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ONE
Inner Drift
The work elevator jerked twice and then slowly lifted Tony upward through the steel and concrete skeleton of an unfinished building. Through the grille each floor sliced downward across his view. At the twenty-second story, the iron cage chattered to an abrupt stop. Tony stepped off the elevator onto a steel beam. He could see far out into the early morning haze. Below loomed hazardous open spaces.
Before moving out he paused, wondering if he could still balance on narrow spans high above the earth. Not since his college days had he walked the steel girders of a building in progress. Knowing that too much thinking could trip him into disaster, he forced himself to concentrate on the job to be done.
Moving forward, steady, keeping relaxed, he had to step over a welder’s bucket. As he did, his trailing leg caught the handle sending the bucket off into space. He snapped his arms outward to regain balance. Steel clanged against steel as the bucket fell. It hit a cross-brace, spun, slammed into a girder. Tony realized he was not alone when, two floors below, the bucket narrowly missed the head of another man.
Tony saw the fellow look up, saw him walking a beam, though he seemed to creep along, stoop-shouldered, with both arms far out for balance ready to grab the girder under him. As the man approached the elevator shaft, Tony moved along the upper beam and shouted, “Hey, wait! Wait up!”
At that moment Tony had one clear look at the man’s face. What he saw he could not like. The face was one he had seen only in a bad dream. Frightened eyes stared at him out of deep sockets. The face issued a greyish-green pallor as though the owner had lived his life in dark shadows. Tony tried to move closer, but when the elevator reached his floor, the person slid the door open and jumped in without responding.
Tony could not imagine why the man was in the building nor why the man reminded him of a dream he did not want to recall.
He shook his head to drive away, at least temporarily, those thoughts and then advanced along the beam to further examine the construction. Welding at various joints appeared solid, but he noted that tools and materials had been abandoned wherever the workers finished the day’s labor. As he shifted carefully about the interior of the structure, he reflected on why his supervisors had assigned him this inspection task. He didn’t mind. In fact, he sensed a return of self-assured calm. The change away from the drafting table came as a relief, and he relished a physical challenge to the body he exercised to keep in good condition.
Tony followed the steel pathways from one area of the building to another. At one point he stopped when he found a sharp chisel which he used to scratch his name, Tony Antonelli, into the blackened steel. He smiled because he knew his name would remain there even after the structure had been covered, the building lived in, and his own time had come and gone.
* * *
After inspecting the integrity of the diagonal cross braces and supporting steel members, Tony felt satisfied that the building was emerging according to plans. Walking along the outside beam until he reached the elevator shaft, he pushed the button bringing the lift back up. He then descended in the shaky iron cage. From his vantage point through the bars, he saw a security guard and the stoop-shouldered man leaving the grounds. Several crew members drove onto the site in their small import pickups and throw-away sedans.
Leaving the elevator he walked a few yards across the dirt to a mobile crane. It had been parked without the hydraulic outriggers extended, a dangerous inattention to detail. He’d seen a crane that had toppled over on its side. Something had better be done about these workers. He went first to his car, removed the hard hat he was wearing, and combed his hair back by running fingers through the grey-speckled dark mass. After changing work boots for loafers and slipping on a sports jacket, he approached three blue-shirted men who were standing near the structure.
“One of you the job foreman?”
“He ain’t here yet,” the shortest one responded.
“Who’s the crane operator?”
“Not us.” A worker with a blond pigtail confronted him. “You sure ask a lot of questions. You’re not union. Who the hell are you?”
“Just doing a job.”
The fellow came right up to his face. “You want us to do a job on you?”
Tony looked up at the blond who was taller and much heavier. Instead of backing off, he cocked his head to one side. “Only three of you?”
The shortest one grabbed his fellow worker’s arm. “C’mon, J-J, don’t start nothing. We can’t lose this here job.”
“We don’t need the hassle.”
“Aww, he just asked a couple questions.”
Tony still faced the man. “Don’t you have work to do?”
“We’ll get to it when we’re ready.” J-J stiffened up.
The third man, a stocky Latino, grabbed his tool box, “Let’s go to work better. I don’t fight mornings, just with my wife.” Then the short one motioned for his friend to come with him. J-J expelled a blast of air through his nostrils at Tony and reluctantly backed off. “I’d like to get you off the job one of these days.”
Tony watched the men disappear into the skeleton building. He circled the entire structure, examining the machinery and scattered stock piles of steel and concrete slabs as he moved. Aware that the foreman had still not arrived, Tony had no choice but to leave.
Conrad Olson called him into his glass cubicle the moment he entered the office. “Well, Antonelli, what’d you find out there on the site? Anything inherently wrong with the structure or the building design?”
“No, as far as I can determine the building is rising according to plan.”
“Why are they so far behind then? We’re approaching cost overages on that one.”
“Well, I found the workmanship is sound, but the crew is sloppy. They leave equipment around, sometimes in dangerous locations.”
“There’ve been no accidents, so that wouldn’t explain the delay.”
“No, but I learned the job foreman doesn’t arrive on time. Some of the workers seemed hostile, maybe worried, but they wouldn’t speak against him. I think the first thing you might do is have a talk with the person in charge. He needs to put discipline in the men and probably himself.”
“Thanks. Good job. That’ll be all for now.”
Tony poured himself a cup of coffee and returned to his drafting table. He stirred the coffee with a pencil as he studied an unfinished drawing, then put the lead point in his mouth before he realized what he was doing. “Achh,” he said and wiped his mouth with a shirt sleeve to get rid of the taste. Months of work lay ahead before this building would insinuate its form into the sky. However, not even the stoutest caffeine could overcome his reluctance to continue the work. The routine of years, working as an ordinary draftsman when he was a trained structural engineer, frustrated him into resistance. Hoping the added responsibility of this morning’s earlier effort might lead to more than risk taking, he pushed his paper cup of steaming coffee away from the drawing and sharpened another pencil into a dagger-fine point.
He glanced up from his drawing when a stoop-shouldered man walked into the office. Everyone had been expecting a new worker, so that was no surprise. The surprise came when Tony recognized him as the same grey-faced man who was up on the building this morning. Seeing the newcomer up close excited an alarm in Tony’s nervous system, and he would never be the same again. The face reminded him of a long forgotten antagonism. Though he did not know the man, had never seen him before this morning, Tony experienced a keen urgency to defend himself, to strike out before being attacked.
As he closed his eyes to resist, a dark dream-like figure emerged from the silent reserve of his memory. The shadow figure was a man he thought he should recognize yet wanted to avoid.
Before he could do either, Conrad Olson called Tony back into the office. “Well, Antonelli, something I think you’ve been waiting for. We have a job offer for you. Of course, it’ll mean a transfer to our Phoenix office, but you’ll begin there in the engineering department. Interested?”
“Yes, definitely. That is what I’ve been wanting all along. But you know this would involve moving my family, so I’ll have to talk it over with my wife first.”
“Don’t you make the decisions?”
“Yes, but you’ve met Danae. For the sake of family harmony, I’ll have to discuss it with her before I give you a final answer.”
“Talk it over if you must, but don’t take too long.”
Tony realized he shouldn’t hesitate, but he knew also how strong-willed Danae could be and how impossible it would be to convince her of something that she wouldn’t embrace.
Mulling over these thoughts Tony returned once again to his slanted drafting table. However, the new man was still there; and seeing the outline of his head and back hunched over a drawing unsettled him all over again. Tony attempted to distance himself from his feelings, to study the person objectively . . . if that was possible. The man appeared slight and unassuming. About forty, his hair was already thin and colorless brown, his eyes dark shifty holes, his skin pale.
