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* * *
PROLOGUE
Life, so I read in the Science Page of the City Herald (back of the Living section every Thursday), is so statistically improbable as to amount to a miracle.
If you can accept that, you open yourself to the prospect of even more astonishing events, convergences of matter and intent that go beyond the ecto-physical limits of any one organism to resonate on a collective level some of us may only ever wish were true.
What I’m about to relate is, like any miracle, a matter of perspective, open to interpretation. I can only describe my own involvement in it and let you decide whether you are indeed looking upon a genuine display of “signs and wonders”. . .
Or just a sideshow.
* * *
ONE
Truth is the silliest thing under the sun. Try to get a living by the Truth — and go to the Soup Societies.
Herman Melville
I stepped off the bus tired and achy, fuzzy and dull, but happy to be free, relieved to be anywhere that was not a metal tube on wheels. How many hours had I lost in that asphalt monotony? Once the batteries in my Walkman died, I felt like a hostage. I might even have empathized with my seatmate if I hadn’t soon tired of his muttered observations on the unfairness of our penal system.
The depot was a one-story wooden building in need of paint, which leaned in a way that would have caught the eye of a public safety official back home. I turned to gaze back at the bus almost with longing. The door swooshed shut, and the bus did a frantic Y-turn and sped away. I watched it grow smaller between fields of corn that marched all the way to the horizon as if in mass escape.
So this is Fraleton, I thought: not exactly bustling. Then I realized I could just as well think these things out loud since there was no one around to overhear.
The town could be taken in with a glance. Behind the depot, bungalows and ranch houses lined rows of streets ending at a green river. The water in the river must have been moving or it would have been a swamp, but you couldn’t tell from a distance. Across the river, pastureland stretched out to rounded foothills speckled with isolated trees. Beyond them, blue mountains faded like smoke into the sky.
I was downtown, in the commercial hub, marked by a dozen or so shops on either side of the depot, none of which showed any sign of commercial activity. I eased open the door of the depot, and when the building didn’t fall over, stepped inside. A round-shouldered man with wool pants and a poorman’s tweed cap shuffled behind a janitor’s broom. Intent on following the broom in vague patterns about the floor, doing little in the way of sanitation but at least not making things any dirtier, he didn’t see me come in.
I cleared my throat with an obvious “Ahem.” The Sisyphus of the Sticks plodded further away. I stepped nearer to try again. Still no response. Was he deaf? Or whatever the correct term is these days. I walked closer to tap him on the shoulder.
He looked first at his shoulder and then further back at me. He had a mustache that could have served a walrus. His cheeks sagged in a way that made it droop further.
I countered with a friendly smile. “Sir,” I said brightly, “excuse me, I’m wondering if you can help me.”
He continued to stare, so I tried again, this time raising my voice and, in case he was a lip-reader, stretching my mouth around each syllable.
“Do you know… where… I might find a coin locker?”
He took off his cap before answering, like some gesture from an out-of-print etiquette book, his forehead scrunched in contemplation. Eventually he looked at me in earnest, before answering with a shout of his own.
“Why you want to lock coins?” His accent may have been European: “want” sounded like “vant.”
“I mean for my luggage,” I said at a normal volume. I pointed to my suitcase, an outsized rectangle of leather and brass, wide enough to carry shirts unfolded but only a thin layer of them. It had been my father’s, an heirloom of some sort no one else had cared enough to keep. “So I can look around town.”
He seemed baffled all over again. Hadn’t I just looked around town from the curb?
“Until I can find a place to stay,” I added with dawning hopelessness.
He nodded thoughtfully. “You don’t know nobody?” he asked.
“No. I guess I don’t.”
He wiped the back of his neck with the cap, which must have been bad manners somewhere, then sighed. “Hokay. You vant, you stay with my vife and myself. There is a sofa. It becomes a bed.”
“Gee, that’s, um, kind. But is there no hotel at all?”
“Ah, I see, I see,” he said rapidly, his eyes glistening now with the light of comprehension. “You would like the Grady Inn. Yes. Go through the door this-a way. You turn right at the corner. Yes? You come to the big street, you turn right again. There is the Grady Inn.”
“Thank you. You’re very kind.”
“Yes,” he admitted, as if it were a flaw.
I followed his directions, which led to Perry’s Gas Station and Dry Cleaning Store. Perry didn’t come out from under the chassis of a purple Volvo, but he kicked encouragingly in the direction of the inn. “It isn’t far,” he said, unnecessarily. Nothing would be far away now. Except home. And Shirley. She would probably be pleased to hear I had just considered them the same thing. It also meant my assignment was already paying off.
I’d been sent to cover a tree that was reported to make wishes come true — who knew how that would spin out? — but by measuring achievements this way I could count myself ahead of the game even if I got skunked, which seemed unlikely given my winning streak.
Even scoring the assignment had both surprised and annoyed people who knew me back home, at least the ones who couldn’t believe I got the job in the first place. The whole economy had gone south in 1999, which meant the job prospects too. It had been a bit of a miracle to get on full-time with any newspaper, let alone one as prestigious as the City Herald. Friends from j-school who were still mailing résumés to podunk places they had trouble finding on the map knew I’d latched onto something good. One natural reaction was resentment. I never blamed them. I sensed it even in Shirley: somehow my employment had become a source of friction between us.
Shirley is tall and fit and blonde as a straw bale. She’s also uncommonly pretty, one of those head-turners who can make guys walk into street poles. In j-school she was known as the cerebral type, the star of our graduating class who landed the previous summer’s plum internship with the Weekly Times. When it didn’t lead to a job offer as expected, it surprised all of us who knew the way she succeeded at everything she tried with relentless drive and grace.
To get by, she took a job serving drinks in one of the financial district bars popular with bond traders. That put us on different work schedules, which meant opportunities withered for the more preferred source of friction between us — sex. Even when we did find ourselves together, in bed, and awake, Shirley was often not in the mood. As one of the country’s last pure communist sympathizers, she was easily put out of sorts by a night spent in servitude to capitalist swine.
I knew enough to leave my career accomplishments at the office, but sometimes I couldn’t help but talk about it. Lying in bed together the night before I left for Fraleton, I marveled at how much had changed since that morning I’d been chosen to sit in on a meeting of the honchos. It had something to do with a union demand to include rank-and-file reps in key editorial decisions, but I didn’t know the details, having given up on union meetings once the Ultimate intramurals began. Nevertheless I was still pleased when the managing editor asked me to be the first one.
“Who would have thought?” I asked Shirley. “Earl Brododsky. Riding to the top of the City Herald tower. Getting into it with the major players.”
She put down her book, something on the semiotics of Marxist garden design in Cuba, and shot me one of her what-planet-are-you-from looks. “They chose you because you’re just a rook,” she said. “Can’t you see that? It’s their way of telling the union to fuck off.”
“I don’t know if it’s all that strong a message.”
She rolled her eyes and pulled the blanket up to her chin. She reached for the bedside lamp to end the discussion.
“Wait,” I said. “I am a reporter, you know.” This was technically true, even though to date my contribution had involved nothing beyond compiling examples of the previous day’s more interesting murders, assaults and robberies into the Daily Crime box.
“Right,” Shirley said. “You regurgitate police statistics.”
“Regurgitate?”
“Where’s the reporting in what you do? What have you ever uncovered?”
“Regurgitate. . . .That’s quite a word.”
“You know what I’m saying.”
“Hello, what do you do for a living? Me? I regurgitate.”
“Let’s go to sleep, Earl. I’m really beat.” She hit the light and rolled over to face the wall.
I wasn’t sleepy. I stared at the red neon reflection on our ceiling from the Chinese take-out downstairs. Lucky Dragon Lucky Dragon Lucky Dragon. The more I thought about Shirley’s comment, the more it irked me.
