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Ohiowa
Chapter One
After the bombing, when the big toe landed in Danny’s chopped salad, he drove the Jaguar back to his Laurel Canyon home and shook like a wet dog. Still trembling, he cleared a space among the leaves in the backyard and burned his clothes, convinced they bore the taint from the act he’d witnessed.
Danny believed the toe belonged to the big blonde who’d walked past him as he sat drinking iced tea, waiting for his salad. She was 10 feet tall, packed into a mini skirt, lean and muscular as a cheetah, and his eyes followed her as she crossed the street and took up a table at the sushi place directly across. She was with a friend, a shorter woman, whose belly spilled below her cropped shirt and over the Capri pants she wore. He gave a quick glance to see if anyone else was witnessing this extraordinary pair, but it appeared he had them to himself.
The salad came, and Danny ate while trying to keep an eye on the blonde as she made her way through the lunchtime crowd on Larchmont to another al fresco across the street. This was Hollywood, and the crowd consisted of that mix of people who make things up for the screen. After 12 years in the industry, Danny could identify the players pretty readily: the guy in the Versace suit with the tiny shades — agent. These two next to him eating cheeseburgers — grips. They wore jeans, and each had a T-shirt commemorating some past production, films Danny had heard of but had never seen. And that one, the dark-haired girl with the Neanderthal sidekick: she was someone, he thought, some actress who’d been in something he’d worked on … what was it?
He tried to get a better look at her as she walked up the street, then gave up and returned to his blonde. She was laughing, they’re always laughing, balancing a glass of something clear in her right hand. Mineral water, probably Pellegrino. And look at this guy coming up on their side of the street: Pushing one of those twin baby joggers in front of him, the guy was wearing a long coat on July 3 — it must’ve been 95 degrees. Danny couldn’t see the children; they were covered up.
There were no babies. The jogger’s seat actually held about 50 pounds of C-4 explosive, which the bomber had molded into the shape of two babies, then dressed in one-piece suits and hats. It didn’t much matter, since the jogger had a zip-up canopy that covered anything inside. But Bassam Kharazi was a careful man, and he hadn’t spent the last two years planning this moment only to be stopped by some stupid American woman peering in for an unsolicited coo.
As he dressed them the night before, he’d thought about his own children home in Lebanon. At 8 and 10, Amad and Samir would be old enough to understand what their father had done for Palestine. He hoped they’d be proud, allowing a few tears to fall on the dull white mass of C-4 he was dressing in a Baby Gap outfit. His mind was clear; it all made sense to him.
If Bassam had looked up that day in Larchmont, he might have been disgusted by what he saw: mostly wealthy Americans — some eating copious amounts of food, some starving themselves with puny salads at a dozen different upscale restaurants. He might have filled his mind with more hate, or maybe just seen people having lunch, staying his hand from the detonator gripped in his left fist. But he kept his eyes down, more unplanned tears somewhat hidden behind the large sunglasses he’d picked up at a Shell station that morning. He tried to walk naturally, but each step felt like he was making his way through wet cement, his heart nearly failing as he thought of Amad and Samir, and his wife, Rima, back home.
He shook his head violently, trying to push such thoughts away. This action brought a look from two entertainment lawyers lurking over plates of sushi, who dismissed Bassam as one of the homeless who’d made his way over from Santa Monica Boulevard. Hollywood was full of them, but they usually knew their place and Larchmont wasn’t one of them.
Bassam kept moving. The bomb man — a disgusting half-Arab who identified himself only as “Boombah” — had told him this was a street full of Hollywood people, that this was a good time to go because they’d be eating lunch. He’d wanted to do a studio, but Boombah said security was too tight. The only question now was when. When should he push this little button?
“Just walk halfway up the street, turn into a busy restaurant and hit the button,” Boombah had said. He was sitting there in his underwear, drinking flavored vodka from the bottle in a motel room on Sunset. Bassam tried not to look at him, afraid his impurity would taint his own mission. Boombah handed him a map, showed him how to rig the bomb, and, after taking his money, hustled him out the door with a comment that still stung: “Have fun with the virgins in heaven, Mohammad!”
Is that what they thought this was about? Virgins and having fun in heaven? Bassam felt angry again. Gripping the stroller more tightly, he moved forward with his head up finally, searching for his target. He looked the blonde in the eye, noticed the knot of people waiting for tables just behind her, mumbled a goodbye to his family and pushed the button. His final thought as his body flew into pieces was that he’d somehow forgotten to yell “Allahu Akbar!”
Perhaps it didn’t matter.
On July 3, Melanie Watts got to her Chicago office about 20 minutes before she usually did. She and Ben were going to leave early for the holiday, and they had a kick-off meeting with the El Al people for a new ad campaign (“Come to Israel! It’s like totally safe now,” is how Ben characterized the theme they were working on). Ben was both her boss and her boyfriend, a well-known secret at Rubicon-Johnson Advertising. The meeting was at 9, which meant she had about 15 minutes to go through e-mails and get her notes together.
She heard some shouting, then the explosion came. When she woke in the ambulance later, things in her world were a lot different, starting with the fact that her boyfriend – the one she was getting ready to break up with – was dead.
In Kokomo, Colorado, James Hubert was spraying primer on the left quarter panel of a Nissan pickup, listening with one ear to the radio squawking about the bombings. First it was about the 130 people killed in a New York City subway that morning, then the dozen people in Chicago, then the lunchtime massacre in Hollywood.
“Holy shit,” James said after the Hollywood news came in, then he looked around. The body man, Arlis, was nowhere to be seen, which was typical. The only other person who might have been around to hear, to talk about this news, was the shop owner, Wade. But it was rare to see him anytime before noon, and he was usually scarce again by 3. On this day, James hadn’t seen him at all.
James looked at the battered, paint-splattered radio and its outpouring of awful news, shrugged, and went back to his Nissan.
Fucking terrorists was the theme that ran through his mind as he finished spraying. Then he looked at the next job that was supposed to go out, still sitting there with a mangled front end. Fucking Arlis.
When the Larchmont bomb went off, it knocked Danny to the ground. Or he fell to the ground in an act of instinctive self-preservation. He wasn’t sure which. Others were down there too, everyone looking around at each other with a look that said What the fuck? When the enormous noise was quickly replaced with a deadening silence, they started to get up and look.
Danny had seen enough media images from bombings around the world to have some idea of what the aftermath looked like, but there was nothing to compare to this. One minute, perfectly normal street on a beautiful, albeit hot, day. Then, this. The front of the restaurant where the blonde was sitting was gone. There was a crater where the patio on the street had been, and a good portion of the building’s front was torn away. Cars, whose owners had found great parking places on the street, sat mangled and smoldering. Smoke still swirled around the whole area, but it wasn’t enough to hide them. The dead and dying, lying about like actors at the end of Macbeth. Except they weren’t acting. Danny looked up and saw something hanging in a tree. Is that a liver?
Over the whole scene lay a pungent blend of smells ranging from the cordite odor of fireworks to gasoline or oil along with what could only be described as “barbecue.” Danny could also detect the sharp smell of burnt hair, and loathed the thought of it in his own nose.
The silence was starting to be broken by moaning, then a scream, and then muted exclamations followed by animated talk. Some of the people started moving toward the crater, to help, Danny guessed.
Danny took out his cell phone and dialed 911. The person on the other end said they’d already had several calls; help was on the way. How long had he been under the table? Then Danny looked down and saw it: Sitting perfectly preserved atop his barely touched salad was the big toe. The nail was freshly manicured and painted a pale pink, and the toe matched exactly the one he’d seen on the blonde only minutes before. Danny was a self-described “foot man”; he noticed these things in women.
He stood there looking at it. Should he wrap it in a napkin and take it … where? Perhaps he should throw up? Or arrange some lettuce so the toe was covered. That was what you’re supposed to do with dead things, right? — cover them.
Standing there half-deaf with the commotion swirling around him, Danny felt like the spotlight was on him and his table, and he was expecting someone to scream and point at his salad or, at the very least, for a waiter to come and take it away with a sincere apology. A half-formed fly-in-my-soup joke came to mind, and he pushed it away. Danny looked up from the toe to address the crowd with a more somber comment, but found he was alone in the restaurant. Everyone was walking slowly across the street through the drifting remains of smoke. To help.
So Danny tossed his napkin on top of the salad, stumbled out on the sidewalk and started to follow. Halfway across, he thought better of it, and veered off to find his car. Behind the wheel of the Jag, he slumped into the leather seat with a sigh and closed his eyes. The image of the toe flashed in his mind, as if projected on a screen. The toe was the size of a gray whale and it turned slowly, like a museum piece on a Lazy Susan.
OK, start the car Danny and let’s just go home.
On the radio, they were still yelling about the New York and Chicago bombings. They didn’t know about the one in Hollywood yet. Danny felt he had an inside scoop, then wondered if he’d have to testify or something. He was an eye witness, right?
Well, they’ll have to find me, he thought, pulling into the parking lot of All Likkered Up on Sunset. All he had at home was wine, and he felt like he was going to need more than that. He grabbed a six-pack of Paulaner and two quarts of Glenlivet and paid the guy at the counter.
“You hear about the bombing over in Larchmont?” the guy asked Danny. “$63.29.”
“No,” he said, handing across a crisp hundred with his shaking hand.
“Oh, yeah. It just happened. Bunch-a people killed at some restaurant.”
“Oh, OK,” Danny said, then walked out. He bumped into a rack of some free newspapers and knocked them to the floor. He mumbled an apology and kept going as the guy came out from behind the counter with a questioning, oppressed look on his face.
Driving across Sunset Boulevard to Laurel Canyon, Danny listened to the radio, where news of the bombing, his bombing, was now coming across. Early estimates were 10 dead and another 20 wounded. It was part of an apparently coordinated series of attacks on both coasts plus Chicago. East to west, boom, boom, boom. What was next, Hawaii?
At home, Danny cracked a beer, poured himself a scotch and turned on the television. The images came tumbling into his living room, including live shots from the mess in Larchmont. The image of the toe crowded to the front of his mind, and he wondered if there was a chance some cameraman would find it, zoom in on it, start a furor over who covered it up, who was sitting at that table?
Partly freaked, Danny looked down at his hands, his clothes, and made the decision to burn them. Like he was guilty.
He had to find some newspaper and some matches — no simple task for someone who doesn’t smoke, light candles or take newspaper delivery. He settled on a half-used roll of Christmas wrapping paper in the closet, twisted a piece into a small torch and lit it from the stove. Outside, he dropped the clothes on the patio and bent to his task. After half-a-dozen unsuccessful starts, he tried pouring some of the scotch on the whole mess, which got it going enough to finish the job. He stood by with the garden hose as it burned.
“What the hell, Danny?!”
It was Burgess, the session bassist who lived next door. His disembodied voice came wafting through the trees between their houses. He’d never actually seen Burgess; he was only a voice. Over the past seven years, they’d exchanged maybe a dozen words annually, enough to qualify in L.A. as having a friendly neighbor. When Danny described his home to others, he usually included Burgess and their friendship as one of the positive features.
Yeah, and I’ve got this really cool neighbor. He’s a studio musician, a bassist. Played on some U2 albums.
Danny looked in his general direction and delivered the story he’d decided upon a moment earlier.
“Skunk,” he yelled. “Got into a jacket I left on the porch. Sorry!”
“Jesus. Just don’t burn the fucking neighborhood down, Danny.”
Burgess punctuated the remark with a short asthmatic laugh, and the window closed. Danny watched the fire going down, standing there in sweats and a black T-shirt with the Glenlivet in his left hand, hose in the right. He wasn’t sure if the scotch had helped or hindered the operation, but he’d wasted half of it on his clothes to get the fire going.
“There’s probably some Scottish law against that,” he said, turning on the hose and dousing the ashes. He took a swig from the bottle and felt the liquid warm him down to his feet. Then he went inside and systematically polished it off to the horrific tune of CNN.
When news of the second bombing came across the wire at the Kokomo Daily News, Ellen Mayfield went into her editor’s office office and asked if there was something he wanted her to do.
“Like what?” Tom Brackage said, turning away from the screen on his ancient Mac, where he’d already laid out the next day’s front page. It was something about a proposed new forest service road, accompanied by a photo of a squirrel sitting on a stump. The bombings were referenced only in the reefer box in the left column under “Nation.”
Was that really what he was going to put on the front page?
Well, she could interview locals to get their reaction, talk to the town’s fire and police chiefs to see if they were doing anything. That kind of thing.