One of his colleagues brought the man over to meet Tony. The fellow walked with a stooped posture that made him appear old, as though decaying before his time. The sight should have brought on feelings of concern or at least sympathy from Tony, who was usually willing to make friends. But when introduced to Thomas Gagetta, an abhorrence which bordered on fear welled up from deep within Tony’s being. He wouldn’t speak to the man and not only would he not shake his hand, he pulled a fist back in a defensive gesture and came close to striking him on the mouth.
“What’s wrong?” The man backed away, puzzled.
Tony’s jaws muscled out as he bit down hard, fighting to restrain hostility. He stared the man away. If several centuries of civilization had not tempered him into a self-controlled human, he might have taken the T-square and buried it in the fellow’s balding head.
Tony closed his eyes to rest a sharp pain that had stabbed his right eye. When he did so he saw again the shadow figure appear, but it would not make itself clear. He opened his eyes only to see once more the office where he labored from eight to five. It was a uniformly modern room, clean, sterile, predictable, in a six-floor building on Temple Street close to the Music Center near downtown Los Angeles. A regular though prosaic arrangement: three rows of slanted drafting tables, four to a row, facing a glassed-in office where the immediate supervisor, Conrad Olson, sat talking on the phone pretending not to watch the technicians in his charge, and now the new one already sitting behind a drafting board, Thomas Gagetta. Tony attempted to direct his concentration on the drawing in front of him, but all day his thoughts constantly returned to Gagetta.
That afternoon, Tony drove home through the crowded city traffic, twice almost ramming a car in front of him because he couldn’t hold his attention on what he was doing.
At home he kicked off his shoes and pulled on a comfortable sweatshirt, then walked slowly into the kitchen where his wife was preparing a meal. Containing his thoughts for a few moments, he decided he’d better talk before he exploded.
“There’s a new man who started at work today.” Danae didn’t respond immediately, so he hesitated before going on, but he still remained facing her about to burst at his seams.
Finally she said, “I’ve got to get dinner ready. Can’t it wait?”
In spite of her disinterest he said, “I can’t stand him. I want to smash him in the face.”
Danae didn’t turn away from her business of cooking. But Tony stood there trying to penetrate her area of awareness. He desperately needed to tell someone who would listen. His wife merely glanced at him as she lifted a big pot off the stove and carried it with padded gloves to the sink.
“Did you hear what I said?” Tony asked.
She removed the gloves and with the back of her wrist brushed some of the red hair away from her eyes. “You want to smash someone?”
“Not just someone.”
Danae returned to what she was doing at the sink. “You know you’ve really changed. What happened to the light-hearted, good-looking guy I married?”
Tony looked at her and moaned. He could have asked, “What happened to the slim-hipped, fun-loving girl I married?” but he refrained. However, he noticed that she remained an attractive woman, though her figure was giving way to the pull of pastries and gravity. Scotch, Irish, and English heritage showed in strawberry blonde hair and a fair creamy complexion, so did a quick temper and occasional wit.
“Look,” Tony said, “I know I can be obstinate and sometimes irritating to you, but something happened today. I can’t explain it, and I don’t know what to do.”
“Okay, did this person do anything to upset you?”
“No,” Tony answered calmly enough. “I never spoke with him, and he didn’t have a chance to speak to me.”
“Well, did he do something you didn’t like?”
“No. That’s not really the point.”
“Did you know him from before, from college or the army or somewhere?”
“No. I’ve already told you: he’s new at the office and new to me.”
She turned away from her work at the sink to face him. “Well, if he didn’t say anything or do anything, I don’t see why you’re so upset by him.”
“I don’t understand it myself.” Then ramming his fist against the air he said, “I don’t know why, but I detest him, I loathe him. If it’s possible, I hate everything about his being.”
“You usually like people when you first meet them,” she said, not fully listening to him. “Are you afraid he’s going to get your job?”
“No! Damn it. That has nothing to do with this.” Tony realized he had not thought about the new job offer all day. He walked about the kitchen, took a couple of deep breaths, and then plunged into this other matter.
“I almost forgot. There is something else I have to talk with you about. You know what I’ve been saying all along about the work I’m doing? It’s not right for me. I don’t design the buildings; I don’t build them. I just do the hack work for the architects. They get the credit, and I lose my eyesight. But there is a chance that I might get promoted. Are you hearing me now? This means we would have to move to Phoenix.”
“You’re confusing me. You’ve gone from hating a stranger to moving to Phoenix. Can’t we just have a peaceful dinner and forget all this?”
“Damn! I knew this was the wrong time to bring up my job offer. Look, I would begin in Phoenix as a structural engineer for which I am qualified.”
“Well, what about your music? Why don’t you do something with that?”
“My music! Talk about coming off the wall. What kind of tactic is that?”
“If you’re not happy, I thought you might look for a different kind of a job. You play very well.”
“Oh, I play a little guitar all right. I play at it, and fair sounds come out; but I know I’m no real musician. I appreciate music too well to destroy it with my limited talent.”
“I enjoy hearing you play.”
“Yes, but would you pay to hear me?” She tried to answer him, but he silenced her with an open-handed gesture drawn between them. “At least let us be honest.”
“It’s honest for me to say that I don’t want to move to Phoenix.”
Tony dropped his head and shook it from side to side. “You know, at this point I really don’t want to talk about moving either. I’m much more concerned about the other thing that happened to me during the day. I’m trying to tell you that I don’t like the reaction I had.”
“Why don’t you just go up to the man and talk to him? Maybe you two can work it out.”
“No, you don’t understand. He has nothing to do with it.”
“But you’ve been saying . . .”
“Look, he has everything to do with it, of course; but I mean the man has nothing personally to do with this feeling that has come over me. I might even like the guy because he doesn’t come on too strong or anything.”
“Why don’t you give him a chance?”
“It has nothing to do with that. You simply will not take the trouble to understand.”
“As far as I’m concerned you’re just irrational.”
“You think I don’t know that! I wanted to smash him in the face. I still do.” Tony paused and then asked, desperately hoping for a fragment of insight, “Does the name Thomas Gagetta mean anything to you?”
“No. Why should it? Do you want dinner? I’m going to call the kids.”
Tony ate dinner, but he didn’t taste any of the food. His son, Tim, a handsome little boy of nine, rambled on about the day’s experiences. Tony was not able to focus on any of it. Later the boy tried to wrestle with his father as he usually did, but Tony didn’t respond. He merely patted his son on the shoulder and sat quietly in a comfortable chair.
Finally the boy sensed his father’s mood, so he went to his little sister for entertainment. They found some old dominoes, carefully set them upright in lines that curved around and came back on themselves, like circumlocutions in space, and then knocked one over and followed the movement around to its beginning. That brought on an outpouring of laughter from the six-year-old girl.
Tim kept looking over at his father trying to figure out what was wrong. The boy only knew that in the world of adults there were many strange occurrences. He wondered if when he grew up whether he would be carrying some of those same problems that weighed on his father.
Little Tina, his playful sister, grabbed a handful of dominoes and poured them over her brother’s head to regain his attention. The boy wrestled her to the floor with the girl emitting squeals and laughter.