“Blaaaaaahhhhh,” I blurted out at last, mimicking the sound of someone throwing up.
“Earl,” she said evenly.
“Whut,” I answered with just as much warmth.
She sat up, throwing a handful of hair to the far side of her face. Even when pissed off I couldn’t help admiring how the yellow waves caught the glint of neon red. She took in a slow breath, like a diver on a high board.
This is it, I thought, the beginning of the end: we’re going in, and under, to emerge at different sides of the pool. I wondered whether I should strike first. Grab what I could before the roof came down — as if it would help. There was never an easy way to break up, even if you wanted to — and I didn’t.
“Earl, listen. I’m sorry for what I said. It was mean and uncalled for and yes, the biggest reason I said it was because I’m jealous that you got a job with a real paper and I didn’t.”
“Aw Shirl,” I said, reaching for her shoulder.
“And I wish I could be a better person so I could enjoy your success without also worrying about my own pathetic lack of meaningful employment. Because I do care for you.”
I put a palm on her belly, circled a few times and then started south. “Hey precious, you don’t have to—”
She flipped back towards the wall with a suddenness that reminded me of a documentary on leopards. “Now shut the fuck up so I can get some sleep.”
So she did, but I’d stayed awake, thinking about her and me and the alarm clock I needed to hear if I was to make the early, and only, bus to Fraleton. I did make the bus, and suffered through the long ride, but now I was snoozy. I felt like a sleep-walker on my way to the hotel, startled every time I crossed paths with one of Fraleton’s citizens. I met two white-haired women carrying cut flowers and grass in a basket, then a nerdy man in his forties wearing an obviously hand-made cardigan. All three smiled and said hello in a way that left a big opening to chat if I had the tiniest inclination — at least that’s how I interpreted the lack of urgency in their pace: it wasn’t walking, it was ambling. And why not interrupt it to talk to a complete stranger? I could imagine their curiosity. What brings you here? Do you know somebody? Did they die? Are you aware there isn’t another bus out of here for twenty-four hours? Are you mad?
It may have been inappropriate, but I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of pity — the poverty of options when you live in a no-account town in the middle of nowhere. I wondered whether they got cable. How dispiriting it must be to see the same faces year in and year out, the ones you’d run into every day since kindergarten, everyone gradually losing their glow, just marking down the years as they got softer, rounder, slower, duller. I smiled gamely and walked on.
“Need a hand with that thing, son?” called a voice from across the street. I turned to see a man old enough to be my grandfather. He was wearing what looked like slippers. Somebody — a frantic relative, a nurse’s aide — was probably looking for him.
“Excuse me?” I said.
He aimed a trembling finger at my suitcase, where the corner was scuffed from being dragged. It had been made before the luggage industry discovered the wheel.
“No, thanks, I’m fine,” I told him. “Really.”
He seemed to doubt it, but shrugged as if this time he would let it go.
On the next street I spotted Grady’s Inn, and stopped on the sidewalk to admire its grandeur: so the little town had something to show off after all. It was a heritage-type home with peaked roofs and dormers and a railed porch that wrapped around three of its sides. It could have been a hundred years old or older, but somehow it seemed new. Maybe it was just the gleam of a recent paint job, a cobalt blue base with vanilla trim that made the structure seem majestic and yet quaint at the same time. It was the kind of house that makes you wonder what’s wrong with the people who build houses these days.
The front door was not completely closed. I knocked, got nothing, then tried again. I added a few thumps with my fist, followed by a loud hello. Still no answer, but now the door was fully open so I stepped inside. The front room had been half-converted into an office. The other half, separated by a calico curtain, was still a living room. The TV was on, showing a black and white Western I didn’t recognize. A cowboy who looked like Montgomery Clift with a hangover said, “I intend to earn that badge. . . and your respect along with it,” before gulping down a drink and swaggering out of a saloon. This was followed by a commercial with a woman angrily scrubbing a toilet.
I tapped a bell on the counter. A ping echoed off the high ceiling and died. After the third ping I went exploring. The doors on the second level were all closed. Each was labeled with a painted ceramic number. The highest was eight, but there may have been more rooms leading off a second spiral staircase at the back of the house. I called out again, this time making it loud enough to cover them all, but no doors opened.
I went to the kitchen, an open and airy space with a blue tile floor and one wall decorated with copper pots and pans. I’d seen the copper look done before, but never with pans that were charred and scratched and looking as if they might actually have been used to cook food. I made a mental note to describe it to Melanie, a friend back at the paper. She was another new hire in my group who’d been assigned to the “Modern Kitchen” section. We assumed it was a joke on the part of Ted Hanover, our managing editor, to put the butchest woman in the building onto the girliest post. Later we realized Hanover lacked the irony for that, or at any rate the courage: he was known to be a toady motivated mainly by a fear of getting fired in one of the editor-in-chief’s legendary tirades. The older reporters referred to Hanover behind his back as Bendover.
The real joke came later when Melanie turned out to revel in her new post. She took to it as if she’d been dropped into a hostile environment to conduct agit prop against the patriarchy. She once got a reprimand for adding a subversive message about our society’s need for women to hate themselves into a feature on cooking with chocolate, but by then readers were already writing enough fan letters to get her past a minor blip.
I was tempted to open the double doors of the industrial-sized fridge, just to peek, not to steal. I noticed a tray half-filled with brownies wedged on top of a bag of beet greens. With that much food, I reasoned, they wouldn’t miss a single brownie. A real thief would have emptied the house of its furniture by then, so I was probably doing them a favor by just being there, protecting the stocks. I was halfway through my second brownie when I saw through a window to the back a rangy, white-haired, hook-nosed man moving slowly along a row of tomato plants. He had the question-mark posture of someone who had bent over a lot of vegetables in his time.
“Hi there, yoo hoo, sir?” I called from the porch, smiling until it struck me that I might still have brownie chunks in my teeth. He turned with a vacant grin that would serve for friend or outsider alike until the rest of him sorted it out. It took a moment for his blue eyes to hit the right focal length to take me in: even then he seemed to be trying to place me.
“I’m a customer,” I called. “I mean, I’d like to be. Is this Grady’s Inn? Do you have any rooms available?”
“Wonderful,” he said in a croaky baritone, perhaps delighted to have the mystery of me solved so effortlessly. “Yes, of course. It is an inn. And I’m Terrance Grady. I most certainly do have a room. You would have to share the facilities, I’m afraid — a loo down the hall. It’s clean, though, I can guarantee that.”
“Sounds fine. Since the Hilton lost my reservation.” I put my best Bob Hope spin on the line, but Grady didn’t respond. I chuckled feebly and let it die. Poker-faced, he nodded to indicate that he did recognize the attempt, thank you, but had no intention of encouraging me.
He walked towards me on the porch in a meticulous gait, perhaps fearing a sudden collapse in his house-of-cards skeletal structure. I stepped down to shorten his trip for the greeting. He removed a leather gardening glove to reveal a hand that was mostly bone covered by papery skin. Even so, he had a firm grip, and it actually got tighter as it went on. I finally had to squeeze back hard to keep my own fingers from getting scrunched: no more Hilton cracks for this guy.
“Your room will be Number Five. Upstairs,” he said, indicating the way with arched white eyebrows. “The bath is the third door on the left. That’s the WC on the right directly across from it. I can help you with your luggage now if you’d prefer to rest up and sign in later.”
“That’s okay. Are things busy?”
“We’re not full.”
I resisted the urge to make a crack about the ranking of the town in the global tourism market. He struck me as a man unlikely to find anything funny in it.
“To be honest with you,” he added, “we’ve never been what you might call full occupancy. Well. Least not so long as I’ve been here.”
“How long is that?”
“Fifty-four years,” he said with his chest out. “Bought the place the same week I came home from Europe. After the war. I was a pilot.” He spread his arms out to form the wings of an airplane.
