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ABSTRACT
The short stories in this collection explore how work and ideas affect
human freedom. This exploration takes place in some context of collapse economic, philosophical, and sociological. Conflict arises from the protagonists
struggles to extricate themselves from feelings of entrapment and powerlessness.
The collection also claims science as legitimate literary subject matter.
The text directly includes mathematics in an attempt to employ western
literature’s last unused language for its metaphorical import. Structurally, the two
sections are composed of equal numbers of stories o f virtually equal length,
suggesting parity between the scientific stories of the first section and the more
traditional stories of the second. Moreover, the order of the stories is determined
by a “mirrored resolution” aesthetic in that each story of the second section
resolves its conflict similarly to its pair in the first.
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“Can a man think out his life, or must he just tag along?”
John Steinbeck,
The Winter of Our Discontent
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S = k log W
Every night while he tried to sleep, E.J. stared up at the water-stained boil
in the plaster. He was thankful that at least the pipe had stopped leaking, even
though the ceiling would probably have to be repaired. Worse, because he d
given up on the landlord long ago, he’d have to hire people himself to do the
work. E.J. could fix cars all right, but he was no plasterer. In any case,
something would have to be done. Jane was getting impatient. She wouldn t
to le ra te a b lo tc h o v e r th e ir b e d m u c h

longer. “A b a d omen, sh e said . E .J.

wondered how much a plasterer would charge. An arm and a leg for sure.
His insomnia had been running strong for a month. He spent hours each
night looking at the stain. Though he knew it was dry - he touched it a few times
a week to make sure - on some nights he was sure he could see it growing.

5

Maybe permanent repairs could be put off in favor of a new coat of paint. That
might do it for a while, he thought. E.J. was sick of stopgap measures, but they
were all he could afford. He spent the next two hours lying on his back and
thinking about various shades of beige that would cover the blot most effectively.
When dawn began to trickle through the window, E.J. blinked slowly. For
some time his left leg had been folded under his right, forming a right-angle at the
knee, and his foot had fallen asleep. Carefully, he got out of bed, limped feebly in
a circle until his foot lost its stumpishness and stopped in front of the window.
He looked out low on the horizon where a thin membrane of clouds was
beginning to bum away. He brought his eyes into focus and watched closely as
the sun etched a complete hole in one section of the sky. His potbelly brushed
against the window sill. Soon he would be leaving for work. He squinted, sat
down in a wooden chair by the nightstand, and massaged his temples.
Jane was still asleep, and her blonde head rested on the pillow like a
thistle. The night before, she had made him a nice dinner. The amount of wine he
drank had knocked him out for about an hour, but that wasn’t real sleep; it only
lasted until the alcohol wore off. E.J. figured he needed a good fourteen hours of
oblivion to feel fully rested. Probably sixteen. His body slumped at the thought,
and the old wood of the chair squeaked loudly as he leaned forward. Jane stirred
and yawned.
“What time is it?” she said dreamily.
“Five.”
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“You’re going in early?”
“Couldn't sleep again. Just sitting here waiting.”
“Poor baby,” she soothed. She moved to the foot of the bed and began to
rub his back. “Is there anything I can do?”
He shook his head. “Guess I’ll just go to work. The less I think about it,
the better.”
"Maybe you should go to the doctor again."
"Nothing new to tell him.”
“I still think you should call him.”
E.J. shook his head. The week before he had seen a specialist, and it
hadn’t gone well. Jane knew as much, but he didn’t want to start a fight. It was
too early in the morning for quibbling. He decided to get moving, so he scraped
his coveralls off the floor and zipped into them.
“I’m not sure when I’ll be home tonight,” Jane said. “We've got some
catered thingee at the restaurant."
E.J. nodded and moved toward the door, putting on his jacket. Jane
yawned again and waved goodbye as he shut the door to the bedroom. She was
snoring again by the time E.J. collected his wallet and hat and left the apartment.
He walked the two blocks to the bus stop and felt conspicuous as he
waited. What kind of a mechanic rides the bus to work every morning? But he
and Jane, having made a commitment to save money, had sold the car to eliminate
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costs on insurance and upkeep. They planned to be married once they squirreled
away enough for a down payment on a house.
E.J. was starting to wonder whether that time would ever come. Money
seemed to vaporize from their accounts, and whenever he thought about the
prospect of a mortgage, his chest tightened as if it were being crushed by rocks.
He hadn’t slept decently in a month, and there was no end in sight for his
insomnia. His hands were starting to shake at work, not to mention the
hallucinations. He shuddered to think of them. But he tried his best to put such
thoughts from his mind and looked instead for distractions. He hadn’t even
bought the engagement ring yet.
In a few minutes, the bus arrived and chuffed to a noisy halt. One of the
pistons must be misfiring, E.J. thought as he stepped aboard. He swiped his
public-transport card through the reader and took a seat near the rear as the bus
heaved into motion. E.J. felt himself traveling cross-town to the garage. The post
office floated by, as did the two stops near the university. Soon E.J.’s mind
wandered back to Jane’s suggestion.
One doctor’s visit was quite enough for him. He found it odd that all the
doctor did was ask him questions, especially considering how many diplomas he
had hanging on his wall. E.J. told him the trouble started after a mistake he’d
made at the community college. He’d signed up for a class about investment
strategies for low income people, but accidentally walked into the wrong room.
He was too embarrassed to leave after the professor began the lecture, and he
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wound up suffering through a two hour barrage of physics and math, none of
which he understood. Since then, he saw equations whenever he closed his eyes.
The doctor had stared at him as if he couldn't find the last piece to a jigsaw
puzzle, and then recommended a few prescriptions. E.J. figured if that was his
best option, a twelve pack of Hamm's would do the same thing for one-tenth the
price. He had decided the visit was over and had handed a sixty-dollar check to
the receptionist on his way out.
The memory of the check brought back the sting of the visit. He was still
tingling with it when the bus stopped across the street from the garage.
Joe hadn’t arrived yet, so E.J. unlocked the door, put on a pot of coffee,
and went into the shop. He started straight away on a ’77 Lincoln that needed a
tune-up. There was also a new Chevy waiting for an inspection . He tried to
shake off his fatigue by getting to work. He set about checking the valves and
changing a few worn hoses.
After about an hour, Joe arrived. He drank a cup of coffee and briefly
joined E.J. in the repairs, but soon disappeared into the office to write up some
paperwork. E.J. worked alone for hours until he tested the engine and heard a
rattling noise which he couldn’t pinpoint. He needed someone under the car
while he looked for other causes from above. He called Joe out to help. Joe lay
down on the creeper and slipped out of sight while E.J. started the engine. The
rattling noise commenced, and Joe waved his feet, a signal to kill the ignition.
A hand shot out from under the car. “Five eighths,” Joe said.
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E.J. went to the tool bench and grabbed what he thought was the
appropriate socket. Joe's hand opened and closed hungrily, and E.J fed it. For a
moment, the socket disappeared, but Joe flung it back across the floor. “That’s
half inch.”
“Sorry,” E.J. said. He went back to the bench and found the right sized
socket. Joe took it again, and this time E.J. heard the ratchet.
“Try it,” Joe said. He scooted out from under the Dodge and stretched his
neck while E.J. turned the key. The engine started with the rattle gone.
“The damn muffler came loose from the tailpipe,” Joe said. “You needed
me for that?”
“Figured it must’ve been something else.”
“My eight-year-old could have done that fix.”
“Guess I missed it. Sorry.”
Joe looked at E.J. and frowned with disgust. E.J. knew better than anyone
how bad his own face looked. After all, he saw himself in the mirror before
coming to work every morning, and it wasn’t pretty: eyes sunken blackly into
their cavities; unshaven skin like crumpled tissue paper that had been reflattened.
“You on dope or something?” Joe said.
“No, just haven’t been sleeping much lately.”
Joe checked his watch. “Well, it’s lunchtime. Go the hell home and don’t
come back till you get some shut-eye. You’re useless like this.”
“I’d rather not,” E.J. said. “I need the hours.”
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“Too bad. Git.”
E.J. waited for the bus again, and when he sat down, everything felt hot the seat, the air, his insides. By the time he got back to the apartment, his urge to
kick something was overwhelming, but he resisted. Instead he went into the
kitchen and leaned on the counter and took deep breaths for a minute or two.
When he cooled off, he decided to try for sleep again and made himself a cup of
warm milk. He sipped it slowly on his way to the bedroom, and, finishing it, took
off his coveralls and collapsed on the bed.
The mattress creaked and enveloped him. He repeated the breathing
exercise, inhaling deeply, again and again. He counted upward toward one
hundred, then turned around and counted backward toward zero. Fifty passed
quickly, and forty. He rolled on into the thirties feeling significantly more
relaxed, and below that imagined himself coasting smoothly down a ramp toward
sleep.
When he reached the bottom, he closed his eyes:
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Instantly, they snapped open again. He stared at the ceiling, and his eyes
shot to the stain. He felt his heart rate increase. Calm down, he thought, calm
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down. But as earnestly as he told himself that, his lost hours pressed him equally.
He was missing work, losing money. Unpaid bills, unsaved savings.
Again, he forced himself:
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No use. He got up, sulked out of the bedroom, and sat down before the
television in his underwear.
When Jane came home at a quarter to six, he hadn’t yet moved. She took
off her coat, threw her keys on the end table, and gasped when she saw E.J.
staring at the blank screen. “What are you doing home?” she said after collecting
herself.
“Joe told me to take a break.”
“What happened?”
“Not workin’ fast enough, I guess.”
“Yeah, but what happened, really?”
“The usual. The no sleep. The math.”
She sat down on a pile of newspapers near the door. E.J. feared an
interrogation coming on, especially because rent was due in a week, but nothing
happened. Jane just told him to try not to think about it and then went to bed.

,...,=X ,
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Maybe she realized a fight wouldn’t have fixed anything, or maybe she was just
too tired to begin one. Either way, E.J. was relieved that he hadn’t had to defend
himself. He looked at the phosphorescent numbers on the VCR. It was almost
six o’clock. In another twelve hours he would be back at work for another twelve
hours.
*

*

*

The next morning E.J. dug a bottle of Visine out of the medicine cabinet
and dribbled a few drops into his eyes. A small quantity of blood seemed to wash
off his whites, and he decided that would have to suffice.
When he got to work, he found he might as well have saved himself the
effort. A note from Joe was pasted on the door:
E.J.,
Jack came in yesterday after you left and stayed
through the night. The Lincoln is done. I sent the Chevy
back to the dealer - we didn’t have the right manuals. I’ll
be out looking at some property today. There’s nothing
waiting so you might as well take the day off. Enjoy.
Joe
E.J. ripped the note off the door and crushed it into a ball. The ‘Enjoy’ really
infuriated him, as if he could be happy about missing another day s wages. He
threw the note into the bushes and walked across the street to the bus stop.
The bus came quickly, but when it got near his apartment, he couldn’t get
out of his seat. He had no idea what to do with the blank day that had landed in
his lap. He was too exhausted to attempt sleep again, so he rode the bus
aimlessly, loop after loop.
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E.J. lost track of the number of cycles that passed before a thin young man
with glasses boarded. He held an armful of books and school materials and
disembarked at the university stop.
As the bus moved on, E.J saw a book resting on the seat across the aisle
from him. Nerd-boy forgot one, he thought. He picked up the book and fumbled
with it, flipping through the pages and rotating it like a strange melon. A chaos of
black scratches covered almost every inch of white space. He looked at the title
on the binder: “Statistical Mechanics: Methods for Heat Transfer and Other
Thermodynamic Phenomena.” For a moment he thought he recognized the
words. He didn’t understand them, but he could have swom that some had been
on the blackboard of the class he’d mistakenly attended. He couldn’t be sure,
though. He put the book in his lap and stared ahead fixedly.
Soon, he had an idea.
When the bus passed the university again, he got off. He read the campus
map at the stop and walked toward the library, but he regretted his decision when
he saw the front doors. Eight-feet high and made of oak, the library doors had
thick brass handles gnarled with twists like intestines, and the tops of the foot
scrapers flanking the entrance mat were serrated with shark’s-tooth iron triangles.
E.J. examined the huge marble pillars which shot up from the bushes like
forearms, and his stomach clenched.
Keep going, dummy, he whispered to himself.
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E.J. took a deep breath and pushed through. The crude schematic next to
the entrance diagrammed nine floors, and he rubbed his thumb across the bookcover as he walked to the circulation desk.
“Can I help you?” the librarian asked. She scowled at him over the tops
of her bifocals and gave his coveralls a derisive glance.
“I need to return this book.” He proffered it quickly, and with a single
cleanly executed motion, the librarian swept it from his hand, re-magnetized the
bar-code, and deposited it on an adjacent shelving cart.
E.J. shuffled his feet in sheepishness. “Where else is that kind of stuff?”
“Fifth floor: right side, physics; left side, mathematics.”
E.J. rode the elevator to the fifth floor, and the doors opened onto a single
walkway bisecting an immense crater of a room. He stepped off the elevator, and
its doors whooshed closed behind him.
Alone.
Endless stacks of books loomed like giant rectangular crops, and a feeling
of paralysis began to crawl upward through E.J.’s legs. He forced himself to
move for movement's sake, even though he had no idea what he was looking for.
He walked past a few stacks and made a random right. Then he went
forward a few yards, stopped, and shot a hand out for a book. “The GeigerMarsden Experiments and the Infancy of the Rutherford Atomic Model,” said the
title.
He put it back.
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E.J. walked to the other side of the room and again grabbed a book:
“Advanced Engineering Mathematics: Fourier Series and Partial Differentials for
Undergraduates.”
Nothing. Incomprehensible. He slowly returned to the center aisle.
E.J. studied the polished floor tiles gleaming brutally under the fluorescent
lights. A shade of despair fell on him as he rang for the elevator and waited, yet
he did not step aboard when the doors opened. He wanted to go home, and he
wanted so badly to sleep, but the grief of his insomnia would still be there unless
he figured out something to do about it.
He felt the urge to root out a cause. He understood the impulse, since
frustrating engine problems had inspired it many times before, but now he
decided to use his mechanic’s instincts against his insomnia. If he just worked
hard enough, the project should be feasible. His spirit lifted slightly at the
prospect. He would take his sleeplessness apart like an engine and find the
answer in the ensuing pile.
E.J. went back into the stacks and persisted until he found a section of
shelves that appeared to contain more words than equations. He rooted around for
something shallow enough to wade through, and found a book called “Elementary
Theory of Combustion: Algebraic Treatments of the Internal Combustion
Engine.” It was a book about cars, as good a place as any to start.
After the librarian issued him a card, he took the book home, sat down in
his easy chair, and began to read. True to its title, nothing but beginning algebra
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was used in the text, and there were also a lot of drawings and diagrams. E.J. was
surprised at how much of it made some sense to him. When Jane walked in, he
was beginning to think his brain hadn’t been completely dulled by his junior-high
pot binges.
She hung up her coat by the door as a confused smile sprouted on her face.
“What are you doing, E.J.?”
“Readin’,” he said, surprising himself with the answer.
“Reading what?”
She crossed the room and tilted the book into his chest to see the title.
Momentarily, E.J. thought about telling her why he had gotten the book. Then he
thought about what he would say if the plan didn’t work. He was sick of
explaining his failures.
“Joe got some new equipment at the shop,” E.J. said. “He said I might
want to read this so I know how to work it.”
“Homework, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Did you send in the electric bill yet?”
“No.”
“Don’t forget to do that by Friday. We don’t any need late payments
showing up on our credit record.”
“Sure thing,” E.J. said. “What are you doing back so early?”
“Early? E.J., it’s one o’clock in the morning.”
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*