“Oh, sure,” he said. “Go ahead. But I’ll get most of what I need off the wire.” He turned back to the screen as Ellen grabbed a notebook and headed out to her Saturn. She wrestled with the door for a moment to get it open, then struggled with the window crank to lower the glass. She spoke to the windshield:
“OK Ellen. Start with Dick Masters at the high school and ask him if any of the teachers are talking to students about this. No, never mind. It’s July. OK, we’ll head over to the Lake Kokomo Fire Station and talk to Bob about what, if anything, they’re doing to prepare for terrorist attacks or whatever. Then go see Joe at the Sheriff’s Office, same deal. Then, a couple of man-on-the-street reactions.”
She smiled into the rear-view mirror, checking her teeth, then started the car. She felt a little thrill, despite the tragedies, that she was doing something more interesting than covering another planning and zoning meeting. It was a beautiful day and she was getting out of the office to go be a journalist. But here was Steve, her husband, pulling into the Daily’s driveway as she was pulling out. He sold ads for the paper and made about three times what she did as a reporter.
“Hey sweetie!” she said, taking in all that Steve was: His new, “champagne”-colored Subaru, the knit shirt that clung to his broad chest and rec-center-sculpted arms, the pony tail in back she’d done up herself that morning. He was also wearing the $300 Revo shades she’d saved for months to buy for him at Christmas. He looked good, and she tried to imagine enjoying the encounter with her handsome husband.
“Where are you going?” Steve said, using the slightly suspicious voice that was his default tone. He liked the a/c on in the car at all times, so he only lowered the window halfway to keep in what he called “the good stuff.”
Ellen told him, leaving out the part about Sheriff Joe. She thought he was pretty studly, and had made the mistake of telling Steve about it. Whenever she did a story quoting Joe, he would grill her about the contact. Did he come onto her? Did she still think he was a stud?
“OK,” he said, the window already zipping back up. “See ya later.”
He was gone. She closed her eyes for a moment. The Saturn stalled, then wouldn’t start again.
“Shoot!” Ellen said, quickly shifting to prayer mode: “Oh Lord, please let my car get me where I need to go.” Another turn of the key and the car started up. Ellen smiled and, faith reaffirmed, shot off down the road obeying most of the posted traffic signs and speed limits.
Melanie went to Tobago. After the bombing, the severely shaken old white men who ran Rubicon-Johnson allowed all those directly impacted by the July 3 attack three months of “R&R,” and they were given a chunk of change to get out of town. So Melanie sat at her computer and Googled the first word that came to her when she thought of places to get away: Tobago.
She thought maybe it was near Fiji, but it turned out to be in the Caribbean, near Venezuela, and she got there in the middle of the annual culinary festival. She spent three weeks eating things like cassava pone, roasted goat and a ginger-flavored ice cream she couldn’t get enough of. With each bite she swore to herself that, once back in Chicago, she’d live on salad and water.
Chicago. The thought of going back there, that office. And the people missing: Justin, Sarah, Paula, Dean … all the people on her team. Her friends. Her dead friends.
And Ben, of course. Not only dead but in pieces. She’d asked about seeing the body — did she need to identify it? — and got vague answers until finally they told her there wasn’t anything to see. He was standing right next to the bomber when it went off, and there wasn’t enough left to fill a shoe box.
She sat on the beach with a Red Stripe and thought about the week leading up to the attack. A big fight — something to do with the merging of their work and personal lives, then an apology with roses. There were big plans for the Fourth: drive to Wisconsin, to the Dells, a rented cottage on a lake. They would talk it all out, have some fun, come back with things cleared up. She’d already known she was going to end it. Ben was a reasonably OK boss, but he was an asshole as a boyfriend. She’d dreaded the trip to the Dells; hadn’t ever been there and probably now never would.
The beach boy was there wanting to know if she wanted another beer. And why does lady cry?
“Nicest boss in the world, biggest jerk of a boyfriend you’ve ever seen,” she told him. “Now he’s dead.”
“Ha ha! You must need another beer lady!”
“Yeah, I must.”
As unbelievably screwed up as it was, the Chicago bomb had solved the Ben problem with terminal efficiency. Not that she wanted Ben dead, but … well, it was a messy package, but there it was. She was out from under it and Ben, depending on what you believed, was either in heaven having a good time or he was simply gone, unable to feel bad about what happened. Still, the thought of him all in pieces. The lips that had kissed her, his arms, his legs, his face, the rest — nothing left. Where did it all go, exactly? The only thing remaining were some confused memories and a lingering guilt that she didn’t feel grief. She missed Paula and Sarah more, and Justin, such a sweetheart. He was always burning her CDs of his crappy hip-hop, convinced he would one day break through her defenses and make her love it.
“Well, that’s one other thing I won’t have to worry about, bird. Justin giving me shitty music I’m supposed to try out.”
It was some kind of sandpiper, whose only apparent concern was grabbing stuff out of the sand after the water receded, but it was better than talking to nobody, or the walls, which she’d found herself doing a lot of lately. Or she’d look in the mirror and talk to herself, saying things like: “Well, Mel old girl, what the hell are you going to do now?”
When she returned home after two weeks in Tobago, Melanie spent one more week cleaning and painting her apartment, then went back to work. The first thing she discovered was that the El Al account was no more. Big Bob, RJA’s president, told her about it.
“They feel bad about what happened, and we agreed it wasn’t in either of our best interests to continue,” he said. “So get with Henry, work on the Lexus stuff for a while until we find something bigger for you.”
Melanie just nodded. They felt bad about it?
“So, you’re OK?” Big Bob said. “You’re back early. And I know it must’ve been … I mean, I knew you and Ben were ….”
“I’m fine Bob, really. I’d rather be working than sitting around thinking about it.”
Incredibly, they’d almost finished repairing the part of the building damaged in the bombing. But she was in a new office on a different floor, and had no interest in working in or even visiting the 28th floor again. There were still bits of people she knew up there, either in the air or embedded in the walls. It would distract her from her work, the elements of which she was having trouble recalling. How did one start to assemble an ad campaign again, and why did it matter? Now, OK, instead of trying to help El Al convince people to fly to Israel, she would try to get people to buy expensive cars. Got it.
She lasted two months.
Danny showed up at Digital Dogpatch in Santa Monica the Monday after the Fourth only to be told by Phil they were shut down. Mostly.
“Jesus, Danny,” he said. “Don’t you watch the news? The bombing? Elvin Benning killed?” And, he added, “You look like shit.”
Danny had watched the news, but in a blur. Elvin Benning was the head of Warner Roadshow, the studio behind Bad Karma, the film Danny was currently working on. He recalled hearing Benning was killed in the Larchmont bombing, but he hadn’t made the connection to himself.
That Benning’s death would affect work on Bad Karma made sense, of course, which is why Phil was looking at him like he was some kind of moron. Today must be the funeral.
“No, Danny,” Phil said, putting his arm around his shoulder and walking him over to the window overlooking the ocean. “Shut fucking down. The whole town. On Friday we had nine projects in addition to Bad Karma; today, the only one not indefinitely postponed is that Outkast video, which is just about done anyway.”
“But … why?”
Danny looked out the window at the Ferris wheel turning at the pier. His brain was wrapped in gauze, his tongue swathed in cotton. After beating himself over the head and liver all weekend with a Glenlivet bottle, alone in his house, he’d been looking forward — so looking forward — to coming back to work and being around people. Now he had to go home?
Hollywood was like Wall Street, sensitive to the slightest ripples in the fabric of its environment. A bombing that kills a major studio head plus 10 other industry people right in the heart of town is enough to suffocate production for weeks, if not months. No one would ever be satisfied now that security was tight enough anywhere.
Phil was answering his question about why, but Danny checked out, diverting his attention to far-off pelicans landing on and taking off from the pier. When he came back, things hadn’t improved any.
“We’re hosed, Danny, and I don’t know for how long,” Phil said. “And contract guys like you, I’m sorry but there’s no work, period.”
Danny sat down in a hideous green chair that had come from the shuttered state mental hospital in Camarillo. Everything in Phil’s start-up computer graphics company was vintage 1950s and ‘60s hospital, from the stainless steel morgue tables in the lunchroom to the operating room lights overhead to the old wheelchairs around the conference room table. It was either that or brushed aluminum and translucent plastic panes. Everyone wore lab coats; Danny had his on now. He pulled at the sleeve, wanting it off but not wanting to get up.
“I saw the bombing, Phil. I was right there having lunch at Spirit Grill. Some blonde’s big toe landed in my salad. I spent the weekend crawling around inside a scotch bottle, trying to forget it.”
“How cliché. Did it work?”
“No.”
“You know who that blonde was?”
Yes, he’d seen that on the news. Ashleigh MacManus, some pilates/exercise guru with a show on Oxygen Danny’d never heard of.
Danny left his lab coat on the peg in “pre-op” and, wondering if he’d ever wear it again, left Dogpatch to go walk on the beach in Venice. At some point he’d go home and try to start looking for other work, but Phil told him it’d be weeks before he saw anything and he was probably right. Still, he had to try, didn’t he?
Or not. With the sound of the surf in his ears and the sand between his toes, the only thing he could see or feel with any clarity was his other home near Kokomo, Colorado. He could troll for jobs as easily there as anywhere, send out a barrage of e-mails to all the post-production houses and digital studios: anyone got work?
Or he could even look for something new. He tried to decide if he was tired of doing computer graphics, thought about the long hours, the rooms full of odoriferous fellow geeks, the endless cans of Dr. Pepper.
The way Hollywood used freelance computer animators like Danny was to bring them in during the last stage of post and work them like dogs to fix all the things the director had screwed up during the shoot. Someone forgets to get the white panel van that’s supposed to be parked in the background and, rather than reshoot the scene with a $100 rental truck, he yells “Screw it! Fix it in post!” A few months later, it takes Danny or someone like him three weeks at five grand a week to add the van.
Thankless wasn’t quite the word for it. What Danny did was noticed or appreciate by virtually no one. It hardly even registered as date capital: Pointing to some sketched-in object or part of an explosion with a woman in the movie theatre generally elicited only the most perfunctory interest. It wasn’t even really possible to explain what he did or how he did it without boring people senseless.
He liked it OK, he concluded there on the beach. But maybe there was something else. Volunteer work, maybe. Working in a shelter of some sort, helping old people take baths. Perhaps that was where he should be?
“I’ll figure it all out in Colorado,” he said, a bit too loudly, to a sandpiper working the waves 10 feet away.
His father called the ranch outside Kokomo “Ohiowa.” He thought it was hilarious, the way the two names flowed together. Since the property was downvalley from the ski area and about 2,000 feet lower, it was a world apart from the resort town of Kokomo. There are honest-to-god farmers living around here, Danny, and look at these fields of winter wheat and cattle thingies walking around. A man could get lost out here. It’s farmland — looks like Iowa, or Nebraska. Ohio maybe. Ohiowa.
Dan Senior — Meta Dan, as he liked to be known — became a millionaire by starting an Internet company in the late ‘90s that sold condoms and other sex paraphernalia. The idea was that people about to screw but finding themselves without protection could jump on the Internet, order a condom, and some schmuck would drop it off within 30 minutes — or within 15 for an extra charge. It sounded intriguing enough to investors that Meta Dan was able to rake in a butt-load of capital, but it turned out that most people preferred to either risk it, try withdrawal or switch to oral sex before they’d slow down the action long enough for the coitus.com messenger to show up with a rubber. This was also in the days of the dial-up modem, which made doing anything online excruciatingly slow and annoying.
Fortunately, a huge vibrator-and-dildo company in San Francisco bought coitus.com from Meta Dan before the market really spoke on the matter. While Meta Dan surfed and his wife, Laura, decorated the bazillion dollar MacMansion in Pacific Palisades with cheesy Western paintings and pewter figurines, coitus.com messengers sat idle on their special purple Vespas, their backpacks bulging with condoms, vibrators, lubricants and fuzzy handcuffs while the dildo company execs searched frantically and, ultimately, fruitlessly for a buyer more stupid than they.
Not many knew McAlpine senior was the erstwhile dot-com condom king, or that Danny was the heir apparent to the fortune. They didn’t boast about it and explained away the wealth as coming from a trust fund from Danny’s paternal grandparents. The elder McAlpines were, in reality, retired phone company serfs, eking out the remainder of their lives in a retirement village in Tom’s River, N.J.
His father bought Ohiowa when Danny was about 10 years old. Dan and Laura wanted an escape from L.A., and somehow the upper West Side apartment they bought in Manhattan didn’t cut it.
