutral, but a much cheerier rouge—making a nice contrast, as did their boutonnieres, with the striped pants, morning coats, and cravats. Jim sized Cary up and adjusted his neckwear. Cary nodded and they both returned to that ridiculous, “football coach” pose—hands clasped over groin, feet apart—that men fall into, in conspicuous situations. They waited at the railing with the priest as the rest of the wedding party began its stiff, inexorable march.
“Never did I think I’d be in a friggin’ church again,” whispered Cary. “Well, vertically, at least.”
“That’s what you get for taking up with a Catholic girl. Meem will back off again, until you have kids.”
“Yeah? Well, thanks for standing up with me.” Cary touched his face tentatively. “At least you’re getting a better deal than I did when you got hitched the first time.”
“Whaddya gonna do? Jerry was my best friend and my college roommate. Beer’s thicker than blood when you’re twenty-one—you know that.”
Cary cleared his throat. “That was great, looking at Dad’s stuff Thursday night. I had no idea about all that work and other stuff he was into.”
“Amazing guy, really, but a man of a few words. Unlike today—” Jim glared, comically “—when you can never shut anyone up. We’ll go through the pictures again, soon, and you can take what you want.”
They refocused up the aisle. Laura was a gorgeous Maid of Honor—no surprise there. Mimi was a gossamer and taffeta vision. Teri was a credible Mother of the Groom, installed in the first pew in beige, with her mouth firmly and uncomfortably closed.
“This is gonna sound perverse...”
Jim rotated his head a little, waiting for the rest of the announcement out of the little corner speaker Cary had made of his lips.
“In a certain way, I almost wish the old lady was here.”
“For her, or for you?”
“For her and for me.”
“Correct answer. They really did the best they could. Look at us: we’re the golden fruit. The rest is husk. Hang on to that.”
Jim was happy. There was no incense, and he really didn’t crave a cigarette all that much.

“‘Won’t you be my luh-ver (yeah)/
I’ll treat you ri-ight (uh)/
I know you hear your friends when they say you might...’”
The nascent 16-year-olds rocked and bumped hips under the earnest, two-dimensional eyes of their favorite boy-band, crooning along into their hairbrushes.
“LeLe!” her mother cried from below. “Turn that racket down!”
They froze and eyed each other. “Uh-oh—Busted!” They embraced in mock terror and collapsed onto LeLe’s bed in peals of laughter.
“You two are supposed to be studying!”
LeLe rolled her eyes. “Yesssssss, Mu-THER.” On reflex, she reclaimed an abandoned book, browsed, and listened for disengagement. “So, Tif; you ready to crank it tomorrow?”
Her best friend in the 10th grade world and starting pitcher for the Scottsdale Copperheads made a face. “Whatever—regionals and all. At least we’re at home; travel-ball so, like, totally sucks.”
This took the shortstop/leadoff hitter by surprise. “It’s all still fun, right?”
“Oh, yeah.” Tiffany waved the concern away like a minor odor. “Playing is so cool. When the hitter’s dug in, you’re all down behind me, and Tonya’s glove goes up, it’s like I’m in charge of this big, powerful machine. Everyone is tense, straining, and nothing happens until I make it. I kick to the plate—BOOM!” She slapped her hands together, startling LeLe a little. “Everything, something, or nothing. Then I do it again!”
“Yeah, gurrrrl!” They clasped hands, holding it just long enough to allow the sensation to course through them both. Tiffany’s soaring eyes returned to earth. “It’s all the other stuff I can do without.”
“Like?”
“Drills. Camps. Videos. Special coaching. The rants. ‘Trophy, Tiffany. ‘ ‘Scholarship, Tiffany.’ ‘The Olympics, Tiffany.’ It’s not bad enough that we play half the year...” She drifted away, lost in her laced fingers.
LeLe bounced into her, trapping her thick, blond French braid against her neck inside the crook of her elbow. “Hey—we’re fifteen. What else are we gonna do?”
Evil Tiffany rolled her eyes up to meet LeLe’s. “Boys?”
They tumbled backward, smothering giggles and kicking their feet. Again, quiet descended. Tiffany stared at the ceiling. “What if I’m not that good? I mean, like they all want? What then?”
LeLe took her hand firmly. “My Dad has this favorite Zen saying: ‘Wherever you are, be there.’”
Tiffany smirked. “That’s deep, Le. What in Hell does that mean?”
“It means, you’re spending all of today worrying about tomorrow. You’ve got the ball now. Live in that as long as you can before you have to find something else. Softball ends—for all of us.”
Tiffany was pensive. “Do Buddhists play ball?”
“No, but Christians do.” LeLe jerked Tiffany toward the computer. “We’d better check Arnie’s web site. You know there’ll be a quiz in the dugout.” They logged on, bringing up “Arnold Jeffries’ First Calvary Chevrolet—Proud Sponsor of the Scottsdale Copperheads,” and clicked on “Today’s Inspiration.” They read, aloud:
The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom should I fear?
The Lord is my life’s refuge; of whom should I be afraid?
When evildoers come at me to devour my flesh,
My foes and my enemies themselves stumble and fall.
—PSALMS 27:2
Tiffany screwed up her face. “I wonder if he has a clue what a goober we all think he is.”
“Dunno.” LeLe chewed a thumbnail. “Four sets of uniforms for us, and the 14Us and 12Us, plus equipment and fees. That’s got to run into serious money.”
“Yeah, but it’s not like he owns us. And why do we get the same Old Testament ‘vanquish mine enemies’ rap all the time?” Tiffany was up again, hands on hips. “Jesus is about love and forgiveness, right? What do fear and hatred have to do with competition, anyway?”

WhirrrrrrRRRTINK! The dimpled rubber sphere leaped off the aluminum barrel and ploughed a blurred canary trench into the upper netting, then stalled and sloughed harmlessly into the back of the cage.
Outside, Tiffany pulled her gloved fingers out of the chain-link and clapped. “Good contact, Le—keep it up!”
LeLe striped the last five pitches methodically into almost the same location. As the machine whined to a stop, she squatted and peeled her batting gloves into her teal-and-copper helmet—marking the end of their Saturday, pre-game warm-up ritual. She wiped her face on her jersey and looked up into the cross-hatched glare as a shadow fell over the half of her not already covered by Tiffany’s.
“Hey, ‘Britney.’”
Jarred, Tiffany peered over her Ray-Bans at the profile a half-head above her own. She might have been an Aztec princess, with her strong bronze features and her thick headdress of black ringlets offset by a gold earring.
LeLe stood and shaded her eyes, circling her bat handle lazily around its head planted on the concrete. “Hey, ‘Queen Latifah.’” She picked up her gear and made for the gate.
The stranger turned to Tiffany, looked right into her, and stuck out a hand. Tiffany examined it, momentarily. It was muscular, a little rough, but its umber depth was set off by dainty pink nails. Its owner revealed a mouthful of strong, flawless teeth.
“Marisella Rivas.”
“Uh—Tiffany Queensberry.” They shook hands.
LeLe arrived and Marisella enfolded her. “What’s up, home-girl?”
“Same-same. Playin’ ball. What’re you doing way over here?”
“Cage time—and regionals.” She eyed LeLe’s bag. “You a Copperhead now, huh?” LeLe nodded.
Tiffany conveyed her puzzlement. LeLe saw and pushed gently away. “Oh—me and Marisella played 12Us together on the West side, before we moved over here. Tif here’s my best friend, and our starting pitcher.”
“All right!” Marisella extended a low palm toward Tiffany, who slapped it tentatively. “Me, too!” The big girl’s mirthful eyes narrowed on LeLe again. “She any good?”
LeLe pinkie-pointed back. “You get past the Bombers this afternoon, you’ll find out tomorrow!”
Tiffany finally understood. “Oh. You pitch for the Strikers!”
Marisella opened her jacket. “One and the same!”
“Marisella! You’re up! Let’s go!”
She wheeled and waved at a husky Latino in a ball cap matching hers. “‘Kay, Coach! Well, gotta go. Get your ya-yas out, Sistahs!”
LeLe caught her arm. “Good luck.”
“What’s luck got to do with it?” They stared at her; she laughed. “You, too, now. See you later—I hope!” She loped away. Tiffany watched her quads and glutes ripple in retreat. All she could manage was a low whistle. LeLe seized her shoulders and got up in her face. “You two are going to be awesome, tomorrow. I can’t wait!”