*

*

The next day E.J. showed up for work reasonably refreshed. He’d actually
slept the night before - not very much, only about two hours - but after so long
without substantial rest, it felt like a ten-year coma. He’d even had a small
dream: the equations which had swarmed upon him so viciously in the past
merely hovered a few feet away. Like bewildered hornets, they hesitated and
failed to converge.
With each day E.J. slept a little longer, felt a little better. He became more
and more confident that he had hit on the right solution. He felt normal again
after a month, but, in the meantime, Jane had switched to the night shift in pursuit
of better tips. E.J. started feeling lonely after work, so, to pass the time, he kept
reading. He had already made more progress than he would have thought
possible, but one night, after having reading the same page five times, he put the
book aside and contemplated quitting the effort. He’d beaten the insomnia and
had learned a little in the process. He’d made a good go of it and was beginning
to think he had reached a limit.
He looked around the apartment and began to catalogue his possessions: a
rickety end table; a soft chair covered by wounded upholstery; a television set he
barely used; and a pile of unpaid bills next to the dish drainer on the kitchen
counter.
He stared at the bills for twenty minutes.
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“Well,” he said finally to no one, “guess I’d better do something about
those.”
He went back to the library the next day after work. He asked the librarian
where he could find a math instruction book, and she showed him how to use the
card catalog. He tracked down an algebra tutorial as thick as an encyclopedia,
and brought it to the circulation desk. He placed his library card on top of it for
checkout.
“ I ’m s o r r y , ”

the librarian said. “That’s a reference work. You can only

use it inside the library.”
“Oh,” E.J. said. He thought for a moment. “Can I take this upstairs with
me?”
“Of course. Anywhere in the library.”
E.J. rode the elevator to the third floor, walked over to an open window,
and stuck his head out. A patch of bushes lay directly below, so he tossed the
book down into it. He heard a rustle and some twigs breaking as the book landed,
but no one on the lawn seemed to notice. He wandered back into the periodical
section, flipped through magazines for a half hour, and retrieved the book on his
way back to the bus stop.
*

*

*

E.J. hit the last hundred pages of the book by July. He was excited to be
almost done with it and had impressed himself with how much he had learned.
While he was reading at the table, Jane was filling out bills across from him.
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“Did you write some checks I don’t know about?” Jane said suddenly.
“No,” he said, not lifting his eyes from his book. “Why?”
“Because I can’t get the checkbook to balance.”
“What’s the difference?” he said. “It’s going to be zero at the end
anyway.”
“Maybe if you helped me instead of looking at your stupid books all the
time, we could figure it out. Christ, E.J., you’re turning into one of those dorks I
always hated in school.”
She stormed out of the room and E.J. heard the television click on. He
knew he should follow her if for no other reason than to avoid a major fight, but
the television’s tinny audio was like dental drill in his ear. Still, he needed to do
something. “Feel like going out?” he called.
Jane’s face appeared around the doorjamb. “And do what?”
E.J. shrugged.
“How ‘bout a movie?” Jane said, and E.J. reached for the paper.
*

*

*

They took the bus to the movie theater, and along the way E.J. figured
he’d better start burying his books under his coveralls at the end of the day to
avoid antagonizing Jane. The coveralls were always dirty and grease-stained - so
much so that Jane made him wash them as a load unto themselves - and E.J. knew
the books would be safe provided he put them in plastic bags first to avoid their
getting soiled.
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At the movies E.J. bought a tub of popcorn to share, and they sat down a
few minutes before the previews started. Then the lights went black.
The next thing E.J. noticed was Jane was crying softly as the final credits
rolled by. They stood up and shuffled into the line for the doors.
“That was such a good movie,” Jane said, wiping away a few lingering
tears. “Can you believe what that woman had to go through?”
“Yeah. Unbelievable.”
Jane looked at him puzzlingly. “You really liked it?”
“What’s not to like?”
But he couldn’t remember anything about it. Since that afternoon, he’d
had trouble disengaging his mind from the end of the thick book. The last
chapters turned out to be about trigonometry. He’d never known so many things
could be done with triangles, and he’d spent the two hours in the movie theater
calculating the surface area of the screen in various ways.
“I looked over at you a couple of times,” Jane said. “You didn’t look like
you were into it.”
“No, no. It was good. In fact, this whole thing was good. Maybe we
should cut down a little on our hours so we can do this more often.”
“We can’t afford it.”
Yeah, E.J. thought. More often.
At work the next morning, he had a talk with Joe and asked to have his
hours cut back to forty per week. Joe said the other mechanics would end up with
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more seniority eventually, but E.J. said he didn’t care. He said he needed the time
for Jane, and Joe gave it to him.
The following week his new hours kicked in. He finished work at two in
the afternoon, and now, because it wasn’t already dead before he could be out in
it, every afternoon seemed liked a fresh decade. E.J. had more time on his hands
than he suspected existed, and he made the most of it.
He went to the library.
The librarian said, “Hello, E.J.”
*

*

*

For the next two months, E.J. spent his afternoons immersed in
trigonometry. He crept through calculations with the painstaking gravity of a
medieval scribe. He made sure he got home at least a half-hour before Jane, and
ignored the bills and late notices that ran like a torrent through the mail slot.
Every so often Jane forced him to sit down and work on them, but otherwise he
kept to his afternoon ritual, fascinated.
After the trig, he moved on to calculus, which he studied solidly for eight
months. He needed that long before he felt he had a handle on it. One rainy day
he solved Zeno’s paradox without consulting the solutions manual. On another he
realized he had become bored with quadratic surfaces. He knew he was gathering
momentum. P = mv, he thought. Or perhaps m (dx/dt). After that came the triple
integrals in polar coordinates, and once he mastered those, it would on to the
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differential equations. By the next autumn, he’d dispensed with the partial
differentials and some Fourier analysis and was grazing freely all over the library.
Meanwhile, the bills kept coming. They all looked the same. E.J. had
difficulty telling them apart, so he quit trying.
*

*

*

One afternoon in December, after E.J. had read some matrix mechanics
and a bit of acoustics, he was at his apartment looking over Maxwell’s equations.
Jane kicked the door open and then slammed it hard enough to break the frame.
She was holding a shopping bag.
“I took a half-day off to come surprise you at the garage with a little
dinner,” she roared. “And Joe told me you’d been getting off work at two for a
year-and-a-half now!” She threw the bag at him and a container of soup splattered
all over his shirt. “Who is she, goddamit!? Who’s the whore you’ve been taking
off early for?”
E.J. laughed. “Jane, there’s nobody.”
“Bullshit!”
E.J. knew that if he broke eye contact with her, she’d think he was lying.
But he couldn’t help it. Instinctively, his gaze dropped to the book.
“What - this?” she yelled.
Jane snatched the book away and launched it into the sink. E.J. made a
mental calculation of its Lagrangian as it arced in front of the refrigerator and
splashed down in the dirty dishes. Jane yanked a few bills from her purse and
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threw them in his face. “See those? Last notices, all of them. We need money,
E.J. Money!”
E.J. stared silently, then looked at the pile of bills now lying in his lap.
The credit card bill was on top. Slowly, he opened it and motioned for Jane to sit
down at the table with him. “Let’s look at this together,” he said.
“Finally.”
E.J. spread the statement out on the table and pointed to the balance.
“This is what we still need to pay, right?”
“Right.”
“Well, they get this number through a differential equation. See what last
month’s debit was? The interest gets figured into that for a period of one month,
and then they . . . ” He trailed off as he plugged in the figures, quickly generating
at the number at the bottom of the statement. He circled it and held it up to her.
“See?”
Jane squinted at him. “What? See what, E.J.?”
“How they got that number? It’s really kind of amazing.”
Jane massaged her head with both hands.

^A^e used to have a relationship,

remember?”
“We still do.”
“No we don’t, E.J. We barely see each other. All I do is work. And look
at yourself.”
E.J. did.
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“I just want to know what’s happened to us. Can you tell me that?
What’s happened to us, E.J.? What’s happened to us?
E.J.’s face lit up. “Vector calculus!? I didn’t know you knew anything
about vector calculus! Get the book out of the sink. We 11 do some together.
Jane kneaded her face with frustration and sighed heavily. She went into
the bedroom, packed an overnight bag, and turned to face him just before leaving.
“Goodbye, E.J. I’ll get the rest of my stuff sometime when you’re not
home,” she said.
She closed the door quietly behind her, and E.J. almost rose to stop her.
But he got distracted by estimating the volume of space through which the door
swung on its hinges. He began by visualizing the door pivoting folly about its
fixed axis, then quartered the result. Five seconds after she had gone, he had an
approximate number in his head —a simple computation of cylindrical volume,
almost an insult, he thought. The far more interesting phenomena were the
vortices of air created just behind the door’s trailing edge.
*

*

*

Summertime rolled into place quickly. For a long time E.J. remained
dimly aware of spending his days at some place with lots of cars in it, but he lived
for his afternoons and nights. He dropped into his books like a felled oak.
Laplacians and angular momentum operators caught him on the way down.
When morning came the screened Coulomb potential fried him his breakfast of
Euclidean inner vector products, and the Wilson-Sommerfeld quantization rules
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did his laundry for him. Cooling by adiabatic demagnetization cooked him his
dinners, and very soon elastic moduli of cubic crystals in 10

12

dynes per cm

2

became a particularly favorite dish. He even stopped sleeping, at least for more
than an hour at a time. There was too much work to be done, and time seemed
wasted when he wasn’t doing it. He was all too happy to sacrifice a few hours of
rest for the sake of his pursuits.
*