“That’s for theatre, Danny,” Laura said of the New York apartment. “We’re looking for something more escape-y.”
He remembered looking at her at the time and thinking she was simply too good looking to be his mother — anybody’s mother. Laura McAlpine was a dark-haired woman with porcelain skin and features so perfect that men were often simply too awed to even speak to her. From years of dance, she had impeccable posture and an easy, almost ghost-like grace. Her eyes were a pale green flecked with blue and she always wore skin-tight clothing over her thin but bountiful figure. “Tits on a stick,” Meta Dan joked. “And keep it that way, or I’ll find someone else to spend all my dough.”
The plan was to rent a motor home and canvass the country for the perfect place. Danny had just finished fifth grade, and he was more than willing to go along for the ride. Preparations were under way for weeks, and the gleaming American Coach was already sitting in the driveway, filling up with stuff Laura deemed essential to the trip. When they pulled out of the driveway, Danny was imagining a wandering, protracted odyssey that would last most of the summer, but Meta Dan pointed the obscene, hulking vehicle east and made a beeline for Kokomo. He’d found Ohiowa online, and he was already sold.
Laura and Danny were not as impressed. What they saw when they climbed out of the RV was a parched, wind-swept prairie scene that looked like an abandoned film set. Fencing leaned drunkenly every which way, a long, low bunkhouse had half its roof caved in, and the patch of yard in front of the main house featured a partially dismantled backhoe.
“Holy god,” Laura said. “Are you kidding me, Dan?”
Meta Dan had a smile as big as the relentless blue sky above, and he held up his arms and described a slow shuffling circle in the dirt, taking it all in and trying to bring Danny and Laura with him.
“Oh, come on Laura, look at this place!”
“It’s got a nice backhoe,” Danny said. He wasn’t kidding, envisioning hours he could spend crawling around on it. But Meta Dan shot him a scowl.
“Look past that, Danny. Look at those friggin’ mountains for chrissakes.”
They looked. Whatever anyone wanted to say about the decaying ranch couldn’t be extended to the Williams Fork mountains standing in the distance. They still had plenty of snow on them from winter, and they looked as fresh as a newly opened box of dinner mints.
“Beautiful,” Laura said before turning her damning gaze back on the backhoe.
“Cool,” said Danny.
They were joined soon thereafter by a realtor named Joe Blauch. He had a Lincoln Navigator, a cowboy hat, boots and a snakeskin belt. He was over six foot and would have towered over Meta Dan if it weren’t for the way he hunched and groveled in the presence of The Checkbook (Laura’s nickname for Dan when he was in buying mode).
“So, whaddaya think!?” Joe Blauch said, shaking hands all around with a paw that felt like a partially thawed salmon fillet. “Amazing, isn’t it?”
“Sure,” Laura said. She turned away from him slightly and wiped her hand on her jeans. “If you like that ghost-town look.”
Joe Blauch didn’t hear her. He was off on the history of the ranch, hunching and shuffling his way toward the main house to show them “the amenities.” He jammed the syllables together so that, to Danny’s ear, it sounded like “the mennities.” He thought it had to do with a local Indian tribe, or maybe the heating system.
Before Meta Dan christened it “Ohiowa,” it was simply known as Ogden Ranch. The Ogden family, Joe Blauch told them, owned it from “way back when in the 18-something-or-others” until 20 years before, when the thing was put on the market, where it had sat ever since.
“It was a real ranch, with cattle and horses and even some crops down there in the south pasture,” Joe Blauch said. “Wheat, I think. Maybe some rye. Not a whole lot grows at this altitude.” He was fiddling with the key box on the front door of the house, and when he finally got the key out and inserted it in the lock, he turned to the McAlpines gathered there on the creaking, slanted deck and said, in a low whisper, “Prepare to be amazed!”
Nearly 20 years had passed since Danny was first “amazed” by the Big House. Once again, it was on the market and had been since he’d put it there two years earlier. His parents had deeded it to him, but he’d never had much time to visit. And once again, Joe Blauch was there to open the door. He didn’t look much different, but he seemed like another person to Danny. He stood up straight and made direct eye contact, probably due to the fact that he had become rich himself, selling real estate that had quadrupled in value since the ski area had grown popular.
“No nibbles lately, but we’ll get some after this terrorism stuff blows over and the economy picks up,” Joe Blauch said. The door swung open. “There! It looks a damned sight better than when I first showed it to your daddy all them years ago, don’t it?”
It did, sort of. Ohiowa’s Big House had been the beneficiary of The Checkbook as well as the ministrations of his mother, who devoted several years to making it look like something other than a ranch house. The simple tongue-and-groove flooring had been covered with carpet, the rough walls had been given the stucco faux-mission treatment, and all the doorways had been bestowed with Moorish arches. Navajo rugs and R.C. Gorman prints hung above shelves full of ersatz Pier One pottery and Zuni fetishes, and the 18-seat dining room table his mother had imported from a “Western” furniture maker in Czechoslovakia sat basking in the sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows. The straight-backed chairs, which must’ve weighed 50 pounds each, stood around the table like bored sentries; most had never been sat in.
It reminded Danny of the kind of décor museum curators concoct for an exhibit. It was ornate enough to almost demand description plaques and display cases, yet phony enough to be largely unworthy of comment.
Joe Blauch thought it was the greatest thing in the world. His wife, Louise (god rest her soul), had helped Laura find many of the articles, and Joe himself had helped haul some of it out in his pickup.
“Your mother, she had great taste,” Joe Blauch said. “I wish all my properties showed this well.”
“Well, she had a lot of help from Louise to create … all this,” Danny said, waving his hand at the wonders of the house.
“Yup,” Joe Blauch said. “My Louise, it was like a dream come true to have your mother ask for her help. Wasn’t anything she liked more than having a place to redecorate, and she’d already done our place three, four times. God rest her soul.”
And what news, he wanted to know, of Danny’s parents?
“I don’t know, Joe, to be honest with you. I think Italy, Tuscany maybe. But I haven’t heard a peep since they mailed me the quit-claim deed to this place, and that was, what, seven years ago?”
Joe Blauch shook his head.
“I can’t imagine wanting to live anywhere else but the U.S. of A, especially in this day and age.”
He tipped up his hat and looked down at Danny.
“So, how long you staying?”
On her last day at Rubicon-Johnson, Melanie had lunch with her friend Jen, another account executive who mostly shared her jaded views about the profession. While Jen, a stick figure, worked her way through a mountain of shrimp and pasta, Melanie tried to enjoy her salad.
“If I were you, Mel, I’d just eat,” Jen said. “I mean, what the hell? Bombs going off, boyfriends dying, leaving your job. Live a little.”
“Well, maybe I’ll have dessert. But being fat isn’t going to cheer me up any. I figured if I could at least be thinner, one thing in my life wouldn’t suck.”
Jen kept her eyes on Melanie’s as she sipped from her iced tea glass. She set it down and folded her napkin and moved her hands in such a way as to suggest Big Advice was on its way.
“Mel …?”
“Don’t, Jen. It’s OK. Really.”
“I was just going to say that you’ve got plenty of good stuff going on. I mean, you’re free, you’re super-cute, sure maybe you could drop five pounds …”
“Try 20.”
“And you’re probably fine for money, am I right?”
“Yeah. I’m in pretty good shape. Great shape, actually.”
Jen smiled. “See? And no husband or boyfriend or kids to worry about, you can just go. Get the hell out of Chicago, do something different. Reinvent yourself. Shit, this is America, aren’t you supposed to be able to do that?”
That afternoon, there was a cake, a card signed by everyone and a few people standing around looking mostly liked they wanted to get back to work. And that was it: Melanie’s 12-year stint at Rubicon-Johnson was over. Jen and Big Bob helped her down to the car with her plants and boxes.
Jen gave her a peck on the cheek and said she’d call later. Big Bob stood in front of her and put his hands on her shoulders. She couldn’t remember him ever touching her before, and the fear that he was going to suddenly say or do something weird made her stiffen.
“Relax, Mel, Jesus!” Big Bob said. He laughed, then removed his hands. “I just wanted to say you’ve been great, and I’m sorry to see you leave and, well, I just want to offer you the option to come back anytime.”
“Thanks Bob. Thanks a lot.”
“I mean, if we have a slot for you, of course.”
“Of course.”
He opened the car door for her.
“But also, Mel, I’ve probably got plenty of work for someone with your experience on a project basis. And that means from anywhere. Get yourself a high-speed connection and we can work together, you know, when you’re ready.”
“That’s an amazing offer, Bob. Thank you.”
She pulled slowly out of the parking garage and moved out into the traffic on a hot September day. She allowed some tears to pool in her eyes, dried them with a tissue and drove straight to the bookstore to buy a real, paper atlas. She was sick of trying to find things with online maps.
Ellen forgot and got into Steve’s Subaru wearing only a T-shirt and shorts. The trailhead he wanted to start from was 40 minutes out of Kokomo, and he always like to blast the A/C before a workout for what he called his “pre cool-down.” All the arm rubbing, shivering and pointed looks in the world wouldn’t change his drill, she knew, so she tried to warm up by looking out the window at the sunny, 80-degree day going by outside. After a few perfunctory comments about the planned hike and the weather, Steve turned up the radio and she watched the scenery go by.
She never tired of it, all the postcard beauty. After 22 years in cold, gray Massachusetts, she grabbed her diploma from Emmanuel and fled west with two high school friends who’d been at Northeastern. They got jobs at the Kokomo Ski Resort as ticket-checkers, and Ellen, Emily and Lauren prepared for what they hoped would be a fun winter.
Which it was, for the most part. Ellen loved the work outside, chatting with the skiers as they shuffled up to her to have their tickets and passes scanned. They were locals, Denverites, Californians and New Yorkers, but they were also from Argentina, Japan, Russia … the whole big world. Ellen also discovered one of the best things about working in the resort industry: People on vacation tend to be happy and smiling, a joy to be around. Mostly.
The locker room was another matter. The whole philosophy of the lift department, from the managers who ran it to the foremen and the liftees themselves, was to have fun. Fair enough, Ellen thought, but too much of the fun came out of a 12-ounce can. Was it really necessary to come to the monthly staff meetings with a 12-pack under one’s arm? Watching Gruff, the head of lift operations, drink beer while he admonished the crew about proper guest relations made her feel like she’d landed in some kind of alternate universe.
Sure, she was no teetotaler herself, but she’d never been truly drunk and had no problem stopping at one or two. By the time the meeting broke up, everyone was half in the bag on their way to the Chinese restaurant at the base of the Tailings lift, where you could get two Budweisers for the price of one during happy hour. It had a Chinese name like “Imperial Garden,” but all the liftees called it “Two Bud.” No one ever ordered food there, and the owner, a middle-aged Chinese man who tolerated them up until dinner patrons started arriving, kicked them out at the stroke of 7.
After the second such meeting, Ellen skipped Two Bud and went home to watch “Friends” repeats and work on Christmas cards. Emily and Lauren stayed behind, promising Ellen they would take the shuttle bus home and get their car in the morning.
Ellen shared a room with Lauren in their two-bedroom apartment. It reminded her of being in the dorms again, the twin bed, the sound of another girl sleeping nearby. The night of the lift meeting, though, Ellen woke to something that sounded above and beyond Lauren’s usual heavy breathing. Sex was happening about 36 inches from her, and she lay there, frozen, not knowing what to do.
It was no big deal, she told herself. She should be cool about it, not get upset. She was 22, old enough to handle such a thing. Just go back to sleep. But Ellen wasn’t alone in bed, either. Her own Catholicism and virginity was there too, wrapped as tightly around her as the blanket, and she had her legs involuntarily clamped together as she waited for whoever it was to finish with Lauren.
She listened, fascinated. Her roommate Lisa at Emmanuel was as celibate as she, and Ellen’s practical knowledge of what sex was really like didn’t go much beyond knowing the basics and whatever she could glean from the occasional R movie. What was going on with Lauren was different than anything she’d experienced or imagined. They weren’t talking — a lame attempt at quiet in deference to Ellen, she imagined — but they were making plenty of noise. Her first exposure to the sounds of coitus — the rhythmic squishing and moaning coupled with the squeak of the bed springs — fascinated her and aroused her to the point where she moved her own hand south and started doing herself at the same time. At one point, a few whispered words saw the lovers change position, and she watched amazed as whoever-he-was mounted Lauren — cute, sweet little Lauren — from behind, like a dog.