“Bring it in, ladies!”
Pete Lopez—auto parts distributor, retired semi-pro infielder, and die-hard diamond tactician—had coached the Copperheads from 12Us up after taking his granddaughter, Letitia, to their first meeting and impulsively sticking up his hand. His love for her and for the game took care of the rest.
“All right, Copperheads. Coach Young—” Pete nodded toward Ronnie Young, his lanky assistant sucked in with daughter LeLe the meeting after that—“has the book on the Sting. Their pitching is decent but nothing you haven’t already seen. Relief is weak when coming from behind. Defense is adequate but inexperienced, so they tend to short the field and press when leaned on. We’re faster, so let’s get on them early. We’re away—LeLe, you can expect to lay it down to test the first baseman and how they cover, so pay attention to Pops over at first, for a change.” LeLe and her father traded grins. “Tif, I’m moving you to the two-hole. I need you to work a walk, so pick her up as quick as you can. We might try to move Le over before then, depending how sharp she is. Sierra? You move from seven to three; be ready to punch it into the alleys. And Tonya, you’re cleanup for Tif today. I want those bases cleaned and all those Sting shorts dirty, so gimme that Tonya glare.” Their massive catcher smiled and slid her face into a passable Shaquille O’Neill glower. She couldn’t sustain it, though, and delicately covered her mouth as laughter and playful punches rained in on her. Pete mused just long enough, then raised his hands. “Okay, people. Everybody else check with me before I give the card to the ump. Otherwise, Plan A. Tif, I might rest you if we’re up early to let Brie get good and loose before tomorrow.” Tiffany the competitor suppressed a frown. “Hey,” Pete said. “You’re my leader, and I’m going to need every bit of that rotator cuff if we get the Strikers tomorrow.” He chucked her chin to bring her back. “How’s it feel, by the way?”
She melted a little. “Good to go.”
“That’s my girl,” he said, and turned. “Anything else, Coach Young?”
Ronnie watched his Nike trace an arc in the dirt below his folded arms and poked at the smokeless behind his lower lip with his tongue. He husbanded a smile. This guy is so good, he thought. Short, sweet, complete. You can almost smell the focus on these girls. “No, Coach Lopez.”
“Any questions?” He glanced around, satisfied. He thrust a fist out, waist high; fourteen hands landed on it.
“One, two, three—COPPERHEADS!”
They broke. The players busied themselves with bench positions, managing the nervous excitement with low trash talk. Pete detected a prominent Adam’s apple in his peripheral vision.
“Coach?”
Pete stifled his pique out of sheer habit. “Oh. Hi, Arnie. A little late today, aren’t we?”
“RV sale—what can I say?” The sponsor flashed that car-closer grillwork—all the enamel, with most of the pink tissue thrown in. “Lord’s work is never done.”
Pete rubbed his face to erase any evidence of true feelings. “Ladies, bring it back in for Arnie, please?” He shifted backward a little to allow the reluctant semicircle to form and to find his own shelter. A couple of throats were cleared; Arnie closed his eyes and abruptly raised his arms to the Jesus-over-Rio position. Brie ducked, successfully.
“Our Dear Lord Jesus, guide us on Thy path and make our bats to be true as we lay Thine enemies low, as Samson slew the Philistines with the jawbone of an Ass...”
“Amen!” Tiffany cried. Heads were bent in practiced piety; yea, many were buried in backs, and it was good. The blasphemer gave LeLe such a baleful look that she almost swallowed her fist. Arnie rambled to a close and a proper chorus of “Amens.” Pete crossed himself deliberately, knowing that it made Arnie uncomfortable, and commanders and warriors resumed their girding.
Marc Queensberry appeared behind the wire—ever the buttoned-down lawyer, even in the hot afternoon sun. His gaze slid by Pete’s and landed on his daughter. “Step out, Tiffany.” She balked listlessly but complied. Father and daughter moved a few rows up the bleachers, near Missy—trophy wife and stepmother—and he questioned her in a low voice. Pete ignored the ritual just as poorly as he always had. He spied that she was as tortured and defensive as she always was. She returned wordlessly, her Ray-Bans firmly in place to mask her self-inflicted verdict of personal treason. Marc was in her wake.
“Coach, may I see you for a minute, please?”
“I haven’t finished the lineup card.”
“Won’t take long.” Marc was already headed up the third-base line. Pete met him near the coach’s box.
“Tiffany tells me you’ve moved her up the order and might pull her early. Is that true?”
“Look, Marc; this opener is likely to be a laugher and I’m going to need her fresh against the Strikers.”
“I’m afraid you can’t do that.”
Pete sighed. Here we go. “And why’s that, Marc?”
“Two reasons. First, I’ve got a Wildcat assistant coming today and tomorrow, and I want maximum exposure, including Tiffany in the four-hole. Second, there aren’t going to be any Strikers—tomorrow, or the rest of the season.”
Pete mistrusted his ears. “I’m sorry. What?”
“The Strikers. There’ll be a forfeit today and they’re out. We’ll face the Crush. It’s taken care of.”
“A forfeit, huh?”
“You know that big pitcher of theirs, that Rivas girl? Well, a little too overpowering for my taste. Turns out her parents are illegals and she was born out of the country, or at least on the way over. Won’t be able to produce a proper birth certificate.”
Pete folded his arms slowly, to contain himself. “Why are you doing this?”
“I don’t want Tiffany to risk any kind of embarrassment, under the circumstances.” Marc was maddeningly nonchalant.
“You can afford to buy that kid eight years in the Ivy League. What’s the point?”
“The point is, I’m in a position to help my daughter succeed and I’m going to take full advantage of it.”
Pete seethed. “And if I don’t go along?”
“You’ve done your job very well, Coach Lopez. These kids have practiced and played together long enough to excel almost without supervision. Ronnie could step in for another month, easily. Then we could take the fall to recruit a new coach—maybe even a more cooperative one.”
Pete shook his head and laughed bitterly. “You know, Queensberry—it’s guys like you saw to it that somebody like me never had an even shot at the Show. You’re so blinded by...whatever that you don’t see you’re hurting your own flesh and blood a lot worse than the other girl.” He leveled a finger at Marc as he pivoted away from him. “You’re going to regret this, and a lot sooner than you think.”
Ronnie had seen the drill before and was practiced at diverting the girls’ attention from it—except for Tiffany, of course. Even so, he was vaguely uneasier about this one. When he saw Pete stalking toward the dugout, he legged out to meet him halfway.
“What is it, this time?”
“Let’s just get through it. Stay close today. We’ve got to talk to the team after—just you and me.”
“Want to talk about it?”
“Can’t. Not now.” Pete brushed by. Ronnie had never seen him so rigid. The head coach was pounding his palms together fiercely as he made the dugout. “Andelé, my little niñas—let’s get busy!” Ronnie saw him plant his feet, jam his hands in his back pockets, and pretend to watch the Sting finish infield warm-ups. Uh-oh, thought Ronnie. He’s blown off the obligatory sermon on parental sportsmanship. This must be bad!
Pete felt a noiseless uncertainty growing behind him. Without looking he pulled out the lineup card and handed it to Ronnie. “Give that to Turk, will you?” Slowly turning, he met each pair of eyes in succession. They softened him. “How do we feel today, ladies? Ernie Banks used to say, ‘Let’s play two.’ What he meant was, it’s a privilege to step inside these lines. The ball is round, the grass is green, and the sky is clear. Let’s have some fun.” The girls erupted in chatter and activity. All was right again.
Things developed as planned. LeLe dragged a dead bunt up the right field line. The Sting’s catcher nearly collided with her pitcher and overthrew first, yielding second to LeLe. Pete felt Marc’s hot stare burning into him as Tiffany stepped in second. She drew a walk, but not before taking a monster cut at 2-0 to get LeLe into third easily. A clean single by Sierra into the right-center gap scored LeLe, then Tonya boomed a double over the center fielder’s head to bring Tiffany and Sierra in. Another base on balls, a single, and two more errors pushed the score to 6-0 before the Sting scratched up the third out. Tiffany was spectacular; her control was flawless and her location spot-on. She yoked her head and heart and drove them together, inspiring her defense to rise behind her. Through three, she had five strikeouts, no walks and nothing hit out of the infield. Two hits, a run, and an error tested her in the fourth, and she came off shaking her right arm. Pete picked his way to her as she pulled the jacket half-on and sagged onto the bench. He cupped each shoulder with a hand.
“Tif—you okay?”
She nodded, unpersuasively.
“How’s the arm?”
Tiffany dropped her head.
“It’s your call, kiddo. I can leave it out here. You have to go home to it.”
“I am a little sore, Coach.” A wisp of gratitude flashed through her verdant eyes before the coming ordeal of the post-game debriefing reclaimed her.
“Okay.” He glanced up into the bleachers; Marc was absorbed with the Arizona scout, who appeared a little bored. Pete shouted down the bench. “Crystal—start warming up Brie.” Marc snapped his head toward the dugout. The scout got up to leave. Marc followed, alternating gestures and excuses. Pete took it in discreetly, with satisfaction.
Brie was game. She booked the save, suffering one unearned run. Pete cleared the bench and worked his tactical magic, assuring that every Copperhead got at least one at-bat. Tiffany rode the bench alone, her jacket collar up around her cheeks as she contemplated her fate. Her teammates interrupted her only with supportive taps and slaps as they passed by. The final was 7-2, Copperheads. Ronnie saw two bright spots in the margin: it hadn’t been close enough to generate serious umpire-abuse issues, and Pete and he would be less occupied at defending themselves against charges of favoritism over playing time.
Pete browsed the scorebook as the girls snaked through the post-game sportsmanship rite. When they returned to the dugout to pack up, he raised his hands. “Team meeting, Copperheads. Follow me.” He strode out and headed for center field. His charges followed, murmuring and visibly anxious over this cryptic break from routine. Families laden with coolers and lawn chairs fell in behind, as always. Pete caught them out of the corner of his eye and stopped. “Players only, please. Won’t take long.” The firmness inside his courtesy couldn’t be missed. They froze, puzzled. The caravan ended in a circle at the fence, near the stark, red-white-and-blue signboard identifying “The Queensberry Law Firm, LLC” as a “proud supporter of ASA-Arizona Softball.”
“Take a knee, ladies.” Pete shifted his feet and rubbed the back of his neck. “First, let me say what a privilege it has been for me to guide and to teach you these past three years. At your age, your love for this simple but bottomless game is pure, as it deserves. It thrives in you and you in it because you respect it—when you’re allowed to.” Pete took a deep breath. “I’ve been informed that the Strikers had to forfeit their opener today and are disqualified from the tournament. I disagree with this decision and my conscience will not allow me to continue as your coach, under these circumstances.”
Ronnie’s mouth dropped open. LeLe sundered the stunned silence. “What happened, Coach?”
“One of their players is in technical violation of the eligibility rules, through no fault of her own.” Pete brushed at his eyes. “I’m turning things over to Coach Young, if he’s willing, and you can decide what to do about tomorrow. All I ask is that whatever you do, you do as a team. I love each and every one of you, as my own—” He pulled the bill of his cap down, shielding his face; hot tears mottled his dusty black cleats. The Copperheads were mired in disbelief. He held out his arm. “Come, Letitia. Let’s get you home.” They came together and trudged toward the parking lot.
Still, no one spoke. Tiffany leaped to her feet and charged her father. She threw her glove and ran full into him, sobbing and pummeling his chest with her fists. “YOU did this! I hate you!” She swatted at Missy’s lamely outstretched arms and bolted toward the main gate. A crimson-faced Marc picked up and dragged Missy after his daughter.
The rest turned their attention to Ronnie. He wanted to hide. “Listen—this is just as big a shock to me as it is to you. Our next game, against the Crush, isn’t until two tomorrow. I’ll go tell your parents. We’ll sleep on it and see how things are in the morning. That’s about all we can do for now.”
Wordlessly, the girls rose and drifted away. LeLe looped her arm around her father’s waist and they glumly walked toward the backstop. He pried himself away reluctantly to confront the clot of mothers, fathers, and relatives behind the dugout.
LeLe continued, frowning and turning her glove over and over in her hands. A royal-blue figure moving behind the mesh startled her. They converged at the corner and its shadow swallowed her. “Marisella!”
The Striker’s star shoved her hands into her jacket pockets. Her pristine uniform and steady gaze made LeLe uneasy. “Just came over to say ‘Hey’ before I left.”
“Coach just told us you forfeited. What happened?”
“It’s on me. My parents came to this country illegally. I was born in Sonoita at my aunt’s house, who’s a midwife, so I don’t have a birth certificate. All my folks have is a Bible with our family tree in Spanish.”
LeLe’s face burned. “I’m so, so sorry.”
Marisella offered a crooked smile. “I saw you.”
“Huh?”
“The Copperheads. I watched you all play today. You’re good—real good. Little Anglo girl swings a big stick.”
LeLe laughed in spite of herself.
“Too bad, too bad.” Marisella spread her jacket panels like wings. “The ‘field of dreams’—the one place I thought I could get respect, just for what I can do. Where the same rules apply to everyone. Where I’m just a ballplayer—not a spic or a wetback or a beaner.” Her eyes brimmed and she dragged a sleeve around her face. “Guess not. Well, I’m goin’. See you sometime...out in the world.”
Helplessness paralyzed LeLe. Finally, she shook free and fled to her Mom and Dad.

LeLe pushed a radish aimlessly around her salad plate as Fawn, her mother, pulled the jerk chicken from the oven. “Ow!” The tea towel failed as a potholder, so the baking dish clattered to the table, blasting both her husband and daughter out of their troubled reveries. “Sorry...” She repositioned the Pyrex after sucking her smarting fingers, and served. She pretended to be unconcerned. “So. Anybody know what’s going to happen tomorrow yet?”
LeLe took a swig of iced tea and swallowed carefully. “Daddy, what do you think we should do?”
Ronnie bought time. “By ‘we,’ do you mean ‘you-and-me—we,’ ‘you-and-us—we,’ ‘or ‘you-and-somebody-else—we’?”
“I mean, the team. Should we play the Crush?”
“I’m not playing—you are. What do you think you should do?”
“I hate what Mr. Queensberry did.”
“So do I, but rules are rules. Right?”
“But what he did was so wrong!”
“Was it?”
LeLe banged her fist on the table. “I also hate it when you do this!”
“Hey, hey,” Fawn said. “Let’s keep this civil, okay?’
Ronnie touched his mate’s arm to comply. “LeLe, would you rather I made your decisions for you, like Tiffany’s Dad does?”
LeLe deliberated. “Dad, you remember when Marisella and I went to elementary school, right? Her birthday party was always the month after mine, in March. It’s not like she’s trying to cheat!”
“That’s true; but isn’t it possible that she’s older than you?”
“But her family has a Bible with her birthday written down. Why would they fake that?”
“I didn’t know that. Well—what if they made an exception for Marisella? Wouldn’t they have to take the word of anyone who didn’t have a birth certificate?”
“Dad.” LeLe’s blue eyes darkened. “What if Marisella was White or not as good as Tiffany? Would the rules have even been brought up?”
Ronnie pursed his lips. “I don’t have an answer for that.” He paused. “How do you feel about what Coach Lopez did?”
“I think he did what he thought was right.”
“Did he let the team down?”
“No. He is—was—our leader in softball, not our conscience. He didn’t try to force us to agree with him. He left that up to us. Us—each and all.”
“That’s also true. Well, I’m done. What are you going to do?
“What do you think I should do?”
Ronnie wasn’t grateful for the irony but he acknowledged it with a chuckle. “Honey,” he said, taking her hand in seriousness, “One of the best things about this game is that you can play it with all your heart, but you have to keep your head, because how you react affects the outcome. If you’re open to its lessons, it trusts you to find that balance, for yourself and with your teammates. So, I think you should follow your heart and use your head.”
LeLe winced. “Thanks for clearing that up for me!”
He stroked her flaxen hair. “What I’m saying is, Pete was dead right about one thing. It’s not up to him, or to me. It’s up to you and the rest of the Copperheads to decide what’s best. Find the balance in what feels right—for you, your friends, the game itself—then act on it. I wouldn’t be much of a coach, or a father, if I couldn’t live with that.”
LeLe stood, hugged his neck, and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Pops.” She glanced at her mother. “May I be excused? I have some calls to make.”
“You may,” Fawn said, quietly. “Your Dad and I will handle the dishes.” LeLe left the dining room soberly and went upstairs. They sat, waiting for the air to stop stirring. Fawn spoke first. “What would you do?”
Ronnie laced his fingers behind his head and studied the ceiling. “Honestly? I don’t know—and I’m just a grownup still in love with a kid’s game. She’s a 16-year-old girl who’s really good at it. I can hardly imagine the weight.”

“LeLe? Sweetie? You in there? It’s almost eleven...” Fawn rapped softly and waited. Nothing. She pushed the door open. LeLe’s room was in typical disarray, littered with everything but a tenant. “Ronnie! LeLe isn’t here.”
Ronnie came in from the master bath, drying his hands. “Where is she?”
“Not here, obviously.” Fawn moved to her daughter’s desk and picked up a notebook. “Here—Seen this?” They studied a Copperhead roster, in LeLe’s hand, complete with names, addresses, positions, and phone numbers. All of the entries had been worked over. Some had been lined through, then restored. Some had “Xs,” some had “Os,” and some had pluses and minuses next to them. A few had all those legends. Ultimately, it appeared, they all had check marks in ink.
“Doesn’t appear to be a snap decision—whatever it is,” Ronnie said.
“Hardly!” Fawn scoffed. “She was on the phone at least four hours last night.”
“She came down and borrowed my cell at 10:30.”
“Did she take it with her?”
“No, it’s back in the charger. What’s that?” Ronnie pointed.
Fawn followed his line over to LeLe’s inkjet printer. She retrieved the lone page lying in the tray. “It’s the Sunday bus schedule for Valley Metro Transit. Wait—this is ‘Page 2 of 2.’”
Ronnie clicked LeLe’s PC out of “Sleep” mode and opened the browser. “What’s the URL? Bottom left corner.” He entered as she read. The page opened and Ronnie studied the screen. “Hello, Watson!”
“What did you find?”
“I’ve got an idea where they might’ve gone. I’ll see if I can raise Pete on his cell, to find out if he’s heard anything. Get your stuff together.”