“Oh. I see.” That kind of pilot.
“You’re here on business?” he asked.
“You might say that,” I answered, straightening my spine. I’d never thought of myself as the type to travel anywhere on business, and only now wondered whether my new Top Man Discount Tailors sports jacket might have been the clue. So this was how it felt to be a real newspaper reporter, out in the world, meeting the people, checking the pulse of the body politic.
“Not too many folks make it to Fraleton for a vacation,” he pointed out. He led me back inside, and from behind the lobby counter produced a form, watching as I filled in the address.
“The big city,” he noted, then looked past me out the window. His eyelids drooped, perhaps in a reverie of times spent in big cities of the past. I thought of the picture of the soldier kissing the nurse in the street after World War II. Somehow it wouldn’t have been Grady: he would have been holding the lucky guy’s coat.
“And how many nights will you be staying?”
“I’m not sure yet. I’m actually a reporter, I’m here to do a story on the tree — the Miracle Tree?”
“Goddamned Filco,” he spurted out, adding a scowl that pulled the age spots on his cheeks out of shape. “Pardon my language.”
“Who’s Filco?”
“Not who — what. It’s a company. A corporation, HQ’d in Hubbensberg. Now they want to build their infernal plutonium dump right here in our town — when it’s not even our nuclear waste in the first place.”
“Whose would it be?”
“How would I know? Whoever’s got a nuclear plant, I imagine. It’s not from Fraleton, I can guarantee you that.”
“You’re talking about a radioactive waste treatment facility?”
“That’s what I said. A dump.”
“And they want to build it on the site where the tree is now?”
“Right again.”
I felt my shoulders slump. I carried on, but with a gathering sense of dismay. “And folks here don’t like the idea, because, well, who would? So they’re angry. And that’s why they’re against the tree getting cut down.”
“Most of us are,” Grady said. “Not Dangworth. Or his lackies.”
I didn’t even try to hide my disappointment. It may have looked like confusion. Grady sighed before going on to explain.
“Dangworth is the mayor. And he’s getting his cut, you can bet on that. A pox on that silly bastard. Excuse my language again. Talking about this thing always puts me on the boil.”
“Naturally,” I said.
So that was it: my miracle, my first shot at landing a real story, possibly a feature, and it comes up a dud before I even get a chance to light the wick. I’d come for a glimpse into the great unknown, only to walk into a garden variety turf war.
At the editorial board meeting that had led me there, all the heavyweights had showed up, including some I knew by reputation. Hanover was the managing editor, but my first impression was an image of the inevitable winner of a Don Knotts look-alike contest, if they ever held one. Scott Pearson was the sports editor, a guy who should have been branded with the word “crass” on his forehead to warn newcomers. The prematurely gray assistant managing editor was Renee Dubois, rumored to be an intellectual Everest rising above the lowlands of Hanover, and also kind of hot if you liked the librarian-about-to-melt look. Then there was Nigel Kendricks, the foreign editor, who was blonde and handsome and British in an exaggerated, Ascot-wearing way.
But the center of attention was a heavyweight in every respect, Harmon Gallantine. The editor-in-chief had the bulk of an industrial appliance, yet it was not his size but the expanse of his personality that was so compelling. Gallantine had an unseen power, a force of authority that couldn’t be diluted even by a fondness for paisley bowties or an odd hair style that left his pink scalp surrounded by a wispy ring of white floating up towards the ceiling. All chairs were angled towards him, and all conversations stopped when he cleared his throat. He nodded, his signal to start the agenda.
Kendricks spoke first, in that excruciating British accent, through clenched teeth, biting down on an imaginary pipe. “I say we go with the Bosnia negotiations. They’ve just broken down. We’re facing the very likely prospect of major repercussions.”
“Bosnia,” Pearson moaned, as if it were a contagious disease.
“What about the council by-election?” offered Renee, tracing one earpiece from her glasses across her lower lip without seeming to know it. “Clauson has almost closed the gap. The polls have them close to even.”
“The vote’s not for another two weeks, Renee,” Hanover whined. “And we’ve already got Dirkson’s feature in the can for Saturday.”
“Exactly,” she countered. “That’s why I say we go with it now. Build up the interest. A little every day. Then by the election—”
“By the election they’re still going to be lucky to see a twenty percent turnout,” Kendricks squeezed out around his phantom pipe stem. “If nobody else cares about some bloody by-election that isn’t going to change a thing in the council majority, why should we?”
“Damn straight,” Pearson chimed, “I know I don’t. I can bet you that.”
They were arguing about the lead story, the one that would go over the fold on the front page, the day’s biggest news item and, if you were a sidewalk customer peering into the box, the thing which just might get that fifty cents out of your pocket. If Bosnia and the by-election were the only contenders, it was going to be a slow news day no matter what they decided.
Gallantine watched the discussion through steepled fingers. Even while saying nothing, he was the biggest part of the process, the grand old chieftain letting the young braves cut up in council. Even his silences were significant: the others kept an eye on him for sign of any reaction that might signal a change in the weather.
“There’s always the nurses’ strike,” Renee said, without conviction.
Pearson muttered, “You can say that again,” and no one else took up the cause.
“Or we could go with the building collapse in Seoul,” Kendricks offered. “Six dead, scores injured.”
“We do have a sizable Korean population,” Renee offered.
I wondered whether her support for another section’s bid had anything personal to do with Kendricks. With his tennis tan and swept-back hair, I could see how he might have a rakish appeal; some women might even go for that accent. Of course, some women like Marmite too.
“Yes, but has anyone ever seen one of them reading a Herald?” Pearson asked.
“It came in five hours ago,” Hanover said, again with the whining tone. His family members would have to be loopy to endure that grating pitch every day. “It’s already stale.”
“All right, people,” Gallantine said. “We got zilch. Why fight it? Let’s go with Bosnia, put the by-election first-up on the city page and get something new out of Korea for the front left. Didn’t I see a Reuters piece about all the buildings collapsing over there? What are they making them with anyway?”
“I think that was airplanes,” Kendricks said. “It was a list of crashes. They’re dropping like. . . like. . . .” He waved his hand in circles but couldn’t think of a word. I wanted to say crumpets in a horrid British accent.
“Whatever,” Gallantine said, “find something. Let’s move on.”
The giddy sense of privilege I’d felt when walking in had withered and gone. This was the heart of the city’s media empire? The informational vortex? If readers could see the people responsible for our biggest news decisions, they’d cancel their subscriptions. I remembered a line about not watching sausages get made. To think that a lout like Pearson might actually have an impact on the public discourse was more than discouraging. I consoled myself with the fact that it was a slow day, so maybe they were like seagulls fighting over scraps: during a crisis they would rise to the occasion and uphold the nobility of the Fourth Estate.
“We’re all set then?” Hanover asked.
Nods came from around the room. Renee smiled, looking more attractive for it. Kendricks didn’t seem to notice, probably because Pearson was whispering into his ear with the expression of a naughty boy telling a dirty joke.
“Good,” Hanover continued. “Let’s wrap up. What’ve we got?”
Postures eased, Pearson jump-shot a crumpled paper into a wastebasket and someone exhaled with a noisy lip-flutter.
Renee looked up from the running shoes she’d just begun lacing up. “They found a crater in Siberia that might explain why the dinosaurs died,” she said as she placed her pumps in a handbag. No one reacted. She shrugged and added, “My six-year-old is gripped with the whole dinosaur thing.”
They were talking about “It Happened On Earth” — a daily box containing a single quirky short on the bottom of page three. Surveys invariably found it one of the most popular parts of the paper, but I hadn’t realized the bosses took it seriously enough to make it part of their main meeting. Unless this was some kind of reward for staying awake until the end.