Antonelli’s mood did not break that evening, that night, or the next morning. Driving to work he sensed a mild case of the shakes coming on. He hadn’t felt this tight since he was chosen to give a speech at old man Bogg’s retirement dinner. But that was another thing entirely. He resented the man who was responsible for locking him into a job that was going nowhere. So in his peroration he handled that with some biting twists of humor about Bogg’s never finding the right caliber of man to shoot through his promotional canon. However this current antagonism was out of character. He wanted to extricate it from his body. The palms of his hands felt moist, and he was aware of his heart pounding.
He drove into his parking space outside the office building, then sat in the car trying to calm himself. His scalp felt dry and tight. In the center of his stomach churned a hollow, restless agitation. He inhaled a deep breath, dropped his shoulders and expelled the air.
While Tony sat in his car, Gagetta drove into the parking lot. Tony watched him drive around slowly until he found a vacant spot, and then get out of a battered blue sedan. The car looked as tired as the driver. When Gagetta climbed out, he glanced quickly around as though caution was his way of life. Tony noticed he brown-bagged his lunch. Nothing wrong with that. Gagetta walked toward the building with that stooped posture that suggested he’d carried a burden for too long to remember and too long to walk without its effects.
After Gagetta was in the building, Tony searched his memory for the man’s name or some incident that would help him to understand. An event had happened, of that he was certain; but it would not come forth to his consciousness.
“Thomas Gagetta,” then, “Tomàs Gagetta,” occurred to him. He repeated the man’s name aloud several times. Then, determined to ignore Gagetta completely, he went in to work at his drafting board.
Tony was aware that Gagetta, a few tables away, kept looking over in his direction. He attempted to put his mind to the drawing he was supposed to complete. All he could think about was Gagetta, Gagetta. Why should that name bother him? What was there about the person that troubled him? The more he tried not to think about Gagetta the more he thought.
He looked up from his drafting board to see the man approaching. A warning shot of adrenaline surged through his body reminding him of a time in the desert when a lizard came darting toward him.
“I know your name is Antonelli,” Gagetta said. His voice was surprisingly soft. “I got a feeling there are bad vibes between us. You just don’t like me. Well, I thought maybe we could talk it out.”
Tony bit on his teeth. He sucked in a deep breath, but did not speak.
“Is it because I was up on the building? I was just trying to determine what kind of work this company does. I hope you don’t think I was looking to get your job or anything.”
Tony gripped both sides of the drafting table.
“I know it was an accident when you knocked over that bucket. I saw you waving at me, but I was just too frightened to reply. You sure move with confidence up there.”
Staring at the drawing, Tony said, “Don’t get close to me.”
“Look, I really want to get along,” Gagetta continued, “and I need this job. We’ve had some bad luck in my family lately. My wife is very ill. I don’t want to go into that, but I would like to be your friend. I’ll spring for lunch today. Okay?” Tony gripped the drafting table with both hands but would not answer.
“Well, maybe we can talk it out later.” Gagetta turned and walked away.
Tony released his hold on the drafting table. He leaped from his stool, landing on the man’s back. With both hands he went for Gagetta’s throat and squeezed with all his strength.
Several of the men sitting at the other tables saw the action and moved quickly. Two of them pried Tony’s fingers away from Gagetta’s throat and another lifted him off the man’s back.
Tony didn’t resist. He shook his head at his own actions. Gagetta sat on the floor, stunned.
One of the draftsman ran into the supervisor’s office and apprised him of the situation. Conrad Olson came out, first checked Gagetta, who was gasping for air but seemed otherwise all right, then directed Tony to go into his office.
Tony moved into the office, sat down, then immediately got up to leave.
“Wait!” Conrad urged. “Just calm down if you can.”
Tony stared at his supervisor but said nothing.
“Antonelli, this is not like you. Why would you attack Gagetta?”
“The man is not innocent.”
“Are you okay?”
Antonelli looked at his boss and shook his head, no. He walked backward and said, “Tell him I don’t know what came over me.”
“Okay, just take it easy. You’ve been working hard. Maybe you ought to go home and rest. Take a couple of days off. We’re within our time projection on this new contract.”
Tony nodded his head in agreement and backed out of the office. Without speaking to anyone, he grabbed his jacket from the rack by the door and went out to his car.
Tony drove listlessly through the crowded streets of the city, accelerated onto the Santa Monica Freeway and continued west to the coast highway where he parked below the cliffs that dropped down to the sea. Erosion had caused several homes above to rest precariously on a crumbling edge of land. Each rain softened the earth from above, and the ceaseless waves cut away at the cliffs below.
Even though a portion of the cliff could easily have tumbled down on him, Tony felt no fear from the imminent possibility of danger. Watching the waves and occasionally glancing at the cliffs above were mere distractions, for his focus was directed internally where he sensed the origin of his problems had emanated. Perhaps he could slide down into that opaque storehouse of memory where neurons connected to brain cells and allow himself to come up with an understanding of what was happening to him.
Then he knew what he might do. He took off his shoes, rolled up his trousers and walked out onto the beach. Right at the water’s edge where the waves ran up on the firm sand, he began to jog, slowly at first, gradually picking up speed as his breathing matched his movement. Breaking into a run, he accelerated and kept running at near top speed watching the ground rush by until his lungs couldn’t supply enough oxygen to keep him going. He slowed down to a stop, heaving hard at first, but soon caught his breath. After that he looked both ways up and down the beach, saw one person about a half mile away moving toward him, another couple walking away. “What the hell!” He removed all his clothes down to his shorts and quickly ran into the water, then dove into the breaking waves. Throwing himself head first into the ocean was an action he hadn’t taken in a long time. The sudden and total submersion of his body into the cold salty water refreshed him as he had hoped. After the swim he used his T-shirt to towel himself, wrung out his shorts, and struggled to pull his remaining clothes on over a wet body. But after he had dressed and relaxed, the problem still confronted him.
* * *
When Thomas Gagetta walked into the hospital for one of his twice-weekly visits to his wife, he forced himself to become immune to the surroundings, the clean-scrubbed floors, the light green walls, and the rooms with strangers on either side of the hallways. They were all the same and he’d been in so many. He walked into a familiar room aware then of the antiseptic smells and of the woman in a white gown under a white sheet. He sat down and spoke to his comatose wife just as though she could follow everything he was saying.
“I have a new job now. Maybe things will get better for us. I’m experiencing one problem. One of the workers there seems to hold a grudge against me.”
She never moved or even twitched a finger.
“When he looks at me, he stares right through me. I don’t know what he is trying to see. I don’t know how to tell you this so you won’t laugh, but I believe he thinks I am his enemy. Isn’t that funny? Me, an enemy? I can’t even crush a spider without feeling remorse. Yet when I see him, I feel I should have a sword in my hand and stand up to fight.
“He attacked me, you know. Yes, this morning. I didn’t fight him off because it happened so fast. But at the same time it was happening, I felt I had it coming. It was as though I couldn’t help myself. I was drawn into it like someone standing on the edge of a building feeling a strong urge to jump off.
“Well, I survived, so I guess it’s all over now.” He stood up to leave. “You take care. I’ll see you again in a few days.”
Before pulling away, Thomas stood there studying his wife for a long time. When he finally left, he couldn’t kiss her or touch her inert body.
* * *
Long after dark, after the dinner had been eaten, the children put to bed, Antonelli returned to his home. When he came into the house, Danae paused from doing the dishes.
“I’ve been worried sick about you. Where have you been? I know you weren’t at work. Your boss called this morning. Maybe they’re going to take your job. He said you attacked a man without provocation. What’s going on with you?”