Pete wheeled his middle-aged wagon into the lot behind Southeast High’s ball fields. He recognized the girls easily, though distant on the lone, down-at-the-heels softball field. He pulled the gear bag out of the back seat and made the trek over bare spots and wanton crabgrass. As he arrived, the coach in him noticed the infield’s unforgiving, pebble-strewn condition. Tiffany bounded up.
“Hey, Coach—”
Pete raised a finger. “Not any more. Not today, anyway. We agreed.”
“Understood—but you’ll never be “Mister” or “Pete” to me. Not good enough. You’ll be ‘Coach’ to me as long as I live.” She smiled. “Which may not be too much longer. I see you brought the balls, bases, and old stuff?”
“As ordered.”
“Excellent! Come meet Coach Aparicio.”
“I’ll join you in a minute. I need to speak to my daughter first.” Pete dropped the equipment and found Letitia. He took her aside. “Thank you for leaving the note, but you missed Mass with us.”
“I know, Abuelo; I’m sorry. I’ll go with Tía Guadalupe tonight; I promise.”
“Okay. Priorities, remember? God; family; everything else.” He kissed her forehead. “Now I find out how much trouble I’m really in, eh?” He crossed in front of the scarred backstop to where the Strikers chatted with their leader and Tiffany. He thrust out his hand. “I’m Pete Lopez.”
The thickly-built twenty-something wrapped it in his, warmly. “Lupé Aparicio, Seňor.”
“I want you to know that I had nothing to do with what happened yesterday,” Pete said gravely.
“No need. My Pop used to take me to see you play. Best infield glove I ever saw.”
“Dé véras? And my bat?”
Luis hesitated. “Gotta go with Tony Gwynn.”
“Qué? What about Clemente?”
“Never saw him hit.” Sparkles danced around Luis’s irises.
Pete affected a sulk. “At least he’s not Anglo.” Sensing that his satisfaction was hidden poorly, though, he desisted. “Gracias, verdaderamente. I am humbled.”
“Coach, it’s my honor to be here with you, today—regardless.”
Tiffany came between them. “Break it up, you two. Honestly—Latinos. So emotional!” They tipped their heads her way without rotating them; up went their eyebrows. She giggled. “What do you say—half a game each at umpire?”
“Who’s in charge?” Pete asked.
“Nobody.”
Pete stroked his chin, smiling, and turned to Luis. “Want to see if these babies have learned anything?”
“I’ll go you one better. Let’s both umpire; switch home and second each inning. Let ‘em play until they’re sick of each other.”
“Hell of an idea. That okay with you, Tif?”
“Works for me. I’ll run it by Marisella.” She peeled away.
Pete’s cell went off. “Excuse me. Hello?...Hey, Ronnie. Guess where I am, and guess who else is here?...How’d you know?...Yeah, come on over—this should be interesting. Better call their folks, so they won’t worry...Who? Nah—let him sweat; Tiffany will appreciate it...Arnie? I wouldn’t, but I’m retired. Your call...Yeah, Okay...’Bye. Sorry, Luis. Your bunch ready to play?”
“I think they all want to change first.”
Pete surveyed the area. “Where?”
“I’ve got gym keys. Why don’t you anchor the bases while I go let them in?”
“You got it.” Pete set to work while Luis rounded up the girls and led them off in a noisy, festive gaggle. Once the bags were set, Pete sat himself on the third-base bench, threw his head back and enjoyed the rare midday breeze. In time, he heard the rustle of cleated feet through dry grass. He threw a leg over the venerable plank and shaded his eyes. Under the flaring sun came two columns, the Strikers in their royal-and-black and the Copperheads—well, they weren’t the Copperheads today. Pete’s former charges were an assemblage of plain red tops, black shorts, and white socks. There were a few red hair ribbons. Each of them bore her sponsor’s parti-colored uniform, neatly folded, like a burnt offering. The columns reached the backstop and halted. LeLe came forward with an empty Copperhead equipment bag, opened it and laid her uniform inside. As she held it, her teammates passed in turn and did the same. That bag and another filled with Copperhead gear were abandoned there. The columns split and moved onto the foul lines. As one, the players pivoted to face home plate and waited. Distant buzzing of tree-topping male cicadas and the more localized whir of winged insects in the thick, arid stillness harmonized into a natural anthem. Pete formed an image of medieval knights-errant at the lists that scarcely equaled the solemn dignity he saw. He felt proud and blessed, himself.
Pete fished out his worn mask and chest protector and met Luis at home plate. “Captains, please.”
Tiffany, LeLe, Marisella, and LaWanda, her catcher, strode up and shook hands all around.
“All right, Strikers and, uh—”
“Reds,” LeLe offered.
Pete repeated the moniker. “How do you want to handle first ‘ups’, ladies? Coin flip?”
“No need—already decided,” Tiffany said firmly. “Strikers are at home.”
“Okay. Everything else by the book, then?”
“Uh-huh,” Marisella replied.
“Well, then—let’s play some ball!”
Palm slaps and good wishes followed. Tiffany offered her pitching knuckles to Marisella. “Good luck.”
Marisella bumped them with hers and showed that 300-watt grin. “You already know how I feel about luck.” They parted and the banter began as the Reds took their bench and the Strikers, the field.
By now, Ronnie, Fawn and a few other parents had settled in behind their girls. Finishing a practice cut, LeLe saw them and came to the wire. She laced her Franklins into it and let her eyes wander around them. “Sorry I didn’t leave a note or something.”
Ronnie spit. “The clues you left behind worked fine. How did you all get here?”
“Bus. Sierra was going to make two trips in the mini-van, but we wanted to come as a team. She took us all to the stop.”
“How’d she get out?”
“Told her folks she was taking us to the mall.”
“The mall?” Ronnie grimaced.
“It wasn’t a total lie. The stop is only a half a block away—and she parked there!” LeLe rehearsed a pout, in case. “You mad at me?”
“Did you cook this up all by yourself?”
“Naw—me and Tif. We decided we’d only do it if everyone agreed. Took a little while, but...” She loosened a hand and swept it behind her grandly, like a game-show appliance model.
Ronnie let his face fall forward to hide the smile. He took Fawn’s hand and went to the wire. LeLe examined the laces on her shifting shoes.
“Look at us.” She did. Her parents’ eyes shone.
Ronnie: “Any regrets?”
“Nope.”
Fawn: “We’re very proud, Le.”
“Play well, little girl. Oh—and, have fun.”
“No worries!” LeLe reclaimed her bat and jammed on her helmet. She slapped its side, hard, and pointed at them.
“Play ball!” Pete ordered. LeLe bounced to the plate and dug herself in. Marisella pawed the rubber, checked her defense, and settled. A wicked expression flashed across her face.
“Don’t blink, ‘Britney.’ Here she comes!”
LeLe straightened up, licked her fingers, swung her weapon full-circle, and crouched deep. “Bring it, ‘Queen!’” The wild-haired colossus kicked, spun high and extended. LeLe strode in just behind the fastball, rocketing a magnificent foul up the right side. The Strikers came down off their toes and pounded their gloves. The Reds breathed and elbowed each other. She made contact again, into the upper backstop, and shrank the strike zone to work the count even before Marisella set her down with a changeup. Sierra and Tonya didn’t do that well; Marisella rang them up with nothing but heat. She took LaWanda’s gratuitous throw, faked a spike, and laid the ball gently on the rubber. As she ambled to the bench, she found Tiffany’s stare over her shoulder.
Tiffany pulled her Ray-Bans into position. “Let’s go, defense!” She sprinted to the mound and warmed up furiously as her infield took grounders behind her. “Balls in!” cried Luis from behind second. Tiffany concluded her personal wiping and mound-keeping rituals and peered in at Tonya. A black SUV tore up, its front doors flinging wide like a hooded viper. It still rocked and died while Marc and Arnie discharged themselves. Marc accelerated into a trot in his Bruno Magli shoes. More accustomed to moral than physical aggression, Arnie caught a toe and planted his face in the dusty sod. Delight flashed around the diamond. Missy followed at a deliberate distance.
“Tiffany! Get over here!” Marc’s color had scarcely changed in 24 hours.
Pete stood up and wheeled slowly, peeling off the mask. He touched his fingers to each shoulder point. “My time.” Marc came at him with raw gestures.
“This is your doing, isn’t it?”
“Nope—I was invited. How about you?”
Marc was nonplussed. “I’ll deal with you later!” He focused on the mound. “Tiffany!” Now!”
His daughter gloved the ball and cradled them on her hip. She stood her ground.
“I said—NOW!” Marc was going to vermilion, cords breaking out of his neck.
Tiffany shook her head, absolutely calm. “No, Dad. Whatever you have to say to me, you can say to the team.”
Her father advanced on her, and Pete stepped between them.
“Unless this is a pitching change, you don’t belong out here.”
Marc brandished his fist at the chest protector. “I ought to—!”
Pete was cold-rolled steel. “Touching me would be your second-biggest mistake today, my friend.” Luis moved in to investigate.
“Who’s the pendéjo?”
“Here’s your forfeit—on the hoof.”
“Ah—the Great White Sportsman.” Luis was about as stony-faced and welcoming as a repainted lawn jockey. “Welcome to the West Side.” The combination of his age and apparent athleticism, and his elder’s resolve, shook Marc loose. He ignored them in favor of his progeny.
“You are going to get in that car, young lady, and the Copperheads are going to play the Crush in an hour, as planned. Do you understand me?” Arnie had finished brushing himself off and mourning his abandoned largesse. He stood by the backstop, nodding lamely.
Tiffany raised her sunglasses and fixed on Marc. “The Copperheads are dead, Dad. You killed them.” The steady maturity in her voice riveted everyone it reached. “This is our team now, our game.” She huffed, as though expelling a demon. “This is the first time I’ve decided what I’m going to do—and, guess what? It feels pretty good. Today may be the last day I pick up a softball; maybe not. Who knows? The point is, Dad, I’m not afraid of you any more.”
Marc started for her, bringing Pete and Luis to the balls of their feet. A finely-manicured hand caught the sleeve of his Ralph Lauren Polo knit.
“Back off, Marc.”
He spun, mouth agape, to find Missy right there, her arms folded and her sharp green eyes flaring. “I’ve held my peace for almost three years. You’re on the edge of blowing any chance at having a relationship with your only child.”
His flush became blush. “What—what do you know about it?”
“She talks to me, Marc. I listen; I try to hear. So should you.”
“I see,” he sputtered. “You’re both against me!”
“Oh, grow up, Marc! I love you and so does Tif—when you’re not being a self-indulgent, emotional bully. Now, are you willing to work at this, or—?”
“Or what?
“How do double alimony and a shot at a third marriage sound?”
Stung, both by Missy and the indifference his ocular pleas for support were getting, Marc stomped off and slammed himself into the SUV. Missy paused, then reached toward Tiffany, haltingly.
“He’s a good man, Tif—worth the effort. Really.” She grimaced. “He’s just selectively crazy.”
Tiffany smirked back. “We’ll see.”
Missy headed for the car. Pete watched them leave, then picked up his mask. “Ready to go, Tiffany?”
The Bolsheviks’ leader wiped her nose with her glove. “Oh, yeah.”
Arnie couldn’t help himself. “How about one last prayer together?”
Pete’s shoulders slumped a little and he approached. “Arnie, you believe, as I do, that God is everywhere?”
“Well...of course.”
“Okay. When God’s children are at play in His great, green cathedral, He’s making something pure. If you’d shut up for five minutes, for Christ’s sake, you could feel it!”
The salesman’s jaw dropped. He staggered a little, and sat.
“Batter up!”
Tiffany fired back—a weak grounder to the left side and two quick punch-outs. As the drama unfolded, an unexpected paradox developed. An eerie silence prevailed outside the lines as parents, loved ones, and friends saw their girls in a larger dimension. A joyful noise built among these combatants, now in exclusive control of what was to be gained or lost. They battled fiercely, without stress, and respect grew freely among them, unfettered by adult guile. Pete’s and Luis’s decisions were swift and just, and they never stopped smiling—suspended with their pupils in this eye of perfect competition. Unencumbered by signs and tactics, Ronnie was mesmerized. At this age these demigoddesses, sinew straining under moist, burnished skin, might have been Delphic priestesses or dark virginal royalty, in other times and places. Their delicate sensuality clung like tender buds to the vines of their physical power. Yep, Ronnie thought. There they are—’the weaker sex.’” He felt a brief pang of pity for the gangly boys who would soon start appearing at his door to waste their clumsy venerations on his princess, his worthy heir.
It ended as any decent Greek drama should. Marisella and Tiffany pushed each other up a level at each appearance. Scoreless through six-and-a-half innings, the Strikers came alive in their last at-bat. Tiffany opened with a strikeout. She jammed Marisella on a full count, who fisted a seeing-eye single into right. Tonya guessed right and pitched Terésa out; she couldn’t dig the ball out, though, so Marisella took second standing up. The hit-and-run moved her to third. Everyone saw the suicide squeeze coming, so it had to be perfect. It was. LaWanda’s bunt had enough topspin to make it jump crazily up the first-base line and Marisella didn’t waste a heartbeat breaking for home. Tonya raced after the ball, which flirted with the chalk enough to provoke the tiniest hesitation in her. Tiffany covered the plate. Sensing her loss, Tonya bare-handed it and flipped it blindly, straight behind her. Tiffany captured it smoothly, planted her leading foot and contorted into a low, backward lunge toward third, sweeping her right arm wide. Pete backpedaled, ejecting the mask. Marisella kicked her right leg out and flattened into a quartering hook slide. She saw the glove and jerked her head away. Tiffany missed her ear by a lace.
“Safe! Safe!” Pete yelled, scissoring the rising billows with his outstretched arms. Tiffany collapsed heavily onto Marisella and rolled off. They eyed each other for an instant, then embraced in hysterics. Within seconds, a blur of bodies melded into a pyre of odd, animated parts, like someone had overturned a bucket of giant, spastic bait on the spot. Delirium reigned and no one wanted it to end—least of all Pete, Luis, or Ronnie, standing by. “Look at that,” Pete said. “And not even a damned trophy at risk!”
“Hey, Luis!”
Up came a burly redhead in redneck casual, flip-flops, and Sun Devil ball cap. “What? You called me away from the La-Z-Boy and the Sunday Republic to watch a scrimmage?”
Luis grabbed his hand. “Coach, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, ‘Stooge’ Powell.”
Pete shook hands. “‘Stooge?’”
Stooge rolled his eyes and doffed his cap. Advancing hair loss had pushed him to start shaving his head as a younger man. Pete saw the resemblance to Curly Howard.
“Stooge is—was—a catcher,” Luis said. “First-rate baseball mind. We banged around the Indian organization together. All the way to Triple-A.”
“I’d a traded a lot of brain cells for healthier knees, I’ll tell ya,” Stooge mused
Luis jumped in. “Not that you had many to begin with.
“What are you doing for the good of the game these days?” Pete asked.
“Oh, I ride herd on the ladies over at A-State. Luis here thought I might want to waste my day off on a couple bodacious pitchers.” Still giddy but seated nearby, Marisella and Tiffany overheard and stopped chatting. Stooge bent, hands on knees. “How ‘bout it, ladies? Think you could perform like that if it mattered?”
Tiffany hung her sunglasses on her collar. “Today mattered more to me than any game I’ve played before; maybe ever.”
Stooge turned slightly to Marisella. “And you?”
“Oh, I’m gonna pitch somewhere, someday—maybe for Coach Aparicio at Glendale—
Luis gave his star a thumbs-up and nudged Stooge.
“—But this girl is right about today.” The new comrades clasped wrists.
Stooge regarded Luis slyly. “You sure these women are only 16?” His friend treated the question as rhetorical, which it was, so he returned to them. “Something to think about, anyway. Coach Aparicio knows where to find me.” He waddled off.
The pair internalized their happy amazement together. Tiffany wrinkled her nose. “I dunno, Mare. I might want to be a pilot.”
“Or a rock star!” Marisella shrieked. They fell back in the grass and roared.
LeLe wandered over. “Hey. Wanna do it again?”
Marisella leaped up. “Ones and twos!”
Tiffany: “What’s that?”
Marisella dragged her to her feet. “Line everybody up and count off, by twos. Ones versus the twos.”
“What about positions?”
“Who cares? Strikers!” Marisella bellowed. “Y’all get over here!”
“Bring it in, Cop—I mean, Reds!” added Tiffany.
They assembled quickly, all eyes on Pete. LeLe spoke.
“Coach?”
“Yeah,” Pete said. “Let’s play two.