It usually took the powerful vibrator she kept buried in her underwear drawer to do the job, but Ellen was able to get herself off with only her hand, coming in waves and waves at the same time the guy next to her let go in an animal moan he apparently couldn’t control.
Ellen lay there not daring to move or breathe as the lovers disentangled and grew quiet. When it seemed like they were asleep, she got up and went into the living room, standing there in the cold with her fists clenched at her sides.
She was mad, yes. Mad at Lauren for bringing some random guy into their bedroom and waking her up. Her mother’s voice rang in her ear with some choice words of judgment about Lauren’s actions, and Ellen worked up some more righteous indignation about that.
But she was also tingling, from the roots of her strawberry blonde hair to her toenails, which she hadn’t bothered painting since arriving in Colorado. Seeing Lauren get on all fours and offer herself up to that guy, and he obliging, taking her — no, OK, fucking her — like a caveman. And her own reaction. She tried to work up some shame about masturbating along to the sluts in the next bed, but she couldn’t stop reliving the orgasm. And yes, that’s what it was, not that teeny little tingle she’d had before and which she believed constituted the sum total of joy related to sex. This had been something different, a wholly organic, big mama-jama shudder to her core that left no doubt in her mind what a real orgasm was and what she’d been missing.
She moved her hand down her belly and pressed herself gently, checking for aftershocks. All was quiet now, but Ellen’s mind was moving. She wanted it to happen again. Soon.
She crossed to the window above the couch and looked outside at the frozen street. It was snowing lightly, and very cold. Ellen spoke softly, her lips almost touching the pane of glass: “I have to get married. That’s all there is to it.”
She didn’t meet Steve until that spring. He was a ski instructor, and he seemed pretty put-together compared to Ellen’s posse of stoned, drunken liftees existing in a parenthesis between college and the real world.
Ellen liked to work the Tiger lift because that was where all the children skied. She was filling in one day on one of the expert lifts, and suddenly there he was.
“Hi there,” Steve said, reading her name tag, “Ellen from Gloucester, Massachusetts.”
“Hello, Steve from Littleton, Colorado,” Ellen said. He was cute, with his dark, tousled hair, deep brown eyes and friendly smile. The eyes might be a little odd-looking somehow, but he was tall and looked to be in great shape. She flashed him her best smile, gave him a fixed look with her green eyes and wondered aloud why she hadn’t seen him before. He was with a client, a rich-looking guy in one of those one-piece ski suits the locals called a “fag bag.” Steve and his student shuffled off toward the ramp, and he called back over his shoulder.
“I only teach experts, so I don’t make it over to Tiger lift very often.”
And he was gone, leaving Ellen to wonder how he knew where she worked if they’d never met before.
Chapter Two
Other than Joe Blauch, Danny knew one other person in Kokomo: James Hubert.
In the summer between Danny’s junior and senior years in high school, Meta Dan moved the family to Kokomo. He wanted to use the ranch to write his “memoirs,” and he wanted his family around him. Danny whined, then threatened, then panicked when he realized it was happening and he couldn’t prevent it. The notion of spending his precious last year of high school in the sticks of Colorado was enough to make him contemplate suicide, or patricide — or both. But instead, he went along with his resentment and unhappiness plainly evident in every move he made, every word he spoke.
Danny knew Kokomo. He’d spent plenty of summers there, and he knew the recreational opportunities for a 17-year-old boy were, at best, non-existent. In coming years, the ski “area” would transform into a “resort,” with the directors of the German pet food company that bought it finally recognizing the value of attracting summer tourists as well. They would build alpine slides and mountain bike trails, and offer rafting trips and fishing excursions while more bars, restaurants and shops got built in town.
None of this was in evidence that summer for Danny. The best-case scenario he could work up was to procure something like a pound of weed and a few dozen video games and spend his endless days and nights stoned, chasing pixellated characters across a screen. This while his father wrote his stupid book and his mother dusted her kachina dolls and pored through Southwestern-y fabric swatches and carpet samples, always on the lookout for a new way to “improve” — or as Meta Dan said, “Comanchify” — the Big House at Ohiowa.
Salvation came from an unlikely place, when his father poked his head in his room one sunny afternoon and asked him why Danny didn’t go outside. Or do something other than sit at the computer.
Danny paused his game and turned in his chair. “Why?”
The question seemed to bewilder Meta Dan. He looked at his son, blinked, and retreated. The next day, he told Danny he’d found him a job.
Against strong protest from Danny and Laura, Meta Dan insisted the boy should “get his hands dirty,” fearing that if he didn’t, he’d grow into the spoiled weenie he grew into anyway. The job was at an auto body shop, owned by a friend of Joe Blauch’s from high school named Wade Turk. (Laura sniffed and suggested the man needed another syllable added to his name somewhere.) When Danny was escorted into his filthy office one August afternoon, Turk was sitting behind his desk stirring a Styrofoam cup of Lipton tea with a screwdriver.
“I can’t ever find that box of plastic spoons the secretary got for me a few years ago,” he said, off Danny’s amazed stare. Raised by a mother who, if she dropped a pat of butter, thought it wise to throw out all the butter in the house, Danny was highly germ-conscious and appalled that a grown man could so brazenly flout conventional germ theory. Looking around the office, it quickly became clear that this was the antithesis of the McAlpine house, where all soaps were of the anti-bacterial variety and the carpet was vacuumed thrice weekly.
Stacks of unopened mail lay atop Turk’s desk, a wretched Wal-Mart coffee pot teetered atop a Fram filter catalog, and a calendar two years past its prime featured girls in bikinis holding sanders and buffing wheels. They wore high heels, and they stood next to shiny chop-rods and customized pickup trucks. Danny would later spend some time flipping through the pages, wondering about the girls in the pictures and what their parents must have thought about it all.
There were wonders beyond Wade Turk’s office: the shop itself. Every inch of it was covered in dust, excreta from the dual-action sanders (or “DAs,” as Danny soon came to know them) that buzzed on the vehicles in the shop. The perimeter of the shop was lined with a dizzying array of shit: 55-gallon drums of paint thinner, benches full of air chisels and used sandpaper blocks, twisted fenders and bumpers, boxes both full and empty with “Toyota Genuine Parts” or “MOPAR” or “GM” marked on them. An expensive-looking air filtration machine wheezed and whirred overhead, occasionally making sharp snapping noises, but it seemed to have little impact on the choking atmosphere of the shop. Danny took one breath and assumed he’d soon die of black lung or emphysema, thus releasing him from the hell of working in this place. As they toured the shop, he looked at Meta Dan hopefully, thinking he’d assess the horrible conditions and lead his son briskly from the premises — hopefully to a nice, high-paying job doing next-to-nothing in an L.A. office for one of his white-collar friends.
But Meta Dan looked around as if they’d just lighted in Valhalla.
“Look at this, Danny,” he said in a hoarse whisper, “This is MEN working! Real work.”
Before he could react to this pronouncement, Wade Turk shoved a push-broom into Danny’s hands and looked him up and down.
“You’re wearing that?” he said, as if he’d shown up at his shop wearing a tutu and a dance belt. Danny was, in fact, wearing his very worst pair of jeans, ones Laura had pronounced “unacceptable” due to their frayed cuffs. He also had on a brand-new giveaway T-shirt from some “fun run” Meta Dan had finished half of on Father’s Day. It was, truly, the most despicable ensemble Laura could cobble together from Danny’s wardrobe, but compared to the other guys in the shop, it looked like a tuxedo.
“Um …” Danny said, but Wade Turk was already headed back to the shop, saying he needed Meta Dan to fill out some form and calling over his shoulder, “Just clean up out here, OK? The place is a shithole.”
And so he swept. There were only two guys working in the shop, a painter named James and a body man named Arlis. Among the confused jumble of crap on the floor, it was difficult for Danny to know what was to be saved and what should be tossed. So he’d pick things up and show them to James or Arlis, who’d stop what they were doing for a second and issue a verdict. It didn’t take long to realize Arlis preferred not to be bothered, so he started taking everything to James, a 6-foot-5 blond all of 22 years old with a pale growth of facial hair to which shop dust clung like pollen.
“Um, shitcan it,” James said about a new-looking taillight Danny found under a ball of masking paper. “That job’s long gone.”
Verdicts ran into two categories: either “shit-can it” or “better gimme that,” whereupon James would take the item in question, scrutinize it for a moment, then toss it back in his “corner.”
“I’ll sort through that later,” he’d say.
James was whippet-thin and wore a blue uniform work shirt tucked into tight, paint-splattered Wranglers. He smoked Salems faithfully and incessantly, punctuating drags with slugs from a battered “Kum-n-Go” coffee cup up until about 3 in the afternoon, after which time, depending on the location of Wade Turk, he would switch to either Mountain Dew or Coors Light.
Despite an affectation of great busyness, Turk was rarely seen at the shop after lunch time. He scheduled all of his estimates and other appointments for morning and, after telling the staff he’d be “back in a bit,” he’d disappear until the following morning.
“He’s got a momma somewhere he’s jumpin’,” James said. “Ol’ Daddy Turk, he’s getting’ some somewhere.”
Despite some “serious fuckin’ problems” with his work clothes, James accepted Danny immediately. If nothing else, he needed someone to listen to his anecdotes from the past (most of which involved either cars or pussy — or some combination of the two), as well as his complaints about Turk and Arlis. In Danny, James also found what every alcoholic needed: someone to drink with who wouldn’t offer judgment about the quantity consumed.
When Turk left, James would hand Danny a dusty, crumpled bill or two from his pocket and say the same thing every day: “I’ll buy if you fly.”
And flew he did, down to a drive-in liquor store where age didn’t matter and back with an estimated round-trip time of seven minutes. If Danny took any longer, the parched-looking James would glare at him through narrowed eyes and a cloud of Salem smoke and ask him where the hell he’d been.
Beer cans looked small in James’ enormous hands. He’d rip into the cardboard 12-pack and one-handedly snap open the pop top, draining half the can and exhaling a happy “Holy shit that’s good!” Then he’d look at Danny.
“You want one, Freddy?”
Depending on how much work he had to do or if he was going to paint a car that afternoon (he’d always wait until the end of the day for the dust to settle before he painted), James and Danny would go through either a six-pack or a case of Coors Light. Even though Danny was an inexperienced drinker at the time, the soda-pop-thin beer didn’t seem to have too great an effect on him outside much more frequent trips to the (appallingly disgusting) bathroom. But James was an alcoholic, and after he had three or four in him, he couldn’t shut up. With the omnipresent Salem in the corner of his mouth and a sprayer full of primer in hand, he’d shoot a quarter panel Danny had just prepped and tell him about his crazy wife, Alice, his beautiful daughter Charity and his old life back in Denver, where he worked in the body shop of a Cadillac dealer. He sounded like a guy in the minors who’d had one season in the big league and couldn’t ever forget about it. Danny could only assume that it was Coors Light that knocked him down a rung.
“This place,” he’d say, waving his hand around the depressing four walls of Kokomo Auto Body, “This place is for hack-work. At Hallenbeck (the Cadillac dealer), we had an air filter system, shit, you could bring your fucking baby in there and let ‘em breathe the air!”
When Danny heard “At Hallenbeck …” more than a few times in an hour, he knew James was getting drunk enough to move onto his next favorite topic: Arlis, and what a lazy fuck the body man was.
“That Arlis,” he’d say, gesturing with the spray gun toward whatever vehicle Arlis was working on, “I mean, where the fuck is he?”
Elusive as a snow leopard, Arlis was hard to find other than first thing in the morning. Since Danny wasn’t there until afternoon once school started, he rarely saw him at all. He could see where Arlis was working — a half-finished quarter panel, a roof welded on but not yet completed. Browbeaten by James, he’d occasionally appear in the afternoon to finish something, then say quietly to Danny: “Tell James this one here’s done.”
And then he’d be gone, leaving a car ready for Danny to prep and James to paint. James would come over, take a look at what Arlis had left and sigh, “Jesus.” Danny wasn’t ever sure if that meant he didn’t like the quality of the work, that he had to slow down drinking Coors Light enough to paint the thing, or what. But to Danny, mostly “Jesus” meant it was time to get out the sander, giving him a much-needed reprieve from sweeping and trying to organize the chaos of pieces-parts (as James called them) strewn about the shop.
Back in town after so many years, Danny did one drive-by of the old shop, noting the utter lack of change. No new paint had ever touched the building, the weeds still thrived around the neglected wrecks in the yard and the sign, “Kokomo Auto Body,” hung at an angle that suggested it would fall any moment – although it had been that way since Danny’s days in the shop.