Tony shook his head but did not answer.
“Well, you’re lucky, very lucky. The person isn’t going to press charges. I’d like to know; why did you do it?”
Finally Tony could not hold back. “Why did I do it? What’s the matter with you?”
Danae’s face distorted with disbelief. “You attack an innocent man, and you ask what’s the matter with me? I think you better see a doctor.”
Tony massaged his skull with both hands to ease the tightness that he was feeling. “There’s nothing wrong with me that can be cured by a doctor.”
“I’ve heard that before,” she fired back, “usually from sick people. You better do something. You can’t go around attacking people.”
“You see, you show how ignorant you really are. I don’t attack people.”
“What did you do then?”
“I just attacked one man, one person. I had to defend myself.”
“From what?” Danae, snorting through her nose, sent off one of her impetuous horse laughs. “I always thought you were educated and self-controlled, and I certainly believed you were rational. Now I find out you are really violent and unpredictable.”
“I suppose you are about to analyze me. You have not tried to follow what I’ve been saying, but you’re ready to condemn me. You remind me of your mother. Of all the times, now, I need your support, not your anger.”
“I don’t understand why can’t we just live a normal life?”
“Normal, like your mother would approve?”
“What do you mean by that?”
Tony felt compelled to do and to say things he knew he shouldn’t, so he attacked. “I see overtones of that woman in everything you do. You dress the way she taught you. You think what she taught you to think, and when you can’t figure out something you respond with her emotions.”
“Now you want to insult my mother. You really are testing me.”
“No, I respect you. I want you to be your own person as you were when we first married.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You finished junior college without encouragement from either of your parents.”
“I suppose you take credit for that?”
“No, but there was a time when I could talk to you. I just want you to be the person I married. Every day I see you losing a little more of yourself. I never thought you would, but since the children were born, you’ve let your parents back into your life.”
“My parents! You want to put my father under the hammer, too?”
“Your father! I don’t even want to go into that. He remembers the scores of football and baseball games better than he does the names of his own children. He gives your brothers mixed signals, tells them not to put up with anything from any woman, yet takes all the guff your mother throws at him. She ridicules his appearance, his cigar smoking, his lack of manners. I thought you wanted to get away from them, not carry them with you all your life.”
In frustration Tony turned away from her and went into the living room.
Danae almost stormed after him, but stopped after taking a couple of steps. She realized some of what he said was true. When Danae met Tony, she thought he possessed old world charm, whatever that was. She definitely wanted to get away from home and here was this handsome, young, engineering assistant, who could also play the guitar. She liked his hair, which even in his twenties was already speckled with grey. It gave him an air of maturity that she’d never seen in her father. His manner was pleasant and his dark eyes always carried a hint of laughter. In fact he was so unlike her father, that might have been her primary attraction to him. And then she did like the way he serenaded her with the guitar. Maybe she was too much like her mother after all, giving in to emotions without thinking things through. Look what an impossible person he has become.
Tony in the other room slumped down on the sofa without turning on the radio or television. His thoughts would not let him alone. He had hoped that by marrying Danae he would be entering the mainstream of American life. For him that meant living in a traditional family, something circumstances had denied him. Both of his parents were Italian-born immigrants who had settled in Cleveland. They were determined to become Americanized, so they spoke mostly English at work and around Tony and only on occasion their native language when they had visitors. His parents were close, the father a tile setter; the mother made beautiful knit dresses and took in sewing. They depended on each other and shared love for one another. When Tony was two years old, his mother had an extremely tough time bringing a baby sister into the world. The baby had a fibrous heart, and the birth took the mother down with it.
After that loss the father’s reliable, steady character disintegrated. Though he kept the house going for Tony. “You ’ave to go to school,” he said. “You no want to be like me.”
Tony’s father meant well, sent the boy to nursery school and then public schools; however, his own conduct extended far beyond role model behavior.
“Dad, I never know when you’re going to be home, and when you are, look at you.”
“Okay, so I take a glass a wine once in a while, but I keepa my job. I’ma the best in my trade.”
“I know. You’re the best tile setter in Ohio, but I never see you anymore. You’ve always got some woman or other taking up your time.”
“Now, Tony, non’ you be the father here. Sometime women want for me to work late. I ’ave to bring in the paycheck.”
“Are these women married or what?”
“Now you’re just a boy. No question me. You find out about these things soon enough.”
“What if their husbands find out?”
Women often hired the senior Antonelli to do or re-do the tiles in their homes. Since he never married again, sometimes he visited too often, always at the invitation of women whose tiles had mysteriously come loose or who wanted a job done over in another color or pattern. His strong arms and weak resistance never refused any of them. Soon he had two reputations in Cleveland, first as a tile setter, and secondly as an imported lover.
When Tony was seventeen a policeman came to his high school during lunch break to get him.
“Are you Tony Antonelli?” the officer asked.
“Yes. What did I do?”
“Just come along with me. I’ll explain.”
The other students watched in disbelief as Tony walked off campus beside the tall uniformed policeman and entered the patrol car.
After they drove off, the officer said, “You didn’t do anything, young man. But you have to identify someone. We believe the man is your father.”
Tony walked into the county morgue, the odor of formaldehyde reaching his nostrils, gagging him. In the sterile windowless room, a feeling of claustrophobia nearly overpowered his senses. He forced himself to identify a man on a slab. A wound had torn open the top of the head and another opened a hole in the chest.
“That’s my father.” Tony wanted to say something more, but he choked up.
“Are you sure now? This is important.”
“I’m sure.” He looked desperately at the officer. “I don’t want to stay here.”
The tall officer led him out of the room, and Tony stopped outside for a moment and then raced to a men’s room down the hall. He retched into a toilet.
“Come on, kid. I’ll give you a ride home.”
On the way, Tony asked, “How did it happen?”
“Well, from what we can figure, he was caught by a husband who returned home early from a deer hunting trip in Northern Michigan. You know when a guy returns from deer hunting and he hasn’t bagged any game, it is not a good time to find his wife in bed with a tile setter. He was a good shot. The woman looked even worse.”
Though neither parent would have willed it on him, Tony became an emancipated minor. He lived alone in his father’s house and continued to attend school. Often he lay awake at night afraid of what else might come crashing down around him. Before he graduated from high school, an army-recruiting sergeant visiting the campus discovered his situation.
“Look at you,” the pot-bellied sergeant said, “you are the ideal candidate. You are the right age; you’re a good physical specimen; you scored well on the recruitment test; you have no scholarship or money to go to college or no jobs offered; and you have no ties to hold you down.” He picked his teeth with a finger to give Tony time to digest all that he had said. “What could hold you back?”
Tony agreed with the sergeant’s assessment, signing up for a single tour of duty. On this, his first trip away from home, he was shipped to Fort Ord, California, where he did his basic training. At that often fog-enshrouded facility on the Monterey Bay, he experienced every sunrise and sunset. It seemed he was forever standing in lines for food or the shooting range or to have clean sheets passed out, or even to get in the “Million Dollar Soldier’s Club” for a dance or a 3.2 beer. However, the Army gave him a chance to think things over. That was when he did some serious reading and became a cerebral person. He could live within his brain while allowing matters outside to take care of themselves.
After a few weeks, the company commander, a sharply dressed, young lieutenant, came in with travel orders for all the recruits. “Antonelli, you got lucky. You’re going to Germany with the occupation forces. Like that?”