It started like any other Friday at Maranatha Senior Residence.
Just give it a few more hours, she told herself.
Pearl O. Mutter gathered up her purse, gloves, and hat. Oops—Almost forgot. She stepped over to her freshly-made bed and retrieved the balled-up napkin she’d carried back from dinner last night and secreted under her pillow—a ritual begun at each meal, years ago. She opened the linen carefully and picked out the tiny, peach-colored oval. Huh. Xōnoft. Get on it, like Fern, you don’t give a shit. Get off it, you can’t stop. If that pill-peddler Delroy hired ever saw me, he’d know I don’t need it. Old Doc Morgan never would have stood for this. Oh, well—it’ll come in handy today.
She added the dose to the dozen others she’d squirreled away, in rotation, in an old breath-mint tin. She smiled at its more-pregnant slogan—’Curiously Strong!’—and returned it to the bottom of her purse. She walked around the other, vacant bed and stood behind the half-closed door, finding herself in the full-length mirror. Even after all this time, she still couldn’t believe her eyes. In another glass she’d seen a strong, brown woman with auburn locks, eyes that danced over a nose that drew more breath awake and alive than asleep, and a grin-prone mouth. Sturdy frame in a faded denim shirt, Levi’s, and rough-out boots. A woman more familiar with the essences of lime, sweat, and just-singed cowhide than with those of Paris. Sinewy forearms and gnarled hands with the veins, knots, and calluses standard on the wife of a working cattle feeder. All she could find now were the eyes, if she allowed it, and the hands, which she couldn’t help. Where did she go? Pearl asked herself. Well, I’m going t’ find her again, and the lookin’ starts now.
The door parted slightly and another, dark-haired woman with brown skin appeared—the nurse-assistant. “Señora Mutter, are you ready? You must hurry or you will miss the bus!”
Pearl looked grave and took the attendant’s hands gently into hers. “Marisōl, you’ve been real good to me for a long, long time. Made life in this place almost bearable—almost. I’m goin’ to miss you the most.”
Marisōl Contréres patted Pearl’s hands, puzzled. “But, Señora; you are only going overnight to the South Shore, like you do every four months.” Her eyes flashed. “Maybe even to gamble a little, yes?”
“Whoop-tee-do,” Pearl said. “If Miss Goody Two Shoes takes her eyes off us for five minutes.” She dropped her hands and her eyes. “Anyway—Goodbye, Marisōl.” She sidled past her and pushed her octogenarian’s bones determinedly down the dim hallway toward the lobby.

“Attention, ‘Sprightly Seniors!’“
Anna Mae McDonald, Maranatha’s Director of Recreational Services and Spiritual Development (although not necessarily in that order), stood beside the steps of the ancient, converted Blue Bird school bus and tapped her pencil on her clipboard. It was an uphill effort, quieting the gaggle of twenty-odd residents queued up to escape, if only for 36 hours.
“Give me your attention, please, so I can review the slate of exciting activities we’ve planned this trip for all of you!”
We’re going to the playpen of the Sierra Nevada over a Friday night, thought Pearl, to go to church. Is this a great goddamned country, or what?
Anna Mae was warmed up. “We’ll be meeting Reverend Alston at the First Church of the Evangelist, as usual, for a spirited afternoon of Holy Land slides. Then, a yummy early buffet at the Royal Plate—”
“Aw, fer Chrissakes, Anna Mae,” complained Barney Rasmussen. “It’s the same dern trip every time. Give us a little credit, willya? All the droolers are stayin’ home, anyway!” His Adam’s apple bobbed over a turquoise bolo tie and under a hat that would have made Roy Rogers jealous.
“There’ll be no cursing on this bus, Barney Rasmussen,” she scolded. “Remember: ‘To say is to pray; to curse is worse.’ Now, if I may continue ...” As she resumed her sing-song prattle, Pearl relived the parade of outrages that helped her crystallize her plan, beginning with getting dropped in this Bible-thumping Purgatory and culminating in the loss of her old friend. She’d known Hattie Gardner for 70 years on the outside. When Hattie’s husband died of emphysema 12 years ago, Pearl had bargained with her son, on condition of good behavior, to move Hattie over from Minden. A third-generation Nevadan, Hattie Churchill had helped Pearl over most of her country-girl innocence before she herself got in a family way with Abner Gardner. After that, they opened up the Silver Rowel, where she cooked and tended bar weekdays and sang Friday through Sunday nights. For 40 years she harbored more secrets and solved more social problems than a hatful of clergy and social workers. Not the least of these was seeing to it that Pearl Opal Veneman and Earl Ludwig Mutter were in the same place at the same time often enough to give in and make it a habit.
Having Hattie’s daily company again had become salve for the running sore that Pearl saw her Maranatha existence to be—as was the full case of Seagram’s that rode in with her, swaddled in bed linens in her second suitcase. (That stream never dried up, either, thanks to a Douglas County liquor distributor with local contacts. Seems Hattie had talked the deed to his house off the poker table and back into his pocket in Abner’s private clubroom in the rear, some years back. Being retired from the saloon business had its perquisites.) At any rate, most nights the girlish giggles started after dinner in Room 219 when the meds were flushed away. (“Buried at sea,” Hattie called it.) They became full-throated laughs after the shift change, when the shrinking staff lured the liquid courage out from behind the empty suitcases on the closet floor. The crude “Seven-and-sevens” they fashioned with lukewarm, six-ounce Sprites purloined from the dining room weren’t essential to their reminiscences, but they seemed to help loosen their memories as well as their tongues.
A month ago, Hattie had taken a header in the day room. She insisted she was only bruised and embarrassed, but the home seized on the occasion to rotate her out for hospital tests long enough to bleed off a little Medicare cash at both ends. The powers-that-be found no fractures but decided she needed a walker—meaning that she was no longer fully “ambulatory” and would be transferred from “independent” to “assisted living.” So, exactly two weeks ago, Maranatha won a higher daily rate for Hattie and freed up a bed, while Pearl lost her roommate. She’d tried to visit Hattie on the other side whenever she could, but it broke her heart that she was so miserable. A woman who’d never opened an eye on purpose before 10 A.M. after baby Johnny could find his own milk was suddenly required to present herself for breakfast in the dining room by eight. Worse, a woman who could mesmerize royalty in sentence and song was assigned to take all daily meals with the same three tablemates, all of whom were either deaf or demented.
This just ain’t right, Pearl remembered thinking. That’s when she made up her mind. She looked down at her friend, hanging on her elbow and moving with her toward the steps.
“Now, Hattie, you just stay quiet ‘til Bea and I get you past Anna Mae and to the seat in the back. Okay?”
Hattie nodded, just about halfway between anticipation and fright.
Pearl looked across at Beatrice Knudsen. “Bea, if you would just help me get Hattie up the steps, I’d appreciate it. Just wait ‘til Hector goes into his little act.” Beatrice winked and caught Hattie at the other elbow.
Pearl tapped Hector Alvarez on the shoulder. “Hector, you ready?” Hector turned and smiled furtively. He played out most of the slack in his oxygen line into large loops. As he drew abreast of Anna Mae he tripped into her magnificently. He grabbed for her upper arms after thrusting the loops over her forearms. She reacted by stepping backward and jerking her arms violently upward, which drew Hector, the lines, the little green cylinder, and its trolley to her—tightly. She struggled and shrieked.
Pearl and Beatrice hustled Hattie onto the bus. Bertha pulled up to block the aisle while Pearl herded Hattie to the last seat on the left. “Duck down, dear, while I find Lindell.” Pearl spread her arms to unlatch and lower the top half of their window. She peered out, searching for her inside confederate. Clockwork. Around the end of the building came an imposing orderly, with two suitcases. He muscled the grips adroitly through the window. “Thank you, Lindell,” whispered Pearl. “Hattie and I—”
“Uh-UH!” Lindell drew his arms quickly to his sides, palms down and fingers spread, striking his best ‘Whachoo lookin’ at?!’ pose. “I got a Spalding leather basketball signed by Chris Webber and a half-case of Seagram’s. That’s all I need to know!” Still, he cocked an eyebrow. “Where’d you get that basketball?”
“Gift from my son, Delroy,” Pearl replied. “Just the thing for an 83-year-old cowgirl, don’t you agree?”
Lindell approximated half a wave as he strode away, his stern expression barely masking his amusement.
Pearl stashed the cases beneath their seat. She and Hattie donned their best innocence as the shortish bus filled up. Pearl leaned over. “You ready, hon?”
Hattie opened her shoulder bag. Pearl could just make them out, between the Preparation H and the Fig Newtons: A nickel-plated, pearl-handled, .32-caliber semi-automatic pistol with a nine-shot magazine, and a box of cartridges.
“Ready to fornicate, fight, or flee,” grinned Hattie.
Pearl smiled. “Let’s just stick with the ‘flee’ part, for now.”

Due to their late start, some heavy-duty whining, and Pearl’s representation that she was good for it, Anna Mae was persuaded to depart from the usual plan, which was to stop briefly for coffee and relief at Lenny’s in Placerville, then drive straight into South Lake Tahoe for a late lunch of equivalent elegance. Instead, they motored straight to the Heidelberg Inn, between Pollock Pines and Kyburz, for heavy German food. (Besides the cuisine’s enhanced post-prandial impact, Pearl also hoped that some of the more excitable members of the troupe might be thirsty enough to sneak 12 or more ounces of some fine Teutonic anesthetic to help things along. She did advise her co-conspirators to “stay sharp,” however, since she knew they were already bent in that direction.)
Pearl got back on the bus and summoned Hattie back to a sitting position, placing a Styrofoam “go” box on her lap. “I’m sorry I had to leave you out here, dear, but I couldn’t risk Anna Mae finding out that you weren’t on her list. You know Anna Mae and her goddamned head-count.”
“Are you still worried that Ellie Hathaway might snitch on me?”
“I was, but not so much anymore. You’ve only been gone from independent living a couple weeks, so I don’t think she’s even noticed. You know how busybodies like her are—so taken up lookin’ out the side window to catch the neighbors at somethin’ that she doesn’t see her husband goin’ over the back fence.”
“So, did you get ‘em into her?”
“The Xōnoft? Yup. It didn’t come to me until we were all inside that this place probably didn’t have any fish dishes, so I got a little worried since I’d made up my mind that tuna salad would’ve been perfect. Anna Mae was a failed Catholic before she went fundamental, you know, so that ‘Fish on Friday’ habit dies hard—especially since it still had Hell attached to it when she was a girl. I regrouped and told her I’d order for her, since Earl’s folks were German and it was my treat. I snatched up her menu and studied it hard until she went to the Ladies’. Then I grabbed a waiter and ordered the Szegediner Goulasch with Spaetzle for both of us. It’s pork, but I convinced her it was swordfish stew. I was going to put the doses in the noodles but the gravy was a little too thin.”
“Then, how’d you do it?”
“I told Anna Mae she really needed to have some of their famous Strudel with her coffee. Even an old blue-nose like her has a weakness, and her sweet tooth is it. I distracted her by telling her that Mira Bridges needed to ask her about the ‘Eggs ‘n’ Scripture’ breakfast tomorrow. While she was up, I stuffed ‘em in the pastry.”
“How many?”
“Three.”
“You think that’s enough?”
“Well, she finished it up. Hell, Hattie—we just want to relax her a little, not kill her! Now go on, hon, and eat your lunch; the rest of ‘em will be out soon. I’m sorry I couldn’t get you a drink. They wouldn’t let me take any beer outside.”
“That’s all right, Pearl.” Hattie opened the box and stared at the thick, shiny Knackwurst lying between the two boiled red potatoes.
“You know, dear, I still miss Abner—a lot.”

Pearl watched with amusement as Anna Mae’s chirpy recapitulation of all the imminent soul-building activity began to suffer in its clarity and cadence. She was content about replacing their leader’s most obvious tic—jerking her head slightly from side to side and cocking it occasionally at odd angles, like a white Leghorn eyeing a grub—with a languorous, swiveling bob that seemed immune from the bus’s frequent lurches. The rest of Anna Mae’s captives were glad for the break in convention, accepting her new attitude without apparent question. Ellie Hathaway might have had her suspicions, but she had never been one to assume command until the battle was over.
They chugged through Little Norway and around the Echo Summit hairpin, revealing the breathtaking panorama of the sculpted Tahoe basin. This is it, Pearl thought. The border; not just between California and Nevada, but between two worlds. Over there, where Hattie and I come from, people are more caught up in life and each other than in themselves. Over there, the price of self-sufficiency is knowing from the get-go that it just doesn’t happen without others. No such thing as ‘my life.’ If it works out right, someone else is always involved. Over here, the idea of ‘independence’ is all jumbled up with isolation. Being alone with your toys is the most accepted definition of being free. At some point, after a life of ducking risk and sneaking around conflict, you have to come to terms with the strangers you’ve shared a lot of air and space with.

By the time they’d turned right from Emerald Bay Road onto Lake Tahoe Boulevard, Anna Mae was babbling through a throat full of molasses and could barely sustain a sitting position. Mr. Rosca, the Filipino driver, was clearly alarmed but not blessed with any kind of authority.
Pearl got to her feet. “Carpe Diem, Hattie. C’mon, and bring your bag.” Hattie crawled around her and made her way forward, attaching herself to the pole behind the driver’s seat.
Pearl followed. Once she’d braced Anna Mae and her odd, slack-jawed smile in her seat against the outer wall, she watched intently as they entered Casino Row. She ordered Mr. Rosca to pull over at the stoplight in front of Harrah’s, and stood again.
“Now, folks, there’s been a slight change in plans. We’re all going to take a little detour up over Route 207 and down into the valley, into Minden. Hattie and I will be leaving you there and—if everything works out right—you’ll be back to the First Church of the Warehoused and Waiting to Die before dark. Mr. Rasmussen, would you escort Miss McDonald into the casino and leave her where a Good Samaritan might eventually take pity on her, please?”
Barney Rasmussen leaped up. “It would be my pleasure!” he whooped, throwing Anna Mae’s arm around his neck and whisking her down the steps. She looked as comfortable as anybody present remembered.
Mr. Rosca rose and began to speak. Hattie fished into her bag, produced her weapon, and pointed it at his neck. “We mean business,” she hissed. Mr. Rosca sank back into his seat.
Good old Hattie, mused Pearl. Even if her flair for the dramatic outruns her good sense every once in a while.
Now Ellie Hathaway was up. “Pearl Mutter and Hattie Gardner, you are both going to burn in Hell forever!”
Pearl glowered. “Ellie Hathaway, if you don’t sit down and keep a lid on it, I swear to Christ you’ll have to trade that gold cane for a white one!” Ellie fell back.
Barney bounded back up the steps, only a little out of breath but fanning himself with his hat. “Mission accomplished, Pearl.”
“Good work, Barney. Mr. Rosca, if you’ll put it in gear, we’ll be making a right turn about—
“No.”
Pearl and Hattie looked at each other. Mr. Rosca looked at them both, pleadingly.
“I don’t have a ‘Class A’ license. If I get caught, I lose my job!”
“Uh, oh, Pearl,” Hattie said. “Looks like we’ve got a kink here.”
Pearl weighed her options. Here we have a man who beat alcohol the old-fashioned way—bypassed the ‘12 Steps’ for the ‘3-D’ method. ‘Drunk; Dried out; Devout.’ He probably deserves a break; besides, he might be capable of anything.
“Barney, didn’t you used to drive a bus?”
Barney brightened again. “Yes, Ma’am. Trailways; 32 years.”
“Think you can handle a Blue Bird?”
“Just like riding a bike!”
“Mr. Rosca, if you’ll take a seat over here next to me, Mr. Rasmussen will spell you for a while. Hattie, come sit behind us. Barney, you’ll want to go north about a mile and bear right onto Route 207, then—”
“Know it like the back of my hand,” said Barney as he slid eagerly into the driver’s position.
Pearl glanced over at Mr. Rosca. He appeared more relieved that frightened, even though his peripheral vision picked up the occasional flash of nickel behind his left ear. “Hattie, is that safety on? You know—in case of a bump. Or Parkinson’s. Or something.”