Kendricks snapped his fingers as if recalling something good. “I’ve got a witch doctor in Zambia accused of casting a spell on the visiting squad before a major football match. The thing is, you see, it actually worked: they all got sick to their stomachs.”
“And?” Renee asked. “Same thing happens to me whenever I eat a hot dog at Pyle Stadium.”
Hanover tilted his head in a gesture of deep thought, or whatever the equivalent would be for him. “Wait. Wasn’t there a thing about a guy in Iowa suing his doctor for a botched penile implant? It may have been AP.”
“I saw that,” Pearson said, “only I thought it was Manitoba. And wasn’t it his wife who was suing?”
Everyone laughed.
Kendricks said happily, “On what claim?”
“It wouldn’t work — or something,” Hanover said. “You sure you want to know?”
“Maybe it worked too well,” Pearson suggested. “And now he can’t tie his shoes without getting all mixed up.”
Groans mixed in with laughter. Pearson, typically, had to drag it further than it needed to go, bending down to mime a man tying his shoe and fumbling badly.
“Who has the copy?” Gallantine asked.
No one spoke. Then Renee pointed beside me to a table covered with stacks of paper that had been torn from the wire machine rolls. “It’s probably there on the right,” she said. “Should be near the top.”
Leaping up would have made me appear too eager to actually contribute, an admission that I had no business being there. At the same time I didn’t want to come off as young and lazy.
“Check,” I said as I stood up.
I rifled through a few stories before I found it. The dateline was Akron: that seemed to call for some kind of a snappy remark but I couldn’t think of one, and anyway they were waiting. I read through the beginning out loud, humming along with some of the words to let them know where I was skipping.
“An Ohio man. . . bzzz bzzz. . . $15 million claim for damages. . . bzzz. . . says it doesn’t feel the way it used to even though, according to the physician, quote, ‘medically speaking his apparatus appears to be functioning as expected.’”
“Pshhh, forget it then,” Renee said.
“We’ve still got the witch doctor,” Pearson tried.
“There’s the UFO convention we didn’t use yesterday,” Hanover offered. “They’re not through yet. Today’s the final day.”
I was almost back to my chair when Gallantine, with a flick of his finger, motioned for me to look through the pile. I flipped through stories quickly, discounting most for not being absurd enough to make the “It Happened On Earth” grade — until one caught my attention. “Here’s something,” I said, interrupting some side chatter between Kendricks and Pearson on whether soccer players were wussies. “It might be good.”
Gallantine’s bushy eyebrows went up. A few heads turned around.
I paused, suddenly aware of the attention. “Or not. I don’t know. It’s just a thing about a miracle tree.”
“Yeah, right,” Pearson scoffed. “That’s what the guy in Iowa thought.”
No one laughed harder than Pearson at the unexpected success of his own joke. When it was quiet again I continued, reading directly from the copy.
A century-old oak in the remote town of Fraleton is being called “The Miracle Tree” after two construction crews were mysteriously unable to cut it down.
“Send them some power tools,” Pearson cut in, but I acted as if I hadn’t heard.
Tony Golito, a foreman for the Ganite Construction Company, said his crew refused to go near the tree after one worker was hospitalized with a broken arm suffered while attempting to cut it down.
“They’re calling it haunted,” Golito said. “I’ve got some tough men working for me but now they’re afraid to even go near the thing.”
Someone snorted. I looked up to see a few heads nod in what I took for encouragement to continue.
A second construction company brought in from Hubbensberg was also unsuccessful when their power generator burst into flames shortly before work was to begin. The tree-cutting project was suspended, pending an investigation by local authorities.
I looked up, leaving room for comments. Renee made a how-about-that humph from the back of her throat, but no one else spoke. I kept reading.
Residents of the town say the tree has long been considered sacred by the native tribes which once inhabited the region.
More silence. “That’s it,” I concluded.
“Yes, but, what isn’t sacred to an Indian?” Hanover asked. “Trees, rocks, birds. The whole world, really.”
“It’s a bit sketchy,” Renee said. “Two little screw-ups, whoopty-do.”
“I say we go with the witch doctor,” Pearson said. “It was a pretty good game besides. Two to one.”
“Sounds workable to me,” Hanover said.
Gallantine leaned back in his chair, generating a loud creak. He lowered his hammy arms into two empty slots in the desk clutter. When he looked up, his eyes were on me. “And what do you think?” he asked. I waited for a beat but no one else replied.“Me?”
“Yes, sport. As our reporter representative for the day, you must have an opinion.”
“Right, of course.” I was still wrestling with the concept of representing any group, reporters included. “I think we should go with the miracle story,” I heard myself say.
Pearson chortled unkindly. No one else reacted.
I waited, and when they still didn’t say anything, went on. “People are interested in that kind of thing — miracles, otherworldly stuff, the mystical. Whether it’s true or not doesn’t really matter, if you think about it. Sometimes we need little stories like this just to remind us that there’s more going on out there than we think, or know.”
“Woo-woo,” Pearson said, wiggling his fingers in front of his face.
“No, really,” I said. “I had something like that happen to me once. On a lake one time when I was just a kid, in winter.”
It was out of my mouth before I knew it. I watched one head after another turn to get a better look. I felt my face flush with hot blood. My ears felt like irons.
“In a manner of speaking,” I said inanely. “I mean…not like a miracle miracle, or anything like that. But you know how it goes: stuff happens. Weird stuff. Sometimes.”
They just kept staring, as if I might suddenly snap my fingers and produce a dove or a stream of colored scarves — anything that would help explain the real mystery: me, in their presence, talking as if I’d just had a bong hit.
Gallantine cleared his throat and they all turned back to the front. “We’ll go with the witch doctor,” he announced. “See you tomorrow.”
They made for the door like a pack of kids spotting an overturned ice cream truck. I got stuck holding it for Renee, and then everyone else crowding behind her. When I was finally out the door myself, and about to silently close it, Gallantine held up a palm.
“Just a minute, sport,” he said.
I leaned back into the room.
“I’ve got an assignment for you. Go home and pack: you’re going to Fraleton.”
Six hours later, in the lobby of Grady’s creaky inn, the whole story had just fizzled. If the miracle angle was dead, I would have a hard time justifying a feature, or any article at all, on nothing more than a small town property spat.
“We’re not just going to give up, though,” Grady vowed, his mouth set into a scowl. “We don’t care if they are bigger than us — or richer, or anything else. They don’t know who they’re taking on when they try to mess with the good folks of Fraleton.”
I closed my mouth so it wouldn’t say a word. Life wasn’t supposed to happen like this: you don’t get the big call up, stand at the plate, then have the game called on account of rain — or in this case on account of familiarity, or dullness. It was a land dispute in a land nobody cared about, the same thing you might find in any town anywhere. I hardly needed to hear more to know the whole scenario: in this corner, some corporate monolith led by a jowly CEO whose year-end bonus could buy Argentina; in the opposite corner, the usual smattering of lefties and greenies with their holier-than-everything indignation, swearing solidarity with their cause forever, chanting that the people-united-will-never-be-defeated — until the first bulldozer appears, and everyone can go home.
I’d seen it all before — and so had everyone else, which meant it was not news. By the year 1999, not-in-my-backyard-stories meant not-in-my-newspaper-either: they didn’t sell, not beyond the few people directly affected. We were about to enter a new millennium, with more dire prospects to spice up the daily reports — the world’s computers and civilization along with them were about to crash in a colossal Y2K meltdown, and I was supposed to get people interested in some bush league waste disposal scare?
My disappointment, I knew, was compounded by a secret desire of my own. I’d come this far hoping for a story, but perhaps even more for the prospect of at least a minor miracle. I hadn’t admitted, even to Shirley, my dreams of pinning down an authentic otherworldly phenomenon, one that wouldn’t fade away in the harsh light of logic. Instead I’d stepped into the reeking pile of an old media cliché. No wonder no one else had bothered to follow up on the story. I could already picture Pearson back at the next Herald editorial meeting, laughing out loud at my expense.