Tony liked it very much. That is, he liked it at first. He had been assigned to an artillery headquarters battery where he did paper work for the officers. But paper work soon became tedious. Finally he discovered three-day passes and accumulated leave time. He took advantage of every possible opportunity.
One day Major Scranton called him into his office. “Antonelli, what are going to do with yourself?”
“What do you mean, sir?”
“I’ve been going over your record. You have ability, but you never use it. Seventeen months here and you’re only a corporal. You apply for all the leave time you can get. So far I see you’ve been to Switzerland, Paris, Amsterdam, plus skiing down the Alpine slopes in Garmisch. What do you think the army is, a recreation center?”
“No, sir. But my few days of leave were allowed.”
“Of course, they’re legit, but you don’t have to use them. Other men stick around the base.”
“They spend three-day passes going to Frankfurt and getting drunk. That’s not for me.”
“Of course, you have potential. That is why I called you in. You scored well on the exams when you entered the Army. I can get you in officer’s training school.”
“Would that mean I’d have to extend my enlistment?”
“Yes. You ever consider making the Army your career?”
“Well, sir, from what I’ve observed, if a person is going to have a career in the army, he should become an officer. I’ve had plenty of time to think this over, and I’ve decided the military is not the life for me. When my enlistment is completed, I’m heading back to the States.”
“Civilian life is not that easy.”
“No, sir, it isn’t. I realize I’ll need an education if I’m to be successful. I’m going after a degree in engineering.”
“We can send you to college, you know.”
“I know, sir, but I’ll be applying for the G.I. Bill. I think that plus working summers will get me through, and then I won’t be obligated to serve.”
“Sounds as though you’ve made up your mind. Is there anything I can say to dissuade you?”
“No, sir. I wouldn’t tell you if there was.”
“What?”
“I mean I have to convince myself, and I’ve gone over all the arguments in my own head. It wouldn’t do any good to tell someone else.”
“I see. Well, that’ll be all.”
“Thank you, sir.” Tony saluted and walked out of the office and eventually away from the Army and into the University of Ohio.
He applied himself willingly to the course work, used his intelligence, and developed patience. His problems started after graduation. He knocked on corporate doors, sent resumés, filled out applications, wrote letters, made phone calls. As he searched for work, he realized that he had acquired few friends with whom he felt close, certainly no one in his home town who would help him secure the sort of job he wanted.
With the fall weather getting nasty, he decided that would be a good time to make a drastic change in his life. He sold the house he had inherited from his father, packed a few personal belongings in his used Ford, and drove to California.
He caught California with its unique form of Indian summer, the late warm Santa Ana winds clearing the skies, giving him a bright outlook. During those tropical fall days he landed a job as engineering assistant and found an apartment in Burbank. In his job he was expected to carry out the chief architect’s drawings and check for structural integrity of new buildings. But as an assistant he never did much more than basic drafting.
One thing was still lacking in Tony’s life. He needed a companion, preferably a pretty young woman. He generally stayed away from bars because during his service time, he developed an antipathy toward humoring people who drank too much. So he often frequented coffee shops where he would eat most of his meals. In one of those coffee shops on Brand Boulevard in Glendale, a red-haired waitress undulated past him. He watched until he could determine which section of the restaurant she worked. He sat himself there and waited, noticing his heart was actually picking up tempo. This, over a girl, he thought.
He ordered something, not even sure what he had said. When she brought the food, he wanted to break into conversation, but no clever words or lines would come out. All he could do was get the food down and leave a generous tip. The next day he was back and the day after that he finally asked, “What’s your name?”
“Danae,” she answered. “Yours?”
“Oh, I’m . . . a . . . I’m Tony Antonelli.”
“Live around here?”
“Not far. I’m new to California.”
“I could tell.”
“How’s that?”
“Well, you didn’t come on to me like a freight train running wild. Most of these California bachelors are as subtle as a Mack truck. I assume you are a bachelor.”
“Yes, I am. Would you go out with me sometime?”
During the first date, Tony found he could talk with Danae. She listened and made intelligent responses. They sat in his car in the hills above Burbank, and he told her about his experiences in Europe and then what had happened to his family. When he learned that she really cared for him and was not about to go out with anyone else, he relaxed and did not feel he had to talk all the time.
“Would you like to go skiing in Mammoth with me? I have a three-day weekend coming.”
“I never skied, you know.”
“Well, that can be worked out. Can you get time off your job?”
“Yes, but that’s not the real problem. You know, you’ve met my mother.”
“Why is she a problem?”
“You’ve been on your own since high school. I’ve never had that luxury.”
“Do you want to go with me?”
“Yes.”
“Then we’ll go. Your mother will have to accept it. What can she do, fire you?”
Steaming in a sauna bath after a day on the slopes, Tony proposed. Danae said, “Yes,” and turned toward him to give him a hug. As she did so they both slid down completely submerged into the cauldron. Tony came up gasping for air, choking, and at the same time laughing uncontrollably. They steamed up the bedroom that night.
Tony continued to sit alone in his living room going over these events in his life. The technique which he had developed in the Army of thinking things over for himself and not sharing with others had returned. He reevaluated his situation with Danae. She remained very attractive, even though lately her hips were going out on a career of their own. Perhaps she was too willing to accept Tony’s situation, never encouraging him to take a risk or quit and move to another company where promotions might come along, but he really couldn’t blame her for his predicament. She was a good mother to the children. He still cared for her, but he wished she would take an art class or read some books or do something crazy once in a while.
One thing he never questioned was his affection for the children. There was no holding back in his total love and commitment for Tim and Tina. They were the only certainty in his present state.
As Tony sat there mulling over these thoughts, he tried to figure out why he would attack an apparent stranger. It could have been a catastrophe. His action made no sense at all. Why in hell would he carry such destructive anger toward this Thomas Gagetta? It was a question in the next few weeks he would ask himself over and over.
After finishing her work in the kitchen, Danae came into the living room and softened a little. “Did you have any supper?”
He shook his head.
“I have a little something left if you want.”
He refused again.
“You have to eat something.”
“How are the kids?” he asked.
“Fine, they’re fine. Look,” she said, “I don’t know what’s bothering you. I want to help you if I can.”
“Why do you think you have to help me?”
“Why do you continue to throw questions back to me? You’re the one with a problem.”
“I wouldn’t throw questions if you’d stop poking into my affairs.”
“What an unreasonable person you’ve become. Don’t you realize we’re still one family? What happens to you happens to all of us.”
“I thought you said the children were all right.”
“They are. They are, but what about me?”
“I don’t know. What about you?”
“What a thing to say! Is that all the concern you have for me after all these years?”
“I’ve done a lot of thinking today. I spent most of the day staring at the ocean and letting my thoughts go where they would.”
“You’re still a good-looking man,” she said frankly, “and I’m getting middle-age spread. Is that what’s wrong? You never say anything, but I know it bothers you.”
“Danae, I haven’t even been thinking about you.” Then he realized how bad that sounded and inaccurate, too. “Listen, I know I haven’t been very fair with you or entirely open. I don’t mean I don’t think of you, but right now it’s imperative that I solve this personal matter. It’s something I’m going to have to work out on my own. So could we not talk about our problems, at least not at this time?”
Danae knew when she was cut off and left the room before she got into a real emotional state. She prepared herself for bed, doing an extra good job smoothing the moisturizer on her face and hands. I’m going to start that yoga class I read about, she decided.