The Maranatha Express labored up toward Daggett Pass and the Kingsbury Grade beyond. Barney had been briefed. He was to turn north on Foothill Road, take Muller Lane over to 395 and head on into Minden, where he could drop the escapees and head back to South Shore. It was a short hop out to the old place, and Pearl figured she could bulldoze Charlie Nye, Ned’s boy and the current tenant, into putting her and Hattie up. There, she could figure the best way to beat back the legal onslaught sure to follow, once Delroy found out.
Ellie Hathaway had plucked up her courage and taken to reading Old Testament passages aloud, pausing to emphasize those that featured the fiery retributions of a just and vengeful God. A handful of fellow true believers muttered prayers. Hattie, Barney, and Hector shared the mien of a young, fit bridge crew aboard a hurtling starship, awaiting the order to battle stations. The rest were mostly over the shock of the break in routine and found themselves daring to hope for—they weren’t certain what, exactly, but it didn’t really matter that much. There was nowhere else pressing they needed to be.
Pearl looked back through the window of the emergency exit and picked up the shimmer of the lake just beyond the Nevada Beach campgrounds. Suddenly, she was 18 again.

July 4, 1936—a Saturday, if she remembered right. She and Earl met at midday at Abner’s place in Minden, which was closed for the holiday celebration. Hattie had planned a drive to Nevada Beach for sun, swimming, and a picnic supper. Dark would bring fireworks from both ends of the lake. Hattie and Abner had been married a year and her mother had baby Johnny for the night. They took Abner’s Model ‘A’ over, with Earl and Pearl in the rumble seat. The bright heat and the wind made normal conversation impossible. During the ride Pearl saw Hattie’s eyes flashing at her, a tacit admission that she had fixed it so the new couple had 90 minutes to get comfortable physically, before anything potentially awkward could be said.
The afternoon was spectacular. They piled their clothes on an old khaki blanket and ran, swam, wrestled, and lounged. They fell into the roles of creatures with which they were familiar. Abner and Earl preened, snorted, and athletically circled the females, seated together—now teasing, now feigning indifference. Up to then, Pearl had been a journeyman flirter in town, thanks to Hattie, and perfectly happy with it. Once in a while a shirt might come off a boy there, but the most flesh she’d routinely seen was the crimson neck under the brim of a hat or a brown arm crooked out a truck window.
The oddness of Earl’s alabaster chest, trunk and legs against his tanned face, neck, and forearms gave way to a delicious curiosity about both the parts and the whole of his ranch-hardened body. Their random physicality had accelerated her education. The wiry hair that sprouted between his chestnut nipples, under his arms, and that snaked into both sides of his trunks from his navel and the small of his back was remarkably soft. The smoothness of the skin under his arms and high on the back of his thighs was in sharp contrast to his cracked and callused hands. Pearl surprised herself when her swimsuit raked her own nipples or tugged against her pubic mound, sending sharp currents of pleasure racing through her.
They talked and laughed easily. Easier for Pearl was looking into Earl’s face and eyes. No boundaries or fences, and she could see for miles, without so much as a cloud. They chased the fried chicken with lemonade; bathtub gin followed the pie and a thermos of coffee. At dark, Abner built a fire and the couples huddled under blankets and talked. Earl spoke shyly but earnestly into the lake about his plans; Pearl listened and watched the strong lines of his profile and his jaw. Abner and Hattie disappeared.
Earl was in mid-sentence—something about the number of acres in graze versus feed—when the staccato crackle and rockets’ red glare interrupted him. Pearl laughed at his surprise and impulsively pulled herself to him. His leathery scent—witch hazel, tobacco, and sweat—filled her nostrils and inflamed her. He flushed and kissed her, hard. Everything that followed was natural, warm, and right to her. The pain Hattie had warned her about was brief. Though seized by passion as they pressed and gasped and slid into and around each other, she marveled at the cool unity of their drenched flesh—as though they’d been anointed for a divine ritual. Earl, then she, and then the sky behind them exploded. Glory be to God, Pearl thought. Real fireworks, my first time.
Earl held her close and called her his “jewel of Genoa,” after her hometown. For Pearl, from that moment until Earl died, nothing was guaranteed, everything was up for grabs, and anything seemed possible.

“Uh-oh. Pearl!”
The alarm in Barney’s voice ended her reverie. He’d managed the route professionally and was about a half-mile from where Muller Road ran into Route 395 when he heard the sirens. They were now within sight of the intersection.
“Barney, pull onto that gravel drive behind the stand of trees and stop, will you, please?”
Pearl alighted, walked to the edge of the trees and squinted. The Dopplered wail of two highway patrol cruisers peaked as they flashed past, headed south toward Minden. H’m, Pearl thought. Maybe Anna Mae has more grit than I gave her credit for. She re-boarded. “Mr. Rosca, I know you have one of those cellulite phones. I need to borrow it a minute, please. Barney, turn it around; I’ll guide you as we go.”
Barney had doubled back to Foothill, turned north again, and mostly covered the two-plus miles to Genoa, while Pearl alternated between instructions to him and her telephone business. Pearl snapped Mr. Rosca’s phone shut, returned it, and watched out the windshield.
“There, Barney—Agnew Street! Turn right, please. And...stop!”
Pearl let herself down and took it in. Same yellow clapboard, same white trim. Magnificent, three-sided porch that never saw a summer night it couldn’t lengthen and magnify.
“Pearl! Pearl Opal Mutter!” A lean, fiftyish man burst through the screen door, vaulted down the steps, hoisted her above his head, and twirled her aloft, joyously.
“Easy, youngster. The only knife’s ever been waved at me was in the Silver Rowel, and I’d like to keep it that way!”
He set her down and she braced his upper arms, his face shining down on hers.
“Is that really you, Bobby Sangiacomo?”
“Yes, Ma’am!” A mock frown. “But, please; it’s ‘Bob.’ I’m a businessman now.” He swept his arm grandly toward the sign. “That is—when I’m not coaching and recruiting for U.N.R.”
“‘Genoa Home Inn Bed and Breakfast,’“ Pearl read. “God knows it was home to me and half the town when your grandparents lived here.”
“Just like your place was to me that summer I hired on to buck bales. Made a man and a better football player out of me—eventually.”
Pearl was pensive. “That was a harder year than I bargained for.” She reclaimed his hand. “You were more than a help to us, Bobby; you were a good friend to Delroy—when he needed one.”
“How is Delroy?”
“We don’t talk much.” Pearl swept aside the uneasiness. “Is the hardware store still thriving?”
“No. Dad closed it and retired 10 years ago. Between Wal-Mart and the growth in Carson City, he took a beating.”
“How are Robert and Linda?”
“Dad died seven years ago and Mom, right after that.”
“Oh, Bobby, I’m so sorry.”
“No, Pearl, I’m sorry. Mister Mutter was buried 19 years ago and I was on the road with the team. I didn’t ever get to say a proper good-bye to either of you.”
“That’s life, these days. Everybody’s on their way somewhere else. Oh, what the Hell, Bobby—no need, where I’m concerned. I’m back.”
“So you told me, and you need a ride?”
“Please—if it isn’t any trouble.”
“Not a bit.” Bob looked up at the branch full of owls in the bus. “Is it just you, or am I gonna have to make several trips?”
Pearl laughed. “Give me a minute to figure this out; originally, it was just me and Hattie. What do you have in the way of wheels?”
“The Inn has a nine-passenger van, mostly for fetching guests from Reno or Carson. It also has tinted windows,” Bobby said slyly, “if that’s a consideration.”
Pearl folder her arms and paced. Let’s see. Barney and Hector are into this pretty deep, and we’re gonna need a bargaining chip in case anything else jumps up. She sensed someone behind her.
“I’ll make a better hostage.”
Pearl jerked around and down, into steady green eyes carried a little below Hattie’s level.
“Why, Bertha Sue Hanks! The new girl who doesn’t say five words a month at Maranatha!” Pearl was merry. “Well—what are your qualifications?”
“Ain’t as big a pain in the butt as Ellie Hathaway, for starters.”
Woman read my mind, Pearl thought.
“I am—used to be—an actress; pretty good one, too, “said Bertha Sue. “My youngest is a big-time lawyer back in Sacramento, with political ambitions. Complete horse’s patoot. He’ll do anything to avoid bad publicity—or, failing that, turn any publicity onto him.”
Pearl tried her hand at appearing serious. “What’s in it for you?”
“Publicity’d do me good,” grinned Bertha Sue. “Might get some character work again—look at Gloria Stewart! Besides, if my grandkids think I’m famous, maybe they’ll tear themselves away from their Playstations more often.”
“I guess you’re hired!”
Pearl and Bertha Sue got back on the bus.
“Good news, Ellie,” Pearl said. “We’re back on track. You and your faithful will be back in Jesus’ arms by sundown. Hattie, get our things. Anybody else want to remain fugitives?” Barney and Hector were both up, looking like two school kids afraid of being picked last at recess.
“That’s what I thought. Come on, boys. Mr. Rosca, you can find your way back to South Shore, can’t you? I wouldn’t worry too much; the only thing more boring than driving the Kingsbury Grade is patrolling it. They won’t be expecting you from this direction, anyway.”
The five disembarked. The boys waved stupidly, as if they’d just been left at camp. Pearl thought she saw a hint of a smile as Mr. Rosca closed the door and turned the engine over. As they crept away, Ellie glared back as she launched a spirited chorus of ‘Shall We Gather at the River?’“
“Ready, Pearl?” Bob had pulled the van up.
“Just one more favor, Bobby. May I use your phone?”
“You bet. Right inside the door, in the hallway.”
Pearl hustled up the steps and into the house.
“Hello, information? Carson City or Mound House. I need the number of the Rabbit Ranch, please.”

The Rabbit Ranch is one of a half-dozen legal brothels seven miles east of Nevada’s capital city and 41 minutes from Reno-Tahoe International Airport. Dropped anywhere else, its cluster of low manufactured buildings might easily be mistaken for a nondescript trailer park. Except for the tawdry signs (“Hot’n’Nasty sex, 300 ft.”) and the security. Never mind the high-desert desolation; inside the white, welded-steel fence and motorized gate, tattooed biceps and neck chains make perfect sense. You didn’t need neon and floor shows to be reminded that entertainment was serious business. Indulging the appetites of others for profit required close and careful supervision.
Pearl marveled at the gatekeeper who waved the van through. He looked a little like that Mr. T. on cable, had he been born 20 years later and gone directly into the WWE. Six o’ him, she thought, and Earl and I wouldn’t have needed horses and ropes to brand cattle. She was equally impressed—in the other direction—by the sight of the bloatish apparition who threw open her door and poised himself to deliver a bear hug. She was fairly certain it was Caswell P. “Pete” Collier, the last hand hired by Earl before his heart gave out and she’d kept on, until Delroy uprooted her.
“Miz Mutter? GodDAMN!”
“Is that you, Pete Collier?” She had to be certain before she broke free and corrected his choice of language with a lady.
“You bet it is, Ma’am; best calf-roper this side o’ Lovelock. Wull,” he backtracked sheepishly. “Used t’be.” He angled his fleshy, slick-haired head downward and tried to find his Italian shoes under the paunchy outcrop. “Still eat like a hand, but the hardest thing I ride these days is a desk chair.” He sheltered the office side of his mouth behind his hand. “These days, I’m Cashwell P. FoXXX—three capital ‘Xs’—C.E.O. of Happy Hare Enterprises, Inc. Show business—film, publishing, and... pleasure.”
“You own all this?” Pearl was skeptical. Pete had a habit of finding everything he owned but his saddle in the pot, most Saturday nights back when.
“No, that would be our Chairman.”
“Who’s he?”
“Dunno,” he shrugged. “Some dude in New Jersey.”
Pearl was about to tell Pete he looked like he’d been rode hard and put up wet, but reconsidered. Even under these conditions, she was grateful for the loyalty and the sanctuary. “Thanks, Pete; I truly appreciate it.”
“Least I could do for the best and prettiest ranch cook in five counties.”
Hattie, Bertha Sue, and the boys had already made the parlor entrance. Hattie had the bearing of a diplomat come home after a long foreign posting. Bertha Sue was already in character, manifesting anxiety. “I’m being kept against my will, you know,” she told Mr. Stone-Cold T, who had offered his considerable arm. The boys were absorbing it all, eyes wide. Barney was simply transfixed, like a child just given a toy-store spending spree at Christmas. Hector began studying the “hostess’s” glamour photos intently.
“It’s nearly five, so I’m expecting our Friday-night regulars pretty soon,” Pete said. “There’s a new suite just delivered for our fall expansion that has three bedrooms and its own bath. It ain’t been decorated for business yet, but the essentials are in there. Sorry, ladies. I guess two of you will have to double up, unless the gentlemen are willing to make up the dinette. Cook’ll whip up whatever you want when you’re hungry.”
Barney was about to be chivalrous but Pearl spoke first. “Hattie and I’ll be fine together, thank you. Bertha Sue will need her own room, being under ‘house arrest’ and all, so you boys can take the third. We’ll take meals when the others do. If you’ll just show us the way, Pete, we can put away our things.”
“Is ‘Marine Corps Marla’ working tonight?”
Everyone looked at Hector. He returned their quizzical looks by tapping an envelope through his shirt pocket. “Eagle flew this week, folks. I was goin’ to sneak out and risk a little Social Security on the slots after Anna Mae was asleep, like usual. Change of plans; gotta make do. Guess my nephew might have to work a little harder next summer to meet college expenses.”
Pete’s concern was obvious, so Hector continued. “Don’t worry, Mr. Cashwell. Look.” He pushed up a sleeve, revealing a faded, “Birdie-on-the-Ball”/Semper Fi tattoo. “Japs couldn’t kill me on Guadalcanal or Iwo Jima; I doubt Marla’ll be able to.”
Pete laughed. “Don’t you want to inspect the goods first? Every customer’s entitled, you know.”
“One Gyrene always trusts another to get the job done,” Hector answered.
“Sure you’re up to it, Hector?” Hattie asked, elbowing Pearl.
“I’m 77 next week, Hattie—never find out any younger. Besides,” he said over his shoulder as he followed Pete out, “just because I can’t ride the elephant doesn’t mean I won’t enjoy the circus.”
An hour later, Barney switched on the monitor in their quarters’ sitting area, after the ladies had dropped their grips, mopped their faces, and Bertha Sue had been welcomed to borrow any necessaries.
“Oh, boy—premium cable. Wonder if they have ‘Pay-per-View?’“ Barney paused and admired his little joke.
“Find some news, Barney,” Pearl said.
Barney began flipping.
“Wait—there! Turn it up!”
One of Carson’s local anchors was doing a lead-in, with a graphic of Maranatha’s bus over her left shoulder. The smirk in her voice annoyed them. Up popped tape of a network feed of a goggle-eyed Anna Mae, recounting as much as she could remember, then the casino guard who found her. The perky newsreader voiced over it:
“...ALLEGEDLY DRUGGED-blah-blah-blah-INCOHERENT-blah-blah-blah-FORMER NEVADA RESIDENT-blah-blah-blah-APPARENTLY HIJACKED-blah-blah-blah-WHEREABOUTS UNKNOWN-blah-blah-blah-FAMILIES CONCERNED-blah-blah-blah-AUTHORITIES LOOKING-blah-blah-blah-ANYONE WITH INFORMATION...”
Good, thought Pearl. Looks like Mr. Rosca got them back into town and over to the church undetected. That’ll give me the night to think, before all Hell breaks loose.