Grady fake-coughed to interrupt my gloom. I tried to put on an upbeat expression, but he brought me immediately back down. “And will you be taking your meals here as well?”
“I have a choice?” I immediately hoped it didn’t sound as mean as it felt coming out.
“You can try Lon’s Red Lotus,” he answered, “but the food’s greasy.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Plus you have to eat it with sticks!”
“I see.” I nodded.
He broke into a whinny that made his blue eyes swim. The fact that I hadn’t gotten his joke may have been the best part of it. “Actually, it’s fairly standard Chinese restaurant stuff. The heavenly veg chow mien isn’t half bad, if you make him skip the MSG. Otherwise you get a killer headache. Lon adds it on with a trowel.”
I felt on the verge of a headache myself. I realized I still hadn’t shaken off the bus sloth. “Maybe I’ll start out with a meal here and see how things go,” I offered, picturing a long, empty dinner table with me at one end and Grady at the other, boil-a-bag stew dribbling down his chin — an image that fitted my expectations for my story.
“Excellent decision,” he said. “Yes.” He smiled, and opened his mouth again to speak, but his focus seemed to wander and nothing came out. I started backing away towards the stairs. The elderly and their personal weather systems: foggy patches, heavy at times. He snapped back to attention only when my suitcase collided with an audible bump on the first step. I turned in time to see him cringe, but something in my face may have put him off commenting.
I dragged the suitcase and myself up the stairs. My eagerness to start on the story had been a kinetic buzz racing through my veins. Now all I had was a dull hum fed by a corrosive infusion of worry. I still had to pull an article out of this mess. This was my first test, but who knew? It could also be my last. New hires all begin on a three-month probation. This was believed to be no more than a convenient way to get rid of someone truly bad, because they’d lied about their serial killer past — but I could picture management being tempted to use it on an over-reaching rookie who had gotten all the breaks, including an early travel assignment, yet still came home empty.
I wondered what a real reporter would have done. The veterans talked about a guy named Lanny Stoopovich: although gone, he was still their high water mark for the profession, partly because he had refused any promotion that might have turned him into an editor. If I had even half of Stoopovich’s smarts, I thought, I might know my next move. Already I felt I was letting Gallantine down.
* * *
TWO
Anyone who isn’t confused doesn’t really understand the situation.
Edward R. Murrow
The sun had sunk low over the corn rows by the time I made it downstairs. I asked Grady for directions to the Miracle Tree. Apparently I couldn’t miss it: the biggest thing in Fraleton was also the only thing to see in its single park.
I stopped before the Old General Store. At least they hadn’t added an extra “e” to “old.” That would have to wait until some yuppie couple escaping the city bought it. I peered in through a front window coated in dust.
The entire inventory could have fit into a display corner of my Food ‘n’ Such back home. They could call it Country Deelites, and squeeze it between the faux-Euro deli and the Vital Ital Jamaican nutritional supplements. But they would need to leave the pickle barrel behind. Give Food ‘n’ Such shoppers an open vat of brine with a self-serve fork and they’d fight over the chance to stab themselves into a trauma worthy of litigation.
A woman was slouched behind the cash register, fingering pink curlers in her hair. She looked up from a paperback to check the wall clock. I watched her slide the remainder of a celery stick out of her mouth to mark the page, and wondered why I’d never thought to use chewed food for a bookmark. She brought the book with her along with a big ring of keys towards the door. The book was called Flames of Abandon.
I felt like a voyeur until she spotted me through the glass and smiled. I couldn’t decipher the meaning. It could have been lascivious, or maybe the effect of an unswallowed portion of celery. The best part was how it made her eyes crinkle, in a pretty way. It took some of the emphasis off her plastic Medusa display.
I tried to smile back but it probably looked forced. Just as well: I looked nothing like the bare-chested firefighter on the cover of her novel. Who knew how far these romance fans let their imaginations run on a slow afternoon?
She jiggled a key into the lock, toying for a moment with the rest of the dangling set before whipping her curlers up to aim two big brown eyes back through the window directly at me.
“Six o’clock, sugar,” she called in a loud voice to carry through the glass. “Means closing time. But if you need something quick?”
She curled the tip of her tongue across her top teeth, another suggestive gesture that could instead have been her way of scouring for celery.
“No, no, really,” I said, shaking my head and waving my palms. Something quick I’m sure. “Another time.” And six or seven beers, maybe. When beauty is but a light switch away.
She winked as she shut the door. Perhaps for ironic effect. I tried to think of a single person back home I knew who winked, for any reason. Her hips, padded at least twenty percent beyond my cut-off point, swayed as she walked back to the register. Just being friendly, I told myself, backing away. Small town romance. I couldn’t help but shudder.
I thought instead about the way Shirley walked back home — always as if late for something. I hoped she was thinking about me too. She would never care to admit anything like dependency, that she needed anyone, even me, but I would know by how she hugged me the moment I stepped back in the doorway whether the thought had crossed her mind. Shirley’s body language was like the rest of her, incapable of telling a lie.
I walked on, slowly. I was in no hurry to see the tree. I may even have been reluctant. I contemplated, not for the first time since my frozen lake episode, whether I’d reached my lifetime quota of mystical experiences. Or does having one create the potential for more? Some people can only wonder about the reality of things unexplainable. I had the unshakeable belief I’d seen it, a phenomenon. I may not have understood how or why, but I was young and ambitious enough to think I would eventually find out.
Despite my personal history, or maybe because of it, I was probably more disappointed than most by the miracle-of-the-week peddlers on TV and in the papers. One lesson I had learned from describing my story to others was how pointless it was to try. You can’t tell anyone a thing about a level of truth they’re not ready to accept. People believe what they already know. If realizing that much made me more crap-conscious than the norm, and maybe even cynical, well, it wasn’t a bad approach for a journalist.
I decided it didn’t matter whether I got to the tree that afternoon because I already had a head start on the real work. Hanover had said not to bother trying to file anything on my first day. His tone suggested my second might not be any more productive. In fact, he’d seemed uninterested in the whole affair. We were standing in the main newsroom, surrounded by dozens of reporters in cubicles all clicking away at computers, which might have explained his air of distraction.
“This might work best as a wrap-up once you get back,” he said, not adding the obvious fact that it also might not. His fishy lips stretched into a downward arc. “Maybe something for the religion page.” The frown went yet lower. “If some space opens up.”
“Um. . . sure,” I said, adding that brief hesitation to show that I would be thrilled to get a bylined story anywhere in the paper, but realized the religion page was a lousy place to have to do it. It was the Herald’s informational dungeon, existing only to provide space for the same church ads that had been running since Jesus. Articles to fill out the rest of the page were typically mailed in by doddering ministers with an incomplete grasp of the prose styles favored by print media in the twentieth century. One time we ran a 1,500-word feature that turned out to be a requiem for a dead beagle. Even then no one would have cared if some dog-lover hadn’t sent a letter to the editor to complain. The copy desk was known to treat the religion page like a malarial swamp.
Next door to the Old General Store was Croft’s Electronics. Also empty of customers. The front window was almost filled with a sun-bleached poster of a satellite dish the size of a jacuzzi. So the little outpost did give you options. Trash novels or global TV. Choose your own escape.
Fraleton Park was three blocks away. I plodded on, walking into a warm scent of freshly-mown turf that hit me like the true smell of summer. The lawn was as flat as a floor all the way to the river. There were no buildings, no benches, no shrubbery, no signs of development. The lone object rising above the horizontal plane was the very thing I’d come to see, standing out in the center of the space like a massive green lightning rod. I made the effort to close my mouth, and realized that “jaw-dropping” was another of those clichés that occasionally reveal their source. The Miracle Tree, at last, in its singular glory.