At eleven-thirty she looked in on Tony. He was sitting in the same position, his mind obviously a long distance away. Danae went to bed but lay awake for hours. About two in the morning, she stepped into the living room. Tony remained in the chair, but he had fallen asleep.
Some time later he crawled into bed, too.
The pressure on the bed brought Danae into a half-awakened state. She rolled toward him and put her arm around his waist. That was often the signal that she was feeling ready.
Tony turned toward her, took her face in his hands and kissed her mouth, reaching deeply in with his tongue. He slid his shorts down, then flicked her nipples with his tongue, which always seemed to arose her. He ran his hands around her breasts and down her stomach, stopping with both up between her thighs.
Danae responded to the caresses and stroked him.
He waited as he often did until she was a cauldron. When he couldn’t hold any longer, and she herself was ready, he entered. She gave up everything. Ranging between ecstasy and fury, she quivered violently. Tony embraced her, going up and over his own summit at the same time.
In the morning Danae woke him. He looked at her as though she were a stranger in the bed beside him.
“What’s wrong with you? You’re so odd lately,” she asked, hoping to break into his consciousness.
His eyes went all around the room and back to her. “I almost asked who you are,” he said. “I’ve been dreaming, all day and all night.”
“You weren’t dreaming when you came to bed last night.” She expected Tony to respond, but he didn’t say a thing. “I didn’t realize I made love to a stranger. Are you all right this morning?” she asked.
“I’ve always been all right.”
She crawled out of bed, not too gracefully. “Are you planning to go into work today?”
“Work?”
“Yes, your job, assistant engineer, remember?”
“I don’t care for that job.”
“I know, but are you going anyway?”
“No.”
“You’ll lose the position then.”
“I can’t go there after what I did.”
“Maybe they’ll fire that new man. You’re certainly more important to the company than a stranger.”
“Maybe, maybe not. I didn’t respond to their job offer. Perhaps this would be a good time for us to make a move.”
“I like my life here. I’m certainly not ready to move out of the state.”
“Yeah, that’s the kind of support I expected.”
“Don’t be so damn sarcastic,” she said. “You know I like the schools here. They’re good for the children.”
“And the riots and the drugs?”
“You’re impossible. If you can stay on one more year, you know you’ll qualify for a twelve-year pension.”
“I’m not out of my thirties yet, and you want me to retire.”
“You should look ahead.”
He frowned at that and pulled the covers up over his head.
“This morning after I get the kids off to school, I’m going to start a yoga class,” she said to the sheet. “I’ll fix breakfast for you if you like.” No answer from Tony, so she left the room.
Though he didn’t sleep, he stayed in bed until the others had left the house. Then he got up, slipped on a robe and went into the bathroom to shower and then shave himself. His beard was not thick, but it was wiry. Even with soap and hot lather, the razor sent out scraping sounds as it cut through the bristles. After shaving, Tony stepped into a pair of jeans and put on a striped sport shirt. Then he opened a faded black guitar case and took out a beautifully crafted instrument.
He strummed lightly on the strings so soft mellow vibrations could emanate. He also tapped his fingers on the lacquered wood and was amazed at the clarity of the sounds. He held the guitar in his lap with one arm around it, almost as though it were an affectionate partner. One thing Tony appreciated, probably more than his own playing, was the workmanship that had gone into the instrument. The form was curved with layers of finely lacquered wood tooled by a skilled artisan.
Tony remembered how he got the guitar. When he was twelve years old, a friend of his father’s spent the evening playing, drinking wine, and reciting stories of his youth in Italy. Then at the end of the evening, the man seeing his keen interest, made a gift of the guitar to Tony. When Tony tried to resist, the man said, “I have no son, and I’m old now. I won’t be here much longer. I want you to have this with only one condition: you must agree to learn how to play it.”
Tony quickly agreed to that, and with his father’s blessing and lessons offered in school, he learned to handle though not actually master the instrument.
After a little finger warm-up, he played a couple of Scott Joplin tunes and a romantic Italian melody, then tried a Flamenco. That’s what I would like to play, he thought as he looked at the fingers of his left hand that wouldn’t move across the strings fast enough. He returned the guitar to its usual place in a corner of the closet.
Tony went out to a coffee shop for breakfast. Surprising himself, he ate with good appetite: a rasher of bacon, scrambled eggs, wheat toast, orange juice, and downed several cups of stout coffee.
Later he drove to the coast again. This time he parked in a public lot south of Malibu, got out, and walked along the beach. The morning sky was overcast with grey clouds that did nothing to raise his spirits. After a long walk, Tony sat on the sand, looking out over the sea.
Actually he was not looking outwardly. He sensed that whatever was bothering him would come from somewhere within. The rhythmic, incessant beating of the waves carried him further into himself. Their cyclic movement corresponded to an inner cycle. As they rolled in from a vast distance, their force met the resistance of a sandy bottom, rose in a last valiant effort, and crashed on shore.
In Tony’s mind, a force, a brain wave perhaps, moved incessantly. It rose as it met his consciousness and then crashed somewhere in a frothy, opaque pool through which he could not see. It was the cause of the force that he had to understand. So he tried, in his mind, to carry out the comparison. He knew ocean waves started far out to sea by the winds. They gathered strength as they moved toward the continent. But what was moving in his mind, and what distant wind had caused the waves which so upset his equilibrium?
At least, he almost laughed to himself, brain waves are a sign of life. I must not be hopeless. Were his brain waves crashing against some force of reality? And what was their cause? If he could look far back into his life, or perhaps, maybe not his life, but at what might have happened long before he was born, at whatever was held in and moved on through his genes, he might be able to plow through the labyrinthine sea of inheritance to discover the esoteric origin of his animosity.
“I’m going to a library,” he said aloud as though he’d made a major decision.
Tony wasn’t sure exactly what he was looking for. He wanted to find out what constituted individual human beings. He wandered around the stacks selecting volumes from 575, heredity, 173, genetics, 790, genealogy. Dropping those on a large mahogany table, he began reading sections and chapters. He learned that the chromosomes carry genetic information, but he remembered some of that from his high school biology class. However, he discovered chromosomes are far more complex and less is really known about them than he suspected. They contain proteins and acids, DNA and RNA. Tony went on reading about natural occurring polymers until he came to some information concerning genetic drift. He stopped momentarily at a thought that flashed, then went on reading. If the mathematics were correct, every person who traced each generation back from two parents to four grandparents to eight great grandparents, and on for thirty-three generations would be related to everyone else on earth. That did not impress Tony as much as the simple phrase genetic drift. Well, he knew who his parents were, and knew that they were both from the same country. He could go back to his father’s birthplace, a little village south of Bari. But from where had his father’s ancestors drifted? What’s the difference? he aggressively questioned himself. What could such knowledge possibly tell me about myself? You won’t know until you find out, he answered in equally strong terms.
As Tony sat there in the library thinking, he could picture a restless sea. He allowed himself to drift out over the waves to a country he had never seen, yet there was a nervous familiarity there. And as his thoughts moved out on that voyage, they also flowed internally until they stopped at a dark, impenetrable wall. The wall enclosed a polymer, a molecule that had within it the secrets of other molecules. He saw that all was darkness with flashes of brilliant lights like stars in an unknown universe, as he had already projected himself into the chromosomes and was now attempting to fathom the amino acids and nucleotides.
Tony came up out of his internal odyssey to notice the people around him, each engaged in a private occupation of effort or leisure. Leaving the books on the mahogany table, he walked out into a warm, sunny, California afternoon. Puffy, white clouds floated across a bright, blue sky, and he felt he might be making some progress.