Hector was not only all right but all smiles at breakfast. Whether they’d wanted to or not, they learned that he’d not only hit the beach, but—with a little expert help—he’d also remembered how to plant the flag. For dessert, Hector treated them all to the Marine Corps Hymn. A cappella, all three verses.
Pearl pushed away her scraps of scrambled eggs—good, and made better by the absence of Bible recitation—and made her way to the front. She found that the dominos had fallen just as she expected. Ellie Hathaway had squealed to Reverend Alston, who’d tried to retrieve Anna Mae from the casino. Finding her sobering up to her newfound notoriety in a welter of newshounds, he retreated, opting to let her make her own way there if and when she truly came to her senses. He phoned the authorities and the home. Before nightfall, Bobby Sangiacomo had confessed (just as he’d been instructed) to Douglas County Sheriff’s deputies that he’d been forced at gunpoint to transport the fugitives to the Rabbit Ranch. The highway patrol was notified and dispatched a hostage team overnight, joining the county inter-jurisdictional task force already on-site. It wasn’t long after that the sharks of the Fourth Estate began to circle, drawn by the chum of tips from unnamed sources and intercepted police-scanner transmissions.
Pete had managed to get most of his early-weekend regulars out unnoticed, before the hordes descended. The adventuresome few who ordered a la carte were allowed to stay where they were and focus on what to tell whoever was most likely to find them missing. The stress on the manager was telling already. “Pearl, I hope we can wrap this up before I lose the whole weekend. It is the slack season, but my East Coast associates get all worked up about unexpected cash-flow problems.”
“You’re not thinking clearly, Pete,” said Pearl. “What with the publicity and all, I do believe the extra attention will pay off come September, when things pick up anyway.”
Pete seemed thankful that Mrs. Mutter was still capable of seeing through to the end of things and went outside to find The Man in Charge.
Captain Steve Hutchinson, the headquarters watch commander, lounged against the half-open door of his unmarked cruiser with the small antennas and rear-shelf, colored lights that bespeak rank and authority. A Carson City police unit and a half-dozen sheriff’s cars from Douglas and Lyon Counties, with occupants, made up the balance of the uniformed detail. A large, windowless van was the only hint that things might take a paramilitary turn. Every other available inch unclaimed by sagebrush was occupied by print and broadcast media. Only the muscle on both sides of the fence kept them at bay, so they occupied their time with loud, ceremonious bouts over territory and pecking order. Elements of the First Amendment Air Force whirled by occasionally, low enough to kick up dust and complaints. These scenes—of which he’d already seen too many, even by Silver State standards—always put Capt. Hutchinson in mind of that ubiquitous Western poster, on which one buzzard, perched in a tree over a waning, prostrate prospector, says to the second: “Wait, Hell! I’m gonna kill me somethin’!”
Pete hailed him from the gate. “Captain, I believe our fugitives want to pow-wow.” Breaking a trail through the thicket of lenses and microphones, Capt. Hutchinson slipped through the gate and followed Pete into the parlor. He removed his hat and sunglasses and allowed his eyes to adjust. The first figure he encountered was a small, white-haired one who had struggled to her feet and was patting her breast excitedly.
“My land! Is that you, Stevie Hutchinson?” asked Hattie.
He scratched his head in pleased and embarrassed recognition. “I guess it is, Miz Gardner.”
She doddered forward and hugged his waist, tearfully. She pushed herself back and looked him over. “My stars and garters, look at all that collar and shoulder hardware. I don’t guess you’re still pushing a cruiser full-time any more, huh?”
“No, Ma’am. I’ve managed to get promoted way past my usefulness.”
“Still single?” Hattie narrowed her eyes and widened her smile.
“Sorry—Lana Gaynor ran me down and saddled me with twins. Abner and Hattie.”
Hattie was obviously pleased, but asked anyway. “Where on Earth did you come up with those names?”
He rested his arm on her shoulder and looked down into her. “After this crazy old saloonkeeper and his wife, who let me do homework at the bar and sent me home with beer and smokes, so the old man wouldn’t hit me quite so hard.” His voice was thicker, but gentler. “Who finally convinced me I wasn’t a waste of space and gave me the guts at 16 to pack up my sisters and move to my aunt’s in Reno. Who came to my high school graduation. Who made a couple calls to friends at the University and pointed me toward a degree in criminology.”
He brushed at his eyes and scanned the room. He traded introductions, saving Pearl for last. “So, Miz Mutter. I hear you’re the mastermind of this criminal conspiracy.”
“Well, Stevie—uh, Captain, Hattie and I were just lookin’ to get on back home, and things got a little complicated.”
“Complicated?” Hutchinson cleared his throat. “Something on the order of assault and battery, kidnapping, and interstate flight, is all. Spoke to Delroy this morning; his drawers were in a serious knot.”
“Hmph. Just like Delroy to call the law without talkin’ to me. He’s the reason Hattie and I wound up in that place to begin with. Earl wasn’t hardly in the ground before I found myself sittin’ on a bed in a strange place, staring at a white-bread print o’ the Lord. And folks tryin’ to push drugs into me. It’s been near 20 years, now.”
The captain’s fingers crept around his hatband. “Could’ve chalked it up to a family squabble, Miz Mutter, but you inconvenienced your chaperone and dragged three other people along.” Hector and Barney grinned like retrievers. Bertha Sue looked at Pearl, pleading for direction. Hutchinson shook his head. “Feds have made a lot of hay out of joyriding and this ‘crossing state lines’ stuff. Another 48 hours and they’ll probably be real interested.”
“What do I need to do so nobody but me’s at any real risk, Captain?”
“Tell you what. You give up a ‘hostage’ or two—
“I ain’t no ‘hostage,’ and I ain’t givin’ up!” exclaimed Barney, setting his few lower teeth and bridge against his upper plate.
Hector was studious. “I’ll go. My people are a little sensitive about putting it on the street, and”—he smiled slyly—“my work here is done.”
“You’ll need someone with you who can handle the press,” said Bertha Sue, who’d already gotten the nod from Pearl.
The captain came back to Barney. “Mister Rasmussen, you got any close family living?”
“Nossir.”
“Okay. That’s a good start,” Hutchinson said, turning to Pearl. “How about you try your best to work something out with Delroy? I’ll get these two started back home and tell those scavengers outside that you’re protesting the state of nursing home care today and working up a list of demands. That’ll keep everybody busy for a while. What do you think?”
Pearl was mollified, except for the Delroy part. She mooned. “Do I have to call him?”
“All but the French believe that whoever takes the table first has the upper hand.” He winked.
The trooper escorted Bertha Sue and Hector through the gate and into the maelstrom of surging cameras and shouting manikins. Pearl watched, amused. Hector slid into the back seat as Bertha Sue drew all fire with her fanning, gesturing, and remonstrating. Pearl regretted she couldn’t be in the room when Bertha Sue’s son turned on his television that day. Capt. Hutchinson delivered an oral memorandum more stylish and subtle than “No comment,” but scarcely more enlightening. He referred further inquiries to a thunderstruck deputy standing nearby and climbed behind the wheel.
Hattie took Pearl’s hand by the window and they watched their friends disappear in the dust.
“I’m goin’ to go lie down for a while, Pearl.”

“Yes, operator, I’ll accept the charges.”
Delroy A. Mutter, attorney-at-law, sighed as he switched the cordless to his other ear and collapsed into an Adirondack chair on his Mill Valley deck.
“Hello? Delroy?”
“Mother, what in the Hell is the matter with you? I’m missing a pretrial strategy conference at the office because of all this nonsense!”
“Why, I’m fine, son. And you? What did you with the manners your Daddy and I taught you, anyway?”
Here we go, he thought. “All sarcasm aside. What is it this time—not enough red meat in the Maranatha diet?”
“Don’t patronize me, Delroy. It is what’s it’s always been. You put me in that place against my will. I was still weak from Earl’s death. You know that. I’ve lost every bit of the only life I knew, except Hattie.”
“I thought we agreed that a structured environment was what you needed after Dad died.”
“We didn’t agree on anything. I was lost and confused; half my life was torn away, just like that. I had a structured environment. What else would you call 50 acres, with half that in hay and 200 head of feeder cattle?”
Delroy pinched his temples with his free hand. “Okay—for the sake of argument, Bitsy and I thought the Maranatha situation was best-suited for someone in your situation at the time.”
“What—dropping me in the middle of a bunch of Holy Rollers, so in love with life that they spend all their wakin’ hours jostlin’ for position at the Pearly Gates? Pearl snorted. “And, a lot that dried-up, social X-ray wife of yours knows about anything. The only time she’s ever gotten dirt under her fingernails is applying a mud pack. She’s plain ashamed of me—too country.”
“We just thought you might benefit from the opportunity to form a more personal relationship with God.”
“Hah! It doesn’t get much more personal than takin’ hay to cattle on the high desert in the dead of winter. Show me anybody that won’t turn to prayer in a wet blizzard at 40 below! Fine talk comin’ from you, down in the front row at the Church of the Almighty Dollar.”
“I’ve earned every penny I’ve ever made,” he hissed. “I never asked you and Dad for anything.”
“You never wanted for a thing as a boy, Delroy. Had your college all paid for, if you’d wanted it; Earl and I saw to that. The dramatic, personal ‘declaration of independence’ on your 18th birthday was your idea.”
“Give me a break. Dad didn’t want me around. He couldn’t stand the sight of me after—”
Pearl interrupted, softer. “Son, you’ve got to get past your sister’s death. You and Bobby were 10, just kids; it couldn’t have been helped. Opal was always walking on the edge. After she broke her neck in swimmin’ at Topaz Lake, Earl lost a big piece of his heart that he never got back. I’d probably have gone the same direction, if anything like that had ever happened to you. You know how it is—father-daughter, mother-son. But he never blamed you for a single minute. He just wasn’t one who found it easy to put his feelings into words. Truth be told, your havin’ nothing to do with him afterwards hurt him more than even Opal’s dyin’.”
Delroy swallowed. “Ma, I don’t want to talk about this anymore right now. What do you want to do about this?”
“I want my life back. I want to live the rest of my life in my life. I want to sit on the porch with my friends and look out on what your father and I made, together. I want to fall asleep in the room I shared with him for 46 years, with his scent in my nostrils and him in my head.”
“You can’t live in the past, Ma.”
“Torn away from it, Delroy, I’m not me. Without it, I have no present, nor future. Don’t you see? Just because you can’t go back there doesn’t mean it’s wrong for me.”
“What if something happens to you?”
“Son, I don’t mean to hurt you, but you haven’t seen me more than twice a year in the last 20. I’m 83 and I have my share of aches and pains, most of which my pills will handle until I stop breathin’. I can get ‘em just as easy through the mail as in a little cardboard cup every day, and a damned site cheaper, too. There’s nothin’ that’s goin’ to happen to me that you could do anything about anyway, bein’ two hours away. But—to answer your question—I’ll lie down and die in the bed that my children were born in. Seems fittin’, doesn’t it?
“How will you manage?”
“I’ll do fine. Charley’s holdin’ out okay, though I might need to take a hard look at some of the hands he’s hired lately. The house is plenty big enough for the both of us, and it’s on the half of the place that Earl left to me.”
“But, Ma, the whole of Carson Valley is going the other way. Ascuaga is selling off three of his four ranches right now.”
“Delroy, as long as people eat beef there’ll be a place for the ‘Diamond M.’ Why are you in such a damned rush to subdivide and sell, yourself? You’re a big-time San Francisco lawyer and Nevada’s only goin’ to grow.”
“Wouldn’t you rather have your share of the purchase money now, Ma?”
“And do what with it, Delroy? Take it back to the home, where I’m not allowed to do anything, much less illegal, immoral, or fattening? Buy a house? I have a house. For someone trained in logic, you’re not making much sense. Plus, I don’t think you’ve heard a word I’ve said.”
“All right, Mother,” Delroy said as he studied his feet, “you win. It’s clear to me that we’re not getting anywhere this way. I’ll move things around and drive up there—”
“You can point that German four-wheeler this way if you want to, Delroy,” Pearl said crisply. “I won’t see you. Hattie and I are going home from here and we don’t need you to get us there. And you know I’m not crazy, so as long as I’m alive and clear-headed there’s nothing legal you can do to stop me.”
Delroy stood up and leaned hard on the deck rail. “Is there anyone that could come up and talk sense to you?”
Pearl waited a bit. “You could send my granddaughter.”
“Staci?!” My 19-year-old screw-up? Delroy thought in disbelief.
“Yes. Goodbye, Delroy.”
As Pearl hung up, she was filled with melancholy over how long and how far her son had run in 42 years to escape what he’d always carry with him. Money and marryin’ up hadn’t changed anything. He was still blind to it all.
She turned in her chair. There was Barney. He looked stricken.”Pearl,” he said, trying to find someplace for his hands. “It’s—It’s Hattie.”
Be strong, girl, she thought, as panic pulled her down the hallway and into their bedroom. Barney tumbled in behind her. She blanched herself when she saw her old friend. Her face was as white as her hair and the sham on which it lay. The rims of her eyes almost matched the pillow’s crimson legend: “Foxy Lady!’“ She raised her hand weakly but decisively, as a marshal halts a parade. “Now, before anybody else goes to pieces, the bar is open. Pearl, fetch that Seagram’s out of my bag. Barney, rustle us up some glasses and 7-Up or Sprite; either will do—long as it ain’t diet!”
Barney buttled out toward the kitchen. Pearl set the bottle on the nightstand and herself at Hattie’s side on the bed. Pearl stroked her companion’s hair, her eyes brimming with tears.
“I’m not goin’ to tell you, ‘No tears,’ Pearl. A good cry does a girl a world o’ good every now and again. Nobody knows that better than me, Minden’s answer to Sarah Bernhardt. Just remember—I’m more’n two years older than you and had a lot less wick to burn, anyway. Abner and I worked hard, just like you and Earl, but the light was bad and the air was considerably worse. And Land, girl—you know how I liked to stay up and holler, most nights!”
Pearl choked on her own sobs. “Oh, Hattie, dearest. We’re so close, now. You’ve got to go home with me. Can’t you stay with me, just another day or two?”
Hattie pressed Pearl’s hands to her breast. Her own eyes shone with tears. “You know I’ve always said that the Good Book had it backwards: ‘The spirit is willing, but the flesh is firm.’“
Pearl began weeping openly and fell beside Hattie. “I don’t want you to go,” she cried.
“Don’t you worry, my old, sweet friend. You never know—those Jesus freaks we ran away from might be on to something. Whatever waits over there, waits for both of us —win, lose, or draw. I’ll save you a seat right in front of the best-lookin’ dealer, and I won’t double-down ‘til you’re beside me again. I promise...”
Hattie rolled her eyes up and closed them.
Pearl pushed herself up when she felt Hattie’s chest stop heaving. Everything rushed away from her as she watched that withered little rosebud of a mouth, hoping desperately for another note or two to come.
Slowly, she removed her glasses and looked toward the door. Barney had returned with highball glasses and the sodas. Quietly, Pearl motioned him over and poured out three fingers of whiskey and lemon-lime for each of them. She raised hers and waited for his.
“Here’s to Hortense Atticus Churchill Gardner, the best damned friend any mortal soul could hope for. May Gabriel get her a harp directly, so she can start right in, singin’ for Abner again.”
“To Hattie,” Barney echoed.
They sipped in silent tribute; at last, Pearl put down her drink. “Barney, can you leave us alone for a minute or two? Please, dear?”