*

*

On a scorching day in August, E.J. was huddled in the comer of the garage
office, reading. A fat drop of sweat splashed onto his book. He’d finally
stumbled into the topic of the class he’d wrongly attended long ago. It had been a
statistical mechanics class, and the professor had derived Boltzmann s expression
for thermodynamic entropy. E.J. understood it now, and was memorizing the
section. He repeated the information silently, mouthing S = log W. S = k log W.
He was so engrossed in the topic that he hadn’t noticed Joe staring at him from
across the room.
“Change the battery in the Dodge before you take off today,” Joe said, but
E.J. didn’t respond. “Hey, E.J.,” he said, and snapped his fingers. “Anybody
home? The guy’s coming to pick it up at two.”
E.J. raised his head. Two, he thought. Now t h e r e a number.
“I need to get my daughter at school. Now don’t forget: change the
battery in the Dodge before you take off. Easy as 1,2,3.
Joe walked to the door, and E.J. spun around on his stool.
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“Actually, that’s not so easy,” he said.
“What? The battery? That’s about the easiest thing we got in here.”
“No,” E.J. said. “I mean 1,2,3. It’s only easy if you’re talking about the
natural numbers - whole numbers: 1,2,3, and so on. But for the real numbers,
which include all the integers and the rationals, the situation is quite dramatically
more complex. In that case, what number comes after one? Two? 1.1? 1.01?
1.001? See? Not so simple. In fact it can easily be proved that no number comes
immediately after 1.”
“What?”
“No number comes immediately after 1.”
Joe’s face constricted. “What kind of crap is that, E.J.? It’s 1,2,3.
Everybody knows that.”
“Come here, I’ll show it to you,” E.J. said. He ripped a piece of paper
from a pad and began to sketch the proof.
“I already told you I gotta go. My daughter’s sick. Just make sure you
change the damn battery before you leave.”
“But, here,” E.J. implored. “It’ll only take a second.”
“Dammit, E.J., I can’t.”
“Your daughter can wait.”
“No, she can’t.”
E.J. blinked, then turned his back and walked efficiently to his comer.
“Fine. Stay ignorant. What do I care?”
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“Ignorant?”
E.J. shrugged.
“That’s when you don’t know stuff, right?”
“Right.”
“Well here’s something I don’t know. I don’t know what you’re gonna be
doing tomorrow morning, because you’re fired! Fired!!”
E.J. didn’t respond. He took his book and jacket and walked slowly out of
the office, past the self-serve islands, and across the street to the Plexiglas bus
stop shelter. Then he sat down on the bench and read silently for a few hours.
The sky was growing dark when he lifted his head, and he realized a kind
of silence had descended on him. It wasn’t an absolute quiet, since he could still
hear a substrate of humming beneath it, but it took him a while to puzzle through
to its source: a sea of virtual particles and antiparticles continuously materializing
and annihilating itself in the four-dimensional space-time manifold. He nodded at
the answer. It was surely correct.
E.J. relaxed a bit after he had found the solution, and caught a look at his
reflection on the inside of the enclosure. Like shrink-wrap heated to the point of
breaking, the skin under his patchy blonde beard had pulled drum-tight over his
underlying bone structure. Certainly a curious picture, but he put it aside almost
immediately. He had suddenly thought of the unresolved problem of the full
quantization rules for Einstein’s theory of general relativity, and knew it deserved
his utmost attention.
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Eventually he solved that entanglement, too. But when his reverie broke,
the humming had increased, and the sea noises seemed to be triggering other
noises. E.J. heard a series of sharp snaps and clicks. Next came a great flapping
sound, as if from within his head a colossal sail were being unfurled along with its
rigging. Then, without warning, the bench disappeared. He wasn’t very
distressed by this - Nothing but empty space, anyway, he reasoned - but he did
hope no passersby would notice that his body was now floating a few angstroms
higher.
When the sound of the sea increased again, this time quite noticeably, E.J.
felt the edge of a breeze. His stomach tensed, and as a precautionary measure he
pushed his eyeballs deeply into their sockets. He wanted to be sure they were
secure, and that he had everything prepared for credible contingencies. After all,
one never knew. The breeze could become a gale, the sail might fill, and he
didn’t want anything rolling carelessly overboard when the ship first lurched
away.
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Sol 24
I spent a lot of time at the observatory in those days, but I could never get
used to what a dome did to sound waves. Hannah pummeled me as she walked
around the telescope. Two steps to the right, and her voice hit me just below my
left ear. She shifted her feet, and three sentences ricocheted off my chin. When I
tried to leave, she tilted her head and her voice came up from the trap in the floor.
There was nowhere to go. The dome was twenty feet in diameter. Two-thousand
cubic feet of space, and she was in every inch of it. I sat down on the floor.
“Please don’t act childish. If you’d had the offer, you’d have taken it,
right?” she said.
“I’m not an astronomer.”
“Yeah, well, if you were.”
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She pointed the scope at Mars and finessed it into position. She twisted
the focus knobs and stopped. Twisted again, and rested again. Her white fingers
moved skillfully in the red light. Even after all this time, I remember that very
clearly. Long, weightless fingers like threads of dust. “Do me a favor and kill the
lights,” she said, so I reached over and shut off the switch.
After a few moments, my eyes adjusted to the almost complete darkness.
The last-quarter moon wouldn’t be up for hours, and through the open shutter I
could see a long smear of galaxy. If I averted my eyes slightly, I could see dark
patches amidst the swaths of group starlight. There was void and intervening dust
there. I had learned to look at dim stars indirectly. Comets, too. They were
brighter if I didn’t stare. Hannah said it was because the perimeter of the retina is
more sensitive than the fovea. I hadn’t known that. But she knew plenty that I
didn’t and had the confidence of those who think they’re always rig h t. That she
did turn out to be right about everything, or at least more than I would have liked,
is not a source of comfort to me.
Hannah wanted pictures of the Martian icecaps, and that night the
atmosphere was supposed to be calm. But when Mars winked at me, I knew she
had no chance.
“Turn the CCD on,” she said.
“What’s the point? The seeing stinks. There’s too much distortion.”
“Do it anyway.”
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I booted the laptop and snuffed its light by folding down the screen. “Run
a test image,” I said, and she triggered the camera. I lifted the screen quickly to
check if the image had registered, then closed it again. “Why do you want
these?”
“Something to frame and put in my new office.”
That hurt. She’d already rejected what I’d given her.
I walked to the lip of the shutter and looked at the ground and the
surrounding woods. Crickets were simmering, and the windows in the dorms
down the hill were randomly lit. The whole town seemed to be lying down and
going to sleep. Then I looked up at Mars, a tiny red fleck of oxidized dust
quavering through interplanetary space and a few miles of shaky atmosphere.
“Why don’t you just download them from the net?” I said. “The Hubble
stuff is way better than what you’ll get here.”
“I didn’t take the Hubble stuff,” she said.
I sat down on the floor again. “You never stop, do you?
“No,” she said. “Why should I?”
*

*

*

When I met her, I was thinking seriously about quitting school, although
outwardly my work seemed to be on track. I had just finished my sophomore year
with decent grades, nothing spectacular, but above a 3.0, my teachers were
adequate, and I was painting as well as I ever would. Of course, the art
department wasn’t the best, but I’d come late to painting, and at the end of high
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school I didn’t have a portfolio that justified applying to any of the metropolitan
academies. Nonetheless, I was getting work done. My apartment was filling up
with canvases. Most of them weren’t any good, but I was of the opinion that
quantity would serve until I could achieve quality.
There’s no question I should have known better. I was an art major, a
painter, not usually good prerequisites for kicking around in an observatory. But
in the time I spent with Hannah, I picked up a fair amount of science that I
otherwise wouldn’t have, which is to say I would have picked up none had I never
met her. I even found I had something of a knack for astronomy. Despite all
those vast distances, planets and galaxies had a solidity about them. I can still
fumble my way through a little Messier and Shapley, but the opportunity hardly
ever arises now. The physics Hannah was into was totally different. That was all
too abstract for me.
I knew it was silly to consider quitting with half of college already
finished, but I was just then coming to terms with the life that would be waiting
for me after school: a tide of debt sloshing up to my eyebrows and me slaving
away at any job that might bring the water level down. I was thinking that the
longer I could put it off, the better. A few semesters of delay might do nicely. I
had no illusions about making a living from painting, but I also hated the thought
of going into advertising, which was about the way for anyone with artistic
interests to make any money.
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When I met Hannah, I had already started my withdrawal into books. I
spent hours in the library poring over any reproductions I could find in the
oversized sections, studying the old masters. My college was a small liberal arts
school in upstate New York, too many hours away from the city. If I had been
closer to any of the major galleries, I would have haunted them. Instead, I made
use of what resources I had. A library is as good a shelter as any. I’m not sure I
gleaned much technique from what I saw, since there was no way I would ever
approach a Rembrandt stroke —who can? - but I did learn a lot about the way I
didn’t want to paint. I suppose that’s as much about learning to paint as anything.
I decided over that summer to stick it out until the end, so just before I
began my junior year, I registered to do some clean-up work on my general
requirements. Astronomy lab was rumored to be the easiest way to fill a core
science slot, so I signed up for it. Hannah was the teacher. That’s how I met her.
Turned out she was a double-major in math and physics.
I really should have known better.
*

*

*

I first got interested in art late in junior high when I came across a few
Dali prints. I admired the photographic quality he was able to achieve with such
small paintings and bizarre subject matter. DeChirico’s shadowy human figures
dwarfed by huge architecture impressed me, too - Melancholy and Mystery o f a
Street, for instance, or The Nostalgia o f the Infinite with its lovers clasping hands
beneath a lighthouse-like tower. The conflict between objects and humans in
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these paintings fascinated and confused me, but there was a clarity of style about
them that suggested definite answers. Maybe that tension between form and
content was what grabbed me so strongly.
My naivete ran deep at the time. Dadaists notwithstanding, I still thought
art could change the world. Matisse saw it differently, of course. He said
painting should have the effect of a good armchair on a weary businessman. But I
couldn’t go along with him. I had to be more militant. I’d put a lot of sweat into
every one of my canvases, and to believe that there was nothing substantive in
them was just too much. I’d hinged my well-being to proving Matisse wrong. It
goes almost without saying that if I’d accepted him immediately, I would have
saved myself a lot of heartache. But rebellion is the prime value of youth, I
suppose.
Naturally, Hannah had no inkling of my interests when I entered her lab.
The university had an excellent observatory, a fluke gift from a single professor
who’d made a mint off a patent and was a dedicated amateur stargazer. He’d built
the first domes himself, and over the years kept adding on until, eventually, the
facility was legendary for such a small school.
Hannah had the run of the place. I once saw her shoo a full professor out
of a dome, worried he would ruin her observing run. The whole semester, I
wondered why Hannah had such free range with the equipment. I was surprised
that someone my age would have access to so much expensive gear, and one night
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toward the end of the semester, when one of the older physics professors was
hanging around the observatory, I asked him about it.
“Hannah’s the smartest person on campus,” he said flatly.
“What about the other professors?”
“Smarter than them, too. And if they tell you different, they’re either
lying or don’t know her. But everybody knows her.”
I didn’t think anyone could live up to such a hyperbolic comment. If she
was that smart, why wasn’t she at Harvard or MIT or some other more
appropriate ivory tower? I decided to investigate. I also have to admit some silly
macho switch had been flipped in me. I considered myself the smartest person I
knew, and I wanted to evaluate the competition. In retrospect, I can hardly
believe my own ignorance and pomposity, but that was how I genuinely felt at the
time.
There was another factor at work, too. Hannah was gorgeous. A fivefoot-nine redhead with no need for makeup and a body for sculptors.
In the spring, with the fall semester over and my science requirement
completed with a respectable C, I started sitting in on her section of introductory
physics, a half-semester course on optics. The math was completely beyond me,
though I retained most of the terminology. I’ve always had a sort of aural-eidetic
memory, if such a thing exists. That, at least, hasn’t failed me yet.
There were a few poor saps who looked as lost as I was, but I never
expected to understand much. I was just an interloper, there to check out the
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teacher. The rest of the class were aspiring scientists and engineers. The
smattering of confused faces explained to me how the business school kept its
enrollment at record levels. Profits and losses must be overwhelmingly attractive
to anyone who feels bludgeoned by Snell’s Law. Many of them took their F’s in
stride, then skulked off to wear a suit and make a million dollars. I suppose there
were worse choices.
After I had shown up a few times, Hannah startled me by talking to me at
the end of class one day. “Weren’t you in my astronomy lab last semester?”
I nodded.
“Caught a physics bug, huh?”
“Just sitting in.”
“Are you learning?”
“Some, but not much. I’m a painter.”
“Well, we’re going to talk about dispersion eventually, so don’t miss that,”
she said. She smiled and walked away.
What the hell was dispersion? I thought. I had no idea, but no matter. The
first conversation had gone well enough. I fell asleep that night thinking of her
hair and how I wanted to rub my nose very lightly along the rim of her ear.
I was nineteen. Sue me.
*