He surmised one can never follow a cloud. Well, he corrected his thoughts, you can determine the origin of clouds and follow their course. Weather satellites photograph them every day. But then the individual clouds form and drift along, but they also change as they move. So you could not really tell if you were following the same cloud or the mist combined from a series of others.
Tony spent several more days drifting in and out of public places. He went to stores and coffee shops, back to the main library, and then even to a couple of afternoon bars. Every evening he returned home, sometimes early, sometimes quite late.
One night coming home later than usual from his searching, he thought he saw a figure run across the lawn. After he parked the car and walked from the garage he called out, “Who’s there?” As there was no answer, he went quickly inside.
A few minutes later, after all the lights were out, he pulled a drape aside and peered out. There in the darkness he saw a stoop-shouldered figure standing in the shadows watching the house. Tony checked the locks on the doors, saw that Tim and Tina were both okay. He did not want to waken the children. But seeing them sleeping so peacefully, their bodies curled up in trusting repose, he felt that he had really been neglecting them. He peered out the front window again. The figure was gone.
In the days that followed Tony settled into an introspective reverie. He let himself relax while constantly searching inwardly for something he was certain was there. It remained too deep to fathom, too elusive to grasp.
“When are you returning to work?” Danae hounded him. “Look what you’re doing to your life? What’s going to happen to us, your family?”
Tony shrugged off all her questions. He was no longer disturbed by her or the immediate world around him.
An internal belief spoke in a language he was only beginning to comprehend. His brain was trying to tell the best story it could with the information it had received. Tony was sensitive to messages that were constantly moving about in his head. He realized that the activity of those neurons is a code for representing information. They were like electrical impulses traveling at tremendous speeds. But he needed a Michael Ventris to decipher his Linear B. Perhaps if he didn’t push so hard, he thought, it would all come clear. Tony left his library studies early one mid-afternoon.
The children ran up to him before he could get in the house, truly happy to see their father. Tony hugged and kissed both of them and then helped Tina get started on her small bicycle. She was unsteady but didn’t fall. He waited for her to make a turn on the sidewalk and return. When she reached him, he kissed her on the cheek and said, “I have to go in now.”
She was surprised to see him leave them so quickly. “Daddy doesn’t like us anymore,” she said.
“No,” her brother disagreed. “He’s an adult. They always have problems. I don’t know why!” He threw up his arms in bewildered explanation.
Tony sat in the living room reading the newspaper for a while when he felt himself becoming nervous again. He was about to tell Danae when she, looking out the window, saw a man talking to the two children.
“Who is that man?” she asked.
“What man?”
“There is a man out there by our children. Go see what he wants.”
Tony looked out but did not move.
“Go see what he wants,” Danae insisted.
“I know who he is. It’s that Gagetta.”
“He’s coming to the door. Go see what he wants.”
“I won’t talk to him.”
Gagetta knocked on the door. He knocked again.
“Are you going to answer, or do I have to?”
“Where is my old twenty-two rifle?”
“No!!!” she protested. “You can’t shoot somebody because he comes to our house.”
“You tell him to get away from here. I won’t talk to him. I don’t ever want to see him around here. This is my house, my privacy.” Sweat broke out under Tony’s arms. His hands were shaking.
Gagetta knocked again. Danae started toward the door.
“Don’t answer!” Tony warned his wife. Then through clenched teeth, “Don’t you ever open the door to him.”
She did not dare disobey for there was panic in Tony’s eyes, and she was afraid of what he might do.
Eventually Gagetta had no choice. He walked uncertainly away, got into his battered blue sedan, and drove off.
After Tony appeared to calm down a little, Danae said, “He was only trying to reach you, didn’t look like such a bad fellow.”
“You don’t understand.”
“No, I don’t,” she admitted without hesitating. “And I doubt that you do either.”
“Let me explain something that I’ve been learning. We people construct our reality. That means we perceive something out there, and we interpret what we see from our understanding of the world.”
“If you’re going to give me the old sophomoric idea that reality doesn’t exist except in our mind, I don’t want to hear any of this.”
“No,” Tony said actually being patient, “listen to what I’m saying. We construct reality. It’s there all right, but we have different ways of seeing it.”
“So you have 20-20 vision, I have 20-30. Is that the difference you mean?”
“That might account for part of it, but what I’m saying is that we constantly make choices among the various possible interpretations of what we see.”
“So what does that have to do with the way you behaved toward that man?”
“It has everything to do with it. He causes a reaction in me that is entirely different from any that you have.”
Danae started to hold on to what he was explaining, but then her impatience took over. “I don’t see why that gives you the right to attack a stranger, actually threaten to shoot him.”
“I never said I have the right to attack anyone. I’m simply trying to explain what has been going on, and you were almost there. I could tell, for a moment, you had it in your grasp. Why did you drop it?”
“Let’s just drop this whole thing. I’m tired of it.” She walked away, picking up the children’s toys and mumbling softly to herself: “You go along thinking everything’s just fine in your life, and then some nonsense creeps in.”
The remainder of the evening was not good for Tony either. Good moments that carried flashes of understanding passed through his mind, followed by inner turmoil that would not allow him to focus upon anything.
The next morning after Tony left for his now normal odyssey, Danae phoned the family doctor who suggested her husband might visit a therapist. She hated to ask Tony to do that because she was so convinced he would refuse. Either he would ridicule the idea or get angry at her suggestion. Then she called a friend of hers who suggested a good psychiatrist she herself had been seeing. That would get the same reaction, so she called another friend, one of Tony’s tennis buddies.
“I’m really worried about him, Dan.” She explained on the phone a little of what was happening. “You know him pretty well. What do you think is going on? Did he say anything about you? No, this has nothing to do with you . . . No, he hasn’t played tennis lately . . . He hasn’t found other friends . . . No, I don’t think it means you’ve lost a friend . . . If you could talk to him . . . You don’t think talking would do any good because he hasn’t called you.” What a jerk, she thought. “Just forget I called,” she said and jammed the phone down in the cradle. That guy has more hangups than Tony, she concluded; he couldn’t find his way cross town if you gave him a road map.
Now Danae was left alone to solve a problem that seemed to have no viable solution. A session of her yoga class met that afternoon. She looked forward to the relaxation. Her instructor was a slim male, Oriental, who was knowledgeable but, she thought, rather effeminate. During a few of the stretching movements, she experienced some internal pain that she hadn’t expected. She wondered if she would be able to stay with the class or if there was a problem she hadn’t anticipated.
When she discovered Tony at home before the children returned from school, Danae welcomed the opportunity to sit quietly with him. “I had a yoga class today.”
“That’s good. Did you enjoy it?”
“The instructor’s okay. He got us into it right away, but I didn’t feel real good. I had some pain.” She indicated her lower abdomen. “I’m probably too far out of shape. You know what I mean.”
“Maybe you should have a physical.”
“Guess you’re right.”
Then without preliminaries or easing into it, Tony said, “Danae, I’ll be leaving home for a while.”
“What? What do you mean leaving?”
“I have to go somewhere.”
“Well, where? What are you talking about?”
“Don’t question me,” he said, as though he were showing infinite patience. “There is somewhere I must go.”
“But where?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“Then where will you go?”
“Sometimes I almost understand, but when you throw these questions at me I get all cloudy.”
“Tony, what is happening to us?”
“This has nothing to do with us. It’s my problem, and I have to deal with it in my own way.”
“What is happening to you then?”