When Pearl had pulled herself together enough to function, she rummaged through Hattie’s small document file and found her interment papers. She called the Geer-Waite Douglas County Mortuary in Minden about having the body picked up. They told her that the earliest they could manage was late that evening. That was fine, she said. At that point it seemed profane to her that Hattie was there at all.
Outside, a brittle ennui had set in. Hutchinson hadn’t returned and nothing had changed there, so cameras and sound booms had been replaced with decks of cards, Game-Boys, and sundry other diversions. Blazers were doffed and ties loosened as much of the on-air talent retreated to their stations’ SUVs and vans to spare their coiffures the midday sun. Most everybody but Dick Prince, KORN-TV7’s correspondent. He kept his post near the gate fully presented, with his cameraman right behind. Prince was in the autumn of a regional broadcasting career that had thus far failed to catch fire, a situation he wrote off to “politics.” He had never connected his fortunes in any way to his lack of scruples, even by pack standards, and a humorlessness unleavened by any real sensitivity. Lately, his routine aggressiveness gave off a whiff of desperation. Prince was known behind his back as “Road-kill,” both for his toupee and the state in which his interview subjects were left.
Pete strode to the gate. “Miz Mutter’s friend, Miz Hattie Gardner, has passed away,” he announced, “and Mrs. Mutter wants to talk to somebody about it.”
Vehicle doors had scarcely cracked and crossed legs unbent before Prince, spouting his superior qualifications to no one in particular, had wormed through the gap in the opening gate, pulling his cameraman in his wake. Pete nodded and Mr. Stone Cold T toggled the barrier closed again. The wave of noisy bodies that followed threatened to break over it, until the bodyguard stoically patted the bulge under his vest where the lines of his shoulder holster merged. The swell receded, replaced by an oscillation of whining and veiled threats.
Pearl watched them approach. It’s just not right, to end like this, she thought. Folks need to know about my Hattie and how much she meant to folks in Carson Valley.
Prince’s spontaneous charge had foreclosed the possibility of a live feed, so his overarching objective was to get an interview on tape and head north as soon as possible. This cut deeply into whatever limited courtesies he was normally capable of.
“Miz Mutter, I’m Dick Prince, KORN-TV7 News, Reno. If you’ll just remain standing, when Ralph turns the light on I’ll ask you some questions. Don’t be nervous. Ready?” Pearl halfway nodded, while being pushed into best-lighting position by the cameraman. He lurched back and switched on. “‘Thanks, Rob and Cheryl. This is Dick Prince, with an exclusive interview with Pearl O. Mutter, former Minden-area resident and go-go Grandma, whose alleged daring, daylight escape from her Sacramento nursing home has her facing possible federal kidnapping charges. Tell our viewers, Pearl, is it true that you drugged an employee to make your getaway?’“
“Well, yes; I—”
“‘And isn’t it true that until just this morning you held three other residents hostage?’“
Pearl stopped squinting and quickened. “No! Now that’s just not—”
“‘And the death of your best friend from Minden, Hattie Gardner, may have been caused by all this excitement?’“
“Now just you stop—”
“‘How does that make you fee’—huuhhhnnnNNNHHH!” All of Prince’s breath leaped out of his lungs and a shock wave of pain radiated from his groin as Pearl’s right foot penetrated his trousers. His head recoiled so violently before he crumpled to the floor that his hairpiece was torn from its front moorings and fluttered, belly-up, at the back of his head. In an oddly clinical way he looked like he’d just been scalped. Ralph pointed his camera down at him, still rolling.
Pearl stood over Prince. “Beat a rapist that way in ‘38. Funny; I don’t remember feelin’ quite as violated at the time.” She examined her stocking foot in her open-toed sandals. “Had a boot on then, though. Hope I don’t lose a nail over this.” She fixed her gaze on Ralph, who had powered down and was almost beside himself.
“You’re not plannin’ on doin’ anything with that, are you?”
“I’ll erase the tape just as soon as everyone back at the station’s seen it, Ma’am. I swear.”
“Well, all right, then.”
Mr. Stone Cold T impassively dragged the groaning, purple-faced Prince outside and toward the gate. Ralph followed, switching shoulders so the recorder shielded his expression from his subject.

As the afternoon shadows lengthened, a slender, leggy figure clad in a midriff top, bell-bottoms, and Doc Martens pulled her battered Toyota as close to the gate as she could manage. She emerged, snapped on a carrier and packed a squirming bundle into it. Slinging another bag onto her shoulder, she blew the stark bangs fronting her otherwise streaked, short-cropped hair off her forehead and strode up to the gate. Any journalist’s notion that she might be somehow involved was quashed immediately by the cynical assumption that she was an employee. She spoke uncertainly to Mr. Stone Cold T. “Hi. I’m Staci Mutter. My Dad said that my grandmother wanted to talk to me?” The sentinel carried the message to Pete, who admitted her before she became the center of another frenzy. Inside, she strained to see Pearl fully, who was laboring herself out of her chair.
“Gran!” Staci was happy to see Pearl on mostly her own terms.
They hugged, with a little difficulty.
“Staci Opal Mutter! How’s my favorite granddaughter?”
“Great, Gran, but if you were serious about flattering me, you’d say, ‘grandchild.’ That’d at least put me ahead of Thad.”
“How is your little brother?”
“Thriving under close supervision, apparently. Maybe he won’t crack, like I did.”
“So, ‘child.’ Who’s your friend, here?”
“This is your first great-grandbaby—Joshua Earl.” Staci peeled back the tiny hood.
Pearl gaped; her heart was pierced when she saw him. “You passed your Grampa’s eyes along to him, I see.” Her face and eyes shone. “Who’s his Daddy?”
“Not important right now—believe me.”
“Oh, my. Sit a minute and let’s talk about it, dear.” Pearl switched to the sofa and helped Staci make herself and Josh comfortable beside her. She decided to give the woman a shorter hill to climb.
“I see that you’re not one o’ them ‘Gothics’ any more, girl.”
Staci laughed. “No, Gran. It’s just not acceptable to waitress and ‘temp’ in Marin County looking like a figment of Anne Rice’s imagination. It may be just across the Golden Gate but, in many ways, it’s still a world away from ‘The City.’“
“Who’s Anne Rice?”
“She’s—never mind.”
“What’re you now—19?”
“Yep. Be 20 in a couple weeks.”
“Did you ever get out of high school—one way or the other?
“Finally. I went back for a G.E.D. nights after I got out of Juvie.” Josh cooed at her and she smiled. “That’s where I met Josh’s father.” Staci raised her eyes. “He’s kind of a loser—still working some shit out. Sorry.”
“I’m sure he’ll come along, in time,” Pearl said. “Most important thing right now is that Josh’s Mama loves him—and his Gramma, too. May I hold him a minute?”
Staci surrendered her charge and clasped her arm around Pearl’s shoulders. “I wish other people heard me the way you do, Gran. You’ve always been the one I could talk to. I hate it that you’re so far away.”
Pearl dangled her index finger, thubbing Josh’s tiny lower lip and delighting him. “What happened this time?”
Staci clouded over. “I thought things might improve after I flunked out and did my stretch for dealing pot. Getting a day job and taking classes evenings was my idea—Dad wanted me to intern at the firm, towards something permanent. I just couldn’t stand the idea of being ignored all day and all night. Stuff was tolerable ‘til Dad found out I was pregnant. I refused to give up Josh’s father, so he kicked me out and cut me off after Josh was born. ‘Tough love,’ he called it. Said he was sick of the arguing, paying for therapy—”
Pearl sniffed. “Only therapy I ever needed at your age was a long, hot bath at Walley’s.” She was going to add “with Earl,” but she thought the better of it.
“—And the shame, his first grandchild born out of wedlock.”
Pearl stared out ahead. “It’s a pity your Daddy gets so full of himself most o’ the time. His sister wasn’t exactly born out of it, but she wasn’t made in it, either. Delroy never did the math, I guess.”
Staci’s mouth fell open. “Gran?!”
“That’s right. Your late aunt, Opal Ursula—after Earl’s mother—was born April 14, 1937. Earl and I married on September 5, 1936. Opal came to us on the Fourth of July. I’m certain of it.”
“So you and Grampa had to—?”
“Not had to, child. “Did. Held my breath a little when I told him, but I wasn’t afraid. He’d already proposed. If my folks or his were ashamed, they had the grace and the sense not to say so. I was lucky, and so was your aunt.”
“I know so little about her; Dad never even mentions her. All I ever really got is what I could guess from a few pictures. What was she like?”
Pearl touched her granddaughter’s chin. “Pretty, headstrong, a handful. Like you. You favor her, in a lot of ways; maybe that comes up between Delroy and you. See, he never got over Opal’s death. He thought it was his fault because he was young and he was there. On top of the normal, brother-sister things at that age—well, it was too much for him.”
“Did Grampa blame Daddy for it?”
“No, child; I told Delroy that again, just this morning. Earl bore it as best he could by takin’ it inside himself for good, which the boy took for shuttin’ him out. Earl was just a creature of his time. Things are more complicated now, I guess. You have to find a different name for every kind of feelin’ right about somethin’ and takin’ the risk of doin’ it. Then, you have pay somebody to lie down and talk about it. What’s it called? ‘Paralysis through analysis’?’“
Staci frowned. “There’s just so much I always wanted to say to Dad and Mom—about me, my fears, my dreams. Seems like that’s what they were most afraid of, hearing that I was as fragile and vulnerable as they are in spite of my ‘advantages.’ The worst part is feeling like I’m disappointing them, without every really knowing why.”
“I know, dear, I know. Lord knows Hattie and I were wild enough at your age. I can’t say what’s changed. Watching yearlings run, buck, and kick for no apparent reason and then just grow out of it must’ve been some comfort. Know it was for me, anyway.”
Josh began to fuss. Staci took him back and pushed him under her top. Pearl watched them until he was fed, burped, and asleep on Staci’s lap. They sat, wordlessly, for a time, deep in their own thoughts but touching each other in random, needful ways. Light from the western parlor windows seeped across the floor until it bathed their feet. Pearl caught a breath halfway out and pursed her lips. “Staci, how are you gettin’ on, right now?”
“Like I said, Gran, waiting tables and temporary office work.”
“No—I mean, how are you living?”
“Oh. I have two pretty good roommates; one actually has a little boy. We kinda look out for each other.”
“That’s good; that’s real good,” said Pearl. She resumed her meditation.
Pete came through the door. “Pearl; ‘scuse me. The man from the mortuary is here.”
Will Waite came in behind him, wearing the standard-issue dark suit, starched white shirt and nondescript tie. He crossed to Pearl and took her hands out of her lap.
“H’lo, Miz Mutter. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you, Will. How’s the senior partner these days?”
“Oh, Ralph passed on three years ago. Had a real nice service—” he interrupted himself, ever so slightly chagrined— “If I do say so, myself. Circumstances aside, Miz Mutter, I’d be lyin’ if I said I wasn’t glad you and Hattie are back home again.”
“Home,” Pearl repeated slowly. Suddenly, she was standing and making an effort to pull Staci up. Staci was willing but had to keep an arm back to cradle a startled Josh.
“Granddaughter, how’d you like to take a little ride down the road with me?”
“Gran?”
Pearl didn’t wait. “Will, what’d you bring today—van or hearse?”
“I’ve got the panel truck, Pearl. We save the hearse for burials.”
“Does it have windows?”
“Only in the back doors, but they’re heavily tinted.”
“Got room in the back for anybody besides Hattie?”
“Not to sit, but there’s leftover floor space, once the gurney’s in. Why?”
Pearl, to Pete: “Think Will can get his wagon close enough so’s Hattie can get in there privately?”
“Not through the parlor,” replied Pete. “We could get him around the side to the break between Buildings A and B, though.”
Pearl squeezed Staci’s hand. “Anything in that car out there you can’t part with?”
“I—I guess not...” Staci paused, then straightened herself. “Matter of fact, not one goddamned thing!” Her hand fluttered to her mouth in surprise until she saw her grandmother’s grin.
“Well, then hitch Josh up; we’ve got a lot to talk about. Barney, get our bags from the bedroom, please?” Barney! “Barney, did you want to come—”
“Naw, Pearl—but thanks just the same. Me’n Pete been talkin’. He says he can use a driver to run errands and such, for room and board. I’m old enough to handle a car but too old to handle the girls.” He smiled. “Pete says it’d be like ancient times, havin’ a Eunice around to tend the harem. Best thing is, I wouldn’t be a burden to the God-fearin’ nor the Medi-Cal anymore.”
Pearl spun Barney gaily around. “Barney Rasmussen, you’re the best goddamned wheel man I’ve ever seen—and a true friend. I get in a scrape again, I’ll know right where to turn!” He blushed with pleasure.
Pearl turned and kissed Pete on the neck. “Caswell P. Collier, you’re a wonder, and I’m grateful. If I was a 25-year-old man I’d spend every other paycheck up here. Now go on and clear out any judges or politicians you got left back there before Capt. Hutchinson gets back. And, you can tell him for me that if anybody still wants to press charges, he knows where I live.”
Cashwell P. FoXXX, flesh merchant, found himself a little choked up. “Will do, Pearl.”
Arm in arm, Pearl and Staci walked the hallway toward where the van was.
“What do you want to be when you grow up, girl?”
“Artist, I think—though Daddy always thought that idea frivolous.”
“Huh! Feels the same way about runnin’ steers, even though it fed him pretty well. How about waitress or maybe cowgirl for a little while, just to hold the ends together? Lived in or sold, I’ll bet my half of the ‘Diamond M’ will be worth a lot of paint and brushes one day.”
Staci stopped, clasped her hands behind Pearl’s neck and kissed her forehead. “We’re a pair, ain’t we, Gran?”
Pearl pinched her granddaughter’s cheeks. “Not yet, honey—but we will be!”