*

*

Kandinsky was the first painter whom I thought had really gone round the
bend. A theosophist and late painter - he didn’t start till he was thirty - he didn’t
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think the physical world had any meaning. He wanted to transcend materialism
with his paintings. Cockeyed lunacy. But I admired his ambition, and especially
his colors. I studied his canvases and the way he brought such a bright, vivid
feeling to them. I wanted to replicate his intensity, if not his goals, and Hannah’s
class, in a way, stimulated me.
All painters spend a lot of time thinking about light and how the reception
of their paintings changes under different conditions. I’d always gone through
this process conventionally - natural light vs. artificial light, for instance. Or, the
worst-case scenario within the latter, incandescent vs. fluorescent. But the way
Hannah talked about light was different. She talked about color and its
dependence on frequency and angles of refraction and such. I’d already had some
hazy notion of the fact that visible light is only one small part of a larger
continuum, but Hannah’s talent for detail and analysis was dazzling. She talked
about lenses and aberrations and put up slides demonstrating some of the images
produced by a point light source passing through imperfections. There were
spherical patterns of varying intensity, almost like ripples, and some scattershot
rainbows of brilliant reds and blues that I would have killed to reproduce with my
brush.
“This is what happens when lenses are made incorrectly,” she said.
“Different parts of the glass focus the light at different points. You get
interference and this smear of color instead of what you want, which is a clear,
concentrated image.”
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I had my post-class opener. “Wasn’t the scope we were using last
semester a refractor?”
“Yes.”
“If it uses a lens, why we didn’t see the aberrations?”
“They were there, you just weren’t looking for them. If it’s clear tonight,
come to the observatory. I’ll show them to you.”
*

*

*

My body has gone to hell in the ten years since this happened. I was never
much for gyms - my metabolism used to do the work for me - but that
mechanism broke down about five years ago. When I look at myself naked in the
mirror now, I seem to be constructed of circles. I remember how in early drafting
classes I was taught to sketch the human form using roughly-hewn ovals,
gradually softening them with a pencil to look like limbs. But now, sixty pounds
heavier than I was when I was with Hannah, it looks as if someone stuck an air
hose under my skin and left it on high. In fact, it occurs to me now that if I were
to run into her, provided she still looked as good as she did then, it would be like
some enactment of Max Ernst’s The Elephant Celebes. Me with my freakishly
bloated frame, her the voluptuous naked woman in the lower right comer.
I process insurance forms for a living. What the job lacks in glamour it
makes up for in wages and inertia. My paycheck is large; compensation, I
suppose, for the tedium, but my memory helps to break up the routine. A head
full of paintings comes in handy when I have a two-foot pile of invoices to fill out
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on my desk. I can work and play a slide show in my head simultaneously. All
that physics terminology is in there too, though I’d like to clean all that out if I
could. Combined with the numbers in my assessment columns, it amounts to
thoughts of Hannah.
She thought someone should frame Einstein’s tensor equations for General
Relativity and hang them in the Louvre - yet another one of her ideas I couldn’t
really puzzle out. Anyone can look at a Rothko, for example, and get something
out of it. But you have to know what you’re doing to appreciate math. Hannah
had no patience with that argument. “Just look at it all, she said once, opening
prety”. I probably shrugged in response. It was my

her calculus book. “It’s so

standard reaction whenever she went over my head. I was so goddam stubborn
then. An elitist, even. Isn’t there some adage about regret and a heart filled with
worms? If there isn’t, there ought to be.
*

*

*

After the class about lens aberrations, I prayed for a clear night and got it.
I was, of course, hoping Hannah had ulterior motives when she invited me to the
observatory, but I didn’t want to presume too much. So when I went to meet her,
I had a backup plan just in case the night didn’t work out as I thought it might.
All the talk about light and color gave me the idea of taking one of my thickest art
books with me as a prop. That way, if we stalled out, I could segue into some
discussion about how physics was teaching me to think about color in ways I
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hadn’t before, etc. It would be, if not a graceful exit, then at least a sure-footed
one.
Hannah was already in the refractor dome when I arrived. I could see the
light spilling out of the shutter as I walked up the hill to the observatory. The
parking lot was deserted, but she must have heard my footsteps on the gravel
walkway. She poked her head out and smiled broadly. A good start, I thought.
“Charlie! Come on up. I’m getting the scope set.”
The evening was beautiful and not yet night. I waved back at her with my
free hand and looked at the sky, a crystal bowl distilled of clouds. Sirius was
blazing in the southwest, and all the surrounding space was suffused in sunlight
falling from azure to indigo.
I climbed the access ladder to the top level and was relieved to see a bottle
of wine in the comer when I poked through the trap in the floor. Hannah grabbed
the book from me as I finished the climb. “What’s this?”
“Oh, I carry that pretty much everywhere,” I said. “A quirk, I guess. I
don’t like to be anywhere without a book to read.”
She thumbed through the pages while I walked to the edge of the shutter
and looked out onto the world. “Should be terrific viewing tonight,” I said.
“Seeing,” she said. “Remember? From class? The term for the stability
of the atmosphere is ‘seeing.’ The term for its clarity is ‘transparency.’”
A jargon lecture, I thought. Terrific. She’s a geek after all. But when I
turned, she was grinning at me.
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“I got a C in your class, if you recall.”
“And it was a gift,” she laughed. “Would you like some wine?”
“Of course.” She poured two Styrofoam cups full to their brims and
apologized for the lack of glasses. “I don’t care about the container as long as I
get the medicine,” I said, and took a gulp as we sat down on the floor to wait for
night.
Hannah grabbed my book. “So, who’s your favorite?”
“I skip around a lot.”
She turned the pages with seemingly little interest, but stopped at the
Kandinsky section. “These are different,” she said.
“Kandinsky,” I said. She stared particularly at Landscape Near Murnau
with Locomotive, a childlike canvas of a train moving through a valley. Blues and
whites dominate the field, and in the odd darkling light of the observatory, the
print seemed to glow.
“Looks like a little kid painted this,” she said.
“That’s right.”
I told her what I knew of his aesthetic. How in his early paintings he was
chasing the vision of innocence he enjoyed in Slavic fairy tales, but also how he
eventually abandoned the object and went straight for pure color. I flipped a few
pages on to prints of his later paintings. “See, here,” I said, and pointed to his Mit
und gegen, a painting with humming red background and an assemblage of
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geometric shapes in various colors. “He had this idea about developing a grammar
of color, thinking each color could spell out an idea or feeling.”
“But blue doesn’t mean the same thing to everyone,” she said.
“Yeah, I know. I don’t really understand it.”
“How would he know if people were getting it?”
“Who knows? And the paintings get worse as time goes on.”
“Well, I don’t know about worse,” she said. “I’m just trying to get a better
idea of what’s going on.”
“He gets abstract to the point of meaninglessness, something I guess you
don’t have to worry about,” I said.
“Are you kidding?” she laughed. “Physics isn’t all boxes and pulleys.”
She turned to the final blank page of the book and began to sketch out some math.
She wrote feverishly for a minute or two and circled a small ‘h ’ when she
finished.
“What’s that?” I said.
“Planck’s symbol for the quantum of action. On one level it’s just the
solution to a math problem. On another, it’s the most basic thing we know. But
what is it, really?” She tapped the ‘h ’ with her index finger. “I mean, what is
this? It’s a part of reality, I guess - we play with it like it is - but maybe it’s just a
metaphor like, uh - ”
“Kandinsky.”
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“Right,” she said. “And the deeper you go, the hazier it gets. By the time
you get to the quantum field stuff and down to the quarks and superstrings, reality
is in tatters.”
“But painters can do whatever they like,” I said, “and eventually one
scientist has to be right.” This thought floated up from nowhere, and I felt a bit
superior having generated it on the spot. Hannah shot it down without a blink.
“Nope,” she said. “Take a look at Quantum Mechanics. There you have
are two methods - matrices or differential equations. You can use either one you
want. The same goes for Q.E.D. You’ve got your choice of Feynman or
Schwinger. It’s all a matter of preference. Oils or pastels? Same problem,” she
said.
She sprung to her feet and busied herself with eyepieces and aligning the
scope. I was glad for the pause in the conversation. I needed a moment to
process what she’d said and find a hole in her argument. There had to be one
somewhere, I thought.
I got distracted as Hannah refilled my cup and led me the scope. It was
dark enough now for a good look at Mars, and Hannah showed me the lens
distortions she’d talked about in class. Mars was indeed washed out purple along
its edges, just as she predicted, and when she stepped back from the scope after
taking a second look, I took a chance.
I kissed her.
And so on.
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Afterward, we lay on the floor looking up through the shutter. In the
interim, Cygnus had rotated into view, flapping down along the plane of the
Milky Way. The industrial carpet of the dome was rough on our bare skin, so I
spread our clothes out to make a softer place to rest. The air was warm and
comfortable, and I lay there staring out into space while Hannah dozed beside me,
her head on my chest.
“Why do you spend so much time up here?” I said.
“It’s peaceful.”
“Doesn’t it get lonely?”
She raised her head and smirked. “You never talked this much in class,”
she said. “Why screw it up now?”
I laughed and pushed her hair away from her eyes with my left hand.
With her cradled in my right arm, I stroked the small of her back. She put her
head down and quickly fell asleep.
As I waited for my own sleep to come, Cygnus flew away and made room
for Cephius. I watched it all without moving. But I knew that under us, all was
moving and moving us. Eventually I began to breathe deeply in rhythm with her
sleep, blinking my eyes ever more slowly, alternating between the light of the
galactic plane and the blackness that fell in whenever my lids closed.
Past midnight, I never knew such silence. The earth might have been
uninhabited.
*

*

*
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We developed a ritual. Every Friday night, if the sky was clear, we would
go to the domes, talk, take a few images, and make love. Gradually, Hannah told
me about her research and what she wanted to do with her life, while I talked
about painting and what I was learning. It was the typical undergraduate
existence that’s roundly denigrated in the so-called real world, but when I look
back on it, I realize it was the only time in my life when the people around me
took ideas seriously, or at least seriously enough to engage in a little conversation
about something other than bills or investments or children. I have none of the
latter, incidentally.
Ten years. Where did that time go? Down a drain somewhere, perhaps
sloshing around with my gone ambition, since I stopped painting long ago. The
brush went limp, as they so crassly say. Painting had become unbearable,
paradoxically more so the more I studied. There’s nothing like a solid education
to teach you that there aren’t any new ideas. I read and painted and eventually
felt totally impotent. I tried to adopt Warhol’s philosophy - production and
plagiarism are the whole game; accept that and keep working - but somehow I
could never square myself with it. Sounded too much like cowardice. Of course,
by the time I realized it was unimpeachable granite truth, I’d dropped too far to
climb out again.
Hannah would probably appreciate my plight. She loved paradoxes. She
said they were essential to physics. Einstein apparently thought they were the
most important part. Since physics didn’t allow for contradictions, you knew that
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wherever you found one, you’d also find an opportunity for important work. She
told me this was how he came up with Relativity, and also why he was later an
exile in the physics community. He couldn’t walk himself into Heisenberg’s
camp.
“Heisenberg left the world without choices,” Hannah said. “You can only
talk sensibly about math.”
“What kind of answer is that?” I said.
“Sometimes that’s all you get.”
*

*

*

We went on like this for a year, until her last semester. She had a
mountain of offers from graduate schools, and her gender didn’t hurt either.
“Labs are dying for women,” she said with a wink. But she rarely gave hints as to
her preferences. “MIT would be nice,” she said once, but another time it was
Copenhagen. A nice problem to have, I thought.
We began to go south when I asked a question I already knew the answer
to. Lawyers say that’s the only kind you’re supposed to ask, but I should have
kept my trap shut anyway. I pointed to the stack of graduate catalogs and said,
“How come you never ask me how I’d like it at any of these?”
“Charlie . . . ” was all she said, with that trailing inflection toward the end
which means you should know better than to ask. Sure, part of me expected that
answer, but that didn’t mean I was ready to acknowledge reality, so I started
scrambling around for ideas about how to convince her to stay. Money was out of
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the question. I had none. Likewise for a job or a stable future. I did eventually
acquire the latter two, but they’re much less desirable than they’re made out to be.
In any case, I was in love, and because of that I thought there had to be something
I could offer.
I could paint. That much I knew, or at least believed at the time, so I set
out to do an early masterpiece. This was the time of the series of failed NASA
missions to Mars, and Hannah had become intrigued with them, so my instinct
was to do a large Martian landscape. The NASA websites were loaded with raw
material, especially the Global Surveyor data. I thought I could handle all those
shades of color washing for thousands of miles across a surface. At first I
surprised myself with how well I could blend and interweave areas of differing
intensity. The photos were black and white in the originals, naturally, but I didn’t
have much trouble supplanting the grays with shades of red. I knew full well I
was riding Rothko’s coattails with this technique, but I also felt I was tapping into
what he thought was most pleasing about it. I’d get half the canvas blended the
way I wanted, then I’d stand back and look at it and think, Yeah, that’s it. Not
really seeing the colors, but feeling them. So the background was going all right,
but the composition fell apart when I tried to add in the sharper delineations of
canyon rims or craters. The painting collapsed. My hand refused to build a
natural cliff line. All the features looked cartoonish. I spent a long time trying to
reproduce a photograph called “Big, Dark Dunes Northeast of Syrtis Major,” for
example. A beautiful photo, but also the distillation of my problem: I nailed the
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gradual shade planes, but botched the impact craters and dune ridges. The sixfoot high canvas just kept sputtering.
Hannah came to my apartment a few times while I was painting, but I
always covered my work before she came in. I hated the idea of showing
unfinished work, but I must admit I also enjoyed turning away requests. She
never asked, though, despite my knowing she wanted to peek. One time when I
was making drinks for us, she began to lift the comer of the dropcloth.
“Please don’t do that. It’s not finished,” I said, to which she smiled and
nodded an apology. Had she looked surreptitiously, I would have been angry,
but in the end it wouldn’t have mattered.
I decided at the end of that week to start again from scratch. For a while I
considered staying with the background I had done for the Syrtis Major attempts.
A large canvas washed with varying shades of gray wouldn’t have been too bad,
but it would have been a straight knockoff of Rothko. My problems with
repetition defeated that plan rather quickly, and I had other objections, too. As
much as I admired the courage of the abstract expressionists, presenting and
defending such strange paintings to a hostile public, I could never completely
reconcile myself with them. I was willing to steal a little from their ideas, but I
couldn’t give myself over totally. So when I wiped out the Syrtis Major canvas, I
went back to the photos and tried to find a middle ground.
I found it with an image called “Martian Sunset on Sol 24.” The black
silhouette of a mountain ridge in late-aftemoon relief forms the foreground while
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the yellow sun, caught right before it sinks behind the ridge, hangs in a thin veil of
blue light scattered by airborne dust. The remainder of the sky is a rusty red
tending toward black at the rightmost edges of the photo.
The abrupt transition between the black ridgeline and the sky wouldn’t
present me with the same problems as the Syrtis Major paintings. In those, I had
to concern myself with a smooth gradation up to the ridges. But with the Sol 24,
the mountain was a solid black with a firm terminal line. I knew I could do that.
The sun was a yellow ball, also no problem there, and the fading light blues were
the grays supplanted. I had some trouble with the reddish sky, but not with the
fading. I simply couldn’t find the right color paint. But as I read about Mars, I
learned its color came from the fact that its entire surface is oxidized. The reds
were simple after I found that out. I went to a junkyard and bought a rusty
bumper. Then I took a file and ground varying amounts of rust into the paint for
the different shades. The astronomical symmetry of this pleased me too.
What I wound up with was a tripartite mix of the main lines of abstract
expressionism. Rothko, of course, was in the fading sky, while the unbroken
ridgeline reminded me of Newman’s