Danny spent his first week back at Ohiowa trying to comport himself in a manner consistent with what he knew to be right and good. Part of that plan was not wandering over to the body shop to say hi to James, assuming he was even still there. The painter — a man he still considered a friend despite the fact a decade had gone by without his having seen him — had a way of appealing to Danny’s weak side, luring him into his world of Salem cigarettes and crumpled beer cans.
So he got up early, read the paper, had breakfast and then sat on the deck with his computer, looking for work. After an hour or so of fruitless searching (Hollywood really was shut down), he would read the paper, or take a walk on the property and think about what he’d do with it if it never sold. He could adopt some of his father’s ludicrous ideas; maybe the emu market was picking up. He could grow winter wheat, get some cattle and a guy who knew how to deal with them. Maybe he could start an artists’ colony, fill the bunkhouses with painters and potters.
The place was a mess, but none of its problems were major. While Laura had fussed with the main house, Meta Dan had seen to the replacement or repair of all the fences and outbuildings, making it all ready for the ranching operation that never materialized. Trying and failing to find the key, Danny knocked the padlock off the bunkhouse with a rock one afternoon and walked into a room that looked like it was ready to receive boarders any minute. A fine layer of dust lay over all, but everything was there: neatly folded blankets, pillows and sheets, towels stacked high in the bathroom and the closet full of things like toilet paper, aspirin and ACE bandages.
How long had this stuff been sitting there? 10 years? He counted a dozen sleeping compartments, all neatly separated by half walls, like horse stalls. Each compartment had a twin bed, nightstand, dresser and closet. He sat down on one of the beds and opened the door to the nightstand. In there was a Bible, two bars of soap, two wash cloths and a quart of Jack Daniels. All 12 nightstands had the same set of contents, and Danny cursed.
He cursed his father, wherever he was, for the Jack Daniels. Danny had been determined to keep the hard stuff off the ranch, but now here it was, an uninvited guest that would, at some point, demand entrance. He also knew the mentality behind it, that his father would hire these guys to work his ranch, and they’d think Meta Dan was a hell of a guy for giving them each a bottle. Then he’d chisel all of them down on their wages, hoping the memory of the bottle would make it go down easy.
Danny slammed the door to the nightstand and left the bunkhouse, making a futile attempt to lock it back up even though he’d busted the lock hinge off the door frame. He walked the fence line, and recalled the day years before that he’d done so with his father.
Ostriches was the topic.
“Imagine all this land, covered with big fucking herds of ostriches, Danny. As far as the eye can see.”
“I don’t think ostriches travel in herds, Dad,” Danny said, hoping he was right.
“Whatever,” Meta Dan said. He was looking over a section of brand-new fence that separated the north meadow from the yard behind the house. “Leather, meat, feathers, you can use every part of them birds and make a fortune. They’re the cattle of the 21st century, Danny.”
No ostrich ever graced the ground at Ohiowa. No llamas, either, or emu or bison. Meta Dan was like one of those one-hit wonder pop stars: He’d had his moment with coitus.com, made his bundle and then spent the rest of his life trying to live up to the legend he’d constructed in his mind: Dan McAlpine, entrepreneur, self-made millionaire and businessman extraordinaire. If there was a prize for half-assed ventures and unrealized projects, Meta Dan would have won it every year. Fortunately for him, the money from the sale of the web site business insulated him from having to experience genuine failure. His projects could be written off as hobbies he’d wearied of, the passing whims of a well-heeled dilettante who probably had better things to do.
And, seven years earlier, his parents had flown the coop. He’d gotten a call from the family’s L.A. attorney, Bernie Dietz, who gave Danny the news.
“What do you mean?” Danny said. “They’re gone? Where? Why?”
“I’m going to read you this note one more time, because it’s all I know, Danny: ‘Bernie, Laura and I are leaving the country. For good. Please liquidate all assets and deposit funds in…’ — and then he gives me an account number at a Swiss bank, which I can’t share with you. And then he says, ‘Quit-claim deed to Ohiowa to Dan Jr., and also give him 10% of cash. Thanks. Meta Dan.’”
Ohiowa was an agreeable perk, as far as Danny was concerned, but the 10 percent afforded him a nice place in Laurel Canyon and the ability to work when he felt like it. Any gratitude he might have felt, though, was displaced by anger that his parents had left without saying goodbye, or telling him where they were.
At Christmastime that year, Danny looked for the usual card from his mother, but it didn’t come. He searched the Internet for any recent mentions of his parents, talked to some of their friends, anyone else he could think of who knew them. Nothing. As one year sans contact merged into the next, Danny grew to think of himself as an adult orphan of some kind. He picked up a self-help book about parents who abandon their kids for whatever reason, reading that forgiveness was of great importance in moving on. So he forgave them, then tried to forget them. They were nuts, after all, and hopefully happy wherever they were, in their isolation.
He couldn’t forgive or forget the Jack Daniels, though. When stocking the Ohiowa larder for his exile, Danny had been determined to keep alcohol — even wine, cooking sherry — out of the house, because he knew. A week went by, and the bottles of Jack kept calling to him from their lonely night tables. The voices grew into a chorus, until one night, reviewing the same web jobs page for CGI artists the third time, Danny went out to see what all the fuss was about.
He didn’t articulate it in his mind as some kind of plan, but Danny’s bender had a mathematical rigidity to it: 12 bottles, 12 beds, 12 days. He was drawn inexorably to the task at hand; it was his job, and he would punch the clock every day until the job was done. He clocked in at 3 p.m., after eating a carb-heavy late lunch, and he didn’t quit until the bottle was empty. He never opened the next day’s bottle, and he never left a drop in the one he was working on. He slept in the bed belonging to the bottle du jour, leaving them unmade as a way of keeping score, not losing track.
Once he’d killed the previous day’s hangover with his first few drinks, he would sit at his computer and look over the same job websites he’d checked that morning. Fueled in his belief that it was all quite hopeless, he’d post a rambling note on his blog, the address of which he’d shared with no one.
Film industry = big crowded room + empty-headed idiots who think they’re all creative geniuses. They are not. Just latched onto coattails of creativity, remake same shit that’s been made a hundred times before and always always always doing it worse much worse than the original.
And then he’d walk. As the afternoon melded into evening, he’d stroll the fenceline, stumbling over rocks and clumps of sage, occasionally grabbing the barbed wire to hold himself up. If he was unlucky enough to grab a barb, he’d walk around with a bloody hand, which suited him fine. He liked to wipe the blood on his shirt or pant leg, a nice martyrly affectation.
Danny loved the juxtaposition between his drunken amblings and the perfect world he was walking in. Summers in the high country were warmer and warmer, and the air had what seemed like an idyllic scent and freshness to it — low moisture, high on the pine index with some other stuff mixed in he had no idea. The sky was almost cobalt it was such a deep blue, and the surrounding peaks still had snow on them to work the contrast against the sky’s palette. The Jack didn’t help, but many of his stumbles and falls were due to simply looking up and around him, amazed over and over that such a place could exist on the same planet as, say, the 405 freeway or LAX. He wanted to be immersed in it completely, and if that meant getting his ass kicked by “nature,” so be it.
On Day Three, a particularly warm one, he took his shirt off; the next day he pulled off his shorts and walked in his boxers and sneakers. By Day Seven he was starting his walks wearing nothing but Teva sandals and a ball cap. There wasn’t anyone to see, except the hawks keening overhead, the prairie dogs who popped out of their holes to look at him.
It was strange to walk naked, he’d never realized. His dick swung back and forth, and his balls seemed confused between his legs without underwear keeping them in place. No wonder, he thought, even ancient man supposedly had some kind of something wrapped around their package. This gear just wasn’t made for traveling.
He’d fall down as the bottle, which he gripped firmly in his left hand, became more empty than full. Sometimes he’d forget sunscreen, and by the time he woke up in the morning, he’d have what he came to think of as the full treatment: cuts and scrapes from falling and grabbing barbed wire, sunburn and a hangover the size of Kazakhstan.
On Day 13 he rested, lying in the California king in the master bedroom. He let himself think of it as a needed break following a prolonged spate of hard work, or a respite after a noble endeavor — like climbing a mountain or kayaking a little-known river in China. The next day, he planned to make his way up to the North 40, which was actually about 30 acres of pasture a hundred yards north of the main house. There was another bunkhouse there with 10 beds. And, presumably, 10 bottles.
Danny’s father had it built because he thought a second bunkhouse would be needed for “big drives,” as he called them. Ostriches as far as the eye can see, two dozen ranch hands wrangling them or plucking them or chasing them on horseback.
Danny heard his father as he lay abed thinking of those other 10 night stands.
“See Danny, the regular hands would be here in the main bunkhouse, then the others, they’d come just for roundup times. And you don’t want them mingling with the regular guys. That could be trouble.”
Joe Blauch came by on the afternoon of Day 14.
Danny answered the door wearing a pair of soiled climbing shorts. He was holding a saucepan with two boxes of fresh-cooked mac & cheese dinner in it, which he was eating with a wooden spoon. New and cheap, the spoon was anything but smooth and it rasped against his tongue to give him nails-on-the-chalkboard chills. Thinking it was probably just the delivery kid from Safeway, he opened the door, saw Joe, took a bite of the mac&cheese and spun in a circle as the shudder from the spoon ran through him.
Joe Blauch didn’t have language to accommodate what he was seeing. He blinked hard and focused on Danny’s appearance.
“Jesus Danny, you look like you been rode hard and put away wet,” he told him. “Can I come in?”
“No!” Danny said, setting the saucepan down on a table in the foyer. He’d been jerking off to porn every morning on the living room couch, and the evidence was in plain sight. He shut the door, brushed past Joe and looked out over the porch rail at what appeared to be a nice, sunny day.
“This is a great day out here, Joe. What brings you by?”
“Nothing much, Danny,” the old realtor said. “I was just out this way and thought I’d stop by. One of my listings is the old Plimpton place over off route 187, and I was just showing it to some clueless bumpkins from Denver. They don’t have the coin to buy it, but you have to follow every lead.”
He was going to go into his general spiel about the market, how it was starting to look up and the impact of the latest Fed pronouncement on interest rates — not to mention the goddamned terrorists — but he stopped. The McAlpine boy looked like he was strung out on something. His hair hung in dirty strands, looked like he hadn’t shaved in a week. His eyes were Tabasco. And coming to the door like that? Half naked and shoveling mac & cheese in his face out of a pot? He got a glance of the mess within and wondered what the boy’s poor mother would think, him despoiling her masterpiece. Not to mention Louise, god rest her soul.
Danny hadn’t seen another person in a few weeks, unless you counted the delivery kid from the grocery store. He was happy enough to see Joe Blauch, but he didn’t want him to make him late for his date up the North 40. Here it was, 2:30 already and the sun heading down the other side of the mountain.
“Sorry about how I look, Joe,” Dan said. He put a hand on the old man’s shoulder. “I’m going a little stir-crazy out here, and I’m not used to visitors.”
Joe Blauch flashed him his best smile, the one Louise called his “closer.”
“That’s alright Danny. Shit, you being out of work and all, out here alone, I’m surprised I didn’t find you runnin’ around naked or something.”
They laughed together at that, then Joe saw his opening and delivered his lecture about the market, the Fed, terrorism and its effects on real estate.
“You know, Danny, they say with these ragheads blowing things up in the cities, all kinds of folks are going to be moving to the sticks. Could be good news for you.”
Off Danny’s blank look, he added: “You know, for selling the ranch, getting rid of Ohiowa.”
That’s right. This place is for sale
“Oh, shit yeah,” Danny said. “I guess it could be. You just let me know if anyone’s coming to look. I mean, give me a day or two notice, OK?”
“Don’t worry Danny. I won’t let anyone walk in while you’re polishing your carrot. Just don’t forget to pay the damn phone bill, OK? And put a shirt on when you answer the door.”
“Right,” Danny said.
Slowly, Joe climbed back in his big black Ford SUV and leaned out the window.
“You’re from California, so here’s one for all you liberal fruits: This here’s a hybrid, Danny, so I ain’t using as much gas as I used to!”
“That’s great Joe! Next thing you know you’ll be voting for Democrats.”
“Fat chance,” Joe said, with another of his short, wheezing laughs. And he was gone in a cloud of dust and exhaust.
Joe’s appearance was startling in that it served to remind Danny of the outside world — the place of money, responsibility, real-life concerns like terrorists, business trends, realtors. All kinds of things Jack Daniels and an abandoned ranch can make one forget about.