“That’s a fair question. You see I desperately need to find out.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“There you go with your biting questions again. I’ll know when I find out . . . No, don’t ask me any more questions, please. I don’t have the answers. I’ll find out when I know.”
“You’re talking in circles,” she said, but there was more resignation than anger in her voice. “But let me get this straight. You are about to abandon your family to go somewhere, you won’t say where, to learn something, you won’t say what.”
“Yes,” Tony agreed. “I’m pleased you understand.”
“Understand!!?” She couldn’t suppress the incredulity in her voice. “I doubt if I will ever understand.”
“All right, listen to me for a moment. We all know that we have experiences that become set in our long term memories. These we collect and hold all our lives. We can usually recall them at any time. We also know we carry unconscious memories, some from our own experiences and others like intuition or what Jung called the collective unconscious. Our early ancestors were frightened by wild animals, so children are afraid of the dark. They dream they are being attacked by wild boars or coiling green snakes. Rational talk helps put down the fears. But late at night after we’ve put to rest our daily concerns, the irrational dreams rise to show their heads like a Loch Ness Monster momentarily surfacing before sliding back down into the depths of a dark, unfathomable abyss.
“I wonder if there might be individual experiences embedded in our memories somewhere between the time we evolved from caves and yesterday’s bad day at the office. I’m certain there must be. Just try to realize that there are dark possibilities of chance that stir in the shadows of our minds.”
He went into the master bedroom where he spent a few minutes throwing a number of articles of clothing into an old flight bag.
When he came out carrying the suitcase, Danae was astounded. “You’re serious. You really are leaving. Where are . . . oh, I’m not supposed to ask. I’m simply supposed to be an obedient, quiet, dumb housewife, shrug my shoulders and accept your explanation about the pseudo unconscious.”
“I guess you really didn’t follow. I can’t explain it any better than I have. There is something I must do. Call it compulsion, insanity, or whatever.” He waited for her to acknowledge what he was saying, but he knew that was hoping for more than would happen. “I would like to kiss you goodbye.”
“Don’t bother.” She backed away. “What about the children?”
“Take care of them.”
“Of course I will, but don’t you care about them? Don’t you want to see them before you go?”
“It’s better if I don’t. Tim will understand when he grows older. I don’t know about Tina. I’m sure you will explain in your own way.”
“Wait a minute! What did you say? When he grows older? How long do you plan to be gone?”
“I mean he’ll understand when he grows older. That has nothing to do with how long I’ll be gone. At this time I don’t know how long I have to be away.” He grabbed his bag and started for the door.
She blocked his way. “Oh, no, you’re not going to get away so easily. You wait here until the children get home from school. You explain what you’re doing because I certainly can’t.”
“All right. I’ll wait for them, but this isn’t about to make us grow any closer.”
Tina came in first. She dumped her book bag on her bed and came out to the living room. “Hello, Daddy. You’re home early.”
He picked her up and hugged her closely. “Honey, your Daddy’s going to take a little trip. I’ll be away for a while.”
“Oh, can I go, too, please?” she asked.
“No, Tina. I’m afraid not.”
“Is Tim going with you?”
“No, I’ll be going by myself. You be good and listen to your mother.”
“Okay,” she said really quite casual. “Mom, can I ride my bike to the corner?”
“Why?” Danae asked.
“I dunno. I just want to look in the stores, okay?”
“I guess so. You be careful and stay on the sidewalk.”
Tina ran out to get her bike.
When Tim came in, he was sweating from having played a pick-up basketball game. Danae confronted him, “I told you not to get all sweaty after school.”
“Aww, Mom, we just had a couple guys shooting some baskets. You know.” She did not wish to argue so she dropped the subject. Tim turned to his father. “Hi, Dad. Good to see you home.”
“Yes, well, only for a little while, son. I have to talk to you.”
“Are you mad at me ’cause I shot some baskets?”
“No, I’m not angry with you at all. What I want to tell you is that I’ll be going away for a while.” Tim did not respond at first, so Tony continued, “You’ve noticed that I haven’t been home much lately, and I haven’t been feeling very good. Well, I want to do something about that. I can’t go through my whole life being unhappy.”
“What do you have to do?”
“I have to do something so that when you are grown up you won’t have to suffer what I’m suffering.”
“Is that why you’re going away?”
“Yes.”
“Then you don’t have to go. I’m not suffering,” Tim said. He was about to start crying. “I don’t see why you have to go.”
Tony put his arm around the boy’s shoulders. “I have to take a trip, actually go on a journey. By searching, I hope to discover the reason for my unhappiness. Do you understand?”
“Yes.” Tim was openly crying now. “I understand. Will you come back some day?”
“Of course, I’ll come back. I wouldn’t leave you.”
“But you are leaving.”
Tony hugged his son and couldn’t hold back his own tears. “It will only be for a little while.”
“You promise?”
“Yes, I promise.”
Tim broke away and ran to his bedroom.
Tony breathed deeply and sighed as he wiped away his tears. Then he picked up his battered flight bag and tried to leave but stopped at the front door. There were no words that he could say to Danae. He looked at her tenuously.
“You’re the most frustrating man I’ve ever known,” she said. “I don’t think you have any idea what you’re doing.”
“Not true, except for the way I feel about leaving the children, I’m quite confident. I’m glad I decided to do what I’m doing.”
She just shook her head and deliberately walked away from him into the kitchen.
Tony opened the door and stepped through. Outside he vacillated for what seemed to him a long time. He had not been entirely truthful with Danae. He knew where he was going, at least he had a plan; however, the plan was certainly more instinctual than reasoned. Outwardly, he would physically retrace his ancestry, starting with his father and going back as far as possible; inwardly he would let his instincts guide him along through the labyrinth of time.
Then making a decisive break, he moved away from the house, left the car sitting in the driveway for Danae’s use and walked the few blocks to a bus station in downtown Burbank. The first stop on his agenda after getting off the bus was the family bank in one of the new towers on Brand Boulevard, Glendale. There he wiped out his personal savings, transferring some to Danae’s account and most into a stack of traveler’s checks.
When he left the bank and walked along Brand Boulevard with a suitcase in one hand and a wad of traveler’s checks in a pocket, he felt a sense of autonomy along with the beginnings of a new area of strength. He stopped to buy himself a white carnation, which he had the pretty little Eurasian flower girl pin on his lapel. Her smile was most disarming. Continuing down the boulevard, he walked with a growing sense of confidence that his journey would bring him to an amity with his inner turmoil.
As he strolled on familiar streets, he also had the feeling that he was walking on the edge of the known universe. Soon he would step out like an astronaut walking in space, but his would be a journey that could spiral back into an even lesser known region of inner space. The polymers and nucleotides would have to light his way. Almost feeling confident he would be equal to any experience that came to him, Tony reached the large Glendale Mall. There he phoned for a shuttle bus to take him to LAX. Waiting in the airport, uncertainty began to gnaw away inside.
TWO
The Line
A few hours after catching a late-night flight for New York City, Antonelli was awakened by overhead lights flickering on in the cabin and the airline pilot’s resonant voice coming over the speaker: “In twenty minutes we will be landing at Kennedy International. The ground temperature at 6:30 A.M. is seventy Fahrenheit, expecting to go up to 98 degrees today. The sky, if you’ll notice, is unusually clear. Please remain in your seats until the plane has come to a complete stop and the ‘Unfasten seat-belt’ sign comes on. Hope you have enjoyed your flight.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/7778 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!