VirHeroicus Sublimis. I liked

that the ridgeline, which in reality was made of innumerable stones, formed a
solid line. The sun and its halo had a lot of O’Keefe’s Light Coming on the Plains
about it, but I think this last was my own sincere contribution to the painting. The
big names would have pushed that solidly-defined sun and ridgeline right out of
the painting, opting perhaps for an amorphous variation of color. But I wanted
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those pieces in there. Especially the sun. I needed it to ground the painting. An
ironic comment, perhaps, but I thought it was important to have that base covered.
I still think it is. Suns and stones are important.
With apologies to NASA, I called the painting Sol 24 and wrote “For
Hannah” on the title card. It was the most sincere canvas I’d ever done. I worked
harder on it than any other painting I’d done, and put as much of my own
philosophy into as I could. I also thought it was pretty honest about its stolen
aspects. There’s an old cliche that says that a work of art is never done, only
abandoned. But that painting felt done to me, and in that sense it was a success.
But I needed it to do something else.
Hannah had applied for a fellowship in Denmark.
*

*

*

I finished the painting in the spring. Hannah hadn’t told me that she’d
already won and accepted the fellowship and would be leaving. Because I
thought that the situation was still undecided, the painting was my last hope.
I prepared a dinner for us and invited her over. I told her before time only
that I had a present for her, and since she knew my financial situation, she must
have figured it would be the painting. But she didn’t mention it until after we had
eaten. I poured two glasses of wine, and she smiled and said, “So when are you
going to show me that thing?”
I led her to it. She struck a contemplative pose a few feet away and I lifted
the dropcloth. She stood silently for a few moments and sipped her wine. I was
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torqued with anticipation, but tried not to let on. I sat down to the side of her and
waited for her reaction.
She moved a few feet to either side to cover all angles, and then said, “It’s
your best work, Charlie. At least, the best that I’ve seen.”
“Thanks. I agree.” A good beginning.
“It’s Mars, yes?”
I nodded. Even better. “It’s for you.”
“Is it finished?” she said.
And right there, I knew I should have seen it coming. I answered, “O f
course it’s finished.”
“Why did you leave the sun in? The black and rust swaths are so
compelling on their own. The texture is perfect, though. Is that actual rust?””
My chest hurts even now to think of those twenty-seven words. No, I
thought. This isn’t allowed. I don’t know how long I was silent. I just sat there
imploding. Eventually, Hannah turned from the canvas and noticed.
“Oh, Charlie,” she said. She smiled consolingly as she squatted down and
patted my leg. “Charlie, hon, please don’t be like this. I didn’t mean anything by
it. I was just responding out loud. I think the painting’s terrific. But there are
other variables to consider. I mean, how could I fit this on the . . . ”
“On the what?”
“Plane, Charlie. On the plane. I’ve accepted the fellowship. I leave for
Copenhagen in three weeks.”
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I shook my head in disbelief, and she said, “You can’t possibly think I
would give up a chance like this?”
“When did you decide?”
“I don’t know. A while back. I figured there wasn’t any point in souring
more time than necessary.”
I was in no mood for the appreciation of ambiguities.

Please leave, I

said.
She gathered her coat and stood by the door. “It doesn’t have to end like
this.”
“You’re right.”
“That’s not what I mean. Let’s talk some more. Will you come on
Friday?”
My last shred of masculine self-respect forced me to nod, but I must admit
I wish I hadn’t.
*

*

*

After a while, I stood up and leaned out the shutter again. The moon had
risen, a half circle of white light so glaring I had to squint to look at it. Down the
hill, almost every dorm room window was now dark. It was very late, or, more
properly, very early. I heard Hannah moving the telescope, and I felt vindicated
knowing I had been right. The atmosphere was too shaky for pictures o f Mars.
She would have to go with what was available. But just as quickly, I felt pathetic
for having taken pride in such a petty triumph.
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“I was hoping we could have a nicer parting,” she said. “It’s not like we
can’t talk to each other anymore.”
“Over trans-Atlantic cable.”
“Don’t whine,” she sighed. “And besides, it’s all satellites now.”
She changed the eyepiece, and I knew it was over.
“Come here and check out the moon,” she said. “It’s spectacular.”
I didn’t move. I stood there in the shutter looking out over the valley. The
moon was one of my favorite objects. I’d spent the majority of my time in lab
observing it. I knew how it could look through a telescope on a clear night.
Close enough to jump to the Langrange point and have it pull you down to that
ancient dust, those vast seas of fluctuating grays like some planet-size Rothko
painted before color was invented. Nevertheless, when she waved me over, I
refused, having finally had enough of things that look close by when they’re
really far away.
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Daughter Products
Phillip Lowell stands motionless at the one comer of the pool where he
can see all the way to the bottom. The reactor core is obstructed, but he can see
the rest of the assembly marinating in a ghostly blue haze of Cerenkov radiation.
He’s stood in the same place countless times before and never tires of it. He loves
imagining how the reactor works: uranium interspersed with cadmium control
rods; nuclei ramifying according to their various cross sections. He knows things
are actually more complex than that, but the description serves him well enough
for the moment.
He can handle this small reactor. The big commercial varieties have long
ago gone beyond his level of expertise. He has worked on this small one longer
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than anyone else in the department and feels a kinship with it. Whenever his own
research is at stake, it hums as if working extra hard just for him.
He feels empty at the thought of leaving it, and pats the cement barrier
ringing the edge.
Phillip’s grant money will dry up in a month. He has no idea what he will
do then. Other academic jobs have not turned up. Departments aren’t much
interested in nuclear physics anymore. He supposes he’ll take whatever he finds,
possibly some kind of systems operator job. He wonders how far he might
eventually have to sink for the sake of something to do every day. The last time
he’s had to worry about such things was when he graduated high school, and
heading off to college put that question quickly to rest. For the first time in his
life, the prospect of real depression haunts him. He finds money boring, always
has. But without work, Well, he thinks, that’s something altogether different. For
the time being, though, he has research to finish. He thinks perhaps he can
squeeze out one last article before he leaves.
Phillip clanks down the metal stairs to the floor and walks over to a tangle
of jerry-rigged pipes attached to a magnetic tape drive and an air compressor - his
experiment. The equipment delivers short-lived radioactive decay products to an
array of detectors. He uses the detectors to see what happens in a fission reaction
a quarter-second after the daughter products are bom. The sensitive areas are
barricaded with lead bricks to screen out extraneous radiation. Phillip has
cobbled the assembly together over a decade with carefully chosen parts from
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hardware stores all over town. He’s refined the design with each passing day, and
his data have always improved. He is proud of what he’s built.
The grant administrators were not.
Phillip listens closely to the two drives which scroll the tape past the
detectors. The reels are squeaking strangely. He peeks through a crack between
two bricks and sees that the tape has become twisted. The whole experiment will
have to be shut down temporarily so he can fix it. He hates to lose reactor time ‘You can never have enough data’ is an adage of his - but in this case he has no
choice. He shouts to the technician to kill the reactor, and when the warning
lights wink off, he rolls up his sleeves and begins to dismantle the lead shielding.
The bricks are very heavy, and Phillip is not as strong as he once was. His
sedentary professor’s work has heavied his midsection. He moves slowly,
removing the gray slabs and stacking them neatly to the side. When he’s moved
enough bricks to access the tape, he discovers the problems are worse than he’s
expected. The tape has indeed twisted near the top of the drive, but it’s also stuck
in the bottom reel and tom completely in half. A full day might elapse before he
puts everything in working order again. The thought of an idle reactor - of
idleness in general - needles him. He feels that anything capable of work should
be allowed to run unencumbered.
Phillip sits down cross-legged on the tiled floor and goes to work on the
lower reel. The magnetic tape is fragile, and he handles it delicately to avoid
creasing. The same tedious repair has been necessary many times before, but
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Phillip’s hands have learned to manage the task without much conscious
direction. Consequently his mind wanders to his troubles. He thinks he hears the
airlock open at some point, but he can’t be sure. He is intent on the repair and his
own thoughts.
The grant administrators would laugh if they could see him on the floor
now, fooling with his experiment like a model train. His last application meeting
had been a disaster. Over the previous few months, there were murmurings in the
department that his grant wouldn’t be renewed, but nothing definite. Still, he was
unprepared for the bluntness of the final review.
“O f what practical use is your research, Professor Lowell?” the chairman
had asked. Phillip knew this question had been on the board’s mind throughout
the process, but he was startled to have it put so directly. He paused for a
moment, shaken, then opted for the first answer that came to his mind.
“It has no practical use.”
Phillip feels nauseous at the recollection. In fact, he felt nauseous as soon
as he gave the answer. He had never wanted to run from a room so badly in his
life. He cannot believe he didn’t have a better answer waiting in the holster.
At first there was no reaction from the board. An old man at the left side
of the panel had tilted his head quizzically at the response, but other than that, the
room was a vacuum.
The next week, he got the official rejection letter.
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Phillip strives for a kind of equanimity about the situation. After all, any
fool knows biology is where the action is. He could see that coming in his
undergraduate days in the mid-sixties. He remembers his professors complaining
about the drain from the physics labs. What with Hiroshima in recent memory
and Vietnam on top of it, Phillip didn’t have any trouble understanding why nukes
weren’t such a draw for most twenty year-olds back then. The older brains almost none left now, Phillip considers — who could still remember the glory
days of quantum mechanics in the late twenties and thirties had no trouble
keeping interested. But the younger students were a different story. And given
the rise of pharmaceutical stocks, there was really no question about where
research money had gone over the decades.
At the same time, there are other things to consider. Phillip cannot see
wearing a suit and shaving every day for the sake of a fatter paycheck, so he never
pays attention to much at all beyond physics and math. Biology is still too much
of a jumble. All that maddeningly complex protoplasm. How could anyone hope
to bring order to it? Nuclei are a different story. They are playful, like marbles.
He took to them instantly and basically forgot about everything else. There were
sacrifices to be made for his attitudes - no wife, no kids - but he made them, if
not happily then at least with a sense o f resolve. There was always work to be
done. But the hearing has put an end to all that.
Phillip pauses in his repairs. Sometimes he thinks that if he had only
provided a better answer to the chairman’s question, he wouldn’t be in the
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position he’s in now. Other times, though, circumstances seem inevitable. He
analyzes and ponders and somehow always winds up at the same impasse. Come
back to it later, he thinks. Solutions always grow out of fresh looks. Another
favorite aphorism.
He continues his repairs. A section of tape needs to be spliced. Phillip
opens his pocket knife to make a clean cut, but the knife slips and gouges into the
meat at the base of his thumb. Quickly, as his hand begins to bleed, he blots it
with his shirt and goes to look for a band-aid. The first-aid box hangs on the wall
by the airlock, and an old man reading a magazine sits on a folding chair nearby.
He looks familiar, but it takes Phillip a moment to recognize him: one of the
administrators from the hearing. Phillip considers his wound and bloodstained
shirt and almost abandons the band-aid quest. He doesn’t feel like explaining
what’s happened to someone who obviously doesn’t give a damn about his work.
But it’s too late. The old man looks up and sees him.
“Oh my,” he says, catching sight of Phillip’s hand. The old man rushes to
the first aid kit and offers Phillip his chair. “Engrossed in an article, you see,” he
mumbles. The old man opens the box and extracts a bandage.
Phillip sits down sheepishly, persuaded by the old man’s earnestness.
“Thanks,” he says and offers his hand. The old man wraps it in gauze.
“Looks like you caught yourself pretty good there.”
Phillip feels silly being tended to so thoroughly. “No one’s allowed in
when the reactor is running,” he says.
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“They let me in when you shut it down. I was coming to talk to you. But
you stepped in on that repair so quickly that I figured I’d wait for you to finish
before I bothered.”
Phillip withdraws his hand. He tucks the loose end of the gauze under a
wrap and walks back to the experiment.
“It’s understandable,” the old man chuckles. “I wouldn’t want to talk to
me, either.”
Phillip drops to the floor and begins tinkering with the tape drive again,
but he fumbles badly because of the bandage as the old man walks slowly up
behind him.
“However,” the old man says, “since you’re now injured and don’t want
to lose more reactor time, I expect you’ll invite me to help.”
Phillip grits his teeth. He attempts to tighten a bolt on the drive, but the
wrench slips and clangs to the floor. He stares at the cement as the echo dies off
into silence.
“Sit,” he says.
*