So Danny picked up the house, stashed the Astroglide and the DVDs in his room and sat once again at his computer looking for work. But when the siren calls from the 10 night tables became a screeching torrent in his ears, he set out on the mile walk, reaching the back bunkhouse as the shadows were lengthening and the temperature had already dropped 10 degrees.
When he found the first night table empty, his Hollywood mind flashed one possible script: He could run from night table to night table, flinging open the doors, finding nothing and screaming in anger. He could break things, tear the place apart. Then he could burn it down, or sink into a corner to sob like a child.
As that tableau crashed around in his head, he went from night table to night table in a quasi-comatose shuffle. He wanted it to last. After each open door revealed no Jack (no Bible, either), he sat on the corresponding bed as if to rest, then shoved himself into a standing position again to make the journey to the next one.
After he’d opened the 10th door and sat heavily on the last bed, he did indeed cry, but not the outright weeping he’d hoped for. It was more like the kind of tears you always expect to come out of a golden retriever when you tell it you’re done playing fetch. The poor little boy sat on the small bed with the raspy sheet and wept with his fists closed, silently cursing his father for neglecting to stock the North 40.
It was a bad hike, although it started off OK. Stepping out of the frozen interior of the Subaru, Ellen was glad to be outside in the sunlight and the warm summer breeze that made the aspen leaves dance and the Indian paintbrush shimmy.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, doing a slow-motion pirouette in her hiking boots as a way of acknowledging her surroundings. She stepped up to the trailhead sign-in box and scrawled their names, their destination, the time. She was glad to see no one else had signed in that day, which might mean they’d have the trail to themselves — at least on the way up. She filled her nose with the scent she’d come to associate with Colorado: pine, sage and a few other things she couldn’t identify. Good things. The air in the high country was more than the sum of its parts; it was some kind of holy amalgam that couldn’t be adequately described or, thankfully, bottled.
“Isn’t it beautiful Steve? And it smells heavenly.”
Steve grunted. He was busy securing the car. There had been a rash of trailhead break-ins recently — jerks who took advantage of cars parked by people who’d be gone a few hours — and he wasn’t taking any chances.
“Can you carry some of this stuff, Ellen?” he asked. He was holding a cell phone, an iPod, his Blackberry and a handful of cables.
Ellen squinted at him.
“Oh, sweetie, do I have to? I was hoping to travel light.”
In her pack was just an extra sweatshirt and a rain slicker and a few snack bars. Her two water bottles rode in the outer compartments. She felt ready to take the trail in a sprint, carrying only these essentials.
“I’m carrying the lunch, hon.”
He turned back and looked at the car.
“I mean, I guess I can leave them here for assholes to steal ….”
He was standing there, gear in each hand, pivoting between her and the car. These are the choices. Are you going to help me or not, wife?
“Oh, fine.” She stomped over to him and turned around to let him load her up. Like a little burro.
“Thanks sweetie,” he said. “I just, well you know the stories. Shit, they’ve been in the Daily often enough.”
They didn’t really add that much weight, and Steve wrapped it all in her sweatshirt to prevent rattle. She shrugged it off and tried to recapture what she’d had a moment ago. Deep breath, slug of water and off we go.
Steve set a brisk pace ahead of her, and she watched his perfect butt and muscular legs work their way up the trail. Then she’d look at the back of his head and think about that blob of gray stuff in there that made Steve Steve. He looked pretty good from behind, just like any regular guy. It was in the front that people had the problem. It was a broad, pissed-off face with eyes just a little too far apart and a chin that looked like it could double as a can opener. Watching him sleep one morning on their honeymoon (mountain biking in Moab, Utah), she came to the unfortunate conclusion that his wide forehead and set-apart eyes made him look a little like a hammerhead shark. And when he bitched at her, which was often enough, he looked like an angry hammerhead shark. And that made her giggle, which pissed him off more.
Ellen going into her honeymoon was that rare breed of bride. She was a virgin, sure enough, a good Catholic girl. But she also had high orgasmic expectations, the result of her epiphany in the bedroom with Lauren and her guest and a good amount of onanistic experimentation. In the two years between that night and the night of her wedding, she’d practiced with gusto, employing a combination of female erotic literature and an ambitious right hand that enabled her to have orgasms in a continuous wave, which lasted as long as she could stand it.
So, the Moab desert was the place where she’d give it up. Steve had been too drunk the night of their wedding to do anything more than attempt sloppy and unsatisfying cunnilingus on her, and she was ready for the real thing after a hard day of travel and mountain biking. Climbing into the special zip-together sleeping bags Steve had purchased for the occasion, Ellen was perhaps the most sexually satisfied virgin in the world — given her great skill at getting herself off. And she was ready to make love to her man, her husband, and attain that next level of bliss.
She’d sucked on it often enough to know that, as far as she could tell, Steve was rather small. Ellen hadn’t ever seen another man’s erect penis before, but she had a general idea of what constituted normal, and Steve fell somewhat short of that. No matter, though, everything seemed to work OK as far as she could tell, so when he climbed atop her after some perfunctory foreplay, she was ready to be filled up. She was ready for the tearing, the bleeding, the wonderful pain of having her maidenhood taken from her.
“Oh god that feels good!” Steve said, huffing in her ear like an asthmatic walrus. “Finally, huh?”
“Yes,” Ellen said. “It’s wonderful. But … is it in, sweetie?”
He didn’t hear her; he was already coming. She knew that, contrary to the guys in her erotic books who orgasmed with tremendous moans and dirty words, Steve came silently, with just the tiniest squirt. In her mouth, there was never a question, but inside her, well, she couldn’t feel a thing. She came to learn only that, after he’d come, he’d stop moving and then sort of tickle her ear.
And that was that.
She watched him moving up the trail and thought about his half-promise to bend her over a rock and make love to her if there was no one else around. She hoped he was kidding, because she didn’t want to spoil a nice hike by having to fake another orgasm.
He wasn’t kidding. Halfway to the small lake that was their destination, he stopped and turned.
“OK, wait here a second, um, count to 50, then meet me behind that rock.”
“Steve …” she began. But he was off, sprinting up the hill after flashing her a lascivious grin. He ran behind a Buick-sized boulder, stripped off his shorts and worked his wang into its fully erect position: somewhere between the size of a Sharpie and a short carrot. When Ellen came behind the rock and saw him standing there with his shorts around his ankles and his little fella in hand, she suppressed a laugh, turned around and peeled down her own shorts and panties.
James Hubert drove one kind of car, and one kind only: the AMC Javelin. He loved the 390 engine with its 325 horses, the look of the thing, the association it had with his high school days (his first car, after all). They hadn’t been manufactured in over 40 years, so James, with this proclivity, had sentenced himself to a lifetime of driving an old, shitty car.
The 1970 Javelin he was driving on the 14th of July was his ninth. It ran pretty well after he’d rebuilt the engine the previous year, and it had four relatively new tires. It was an AMX model, which meant it was a two-seater, although this was academic: James had purchased it without its two front seats and he hadn’t found new ones yet. Hadn’t really looked, either. He drove sitting on a folding card-table chair, which he’d modified by chopping the legs down, then spot-welded them to the floor. It worked fine, but passengers were forced to sit cross-legged, reclining against a box of rags and other shit.
He didn’t have many passengers. His most frequent companion was a 12-pack of Coors Light, which never complained about the accommodations. He’d punched a hole through to the trunk big enough to shove the empties through, and he systematically drained them, poked the empties into the trunk, pissed out the excess liquid and employed the alcohol to suppress the fact that he was a father without a child; a husband without a wife; and a middle-aged motherfucker who coughed up the color of whatever car he painted that day and still believed he was superior to most other men.
James was the best drunk driver in the world; confident in his ability to hold up to a dozen beers without compromising his driving skill. He drove a lot, partly because it gave him something to do and partly because he wasn’t allowed to smoke in his apartment. Anita Fuchs, the landlady (Anita Fuckstain, as he thought of her) lived overhead, and if he fired up a Salem inside, she’d know instantly. Eviction would be threatened.
Assholes on the Kokomo Town Council had banned smoking in bars, so he created his own mobile pub. In his Javelin, he could see the scenery, enjoy his Silver Bullets, smoke his goddamned lungs out, thank you, and listen to his 8-track tapes. He’d found a box of them for $1 at a garage sale, and they all worked just fine in the player that came with the Javelin. He had shit like Foghat, Led Zeppelin, Grand Funk Railroad, The Doors, Hendrix. Not his favorites, but Dwight Yoakum and Clint Black weren’t available on 8-track.
Ever month or so, James liked to drive the 90 miles to Craig, which is where his wife, Alice, lived with their daughter. Charity was now 17, but James hadn’t seen her close-up in about 10 years. He wasn’t allowed to see her since that time he’d gotten the DWI with Charity in the back. He was in Alice’s minivan, and he wasn’t used to the goddamn thing. The last-minute call — could he pick Charity up at school? — the cherry that fell off his cigarette and the swerve right into a parked car. At least he’d had her buckled in, so she wasn’t hurt, but …
There was the whole, drawn-out drama of a divorce – a divorce without a firm, clear ending, so far as James was concerned. Alice refused to talk to him again, even insisting on being in separate rooms during mediations.
But he still held out hope that she’d come around. No one else had come into his life, although Alice had apparently had a succession of boyfriends, each with about a six-month tenure. Now, James suspected a live-in boyfriend of some sort, since the green Chevy pickup had been a frequent presence in the driveway these past three years. From a hill overlooking the north end of town, James could just pick out Alice’s double-wide in the Aspenview Residential Park. With a pair of Bushnell’s, he could get a pretty good look at Charity. He’d gone from watching her play in the turtle-themed sandbox to getting into her own shitbox car: a ‘90s vintage Ford Escort.
A Ford. Why’d it have to be a fucking Ford?
But he had a plan to rectify that. He was going to buy a car for Charity and fix it up all nice for her. He’d leave it in front of the trailer home on the day of her high school graduation the following spring. He had a few hundred bucks set aside and thought he could get her something pretty decent, a totaled wreck, maybe, that he could restore in the shop.
He was thinking about his plan yet again, focusing on how he’d get the car to Craig and then back without seeing Alice, when he heard a whack from under the hood and then a sound that reminded him of the minibike he had as a teenager. Under the hood he found something relatively unusual: One of his spark plugs had broken into pieces, and the engine’s compression was thumping like mad in its absence.
With six beers already in him, James was in the mood to be philosophical. Cars, even when they were acting up, never pissed him off the way people did. He stood there and weighed his options. He had plenty of tools in the trunk, but no spare plug. He could probably drive it as-is for a while, but it sounded terrible and could attract a cop. If he could find a bolt with the right thread, he could screw it into the cylinder head and shut it up, then limp back home on seven cylinders.
He dumped out a Folger’s can full of random nuts and bolts onto the trunk lid and was sorting through it when a red Subaru pulled over and skidded to a stop in the dirt right in front of him. Then the naked guy appeared, running across the road in what looked like an Indian war bonnet.
“Ooh, look, it’s James from the body shop. Pull over!”
“What? Who?” Steve said, slowing a bit. All he could see was an old piece-of-shit car on the side of the road with a tall, denim-clad blond guy standing behind it. How did Ellen know this loser?
“James!” Ellen said. “I interviewed him for a story just a few weeks ago! He needs help, Steve! Pull over!”
The story was about body shop fraud. She’d seen a similar report on a Denver TV channel and wanted to bring a little investigative journalism to Kokomo. She interviewed James because he was, literally, the only professional body shop employee she could find. Kokomo had only one shop, and on three separate visits she couldn’t ever get to speak to the shop’s owner, Wade Turk. The body man wasn’t ever around, either, leaving her with the funny painter guy, James.
He was nice, a tremendous flirt but honest, she thought. On her third visit, she asked him if he’d agree to be interviewed in place of Turk.
“For the newspaper? Are you kidding me?”
Ellen knew that the only people who really mean it when they refused to be interviewed are those who’ve been in the media plenty of times before and have something they don’t want to talk about. A regular person was generally thrilled to be quoted in the paper, especially if it had to do with their job. They could go on for hours, even people who thought they had nothing to say.
By the time Ellen left Kokomo Auto Body that day, she not only knew more than she cared to about how shops could pad repair orders, but also all about James, his wife and child in Craig, his passion for the Javelin and his ingenious trunk hole for disposing of empties. She’d even accepted a can of Coors from him, thinking it would “embed” her in his world.