I stopped to marvel at the distant sight of it. The tree was a spectacle. On size alone it seemed to call for reflection, the way people quietly contemplate a zoo elephant or a beached whale. But it was also remarkable for its beauty. I tried to recall a single plant I had ever seen that was so striking.
The visual wonderment began with the trunk, a massive structure rising out of the earth like a public works project. It was covered in brown-grey chunks of bark that folded over and into each other in no discernable pattern. The lowest branch emerged at about the height of a basketball hoop, and continued horizontally that way for a ridiculously long span. It and the others above went on and on, colonizing the surrounding space as if determined to create a forest of one. Someone standing on the drip line, where the last sausage-shaped pointed leaves shone yellow-green in the angled sunlight, would have to shout to get the attention of someone else on the opposite side of the circumference.
From my first vantage a block from the park, the tree’s outline resembled a schoolboy’s drawing: a thick tube topped by a giant ball. From closer in I detected the anarchy in the array. The main trunk dominated the lower quarter of the structure, but then it seemed to lose control as six or more higher trunks broke off from the leader in a race to the sky. The branching from there was chaotic. Some limbs spread out radially, but others confounded the design by sprouting thick or thin leads in odd directions, including a few heading right back towards the center.
I went nearer, but slowly to savor the experience. I stopped to stare again when I noticed the tree was festooned. I took it at first for tinsel, then realized they were ornaments of the plant’s own making, strings of tiny pale green flowers dangling in yardstick-long ribbons, as if the tree had devised a way to celebrate its own regal stature.
When I got close I tilted my head back to stare up into the layered spread of wood and leaf and flower rising skyward. There were gaps far up at the top where the blue came through. I imagined floating slowly up into the foliage, everything going greener the deeper I got, until the whole world was no more than a three-D wonderland of pulsing chloroplast.
My mind yanked me rudely back to the ground the instant I realized I would need to convey this effect to the readers. Whether the paper opted to use it or not, I had to send in a report, which first meant describing the tree. The size alone ought to translate, I concluded, but how big was it? All that time I spent in j-school, and no one ever taught me how to figure out the dimensions of over-sized objects.
I walked back for perspective. I tried to picture a man standing beside the trunk, then added another man on his shoulders, and so on, in six-foot increments, until I had ten or maybe eleven imaginary men teetering in a human tower. Yet they still reached no higher than halfway to the top. I gave up and concluded it was a big tree.
I let myself lapse back into a trance, the better to appreciate the last glints of sunlight as leaves highest in the canopy glowed or darkened while they twisted in a breeze unfelt at ground level. It was mesmerizing. I made myself stay that way until the light went out on the last of the chosen leaves.
I must have had other nature-based experiences that made me feel as good, but none that I could recollect. Nature worship wasn’t my thing. The street trees in my neighborhood were safe from the possibility that I might ever feel the need for a hug. But this was different. I thought I understood at last why those anti-logging protestors could get so worked up even though the forests were still thick with trees. Here I thought I may have glimpsed the splendor of the living world. The Miracle Tree might have been similarly convincing people for generations. No wonder the locals wanted to keep it. Unless there really was something to the wish-fulfillment thing.
The sky to the east turned purple and the color drained from the leaves. Only then did I notice a section of lawn on the other side of the trunk where a few hand-lettered signs had been propped up. They had the mark of a grass-roots, no-budget political campaign. They proclaimed their messages loud and clear:
NO TO FILCO.
LEAF US ALONE.
THE MIRACLE TREE LIVES!
HELL NO, WE WON’T GLOW.
Three protesters appeared, picked up signs and began marching like convicts in a circle around the tree. The people, united, would never be defeated, or at this rate, noticed. I knew it was a small town, but three people?
The Save-the-Tree campaign appeared to be led by an old-growth hippie wearing tire-tread sandals. Behind him were a tiny, prim-looking older woman in khaki shorts, and a red-faced wino-type who would probably last no longer than the bottle.
I slid my notebook and pen out of my back pocket. I took a deep breath, steadied myself, then walked towards them. Even considering the target, I felt nervous. I compensated by straightening my back and lifting my chin. It was, after all, my first professional venture into the real world of gathering news. I wanted to be relaxed, to feel as natural and familiar as I would asking about the happy hour specials, but I couldn’t deny the excitement that surged through my circulatory system.
Before I could open my mouth, the hippie spoke up. “It’s a criminal act of corporate aggression against nature and against the decent people of this beautiful community.”
“Ooo-kay,” I answered, a little miffed at having my command of the situation so easily pre-empted. “Can I get your name?”
He paused, sniffing for the trap, before giving in. “Morning Mist,” he said in tone that might have been defiant.
I stopped writing after the first M, assailed by a sudden vision of Pearson reading my copy out loud back in Gallantine’s office. Of course he would break up the editors with some caustic observation. Not about the tree but an easier target: me.
“Uh, Morning? Do you have a more. . . conventional name I might use?”
“I gave it up. Eight years ago,” he said. “I didn’t choose it. Why should I be stuck within the life-confining designs of other people?”
“Because they’re your parents?”
He scoffed. “Get out of the box, man. Your mind-set is restricted by the paradigms placed upon you by a commercially-dominated world. Free yourself. Lively up. You have the talent. The resources are all there. You’re a child of the new age of information. There is no edge to the end of the universe that you have the capacity to explore. You just need the heart. And also the will.”
“Mister Mist,” I said, smiling without trying to. “In spite of everything, and for reasons I don’t quite understand, I kind of like you. But listen, I really do have to get some quotes. I have a story to write and this doesn’t seem to be the way to do it. But maybe I’ll see you around.”
“Dude,” he answered in agreement. He gave me a fisted salute. I wished I’d brought a camera. I’d never seen one outside a rerun of “The Mod Squad.”
The woman in the khaki shorts provided me with a more coherent argument against outsider developers who would destroy a local community’s environmental integrity along with its legacy of fostering appreciation for spiritual engagement. She seemed to have been through the drill before, slowing at the ends of long sentences so I could get everything down in my notebook. It was all good stuff. She even had a fitting name to go with the quotes: Agnes Weatherby. What more could I have asked for? I was so pleased I wanted to take her home, introduce her around at the next party. Earnest but decent types like Agnes were an endangered species back in the city.
The wino sized me up as an out-of-towner. He pushed a clump of stringy hair off his forehead and asked, in a voice strained through gravel, for a fiver.
“Five bucks?” I asked. “Where I come from they’re happy to get a quarter.”
He snorted as if a quarter wasn’t worth the effort. Given the demographics of Fraleton, he was probably right. A quarter from every inhabitant might still leave you scrambling for lunch.
“I’ll tell you what you need to know,” the wino offered. “Really.”
He could have been using the same shampoo as Neil Young. I looked past him, then behind me, but he was the only protester left on the site. I sighed as I readied my pen on the notebook, then nodded.
“I am pleased to meet your acquaintance and my name is Harold,” he said. He didn’t bother holding out a hand, perhaps sensing I wouldn’t have welcomed a shake. “Harold Whitley. With an E. That’s W-H-I-T-L-E-Y. I am an applied physics research engineer.”
I must have looked dubious.
“Formerly,” he added, with dignity.
“Fine. What can you tell me about the tree, Harold Whitley?” I asked.
“I can tell you why it’s called the Miracle Tree.”
“That’s a start.”
“Where’s my money?”
“We don’t actually pay for stories at the City Herald. Not our policy.”
I wondered if it had showed, the excitement I’d felt at saying “we” to refer to such a prestigious newspaper. And then whether my next thought wasn’t just as obvious: that I was flattering myself.
“It’s not for the story,” he said, “it’s for me. Let’s just say the peace of mind engendered by a temporary relief of my financial burden would more effectively enhance my memory.”