*

*

Phillip keeps his fly fishing tackle in the comer behind his office door. He
learned to fish during a stint of summer research at an institute in Ohio. He loves
reactors for their own sake, but it doesn’t hurt that they’re usually built on rivers.
Whenever he’s out of reactor time or when the facility is otherwise closed, he
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heads for the water. Later he feels lucky to have cut his right thumb. His lefthandedness will save his fishing and knot-tying.
In that Ohio summer, Phillip wrote a computer model to solve decay rates.
The model was plodding and inefficient, requiring seven minutes to run every
time he changed one of the variables. Programming has always given him
trouble, but since he wasn’t interested in hiring someone for the assignment, he
did it himself. Even years later when a better program came on the market,
Phillip stuck to his own, not wanting to learn new software.
There was little to do while the computer ran its algorithm. The lag
wasn’t long enough for much more than waiting for the computations to finish. If
the delay had been longer - and some of the larger simulations took hours Phillip could have planned his around his lunch hour and gone to eat while the
computer did its work. But seven minutes wasn’t anything. So, he waited,
usually pacing behind his chair.
An undergraduate named Alex worked in the same lab and used the
terminal next to Phillip’s. Alex had been hired as data entry personnel, a
freshman who knew nothing about physics and was there to perform pure workstudy drudgery. He was an English major, the one fact Phillip can remember
about him from their first introduction. It was the only conversation they’d had,
even after Phillip had been there a month. Phillip had never been much of a
talker, and he assumed the same about Alex until he broke their silence.
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“Could you please stop pacing?” Alex sighed one afternoon. “I’m sorry.
It’s just driving me crazy.”
“I’m waiting for my model to run.”
“Can’t you sit and read something instead?”
Phillip stared at him, annoyed. “I didn’t bring anything.”
Alex dug in his backpack and handed Phillip a small paperback. “Here,”
he said. “Read this.”
Phillip tossed through the book, a collection of Hemingway short stories.
It had been a long time since he’d done any reading outside of his field. For
years, technical manuals and textbooks were enough to keep him busy. But the
stories turned out to be just the right length. The computer’s time lag was about
as long as it took to read a single one. Of course he had heard of Hemingway
before, but he’d never read anything by him.
“‘Big Two-Hearted River is my favorite,” ’ Alex said.
By the end of the day, Phillip was puzzled by what he’d read. The
writing was barely there. How could three-page stories make anyone so famous?
But he hadn’t gotten to the story Alex recommended, so he turned to it and dog
eared the page to read it that night over dinner.
*

*

*

The old man sits down on the floor with a grunt. “Jack Connell,” he says,
and they exchange a left-handed handshake.
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“You’ll have to lay down and shimmy under there to get at the drive,”
Phillip says.
Connell obeys, but struggles. He breathes heavily as he works his way
into the experiment. Good, Phillip thinks. Let him suffer a little.
“Where did you get your PhD?” Phillip asks.
“I did the research all over the place, but I finally got it from Princeton.
Back in fifty-six.”
For the next few minutes, they don’t talk. Phillip fetches the folding chair
from beside the airlock and sits down next to the experiment. Tiny crinkling
sounds trickle into the room as Connell disentangles and splices the tape. He
crawls out of the experiment much more quickly than Phillip expects him to.
“All fixed, I think” Connell says. “Give it a try.”
Phillip turns on the drive, anticipating another quick breakdown, but the
gears turn smoothly. “Usually takes me a while to get everything straightened
out.”
“I’m an old man,” Connell says. “But I still have good fingers. They’re
fond of machines.” Connell waves his fingers playfully. They’re shiny and gray
from pushing lead bricks around. “How do you get hold of the reel-to-reel tapes,”
he says. “Last time I saw those in the store, Nixon was president.”
“It takes some doing. A lot of time in pawn shops and second-hand
electronic stores,” Phillip says. “It’s the best way.”
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With a hand to his chin, Connell walks his gaze over the apparatus,
thinking. His eyes pick up and drop each component as if gradually building the
complete picture in his mind. Phillip can tell by the inspection that Connell has a
sense of equipment. He probably would have made a good collaborator, Phillip
thinks, bringing to mind his funding problems.
He decides to abandon feigned civility.
“So why’d you guys screw me over?”
Connell doesn’t take his eyes off the experiment. “That’s what I came to
talk to you about,” he says.
“There’s been a reconsideration?”
“No. You’re still not getting the money but - ”
“Then there’s really no point to this, is there?”
“It looks pretty efficient,” Connell says, motioning at the experiment.
“It is.”
“Ever think about changing it to fix the access problem?”
“No. It’s as good as it’s going to get.”
Phillip turns his back and struggles to rebuild the shielding.
“If you’ll let me rest a second, I’ll help you with that. No use rubbing lead
into the bandage,” Connell says, but Phillip keeps working, lifting brick after
brick clumsily into place. “I appreciated your answer at the hearing,” Connell
says.
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Phillip grunts and hoists a brick to his shoulder. “Stupidest thing I ever
said.”
“Things were mostly preordained,” Connell shrugs. “There wasn’t really
anything you could have done.”
“Who gives a crap about my answer then?”
“It was honest.”
“Fat lot of good it did me.”
“Well, you k n o w - ”
“Look,” Phillip snaps, dropping a brick into place, “in case you haven’t
noticed, I’m not in the mood for a therapy session. I still have some work to
finish before I hit the streets.”
Phillip hasn’t been this rude in years, but Connell seems unfazed by it.
“I’d like to buy you a drink or something. What do you think?”
Phillip agrees in order to be left alone.
*

*

*

Phillip read “Big Two Hearted River” that night over a burger and fries at
a local fast-food restaurant. He had seen fly fishing on television before, but he’d
always turned the channel. It seemed a lot like golf in that the only thing more
boring than the act itself was watching it on TV. But for some reason the story
made fishing sound interesting. Maybe it was the small sentences, maybe the
solitude. Since small town Ohio didn’t offer much for evening entertainment,
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Phillip thought he might give fishing a shot for amusement’s sake. He went to KMart and bought an entire setup for thirty-five dollars.
Learning to fish was infuriating. He didn’t understand how plastic-coated
string on a stick could be so insolent. His casts dropped to the ground three feet
in front of him in a bird’s nest of snarled line. No matter how he tried, Phillip
couldn’t pace his motions correctly. After almost hooking himself in the eye, he
practiced without flies on the tippet. That helped a little, but not enough.
His determination matched his frustration. He thought that if he could run
a nuclear reactor, he could damn well figure out how to use a fly rod. It was only
a length of graphite, for goodness sake, and he’d spent years studying how carbon
worked. That ought to count for something.
Nevertheless, he got nowhere.
“Do you fly fish?” he asked Alex after weeks of failing.
“Sure, I fish,” Alex said, smiling as he turned away from his computer
screen. “That story got me into it. You want to try it out?”
“I already did. I can’t get the casts rig h t... ” Phillip said. “Can you - ”
Alex laughed. “We’ll go out tonight.”
Alex took him to a spot on the river much farther downstream than where
Phillip had been practicing. Alex chose an eddy pool right below a tight runout
channel, whereas Phillip had been practicing on a stretch of wide, shallow rapids.
Phillip thought the choice was an odd place for a lesson - there was no
consistency about the water - but he figured Alex had his reasons.
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Phillip strung up the rod, and Alex said, “Show me what you’ve got.”
The first cast failed, but no worse than usual. Still, because he now had a
spectator, Phillip was embarrassed. Alex frowned deeply as he studied the action
of Phillip’s arm and rod.
“Okay, first of all, everything is too fast,” Alex said. “Your arm, the
backcast, the whole thing. You need to pause mid-cast. Let the line get behind
you before throwing it forward. Do it again, and this time count to two on the
backcast.”
Phillip nodded and did as he was told. It felt strange to stop his arm in the
middle of its motion, but he tried his best. Though the line collapsed again, it did
so six feet farther out than it ever had before.
“Better,” Alex said. “Now do that five hundred more times. After that, do
another five hundred and try to hit the tail end of the current.” He pointed
upstream to the inflow of the eddy, and began to walk away.
“Hey!” Phillip said.
“You have to learn that before I can teach you anything else. Let me
know in a few days how it’s going,” Alex said. Then he disappeared into the
brush on the way to his car.
By the time Phillip got to the mid-three-hundreds, he was laying the line
out reasonably straight. There was a j-hook in the end of the cast that he couldn’t
correct, but he passed over that for the time being.
*

*

*
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In a reasonably good mood, Phillip meets Connell a few days later at a
local bar. The experiment is up and running again. With another week of reactor
time, he’ll accumulate enough data for a last paper. At least that worry has
abated. Even if something breaks down, Phillip should still have enough of a
cushion to fix it and finish before everything dries up. Why not have a drink in
the meantime? It’s something, at least.
Connell waits for him, already halfway through a scotch. Phillip orders a
beer at the bar and sits down. Phillip says, “What’s so important you have to talk
to me about?” He can hear the false ring to his combative tone. Maybe too tired
at the end, he thinks.
“Just wanted to commiserate a little. The same thing happened to me
once. In the late fifties.”
“You were young then,” Phillip says.
Connell raises his glass. “Touche,” he says, and drinks. He puts the glass
back on the table and slides it from one hand to the other like a puck. “I was
working with Oppenheimer at the time.”
Phillip’s eyes widen. “Doing what?”
“Cosmic rays. Of course Oppie had his finger in a hundred other projects,
too, but that was the one I worked with him on. I still say we would have won the
Nobel had he lived long enough.”
Phillip nods. He’s heard this before. A hair’s breadth away from the
Swedish Prize. Phillip wonders how many more have come as close. Probably

69
thousands, he figures. The notion depresses him. He takes a drink and says, “It’s
a shame. Not just the Nobel thing, but the way he went out, I mean.”
“Teller was a power-hungry son of a bitch,” Connell says. “The world’s
never short of them.” He waves at the waitress, and she delivers another scotch
which Connell stirs with his finger. “I went into administration after that. The
cosmic ray stuff was the last real science I ever did.”
“O f what practical use was that research?”
“It had no practical use,” Connell says, and raises his glass again, smiling.
They keep drinking, and trading stories about their respective careers. In
two hours Phillip is thoroughly drunk. Connell, too, is hardly sober, but he seems
in much better control of his faculties than Phillip. That’s the way Phillip sees it,
anyway. Then again, he knows he isn’t really in a position to be making accurate
judgments.
“So what’s the deal?” Phillip says finally. “You drag me out to get me
drunk and cry on my shoulder? In case you forgot, you’re the one who stuck it to
m e”
“I didn’t stick it to you.”
“Yeah, sure,” Phillip says. His head sags as Connell looks at him and
spins his own glass with one hand. Phillip feels as if he’s being studied.
“You know what Robert Wilson told Congress when they asked him to
justify Fermilab - justify the expenditures, I mean,” Connell says.
Phillip shakes his head.
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“He said, ‘Fermilab has inherent cultural value. It has great beauty. It
adds to the satisfaction of our lives.’” Connell waggles his finger in his drink and
stares, waiting, Phillip supposes, for a response. But Phillip has no idea where the
conversation is going. “We’re talking hundreds of millions of dollars. That’s
what Wilson was asking for, and that was his answer.”
“Pretty stupid,” Phillip says.
“No. It was the correct answer. The only one he was right to give. I
couldn’t have understood something like this when I was in your position. I was
too young. But if I could have, I would have saved myself a great deal of
dissatisfaction.”
Connell speaks with the labored syntax of a self-conscious drunk. Phillip
might give anyone the benefit of the doubt under such circumstances, but he is
getting irritated. He doesn’t like being lectured to, Oppenheimer or no
Oppenheimer, especially when he can’t follow the argument. “Understand
what?”
“Wilson’s answer. Why do you suppose that was his answer?”
“I have no idea,” Phillip says.
Connell sighs. “Art doesn’t have practical value,” he says. “Therefore,
when you spend your life in pursuit of it, the future doesn’t matter. The work
supersedes that. It’s better than family and friends. It makes its creator
immortal.” Connell chews on an ice cube and swallows. “That’s what Wilson
meant.”
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They stare at each other mutely for a few moments, then Connell shakes
his head at Phillip’s silence. Finally, Connell stands and extracts his wallet. He
lays enough cash on the table to pay for everything, and Phillip feels relieved that
the conversation is ending.
“Just for the record,” Connell says, “I voted to continue your funding. But
the committee isn’t a dictatorship.” He downs the last of his drink and pats
Phillip on the shoulder. “Useful things are worthless, Dr. Lowell. Remember
that.”
*