Sighing, Steve pulled over about 20 yards ahead of the Javelin. He was still pissed at Ellen following the boulder incident. There he was, following some advice he’d read in one of her magazines — “Spice up your sex — do it in unusual places” — and she’d actually laughed at him.
OK, so maybe he did look a little funny, standing there with his dick in his hand, his trail shorts around his ankles and his pack still on. But the way she’d turned around and dropped her drawers … it looked like she was punching a time card. Is this what it was to her, some kind of obligation, something to be endured?
He went limp immediately, yanked his shorts back and headed up the trail while Ellen, creamy white ass still in the air, called after him to stop.
“Stay right there, honey!” he called back. “If you wait long enough, maybe someone better will come along and service you.”
Silence he couldn’t stand. After a fight, the silences could go on sometimes for days. Ellen was as stubborn as he, and it wasn’t until some other unrelated thing came up to talk about that they could break the ice. In this case, it was this greasy fuck on the side of the road. Steve didn’t like pulling over for any reason, but at least this was a distraction from the mute button.
So he pulled over, a cloud of dry dust rising from the Subaru as he locked it up on the shoulder. Ellen popped open her door and he was reaching for the handle when he heard her scream.
Danny found the headdress on a towel peg in the shower room of the back bunkhouse. There were no bottles of Jack, no bibles, no canned food, no blankets or pillows, not even any curtains on the windows. But here was something that looked at first like a Halloween prop, hanging from a peg in a shower room which, as far as he knew, had never been used.
The immediate problem — here it was 5 p.m. and he wasn’t on his way to being drunk yet — faded as Danny approached the mass of feathers hanging against the wall. Upon closer inspection, it didn’t look like a prop at all. It looked like the real thing, something that belonged in a museum. It was undoubtedly old, and some of the feathers were tattered and dirty. The strings of leather that held it together appeared dry and cracked, but overall it was in pretty good shape. In fact, it was beautiful. If it was genuine, these were real eagle feathers, and the thing could be worth a fortune.
He lifted it slowly from the shower head, hoping it wasn’t going to fall apart. It felt pretty sturdy despite its aged appearance, and Danny held it up in front of him with both hands, feeling like he should say something profound.
“What are you doing in the shower room, o mighty headdress?” he asked it.
The thing was long, longer than any of those he remembered from old Westerns. He felt he should keep it off the floor, which meant he had to hold it at chest level. He walked slowly around the bunkhouse, looking at the headdress and wondering what to do with it. He should take it to a Western history museum, or look online for people who studied such things. He should get the dust off it, maybe using the computer duster spray he had back at the house. He should wrap it in plastic to preserve it from the elements.
But most of all, he wanted to try it on. Carefully, he turned it around and set it on his head. The band creaked a little as it settled atop his hair, but it didn’t seem to be in any danger of cracking or breaking. It fit quite nicely.
He turned a slow circle, wishing there was a mirror to look in. At the very least, he should walk outside with it on, just as the chief who’d owned it so many years ago must have done: walked around out in nature. He tried to open the door to the mudroom that led to the back entrance, but there was something jammed against it. Going out the front, he crossed to the rear of the bunkhouse, opened the door and found what was blocking the other door.
It was a case of Jack Daniels, sitting atop another box filled with bibles. Other boxes contained canned goods, blankets and all the other stuff meant to outfit the bunkroom. Why it had never been distributed inside was a smaller mystery compared to the presence of the war bonnet in the shower room, but it was neither here nor there: Jack was in the house.
“Stupid Danny,” he said, grabbing the flap to the box of Jack and pulling it open. “How could you forget to look in here?”
There they were, lined up in neat rows, just as potent now as they were years ago when they were packed. He broke a seal, tipped the bottle back and felt the heat of it cascade down his throat. He shuddered, yelled “Holy shit!” and took another drink. The war bonnet slid off his head and down his back, landing in a heap around his ankles. Danny finished putting a healthy dent in the bottle, then picked up the bonnet, shook it a little to get the dirt off, and placed it back on his head after first pulling off his T-shirt. He tugged his shorts and boxers down and stepped out of them, leaving him with only his trail runners and the war bonnet.
It was merely a coincidence, he told himself, that he was getting drunk on whiskey while wearing an Indian war bonnet. He didn’t mean to perpetuate any insulting stereotypes, even if no one but himself was going to see him.
He loved the bonnet, he decided. It hung down his naked back, tickling him, not letting him forget it was on his head. With the bottle of Jack in his hand, his dick swinging between his legs and the bonnet bringing up the rear, he jogged down the path feeling very much like a man in his power. And he had a quest: He wanted to visit the east side of the Ohiowa property and look in the old barn that sat there. Before he started freaking out about no more Jack, he wanted to check to see if there were any more cases of it stashed there. One never knew.
But getting to the barn meant crossing the highway that bisected the property. This was northwestern Colorado, not the 405 in L.A., but there was still traffic. By the time he approached the place where he knew a service road meant a break in the fenceline, the sun was setting and Jack was nearly two-thirds gone. He saw the guy with the beat-up car about 50 yards away, but he looked absorbed in whatever he was doing. All he had to do was wait for this Subaru to go by and he could pop out from behind the trees and dash across to the other side.
It passed, he started moving, but then the car came to a skidding halt almost directly in front of him. What was this? Had they seen him? A woman jumped out and he froze, facing her as she screamed. He watched her take him in: dick first, then the bottle, then the war bonnet and his face. He turned and looked at the guy with the other car and looked right into the incredulous eyes of James Hubert. And then here was another guy getting out of the Subaru.
Danny ran. He sprinted across the highway and disappeared into the cottonwood trees that grew along the river. He stumbled down the bank and fell into the shallow water, smashing his bottle, losing the headdress and opening a gash above his right eyebrow.
Wet, drunk and bleeding fit pretty well into Danny’s here-and-now, but he was upset about the bottle and the headdress, which was now dripping and coated with mud. After a few minutes of disoriented stalking through a dense forest of aspen and lodgepole pine, he made it to the barn, which was thankfully unlocked. Danny hung the headdress on a nail to dry while he looked for something to wipe the blood off his face and out of his eye. There was a rag on a workbench, which helped with the blood and water but left a thick, black grease smear on his forehead. It was cold in the barn, and he put on an old checked shirt he found hanging on the wall next to a rake.
The mission remained: He took a quick look around the barn and concluded that there was nothing to drink in there. Other than some moldy old hay, a bunch of random tools and an ancient, tarp-covered ATV, there wasn’t much of anything in the barn. Before the light was gone completely, he figured he’d better get back to the house, assuming James and the couple were gone. There was still the question of his half-a-buzz: Should he try to make it back up to the north bunkhouse for another bottle, or try to forget about it until tomorrow? He didn’t like either option, but setting out for the house, he figured he’d arrive at a conclusion momentarily.
Chapter Three
It sure as shit looked like Danny McAlpine. It’d been a good 20 years since he’d seen him, but there was no mistaking that mess of blond hair and that vacant grin. And who knew the kid was hung like a horse?
After Danny zipped across the road, his wang flopping from side to side like a rubber pendulum and his crazy hat flying behind him, James walked over to the girl who screamed — and the whistledick who was with her. She looked familiar. Sure, she was the gal from the newspaper. The nice Irish-looking girl with the bright smile and the sweetest little ass. James turned on the charm, ignoring Steve as best he could.
“Hey there, Ellen. Remember me? James, from the body shop?”
Ellen was staring into the copse of trees on the other side of the road. The place where Danny’s tanned (she couldn’t help but notice) ass had disappeared just a moment ago. There was another unforgettable image burning itself into her memory, but she shook it off for a moment and turned to James.
She remembered him, of course, from what seemed like endless hours of either waiting around for the owner of the shop to arrive or talking to this guy, the painter.
She opened her mouth to say hi to James, but Steve’s voice came out instead.
“Who in the fuck was THAT?! Did you fucking SEE that guy? Holy SHIT!”
Ellen knew Steve tried not to cuss around her, generally, so she let it go. This was one of those occasions when it seemed to call for it. But then Steve turned his amazed anger at James.
“And who the fuck are you?”
James looked down his Salem at this guy, decided it wasn’t worth it and turned back to Ellen.
“He yours?”
“Yes. Sorry.”
She turned to Steve, who was trembling with what looked like anger, but she hadn’t seen this degree before. He held his clenched fists at his side, and he was pawing at the dirt with his trail runners, like a dog scratching the grass.
“Steve, calm down. I told you, this is James from the body shop. I know him from a story I did.”
Steve spun on his heels and looked again into the trees on the opposite side of the road, paused a moment or two for effect, then turned back, holding out his hand to James.
“I’m sorry man. That guy just freaked me out. Freaked us out,” he said, turning to Ellen, who nodded.
“S’okay there, Freddy,” James said, shaking the whistledick’s hand.
“Do you have any idea who that was, James?” Ellen asked.
He told them it looked like Danny McAlpine, whose family owned the Ohiowa Ranch just behind them.
“Don’t ask me why he’s here, or why he’s running around in his birthday suit with an Indian hat on. But I’m pretty sure it was him.”
They were all looking at the place where Danny had disappeared. Ellen spoke up: “Do you … should we follow him? I mean, maybe he needs help.”
“No shit,” Steve said. “But we’re not following him, Ellen. He’s a nut, he could be dangerous.”
James didn’t know why Danny McAlpine was running around the Ohiowa property naked, but the fact that he was clutching a bottle of Jack did not escape his notice. One thing he did know is that a man in the depths of a good solo bender generally didn’t want or need company.
“Nah, he’s probably OK,” James said. “There’s a barn up the hill over there; that’s probably where he’s headed. I’ll a, I’ll check on him in the morning.”
Ellen and Steve gave James a lift home, she filling in with small talk while James wondered about the man who insisted he sit on a paper bag to protect the Subaru’s seats. And him wearing his best jeans, too.
In front of James’ apartment Ellen jumped out and pressed her card into his hand.
“Nice to see you again, James!” she said, her voice loud and artificial. Then lower: “Call me! I want to go back to Ohiowa when you do!”
She jumped back into the car and waved to him, her whistledick husband glaring at him from the driver’s seat.
James was not at all happy about having to return to his apartment with the mission to Craig uncompleted. He didn’t like leaving the Javelin on the side of the road all night, either, but he didn’t feel like trying to borrow one of Don Campbell’s tow trucks. The son of a bitch would make him beg, then ask how many beers he’d had, then try to get a free paint job out of him. Or something.
So he threw himself on the couch, popped a beer and, against every rule levied by Anita Fuckstain, lit a Salem, then another, and another. He fell asleep to a Star Trek rerun and woke the next morning to the sound of his doorbell. It was Ellen.
“Jesus Christ girl. What time is it?”
It was 9 o’clock. Wasn’t he up yet? Didn’t he want a ride back out to his car, and to check on his friend? She knew she’d told him to call, but, well, she couldn’t wait.
Ellen Mayfield was a fresh petunia in James’ living room of broken glass and barbed wire. She stood there in her tight yellow shorts and windbreaker, her perky little tits just jumping out as if to say “hello” to him. She tried not to wrinkle her nose at the ashtray full of butts, the Hamburger Helper hardening in a saucepan on the coffee table, the shotgun lying atop the TV.
“Nice place,” she said, without any trace of sarcasm.
“Yeah,” said James, “paradise. Lemme pretty myself up some. Hold on.”
James ducked into the bathroom and brushed his teeth. He swapped his battered “Campbell Towing & Recovery” hat for a cleaner “Kokomo Auto Body” one and put on a shirt which, although clean, had more wrinkles in it than his dick. He looked at himself in the mirror, thought about changing it then shrugged and went back out to the surreal sight of Ellen Mayfield in his living room. She was standing there among his crap like someone at a crime scene, afraid to touch anything for fear of messing it up. Or contracting a disease. She turned and flashed him a million-dollar smile, which he returned.
“OK, there, Little Mary Sunshine. Let’s fly.”
Ellen laughed and walked through the door he held open. She could feel his eyes on her ass; it was OK.
The Ohiowa Ranch encompassed roughly 145 acres and contained both hill and valley, wetlands and dry grassland and a portion of the Yampa River. It was what conservationists called “prime open space,” and since it had gone back on the market, the county open space advisory board had identified it as a “threatened parcel.” Who knew what kind of evil developer would get his hands on it and turn it into 35-acre ranchettes, or a golf course with trophy homes around it, or a subdivision? Sure, it was 20 miles from Kokomo and thus not anything resembling the ski-in/ski-out properties that commanded millions in town. But with a burgeoning population, rising real estate values and workers commuting farther and farther, chunks of land like Ohiowa started to look more appealing to developers.