A wino with flair. Every town had to have at least one. I decided I would give him the money. But I still wanted him to earn it. “Okay. You talk, I find that it’s useful information, I give you the money. Deal?”
He needed a moment to think it over. As if any more lucrative prospects were crowding his day planner. “It’s called the Miracle Tree because if you make a wish under it, and you’re sincere, and you truly deserve it, it’ll come true.” He nodded as if to confirm the veracity of what he had just said. “It will.”
“Uh huh. For that story,” I fished in my pocket, “here’s your quarter.” I started to leave. Helping a wino was one thing but I wouldn’t be taken for a complete dupe. Like Harold, I needed to keep some sense of pride.
He tugged on my sleeve, his face reddening with some insistent emotion I didn’t recognize. “Look, don’t believe me, I don’t care. But ask anyone in town,” he urged. “Things happen because of this tree. Strange things. Nobody knows why. Look at my watch.”
He held out a wrist strapped with a yellowed Seiko. The second hand had stopped.
“That darn tree,” I said.
“It happens to a lot of them. Compasses too. They go haywire.”
“Harold, what’s the story with the construction crews?”
“Exactly! They didn’t believe it either. And look what happened to them.”
“What did happen to them?”
“One guy broke his arm in two places. Snapped like a twig. You don’t play around with the forces of the physical universe without considering the implications. There are powers here that go deeper than you or me. You know what I mean? Of course not. Because you don’t feel it. Some do. Some don’t. Many are called, but they lose the number. Trust your own body. Believe in things that you know yourself to be true. The rest? Trial and error. What else is there? Science: hypothesis, evidence, confirmation. The truth comes out. It may not however set you free. That part is up to you. The laws of physics apply irregardless, do they not? Energy flows, but people choose. You take the next construction team to get this job. Didn’t even get close. And why is that? People say their so-called power tools shorted out. I call it an electrical coup d’etat, a look into the universe’s own gear box, if you will. You understand? It happens. Right here. I saw the sparks myself.”
He made a shower of imaginary sparks with his fingers, adding a verbal mimicry of the sound of electricity that sprayed spit in my direction. I stepped back. He had taken on the piercing stare of the believer. Cleaned up and toned down, in a white shirt and tie, he could make a great Jehovah’s Witness.
He must have read my mind.
“You needn’t be so quick to judge, mister fancypants babyface reporter. How do you know what’s true or not when you just got here? I’ve lived here all my life. I’ve seen this tree since I was a child. I know what happens when people get close to it. I’m not an idiot.”
The last part was debatable, but I didn’t want to wind him up again. He seemed not far off from a diatribe on crop circles or cow mutilations. I took my wallet out, twisting my back so he couldn’t grab it and run off. I would not have had much trouble catching him, but still, what an unhappy pursuit that suggested. I extracted a five dollar bill. Without a receipt I wouldn’t be able to claim it for expenses, but that couldn’t be helped now. Playing the nice guy isn’t always redeemed. I palmed always bill to him in a handshake so I wouldn’t be taken by anyone looking on as an idiot myself. “Don’t drink it all in one place,” I suggested.
He transferred it to his other hand so he could slide it into his pocket without breaking the shake, a deft move for a man in trousers with suspicious stains.
At least I had a solid start on the locals’ side of the story. I would still need to put in the background, as well as something from the developers to counter all the negative stuff. But it wasn’t hard to imagine what the other side would say. I could probably say it myself, although I would need the quotation marks to prove I was doing my job. I may have had little hope they would ever run my piece, but at least they wouldn’t be able to fault me for turning in incomplete work.
“One more thing,” I asked Harold. “Where would I find somebody from Filco?” But he had already turned to go. I’d served my purpose.
“Hubbensberg,” answered a beefy man with a bald spot poorly covered by a sideways sweep of chestnut-colored hair. He was hefty already, but looked all the bigger for the red plaid blazer he had unwisely squeezed into. It could have come from the back of a vaudeville juggler. A boxy tape recorder hung on a nylon strap that disappeared into the suety folds of his neck. The machine was marked with the stenciled letters COWR in white.
“George Templington,” he said, shifting his microphone from one plump hand to the other for a shake. It was, as I had feared, clammy with big-man sweat. “So I’m not the only dog-and-pony dupe here after all,” he noted.
“Earl Brododsky,” I replied. “From the City Herald. Is your station in Fraleton?”
He looked offended. “Here? It would be two tin cans and a piece of string. We’re in Hubbensberg. I got sent out to pick up after the same AP piece of doo-doo you must have stepped in. Looks like we’re the only two fish wriggling in the net.”
“I guess.”
“I know why I came,” George said. “My boss is an asshole. And there’s nothing happening in Hubbensberg today anyway. But I can’t believe a paper like yours would care. Bullshit on a stick or what?”
“It’s not exactly what I was expecting. Who did the AP story?”
“I don’t know. Some pudwhacking stringer passing through probably had car trouble and needed something to do while waiting for parts. Beats hitting your own head against the pavement.”
He swiveled his fleshy neck to take in greater Fraleton with a sad head-shake, followed by a curl of his upper lip. “Then again.”
“I gather you don’t go for small towns.”
“What’s to like? No pro ball, no cul-cha, probably one decent-looking broad in the whole bunch. And she’s been locked in the hay barn since she was twelve.”
I’d thought the only people who called women broads were characters in ’40s detective novels. I tried to picture George in something noir. The bad guy’s muscle man? No. He had the brawn and some of the surly demeanor, but lacked the menace. He’d be the first to back down from a fight, not out of fear, but disgust. I made a mental note to tell Shirley there were still people on the planet who talked like George. She liked it when I caught things like that. It helped her believe I was politically diligent.
“People seem friendly enough,” I tried. It was weak, I knew, but I didn’t want to start feeding my own cynicism with his ample supply. I still had to get my story out.
He hefted his shirt and slapped his belly like a watermelon being tested for ripeness. “I’m just about to go look for something to eat right now. If you care to join me.”
“I’ve got plans,” I said. “But there’s a Chinese place around here that’s supposed to be excellent.”
He grimaced. “Chinee foo’. Well, why not? If it’s still open in a one-horse heap like this. What time you got?”
I checked my watch, a gift from my father that had belonged to his father before him, but it had stopped. I could never remember to wind it up.
“Some time past 7:04,” I said. “If that’s any help.”
George pretended to answer in irate Cantonese.
“Seven o-crock! Gung now choy fat han baaaaaaaaah!” he said, then slapped his belly again. “Christ I’m hungry. I could eat the whole dog.”
Here was something else to report to Shirley. Or maybe to Danny Wong. He was a friend and occasional rival from back at the paper. We’d been in j-school together, where he got honors for exposing a local triad’s attempts to muscle in on the lucrative day-care business. We were hired by the City Herald at the same time. Danny got off to a crummy start too, being assigned to the obit desk, although he acted as if he liked it. He began showing up to work wearing all black clothes, and would discuss even the slightest topics in the somber tones of a mortician. Sometimes after lunch he would pretend to bless the leftovers before murmuring how he was needed back in “necro-city.” Remembering all this was enough to convince me that Danny probably wouldn’t make any more of George’s questionable ethnic rant than I did. Despite the fact that Danny was, genetically speaking, entitled to be upset. Although on some deeper or perhaps just more elusive level, we both were.
My own position on the paper owed at least something to the fact that I was of Native American heritage. At least as far as anyone knew. I didn’t make much of it, what’s past is past and all that, but I suppose I did check that box when it came time to fill out the job application. It hadn’t come up in the interviews, or at any other time, until I was called up with the rest of the new hires for the welcoming ritual in Gallantine’s office on our first week.