*

si«

“Don’t bring the rod so far forward on the release,” Alex said on their next
lesson. “That’s what’s putting the hook in the line.” Phillip stopped the rod
more abruptly as he was told, and that fixed the problem.
Phillip practiced, and eventually Alex showed him more obscure
techniques - roll casts, side arms, and even a bow-and-arrow cast. Phillip learned
them all. Low-hanging branches ceased to be a problem. He even took it upon
himself to learn some rudimentary fly tying, and eventually he enjoyed the tying
almost as much as the fishing. There was a weird eclecticism to making his own
flies. On a walk or a trip to the grocery store, he would sometimes see a stray
feather or piece of cloth on the ground and pick it up, wondering where he might
attach it to his next fly. The fish he caught were lovely and plump and looked
perfect for eating, but he wasn’t sure how clean the river was and what might be

72
lurking in the fishes’ tissues. In any case, he enjoyed being outside and attached
to something alive.
The dry spells were the hardest part. Some days he went three or four
hours without catching a fish. Other days there were none at all. The constant
motion and effort of learning to cast evaporated when he became proficient, and
now he had to deal with the waiting. He had trouble making himself comfortable
with it. The mystery of why a pool seemed empty for hours, only to give up five
or six fish later in a ten minute interval, fascinated him. The dead time before that
happened was that struggle. The casting sometimes seemed unbearably
mechanical, but he kept doing it because he never knew when the next fish would
come. The casts were never pointless.
When he came back to his home reactor, he was excited to have
discovered a new use for the river that flowed right by his office. Just above
where the reactor discharged its water was a small power plant. The plant
diverted enough of the river to expose some of the bedrock as the water level
dropped, changing into a series of pools and rock outcroppings. Perfect small
mouth bass habitat, which Phillip realized after his first few hours on the water.
He soon developed a summer-evening routine of hopping around the rocks and
casting poppers for the small but powerful fish. There was even an intermittent
shad run in mid-summer. He climbed the walls of the power plant tailwater chute
for those, dropping a bright yellow dart into the current, pulling out large silver
fish whose scales flaked off like dried leaves.
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Sometimes in the late evening when the humidity thickened almost into
rain, Phillip would sit down and look back across the river to the dome of the
reactor. The discharge was far downstream of the accessible fishing, and Phillip
enjoyed this confluence of his oldest and newest loves. He knew that, barring a
meltdown, the reactor wasn’t doing much harm to the river. He had looked into it
soon after he started fishing. The coolant water was ten million times more pure
than drinking water. Pollution was mostly thermal, and the textile mills that had
roared along the banks in the nineteenth century had done far more damage.
Though there were plenty of fish in the river now, the situation was similar to
what it had been in Ohio; he wouldn’t be making any meals of these bass. No
matter. He was content to catch them and let them go.
*

*

*

Connell walks out and Phillip rests his head on the table. After a while,
his mind clears somewhat, but he doesn’t feel like sobering up just yet. He orders
one more beer, then walks down the street and back to campus. The clear sky
beams with a full moon, and he doesn’t have trouble seeing despite the inadequate
streetlights. He stumbles a little from the drinks, but after so long in the same
place, he could find his way blindfolded and much drunker than this.
None of his building’s windows are lit when he arrives. A poor reflection
on the university, he thinks. Any college worth its salt should have at least one
professor slaving away past midnight. At the same time he’s glad he won’t have

74
to explain to anyone why he’s stumbling into his office drunk in the middle of the
night.
He opens the front door and trips coming over the step. The hallway
lights flick on, triggered by the motion sensors, and Phillip walks toward his
office accompanied by the sound of his footsteps greatly magnified by the
surrounding emptiness.
His office feels suddenly cramped after the empty hallway. Gesturing
roundly, Phillip says, “Here it is!” to no one, and approaches his bookshelves. “A
friggin’ palace.”
On the shelves rest an army of three-ring binders, each packed to bursting
with the reprints of his various articles. He begins taking the binders down one by
one. Woozily, he spreads them across his desk and opens them at random. When
he runs out of room on the desk, he does the same on the floor. The floor is
almost completely covered by the time he has only two binders left on the shelf.
He lays them out and finds there is just enough room left for his feet.
Phillip stares.
As an undergraduate, he read about Rutherford and Thompson and their
discoveries at the Cavendish. He wanted so badly to have been one of their
contemporaries. The notion of discovering the basic laws of the universe with
evacuated glass tubes and some sealing wax thrilled him. He devoured histories
of the early quantum theory. The theorists were amazing, but always a little too
remote. And the young age at which they’d done their greatest work was just

plain demoralizing, so he latched on to the experiments. He could feel his way
through them.
But that was a long time ago, and Phillip knows it. When laymen ask
about his work, they usually feign incomprehension after he explains it, which
Phillip knows is just a mask for distaste. “Oh, I was never any good at math” is
the most common response. He feels sad to think of it. Worse, the machines
have become monstrosities. His own reactor is a last holdout. Anything state-ofthe-art nowadays is guaranteed to be beyond any one person’s ability to handle it.
Authorship has become a farce, too. Phillip figures hundreds of people could
have claimed the top quark. Sometimes the paper just names the lab, or the two
principal investigators with an ‘et al.’ He thinks it’s ironic that journalists can
nail it down as specifically as anyone else: Today, scientists discovered..... So
Phillip stuck with his tape drive and his short-lived radioactive decay products.
What he learned with them was his.
What will I do? he thinks, and feels a momentary expansion of panic in
his chest. He stands there looking down on his own career. There are a lot of
papers. Thirty years of work of no practical value. He’s never quite realized just
how many papers there were, or how they would look spread out like this. He’s
also never considered things in Connell’s way before. He scans his eyes across
the data. They seem to float and dance. Phillip regrets his last beer as the room
begins to spin. He feels dizzy and needs to sit down. When he does, he sees his
fishing gear in the comer.

*

*

*

The moon has dropped to the horizon by the time Phillip gets on the river,
but there is still plenty of light. He has no trouble finding the trail down the bank
and getting out onto the rocks. He is glad he’s decided to go fishing. His head
already feels clearer in the warm night air. He’s strung his rod with a deer-hair
mouse, and he knows his chances of landing a big bass are greater at night than
ever.
He picks his way through the rocks, almost crossing to the far bank. He
wants to fish where the main current splits between the power plant intake and the
rocks. There is a large eddy at the divergence where fish congregate. The eddy is
a huge food swirl. The bass don’t have to move to eat. Everything is carried to
them.
Phillip makes it to the eddy all right, and he sits down in a crag to fish.
Again and again he skirts the mouse over the top of the water, but he can’t draw
any takers. He doesn’t know what’s wrong. The bass are prowling elsewhere, he
supposes.
He falls into a rhythm. The casts make themselves. He thinks more about
Connell and finds that as he sobers up, he is more and more able to process the
night. He fishes, catches nothing, and in time the warm night makes him tired.
Figuring that he’s earned it, he lies down on the rock and sleeps.
When Phillip awakes, it is not quite fully dawn, but the sky is clear and
rising with light. Phillip sits up and stretches his back. For a moment, he feels

77
things are not resolved. Eventually they will be, but not just then. He leans over
and trails his hand in the water. About the same temperature as the air, there is no
sting to it, only the pressure of the current. It is an odd sensation, one of pure
viscosity, and he waves his hand around and around. When he hears a splash
behind him, he knows a bass has surfaced, struck, and submerged.
Phillip looks east over the river where the sun is coming up behind the
reactor. He still has work to finish, but for some reason he no longer feels
pressured. He supposes there will be plenty of time to sort things out since he is
now quite sure that he will never die.

II
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Turn
Josh was only seventeen, but plates of muscle were already visible through
his racing suit. Casey never got tired of watching him. He imagined Josh had
always looked this way, a stamped-ffom-steel athlete constructed on millimeter
scale from blueprints, maybe even assembled with rivets. Sometimes Josh lived
up to the picture. Two years ago he had materialized for a walk-on tryout. No
one had seen him around before. Casey took one look at him and thought, This
one’s my winner.
That year, Josh’s first on the circuit, he had won the state downhill. Then
he failed to make the regional qualifiers by three-hundredths of a second. The
next year he sailed through the regionals and the initial rounds of the nationals.
Nothing seemed to faze him. He kept winning, seemingly unaware that he was
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poised to become the national champion. But in the final run, he blew up like a
bomb. It was the worst crash Casey had ever seen. Josh walked away from it
unscathed, which no one quite believed, but it put a quick end to the season. At
the time, Josh had been green enough for Casey to blame the fall on inexperience.
But now, a year later, they were back at the nationals. Inexperience no longer
applied, and Casey was determined not to have a repeat performance.
Three days of training preceded the actual race. The first one went well as
Josh skied conservatively, restraining his speed and slowly acclimating himself to
the peculiarities of the run. Casey didn’t push. Josh needed time to get the feel of
the hill and remove the tethers incrementally. But halfway through the training
runs on the second morning, Casey began to feel uneasy. Early on, Josh won a
few runs by half-second margins - an eternity in ski racing - but his consistency
quickly faltered. He became erratic, placing third-to-last on one run. On another
he was seven-tenths ahead at the split, but so out of control that he missed a gate
in the midsection.
The third morning, in the shuttle on the way to the mountain, Casey
caught a faint whiff of alcohol whenever Josh exhaled. He hoped not even Josh
would be stupid enough to go into something like this half-in-the-bag. He
ascribed it to mouthwash. Josh had rented his own hotel room, and in retrospect
Casey thought he should have voiced an objection to that. Something was clearly
throwing Josh off that morning, but Casey knew well enough how interdependent
and contradictory coaching tips could be, so he tried to use them sparingly. Josh