Some of Ellen’s favorite stories were the ones that dealt with sustainable community and wise land use. Like many newcomers to mountain resort areas, she secretly wished the door had closed behind her, and she sometimes wondered why the long-time locals who comprised the town council and the board of county commissioners weren’t doing more to restrict development. The Ohiowa Ranch was a perfect example: Some years back, Joe Blauch had approached the commissioners with a proposal to transfer the property to the county with a conservation easement to protect it from development. But they wouldn’t cough up the measly $7 million the McAlpine family was looking for.
The McAlpines were something of a mystery in Kokomo. Other than Joe Blauch, the only locals who had any recollection of Dan and Laura were some of the local boutique owners, who missed the free-spending couple. Since Danny had only done his senior year at Kokomo High, keeping mainly to himself, few of his classmates remembered him as anything more than a name, a photo in the yearbook. Among locals still around after 20 years, James was one of the only ones who knew the heir to Ohiowa.
James had Ellen swing by the Kokomo Carquest to get a new set of plugs and wires for the Javelin. No sense doing one and not the other seven, he thought, channeling his father. Behind the counter was Magic, who looked like he could barely stand up.
“Yo Magic!” James said. “You look like you was over-served last night. Jesus Christ, boy. You gonna give us drunks a bad name.”
Magic stunk of alcohol, and the coffee cup in one hand and the Marlboro in the other wasn’t helping. On the counter next to the ashtray sat a Styrofoam go-box with Magic’s breakfast in it: a greasy burrito that had one teeny little bit taken out of it.
“Whatcha need James? An’ talk low, why don’t ya. Fucking Elks Lodge. They should burn the place down.”
“Well Freddy, you wanna run with the Elkaholics, you got to be able to hold your sauce. Least you made it to work. Set of plugs and wires for my ‘70 Javelin, please. Eight-banger, of course. 390.”
Magic opened his mouth to ask what brand of plugs, then shut it as his eyes opened wide. James thought maybe he was about to have a heart attack, or maybe a stroke, when he heard Ellen’s voice behind him.
“Oh, I just love auto parts stores! All the little boxes and packages, all so manly.”
James turned and watched as she caressed some wiper blades hanging on a display, then did a sort of pirouette into the cleaning supplies aisle and held a chamois against her face.
“Mmmmmmmm … feels good!”
Magic got from his spot behind the counter to Ellen’s side in .02 seconds, as if he’d warped in from another dimension. Females in the store were rare enough, but Ellen, Ellen was like an angel or something. Those yellow shorts! That tight little top! That ass! Those tits! Holy shit!
Magic’s aroma preceded him. James watched it actually wilt the blazing smile Ellen shone his way. She recovered quickly, though, and took a tactful step back.
“Oh, hello!” She cocked her head slightly to one side with a half smile. What was this funny little man going to say?
“Help you, ma’am?” Magic said. “That chamois, it’s the real deal, you know.”
“Save the sales pitch Magic. She’s with me. Ellen, whyn’t you go back outside? You’re gonna give poor Magic here a heart attack.”
“She’s … with … you?” Magic said, backing away from Ellen and knocking over a display of WD-40.
“Yeah,” James said. “Is that so hard to believe? Now get me my plugs and wires. I ain’t getting any younger here, Magic.”
Back in the car, Ellen put her hands on the wheel and, looking straight ahead, said: “OK, what was that?”
James was already pulling plugs out of their boxes to set the gap with a feeler gauge he pulled out of his pocket. “Oh, that’s just Magic. He ain’t used to seeing girls in there. Or anywhere, really.”
“Not used to …? James, he acted like I was, I dunno, Marilyn Monroe or the first lady or something.”
“Yeah?” Gapping the plugs wasn’t nearly as hard as getting them out of the little cellophane packages.
“Well, it’s just weird is all. That poor little man. I mean, he should get out more.” She turned the key. Nothing happened.
“Did you get a look at him, Ellen? Did you smell him? This is not a man who does real well with the ladies.”
She turned the key again.
“Ah, poop!”
James let the attempt at cussing slide and asked her a few questions. Then:
“Pop the hood.”
She got out and watched him as he loosened one of the battery terminals, pried it off and scraped it out with a piece of emery cloth he found in the toolbox he brought with him.
“Just some shit on the terminal ends. No biggie. Try it now.”
The car started, Ellen flashed James her brightest smile and asked him what was magic about Magic.
“Nothing,” he said. “Like most of us.”
On the way to Ohiowa, Ellen watched from the corner of her eye as James systematically freed the plugs from their packages as if he were shelling peanuts. He then gapped them by tapping them against her dash and working them with his little tool. He had enormous hands, deeply stained, fingernails bitten to the quick. Whatever he was doing, it was obviously something he’d done a hundred times before.
“How’d you learn all this stuff about cars, James?”
“My daddy. He was a son of a bitch, but he always took the time to show me how to do shit.”
“Oh.”
“An’ a lot of it, I guess I figured out myself.”
“Cool. I mean, that’s amazing, what you did to my car. Just figured it out like that.”
James looked out the window.
“I mean Steve, he can barely screw in a lightbulb.”
“There she is,” James said as the Javelin came into sight. “Looks OK. Whyn’t we go up and see Danny, then drop me off on the way back?”
Danny had decided against going up to the back bunkhouse for another bottle. He figured it would break the symmetry of a bottle a day — a regimen he clung to for lack of anything else. So it was with only half a hangover that he answered the door to the grinning, expectant faces of James and Ellen.
James wasn’t too big of a surprise since he’d seen him yesterday. But the hot blonde who’d seen him run across the road … what the hell was she doing here?
“Hi,” Danny said. “Um, welcome to Ohiowa?”
James’ approach was to act as if he’d just seen Danny yesterday.
“Danny, this here is Ellen. She works for the newspaper in Kokomo and she uh, she …”
Ellen held out her hand, back erect, chin up.
“She wanted to meet the man who owns the single most important piece of open space in Routt County,” she said.
Danny shook her hand, took in the reddish-blonde hair, the green eyes, the tight body, the ring on her finger and tried to fit the whole package into the identity of a newspaper reporter. He couldn’t. She seemed more like someone on the other side — a PR person, a marketing shill, a spokesperson. A background in bible-thumping or Up With People wasn’t out of the question.
“Oh,” he said, turning around. “Well, come on in.”
After being spotted at large the previous day and anticipating some kind of company, Danny had cleaned up as best he could. His mother, he thought, would be pleased he was receiving company with the house so ship-shape — although he’d stopped short of dusting or vaccuuming. He gestured to a colossal green couch and James and Ellen sat down. Danny sat across from them in an aspen-wood chair that looked like some kind of Middle Earth throne.
“I suppose one of you is going to ask me what I was doing running across the road naked yesterday.”
“Not this boy,” James said.
“Not me,” Ellen said, trying not to let her gaze go below Danny’s chest. She hadn’t forgotten what she’d seen.
“Good,” Danny said. “Because I don’t know myself.”
“But you should get that cut looked at,” Ellen said, gesturing at the bandage over Danny’s brow. “The Band Aid doesn’t even cover it all. And it looks all dirty.”
“OK,” Danny said. “I’ll do that. Anything else?”
Ellen pulled a pen and a steno pad out of her backpack and flipped it open. “I’m interested in the ranch and what you have to say about it being sold. Can you speak on the record?”
Since Ohiowa had sat on the market for a few years without one decent offer, it hadn’t ever occurred to Danny that there might be other interest in it. Of all the things that might have happened to him when he woke up that morning, being interviewed for a newspaper story had not been on his list of possibilities. But Ellen sat there, leaning forward, pen poised over her pad with an expectant look on her face. James had already picked up a magazine — a 15-year-old copy of Sunset — and flipped through it with the air of a man awaiting the dentist.
“I don’t know. I haven’t made up my mind yet.” Danny turned to James. “What I want to know is what you’re doing here with a reporter, James. I mean, are you guys friends or something?”
After the explanation, Danny rose and went to a window. Looking out at the courtyard, he asked Ellen what she meant about Ohiowa being important open space. She launched into a breathless explanation of the ranch’s value in a time of land-grabbing, cookie-cutter-townhome building developers who cared nothing about the environmental and historic significance of the valley.
“I mean, if you sold Ohiowa to someone like Jason Splettstosser, who’s this really big developer out of Steamboat, he’d just ruin it.”
“How?”
“By subdividing it, building over-priced trophy homes for people in L.A., Dallas, New York. They’d mow down half the trees, build a bunch of crap — excuse my French — that no local could ever afford and just, just ruin it.”
James looked up from his magazine.
“But I bet you Big Daddy Splettstosser’d pay you a fuck-load of cash. Hard to resist.”
Ellen scowled at James, then looked back at Danny as he resumed his seat in the throne.
“Well, Miss …?”
“Mayfield.”
“Miss Mayfield. I hope they don’t let you write editorials on this subject for the Daily. You sound, how shall I say it? Biased. A member of the liberal media out to deprive good, honest millionaires from their day’s work.”
She winced as she thought of how Tom Brackage had continually blocked her from doing any editorial writing on this or any other subject — for the same reason this stranger had just articulated.
“Well, you asked,” she said. “And yes, I may be biased to some extent, but I also know a lot of locals feel the same way.”
Without looking up, James said, “Here a year or two and she’s already a local.”
Danny laughed, then regarded Ellen more closely, looking for what lay beneath what was one of the most perfect feminine exteriors he’d ever seen. He had no doubt that Ellen knew quite well how her looks affected those around her, how they gained her access and smoothed her way. But looks aside, the energy and enthusiasm was undeniable, and he began to see how she just might be on the right side of the journalism-public relations fence.
The fact that Ohiowa might have some value beyond its worth as real estate had suddenly made Danny feel differently toward the ranch. It had always been more of a minor inconvenience to him since his parents had left; a $10,000 tax check he had to write each year to Routt County and not much more. Selling it seemed to make sense, but after acquainting himself more with Ohiowa on such a visceral level over the past few weeks — bleeding on it, stumbling across it, smelling it, feeling the land on his body in scratches, splinters and cuts — he’d begun to wonder if he was, after all, in the right place. Now, here was someone telling him he shouldn’t sell it.
“Listen, Ellen,” he said. “I can’t really speak on the record right now because I don’t know what I’m going to do with Ohiowa. Maybe I don’t want to sell it, maybe I do. There’s lots of factors I need to look at, and if a story appeared in the paper, it could negatively affect things.”
“How?” Ellen said, smile gone.
“I don’t know. If the property is as valuable as you say, it could create more interest in it. I could get offers I couldn’t refuse. But even if that’s not the case, what’s the story if I don’t talk? ‘Nothing happening at Ohiowa?’”
He stood up.
“But listen, I’d like to speak to this woman at the county, the open space person.”
“Leigh Dougherty,” Ellen said, also rising and brightening as she did. “She’s awesome. I’ll write down her number for you.”
Danny promised Ellen he would speak to her and turned to James.
“So, James Hubert, we meet again. You still with Wade?”
“Yep, ain’t nothing changed there. But I’m thinking I’m about to get evicted from my shitbox apartment so I was wondering: Ya’ll got extry room here?”
At the suggestion of her shrink, Melanie took her time driving from Chicago to Kokomo. In the ridiculous compact SUV she’d just bought, she meandered through northern Arkansas, Oklahoma and the Texas panhandle. She then swung through New Mexico and up into Colorado, poking along secondary roads and stopping at any place that she thought might or should interest her. It wasn’t easy. Her natural inclination was to go from Point A to Point B in the fastest, most expedient way possible; this dilly-dallying, which was supposed to relax her, seemed to have the opposite effect.
In a roadside “gift shoppe” outside Evansville, Illinois, Melanie tried and failed to spend 10 whole minutes perusing a cut-glass hummingbird collection. She got to four minutes; it felt like 40. A little further south, she attempted to read every greeting card in the rack at a filling station convenience store, but had to flee when the clerk kept saying things like: “That’s a funny one, ain’t it?” Or “Read that one with the chimp on the cover. That’s a good one.”
In a Joplin, Missouri candle shop, she tried to match her pace with that of an old woman going through a display of brass candle snuffers, but she just couldn’t move at such a stately speed. Further down the road, she teamed with a 10-year-old girl sniffing each and every cedar piggy bank and napkin holder in a truck-stop store.
“This one smells like a gerbil cage,” the girl said.
“Yes, it does,” Melanie said, taking her turn smelling it.
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