Hanover was standing in Gallantine’s doorway to welcome us. Me, Danny, Melanie, a tall black woman named Shantella who could have eaten her porridge off any of our heads, and Xavier, a dapper Hispanic guy whose parents were rumored to have been Salvadorean political refugees.
“Well, then! Hello there, troops!” Hanover called out with unnerving vim. “Come in, everybody come in! My goodness. Yes! Here we are. Right?”
We’d all met him during our interviews but he carried on as if we were a group of Japanese investors on a fact-finding tour.
“I’m pleased and proud to welcome you all to the Herald,” he gushed, “the finest daily publication this city has known for the past eighty-seven years. I know you’ll all do your best to keep our publication number one in the greater metropolitan region for many years to come. So, gosh, welcome aboard and, well, okay, heeeere’s the Chief.”
Gallantine sighed through his nostrils. It might have been a sign of exasperation at the performance of his right hand man, but might equally have been a reaction to our group. He looked us over one at a time, top to bottom, like a county fair judge eyeing a pen of 4-H steers. It struck me as rude, boss or no boss, but then he chuckled in a way that made his wattles quiver. He leaned forward with a squeak from a chair that must have been custom-made for bulk.
“And the rain was upon the earth, forty days and forty nights,” he announced in a voice that reminded me of an old Orson Welles radio clip.
Danny stole a glance at me. I shrugged. The others didn’t seem to get it either.
“Is this everyone?” Gallantine said. “I don’t think so.”
Hanover snapped his fingers. “You’re absolutely right, Chief. My gosh. We’re missing. . .” He looked stricken. “Hang on.”
He opened the door to hurry out, but didn’t get far. We heard the crack of his shin colliding with the metal foot-rest of a wheelchair coming in. Gerry Wilkins, driving it, started to apologize, even though it wasn’t his fault, but he was as distracted as the rest of us by the sight of Hanover jumping back with an exaggerated jerk. It was as if he’d just been told the wheelchair was radioactive. He landed with an expression that went in a flash from shock through anger and then embarrassment into pain.
Gallantine hog-snorted the start of a laugh, drawing an involuntary yelp of delight from Danny. The rest of us held it in, fortunately, because it stopped as quickly as it had started.
Gallantine eyed the last of the recruits with a satisfied nod. “Good. Now we’re about set, right?”
Hanover didn’t reply.
“Every year we do this. And every year my heart sinks a little deeper,” Gallantine muttered once we were all lined up. He looked questioningly at Hanover. Hanover cleared his throat but said nothing.
“Pop would seethe at the way we do things these days,” Gallantine continued in a louder voice. “Filling every slot of the crayon box straight out of journalism school. As if you can learn reporting in a classroom. Some bloodless hack with elbow patches spouting the who what where. When did we lose it? How come we never seem to get anyone with piss and vinegar in their veins anymore? Eh? Someone like Sullivan taking on that entire Third Precinct cop shop? Or, hell, I don’t know, Stoopovich.”
Hanover shook his head and puffed out his cheeks in a slow exhale. “Stoopovich,” he repeated.
“I know,” Gallantine continued, smiling. “The conniving little runt.”
His face suddenly clouded. He stared at me over his glasses with an expression I took as annoyance, then realized it was confusion. He seemed to be working out just what was wrong with the picture before him. “Your name again, son?” he asked at last.
I tried to make my voice deeper than it really was. “Earl Brododsky,” I replied.
“Brododsky?” His white eyebrows went up in surprise then back down in puzzlement. “Hmmm.”
Hanover solved the mystery. “You’re of Indian heritage, Earl, isn’t that right?”
“Yes, well, ahem,” I answered, trying to appear stoic. “On my father’s side, that is.” I wanted to be seen as reluctant to discuss our business with outsiders, a difficult act for someone who looked, well, white as I do. Although I did have an explanation of sorts if needed: my grandmother, a clerk at a remote Hudson’s Bay outpost, had once been the scandal of the Northwest Territories for running off with a wealthy Cree trader.
Gallantine stretched out a hand, palm down, fingers slightly bent. Was he doing his impression of the Pope? We stared for an uncomfortable moment until I realized this marked the high point of the ceremony, the welcoming handshake. He didn’t stand up for it. It would have been an ordeal for a man of his bulk. I hurried forward and pressed the soft mound. One firm squeeze followed by a quick release. Not too eager, certainly not a clinger, but no wimp either.
Once Gallantine had physically welcomed us all to the firm, he took off his glasses, sighed again and twisted his knuckles into his eyes. Blood vessels had formed a spidery red pattern in his nose. From drink? Old-school editors were supposed to be whiskey-soaked curmudgeons with iron livers. It looked to be true here, as far as appearances went. I wished I could open the bottom drawer of his desk. A bottle and two grimy shot glasses would prove it.
“Look,” he said at last. “I don’t care where you come from or who you know or anything else about how you got here. You look like a goddamn ad for Benneton but who cares? You’re reporters now, and that’s what counts. Plus you’re working for a damn good paper. Doesn’t mean it can’t get better. That’s your job and that’s why we chose you over all the other whiz-bangs who wanted your spots. You’re the future of the Herald. You’re here because we think you can help us improve. So do it. All right? And if you can’t? Dig deeper. Give us what you got, but give it straight. There’s enough bullshit in the world already without you adding more. Fair enough?”
We looked at each other for the proper response.
It was Melanie who broke the spell. “Yes, sir!” she said with a voice filled to bursting. She looked as if she wanted to salute.
“You got it, Chief,” Danny added, offering a thumb-up. Hanover winced, maybe because Danny had assumed a familiarity by using Hanover’s term, Chief.
“No adding to the shit,” echoed Shantella in a tone that might have sounded like sarcasm in anyone else’s office.
Gallantine nodded. “Good. Then go to work,” he commanded.
Hanover went to the door. Grimly favoring one leg, he held it open for Gerry with a backwards lean that would have allowed the passage of a backhoe. I was the next one through, getting a coach-like pat on the ass that must have felt as weird to Hanover as it did to me. He didn’t repeat it for Melanie right behind me, nor any of the others. Danny was the last one out. As soon as the door closed behind him, it flung open again and Hanover joined us in the corridor. By ordering us to work, Gallantine apparently meant him too.
Hanover stopped on the way to the elevator to talk to Betsy, Gallantine’s receptionist. He might have had something important to discuss, but it looked rather as if he did it just to avoid riding down with a crowd of rookies.
Betsy smiled at us over his shoulder. She was said to be the human Rottweiler protecting Gallantine from the daily ilk of urban affairs, an impenetrable force keeping out the unnecessary, the boring and the dangerously disgruntled, but you wouldn’t have known by looking at her. She had a warm and doughy face topped by a blue-washed beehive that was then back in style, although in her case perhaps by coincidence. Her ivory-white teeth gleamed in the halogen lights as the elevator doors slid shut.
“So that’s what a grand poohbah looks like,” Melanie said.
“Bigger than I expected,” Danny said. “He’s got to weigh. . . how much you figure? Two-ninety? More?”
“Big and full of it,” said Shantella.
Melanie looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t care if he is His Eminence. The man’s a cracker. You see the way he looked at me?”
“I know. He thinks we’re only here because we’re minority hires,” Xavier said. “Typical.”
It was true we could have been on our way to a photo shoot for a diversity ad. Finally Danny shrugged. “Got to play catch-up some time. This editorial department is like, what, ninety percent Wonder bread?”
“I was summa cum laude at Yale,” said Shantella. “Let him catch up with that.”
Back at the tree, George was still eyeing me like I’d just let down the journalists’ team with a bonehead play.
“I can’t believe you gave that alkie money,” he said, peering at me as if genuinely trying to understand.
“Yes, well, actually, he gave me some good background information. And anyway, he looked like he needed a little help.”
He nodded as if it had been confirmed. I was a sucker.
“Anyway,” I said to change the subject, “you get your story?”
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