He noticed her first while on the Stairmaster in the hotel’s fitness room. (In truth, she may have noticed him then, too—or before. Selfish indifference and no eye contact were strict guidelines in these preliminaries.)
She staked herself to a treadmill and removed her Reebok Hipster warm-ups. Nice, he thought. Champion JogBra, Chickabiddy Retro Boardshorts, Nike cross-trainers; athletically stylish. Jewelry. Eye and lip liner. A player.
He’d claimed the spa when she emerged again, after changing. As she busied herself with a deliberate deck shower, he updated the inventory. Black mesh, high-cut Polo tank—Caesarian? Stretch marks? No breast cups; outstanding nipples. Quality salon tan, no lines. Subtle—therefore, expensive—surgical enhancements: nose, lips, gluteals. Breasts? Can’t tell; good contours. Why leave the weaker jaw line? Interesting. Above-average manicure and pedicure.
He feigned interest in the pool rules as she lowered herself into the sanitized froth. Their heads and eyes moved in non-synchronous orbits. Wait. Wait. Now. Discreetly, he tucked in his TYR Heatwaves Male Racers to accentuate his genitals. He stood, grasped the handrail and climbed, hesitating on the top step. Slowly, his eyes moved to her fingertips, lingered at her tennis bracelet, and glided up her arm into her pupils. Violet—real, or lenses?
“Cartier?”
She smiled, holding his gaze, but did not reply.
My contact. Your move.

She was already there, conducting business, when he met his own clients that evening. He’d confirmed the sighting by doing a men’s room fly-by, two tables away. Evening Business Utility: DKNY separates; DvF fragrance; pearl choker and matching bracelet. Gucci sling-backs. Coach briefcase. She feigned interest in her dinner partner’s tabletop electronics.
No further intelligence to be gathered through the meal, since their table was out of his seated line of sight. He disguised his slight alcohol intake with accustomed ease. His own commerce concluded with light, conversational cuddling to take the edge off the deal making. He called an end to it, got up, and walked his confreres out toward the valet desk, leaving his paraphernalia behind. He loitered politely, bid them away, and turned to see her disappearing into an elevator. Withholding judgment, he went back into the restaurant and over to his table. There it was, under his Dunhill cigarillos—a magnetic key-card, with a room number in neat cursive applied to it. Mont Blanc Meisterstuck Classique Rollerball, fine, he guessed. Game on.
To give her time to prepare the home field, he lingered in his room over his own physical pre-routine. He reviewed the relevant data in the elevator on the way up, before devising his own strategy. Thirty-one, tops—eight, 10-year difference. Five-four, in the 108-112 range. Thirty on the treadmill this morning, then a full circuit. High rep-to-resistance ratio. No cocktails and no wine on the table, that I could see.
Before knocking, he laid an ear on the door. Silence. No TV, no tinny clock radio, no imported background. He rapped twice, slid the key-card through the reader, and entered. In the half-light cast through the open bathroom door, a balmy breeze billowed the sheers away from the half-open slider. He could make out two snifters, each with an inch of Esteve Très Vieux, on the nearer night table. The only other illumination came from a desk lamp in the sitting half of the suite. He swept his eyes toward it.
She was at the Queen Anne desk, just hanging up. She regarded him briefly over her Armani readers before sliding the Mont Blanc slowly from her encircling lips and laying it on the notepad. The spectacles followed.
Ah, the old “business-to-pleasure” lead-in. Grrl Power!
She pushed back and tossed her freckle-dusted leg over the chair’s arm, dangling a Gucci off her stocking-less toes. The hip-length, crimson kimono she wore retreated, revealing a neat, rust-colored pubic triangle.
I’ll be damned—a real redhead!
She arose, languidly, and the kimono’s tie slipped away, baring her abdomen.
No scars or stretch marks, after all. Understatement—I like that.
The wrap slid to her elbows. Her breasts were displayed in a Cosmetic Blush Bali Enchantress—just enough lace over mesh to reveal her wide areolas and, again, those magnificent, caramel nipples.
Just a soupçon of fantasy. Nice touch.
She approached, hands on hips.
“Your call.”
“Oh—you mean rules?”
“Yes; you opened, so you get to call it. Domestic or international?”
He searched her face in vain for any hint of predisposition. “Domestic.”
There it was. No meditative Tantric preliminaries, no Kama Sutra contortioning. Regulation foreplay—give or take—and straight-up coitus. Strength and stamina over sensitivity.
She retrieved the cognac and handed him one.
“A toast,” she said. “To the contest.”
“The contest.”
Hers disappeared in a gulp, as if a challenge. He stared, took a healthy draught, and set the snifters down.
Still expressionless, she knelt on the bed, unhooked and shed her bra, and pivoted, hands on thighs. He fished for a condom and threw it on the night table, then stripped to his RIPS Coutoure Mesh Briefs (black only), a bit too snug for everyday wear. He faced her.
She lunged.
Oh, no you don’t! Deftly, he gripped behind her knees and flipped her on her back. Before she could react, he elevated her hips, clamped his fingers on her buttocks and buried his face in her pubic mound. Once secured, he slid his hands up her sides and began caressing her breasts and teasing her nipples with his fingertips, as he lapped furiously at her labia and clitoris. She writhed and clawed at losing the advantage but couldn’t reach him. He worked methodically, driving a wedge of pleasure into her resolve. When he sensed that her pelvic cycling had taken firmer hold of her, he moved around her thigh so he could massage her G-spot and rectum while continuing his lingual stimulation. At that, she hooked a thumb in his garment and tore it away. “You’re not the biggest, are you?” she gasped. “And circumcised!”
I thought so. First, the direct approach—no acute visual or mental stimulation. Then alcohol. Now insults. He’d constructed a theory that she had tried to arrange things to make him last longer than he otherwise would—maybe to use him as a mere tune-up, for a showdown with a younger competitor. Now she was behind, and panicky.
“Time out!” He tore open the packet and sheathed his weapon. Time to reverse field.
He surprised her again by rolling onto his back and pulling her onto him, which forced her on the offensive. She oscillated slowly, almost reluctantly, and rode forward on him to reduce her stimulation level. Delay of game! Bracing her hips, he rocked upward until he felt his feet hit the floor. He whirled, dropped her on her back and clamped her thighs tight against his chest. He leaned onto her to assure maximum glans and shaft contact, grinding and thrusting confidently. He watched her eyes widen, then saw a final determination take over her face. She set her jaw and Kegeled him fiercely.
WOW! Now, for an instant, he was taken aback—and impressed. The Abyssinian Milkmaid Maneuver. Good thing I remembered the de-sensitizing cream. Age and treachery beat youth and inexperience every time, baby!
It wasn’t working for her, and the pace of her breathing told him she was close.
He’s at the 15... the 10...the 5...
She grasped at the sheets and shrieked.
Touchdown!
He was gracious. He dropped into the Missionary and she obliged him by rocking along until he finished. He rolled off and dressed quickly while she got up and completed the scorecard. She hurried through the checks and scratches and held it out to him.
“Hmmm—9.4. Generous, but you didn’t factor in the age handicap. That would take me up around, oh, 9.65?”
Impassively, she rechecked, re-totaled, and handed it back. He took it and stuck out his right hand, smiling.
“Good game.”

The flight back was unremarkable. The valet delivered the Jaguar XK8 and stowed his cases in the boot. A generous tip, then the drive home.
“Daddy!”
Dashiell and Lillian, his perfect twins, hugged his legs.
“Hi, kids. Now, go find Nanny.”
The Swede appeared. He pecked at her.
“Astrid—sweetheart.”
“Welcome home, darling.”
Consuéla’s Southwestern offering was satisfying. He crawled onto their California King and lay naked, enjoying it as Astrid dried herself gracefully. She finished her preparations and slipped under the sheet from her side.
He mused. Old girl’s held up pretty damned well, considering. Pity she’s not in the game. He felt momentary guilt for taking her as a Procreator.
“How rude of me,” he said. “How was your day?”
She lay away from him a little, on her side. “Home-theater-installer—huge, but unschooled. 9.8.”
“Congratulations. Personal best, right?”
“Yes. G’Night.”
He took in the darkening ceiling and drowsed.
What a life...

Light came over him, slow, dappled, and indistinct.
It was the gauze that bordered his eyes thickly, along with a single layer draped loosely over them, which accounted for the lack of luminary definition. It seemed the strongest source was to his left. He turned in that direction; hot pain shot from his trapezoids through the cords in his neck to his temples. Its shock tensed him and the exertion, combined with his drugged and weakened state, relaxed him just as abruptly.
“Brace own yuh nehck.”
Startled, he tried to focus on the area from which the words had bolted, somewhere just above and beyond his feet. His pupils fought with the cotton web, laboring to make out the high-contrast details of the figure seated against the wall. Hat? As he groped for more data within the “thing-on-top-of-human” concept, he catalogued its details. Construction: textured substance, dark lines cross-hatched against general gray; protuberance above...face? Its rear half was encircled by a loose flap tied up into the top-center. Below the face, a garment similar in coloration but less severely textured covered the upper limbs; the center torso was interrupted by a dark, heavy panel supported by metal clasps and thin straps of the same fabric as the panel. Some kind of framed-glass object was partially hidden by a stitched-on enclosure. The bed rail behind his feet masked everything below there. His attention drifted upward. Wide dark eyes shone beneath full, angled brows as light as the gauze framing them, against darker, deeply lined leather. The grizzle of high contrast mustache and stubble and a halo of thick hair hugging the head under the hat completed the picture. The lips parted and a tongue wagged out of the darkness between rows of brilliant ivory.
“Thet aron thang keep yuh head fum toinin’ round. Much payn?”
I...don’t...understand. He signaled an extremity and a...hand?...appeared before his face. He turned it slowly, wiggling its fleshy digits arrythmically. Left? Through them he saw the figure glance in that direction and rise abruptly. Pressed into its thick middle was a zippered bag, its dual handles looped around hands and wrists for...why? He tried to track the movement but another stab of pain put his lights out.
The sensations of warm breath and cool taps against the gauze at his temples revived him. His eyelids fluttered. He started and recoiled slightly until he managed to focus on a pair of rich umber irises and black pupils; they receded, joined by soft angular facial bones and a full smile.
“Don’t pay him no mind; he’s crazy.” She arose from his side, dark hair falling away from her bosom. The starched cap distracted him until she straightened fully; he traced her from her shimmering hairline to her slender waist. Ganglia came to pleasing life in the center of his body, giving him confidence that at least one piece had been added back to his puzzle.
“Can you talk yet?”
Talk?
She touched his barely exposed lips gently. That sensation activated another sector and he heard himself rasping. She tapped his lips again and wagged a finger. He stopped.
“That’s all right; let’s not rush it. I know you’re in a lot of pain.” He watched her turn a translucent dial on a snake of tubing above his head. She smiled broadly again and a warmth bathed his sharpened present. Hopeful?
“You rest now.” She placed two fingers against his wrist and looked at the metallic object on her own. She turned and he followed the rhythm of gluteals undulating beneath her uniform skirt; his pubic nerve endings fired again. After she was gone, he turned away and wallowed in this state of satisfied confusion until the edges bled away into narcotized slumber.

Another specter came into his focus—different. The effect was startling, since it became apparent to him that the gauze had been removed. Her hair was shiny black too, but there was no cap and her face, while pleasant enough, was broader with flatter features. He felt her rough, strong fingers creep past his cheekbones and down the sides of his neck. Her palms slid across his shoulders, their warmth penetrating the gown; she monitored his eyes and facial muscles for sensation. She seemed satisfied. She arose and receded toward his feet, gently uncovering them. He lifted his head slightly to watch and was surprised, happily—no pain. His range of motion told him that the metal appliance was gone, too. He felt himself smiling as he caught her thrusting a thumb and forefinger at his left heel pad. An electric charge shot up his leg and flashed hot in his frontal lobes.
She studied him. “You felt that? Good.”
Good?! Shit—OW!
She played off his scowl. “What I mean is, you have feeling in your extremities. No paralysis. That’s good. Doctor wasn’t sure; said your spinal cord was pretty bruised.” She noted his uncertainty and came to his side again. Her upper thigh made contact with his, warming it as she sat. Smiling, she lifted his hand and pulled its digits gently; his registration made her smile broadly. “I’m Coretta, the physical therapist—leastways, what passes for one around here. We’re going to work together to try to get you back on your feet.” She squeezed his other hand. “Do you remember anything about the accident?”
Accident?
A jumble of partially-assembled images played nonsense in his head, nothing amounting to a full concept. He saw—Coretta?—reach above him for the valve and within moments those indistinct structures melted away like a child’s unfinished sand castle in surf.

“John?”
He stirred. John? Who’s John?
It was Apparition Number Two. He was pleased. “Hi—I’m Rosa. How are you feeling?”
“Am—” The throaty fullness of the word brought him up short. “Am I, ‘John?’”
Her laugh was what music must be, he thought. She covered her mouth momentarily, embarrassed at the breach in her professionalism. “No; that’s just what we call you, or anyone else that we can’t identify: ‘John Doe.’ Do you know what your name is?”
“John” shook his head, gravely.
“Let’s try something.” Rosa reached into the nightstand drawer and produced a framed object. She pushed it toward him until her face was edged out by the reflected growth of another. Aside from the freakish sutures that snaked around his forehead and across the bridge of his nose and an eye socket the color of an eggplant, he found himself drawn to what he saw. Light, mottled skin, close-cropped hair, and pale-bright eyes were visible there. John watched them cloud as any association he’d expected failed him. She lowered the mirror and the sight of his disappointment defeated her expectation as well.
“Worth a try,” she said softly as she laid the glass aside. “You talked a lot in your sleep last night. Do you remember?”
“N-No. What did I say?”
“Nothing worth repeating.”
He studied the room as if for the first time. “How long have I been here?”
“Six days.”
“How did I get here? That other girl said ‘accident.’”
“Ambulance brought you. Your car slipped off the highway in the rain last Saturday evening, dozen or so miles north of here, and rolled over. This was the closest place, given your condition.” She looked again for any glimmer. He shrugged.
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