was well-conditioned and his tuck looked perfect, rounded and streamlined as a
tortoise shell, so Casey decided to be pleased with that for the moment. He just
kept sending Josh through the course, hoping for some kind of spontaneous
improvement - his last resort, since most of what he said to Josh failed to stick.
Near lunchtime Casey took the radar gun and set up camp near the
transition section, a series of sharp turns and jumps that constituted the middle
portion of the course. The uppermost segments were routine, a few quick turns
right out of the start house, emptying into a long straightaway which ramped up
the speed for the transition. Despite the high entrance speed for that section, Josh
would have to negotiate fierce directional changes without sacrificing momentum.
Below, in the lower third of the course extending to the finish, the hill flattened
out into long, sweeping turns through which racers simply sat in their tucks. It
would be impossible to accelerate much there, so the race would be won or lost in
the transition.
Casey paced the sidelines, waiting and glancing impatiently at the leader
board. Josh would have his turn shortly. A loop of packed snow began to form
under his feet as he trudged around in a small circle like a dog. Other racers
hissed by as Casey brooded. His head was a video library of Josh’s wins, losses,
mistakes, and near disasters. A favorite highlight was Josh’s state downhill
victory from three years ago. It was the fifth downhill of his life, and at almost
every point in the race he had been on the verge of ruin. Josh hadn’t accumulated
the experience to know that that was what was sometimes required to win. As
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Casey watched him, he thought of Franz Klammer’s victory in ’76 - the same
rabid intensity, the same taunting of destruction. Josh seemed more surprised
than anyone when he crossed the finish line six-tenths ahead. He hadn’t yet won
enough to be comfortable with the feel of the podium beneath his feet, and he
teetered like a reed when they handed him his medal. Casey was sure this
uneasiness was what threw him in the following national qualifiers.
At first Josh thought his win was a fluke, and fluke victories are
unnerving; people soon come to expect them every time. But after a few months
he regrouped. Casey figured Josh had finally realized what had happened: he’d
tapped into his reservoir of talent for the first time. Casey knew that might not be
enough, that it almost never was. But there are a lot of ways someone can learn
that lesson. He hoped Josh wouldn’t have to learn it the hard way. That was the
way Casey had learned it, and he still wished he’d been sick that day.
Finally, Josh’s name was announced and Casey raised his head, squinting
uphill.
Far above, Josh emerged from behind a stand of trees, traversing the
straightaway in his tuck. Casey fired the radar gun and watched for breaks in his
form. He looked flawless. His upper body was steady as a table as his legs
bounced under him like a suspension system, smoothing out the rough terrain.
His torso appeared only loosely connected to his legs, as if the two halves of his
body were moving independently. He looked perfect.
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Casey lowered the radar gun, scrutinizing. Josh was closer now,
approaching the transition. As he entered the first major turn, he stood and broke
his tuck in preparation for the hairpin left, swooping into it like an eagle. Josh cut
smoothly through the first quarter of the curve, and then something went wrong
with his form. It was almost imperceptible, but Casey saw it and cursed quietly to
himself. Sure enough, Josh fumbled his weight distribution at the bottom of the
turn and began to fold. His right ski hung up in a rut and threw him a few inches
into the air, not much height, but at that speed it might as well have been a
thousand feet. His body lurched violently as he landed and tried to regain his
balance, but to no avail. Traveling more than seventy miles-per-hour, he spiraled
out of control, careening off his intended line and striking a small mound of snow
which shot him from the ground like a missile.
Casey closed his eyes and braced himself. The last momentary image of
Josh taking flight seared itself to the back of his eyelids, a picture of disaster in
progress like a hanging curveball or a snapshot of a dropping vase. Josh’s talent
was fickle. If it was working, he flowed down a mountain like a stream; if it
wasn’t, his crashes looked like suicide attempts.
Casey heard Josh hit the ground and tumble to a clacking accompaniment
o f flailing skies and poles. Casey opened his eyes just in time to see Josh rolling
over a small rise. It might not be too bad, provided he’d been caught by the nets.
Once, Casey had had the misfortune of seeing a racer veer into the woods and
break himself to pieces on the trees. It was something that had stayed with him,
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although the sounds associated with it were strange. He thought he would have
heard more snapping, considering so many broken branches and bones. But
instead it was just a series of dull thuds and then a low moan.
Casey thought of the course designers of the present race. He hoped they
had placed and reinforced the nets adequately just below the outflow of the first
turn, a prime spot to go shooting into the woods. Silently, he prayed Josh would
be unhurt - even though he didn’t quite deserve to be, as all their focus had been
on avoiding just such mistakes. But because of the gasps of the surrounding
coaches, he prepared himself for the w orst.
“You better get down there, Case,” one of the other coaches said.
Casey steeled himself as he stepped into his skis and turned downhill. He
maneuvered through the crowd and began to pick up speed. He crested a rise and
looked below to where Josh was extricating himself and his equipment from the
net. He was covered with snow and angry, but clearly unhurt. Casey’s heart
lifted. He pointed his skis into the fall-line and zipped downward, stopping
hockey-style at Josh’s side. Josh was still collecting himself, straightening his
helmet and reattaching his skis.
“You all right?”
Josh nodded and stood leaning on his poles, staring at the ground.
“You’re going to give me a coronary someday,” Casey said, managing a
smile.
Josh began tapping the snow with his pole.
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“Want to guess what it was?”
“My arm,” Josh said instantly. He sounded annoyed.
“Right. Remember, arm up and driving forward when you make the turn.
If you drop it to the side, you’ll lose all the pressure on the turning ski. You’ll - ”
“Wash out,” Josh said. “I know. ”
“Well, then don’t do it next time.”
Casey seemed lost for what to say next. After all, this was a national
qualifier. Josh had made a rudimentary mistake, and he knew it. He couldn’t get
this far without knowing what he did wrong as soon as he did it. “You hit
seventy-four through the straightaway.”
“Yeah?”
“Two better than the closest guy.”
“Huh.”
“Meaningless if you wind up in the nets, Josh,” Casey said. He stopped
for a moment, clicking his tongue, thinking. “Again,” he said.
Josh skied down to the lift for another try. When he was out of view,
Casey shook his head and reached down to fidget with his boot buckles. It was
getting colder, and the plastic of his boots was stiffening, making his feet hurt.
He loosened the buckles and the pain slackened, but he was still uneasy about the
race. There was no question Josh could win. Actually, he only needed to place in
the top ten to make the team, but that would never happen. Josh either won or
fell, and, unfortunately, he seemed intent on elevating this pattern into a style.
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Casey needed to put a stop to it, or he felt sure he was going to lose the only
prodigy he would ever have. He didn’t want any needless errors to cost them both
their careers. He’d already been through that once, twenty-odd years ago in his
own bid for the nationals. He blew a turn he and his coach had analyzed for days,
and went into a slow twisting fall which ended with a soft popping sound in his
knee. His coach had told him not to approach the turn too aggressively - it was
sharp, and making the next gate required a very smooth traverse - but in his zeal
for speed, he came into it with far too much pace, and still tried to make the
crossover. He pushed his knee to its breaking point. He remembered the sound
very clearly. Not a large sound - similar to a knuckle cracking, except a bit
louder. But in the days before arthroscopy and reliable ACL replacement, it was
the sound of a career ending.
He had revisited that moment countless times in the intervening years,
rehashing every minute detail and movement. Perhaps if he had been stronger, he
could have pulled out of the turn in time. Perhaps if he had followed his coach’s
advice more closely, he might have survived. But at the time, he had thought
maximum speed was paramount, so he looked for the straightest line, and it had
never occurred to him that holding back might be an option. The inexhaustible
outcomes of hindsight depleted him, but the remembered sensations of that
moment never wavered. After twenty years, the soft pops of his knee had not
diminished, archived somewhere in his ears.
When he healed enough to ski with a brace, he began coaching.
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Casey skied down, rode the lift back to the top, and returned to his
previous position. He stayed there most of the day, watching Josh fly through the
same turn, looking for tiny mistakes that could balloon into big ones. Josh didn’t
fall again, but he was just being cautious, getting out of his tuck a bit too early to
set up for the turn, reassuring himself, looking for a more conservative line. Each
time he chattered by, Casey examined his hands, arms, feet, everything. And with
each passing run, Josh cleaned up one or another particular aspect of his form,
adjusting his arm position on one run, correcting his entrance line on the next.
Superficially, he appeared to be gradually working out all the problems of the
morning, and by the end of the day his form again looked nearly perfect. Casey
ran out of major errors to correct, but there were plenty of minor ones left over.
Josh was now running three-tenths behind the leaders at the split.
Something remained to be fixed.
*

*

*

The next morning, beneath the traffic of intermittent clouds, Josh managed
to stay on his feet. He cut two-tenths from his previous times on three runs, but
Casey saw nothing to indicate those three weren’t anomalies. Josh showed no
consistent improvement. He was still skiing as cautiously as he had the previous
afternoon, which, in a more normal situation, might be enough to win. Josh on an
average day was better than most on their best. But in the biggest race of the
year, the biggest race of most of the participants’ lives, there would be plenty of
racers hungry enough to beat him if he was careless. When they broke for lunch,
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Josh went off with a group of his friends, and Casey sat eating by himself,
strategizing. The drills were not really working. Josh was in good physical
shape, and anyway it would have been too late to do much about that if he wasn’t.
He decided to have Josh do some visualization. It was one of the few options left.
Casey walked to a far comer of the lodge and yanked Josh away from a
video game. “Come on,” he said, grabbing him by the shoulder. Josh’s friends
moaned. The game was a four-man effort and no one was around to take Josh’s
place at the joystick. All of their clothes leeched the stale odor of marijuana, and
Casey smelled it. Rich kids, dope, and long chairlift rides, he thought. Some
things in skiing hadn’t changed since his day. But he’d had to climb out of that
mindset in order to take racing seriously, and he could sure try to force Josh into
doing the same. They found a quiet spot in one of the cloak rooms and Casey sat
Josh down on a chair.
“You know the routine.”
“It couldn’t have waited five minutes? We would have been done with the
game by then.”
“You spend enough time with those dope heads.”
“They’re my friends.”
Casey rubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes. “Look, do you want to
win or not?”
“Sure I do, Case.”
“It doesn’t look that way to me. Now let’s get on with it.”
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Josh sighed and closed his eyes. Casey watched his body relax as he
began to envision the race. Josh had the course memorized - it would be hard not
to memorize it having made so many training runs - and had positioned each gate
in his mind as if on a schematic. Every roll in the hill was precisely catalogued,
and as Josh progressed through the exercise, his body shifted and slithered in
response to the imagined undulations of the mountain. Casey watched carefully
and could tell which section Josh was reviewing by how his body moved, but Josh
was rushing. He finished the first iteration in about the same time as the actual
race: two minutes, which Casey timed roughly on his watch. The point was to
proceed mentally as if skiing in slow motion. That way Josh could experience his
own movements in more detail. But when Josh opened his eyes, they were
pointed at the door.
“All done?” Josh asked.
“Goddammit, Jo sh .. . . ”
“All right, all right.”
He closed his eyes again, and Casey could see that this time he was
proceeding more earnestly. Josh’s movements slowed down dramatically and
became smoothly regimented into a flowing cadence. He appeared to be
integrating each section of the course into a unified whole, linking the gates
together in a single chain. Casey hoped for the optimal conclusion, treating the
race as an unbroken thread from start house to finish. Josh could grab onto it at
the beginning and let it take him home. But Casey always felt troubled by the
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ease with which Josh snapped into and out of the exercise. He knew some racers
who would sell their own mothers for Josh’s innate sense of the hill, but Josh
turned it on and off so effortlessly that Casey wondered if he were taunting him.
For an hour they rehearsed the race. Finally, Casey said, “That’s enough.
Go warm down.” He wanted Josh to go out and ski without training, to loosen up,
clear his head for the race, and get a good night’s sleep. Josh ran over to his
friends and dashed for the door. “Leave your race skis by the door,” Casey called
after him. Quickly, Josh deposited his extra pair of skis by Casey’s clutter of
equipment and left. Casey exhaled deeply and sat still for a moment. He took
off his knee brace and walked over to the bar.
“Sam Adams, please,” he said, and the bartender took his time finding a
glass. Casey asked for the remote control to the television and flipped through the
channels until he found ESPN. Every so often in the odd hours of winter, usually
after midnight, a broadcast of a World Cup race would be aired. That seemed to
be the only time, outside of the Olympics, when the ratings mattered little enough
to make ski-racing palatable TV fare. A shame, Casey thought, since it was such
a beautiful sport, but he understood that the uninitiated saw nothing in it except
the crashes. He suspected everyone not involved with the big three of American
sports felt this way about their own respective world. And, true to form, ESPN
was broadcasting an udder of one of its cash cows - an interview with a
prominent college basketball coach. Casey settled in to watch for a while.
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During a commercial break, a portly middle-aged man of about sixty sat
down next to him. He nodded hello and ordered a beer. Casey returned his
attention to the television, and the portly man took a sip of his beer. “How’s he
doing?” he said.
“Not so good. He keeps trying to fudge the transition, and it’s going to
cost him the race if he doesn’t do it right.” Casey looked at the other man, who
was in tum concentrating hard on what he said. The furrows on the man’s snowtanned forehead looked like rows of plowed earth. Casey chuckled. “I’m sorry,”
he said, “You’re asking about him.” He motioned to the coach on the television.
“He’s losing one of his forwards to the pros.”
“No, you were right the first time,” the other man said. “I was asking
about Josh.” He offered his hand. “Jack Kaufman,” he said, and Casey shook it.
“C a s e y - ”
“I know, I know,” Jack said with a smile. “I remember when you blew out
your knee at Squaw in ’75.”
“You were there?”
“I was coaching a couple of locals from Gunnison who’d made it that
year.”
“A long time ago,” Casey said, wincing.
“Uh huh.” Jack took another sip of his beer. “Your boy was
couple of years back.”
“Really?”

boy a
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“You’ve done a good job. I couldn’t do a thing with him. Too young, I
figured. He was fifteen when he moved away. Dad’s big-wig military, you
know.”
“Yeah. He told me that after he tried out.”
“You keeping the reins on him?”
“Trying.”
“How’s it working out for you?”
“Ehh. . . . I try to - ”
Jack waved his hand and took another long gulp. “I know that story, too,”
he said. “Four years ago he could have been where he is right now. I told him
that. Told him simple stuff: eat better, sleep more. So he started skipping
practice for weeks at a time. No discipline.”
“I suppose he’s gotten a little better since then,” Casey said. “But not
much.”
“That’s why I think you’ve done a good job.”
“Sometimes I think I haven’t done a thing.”
Jack nodded. “Yep. And there ain’t a damn thing I can tell you to make it
feel any better.”
“So, what’d you do about it?”
“Nothing. He moved away and became somebody else’s responsibility.”
He took a long drink of his beer. “But it’s the damnedest thing. I can’t quit
watching him.”
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“What do you see? I know I’m missing something. His arm position on
the high sides of the turns is - ”
“You’re not missing anything.”
“Well, he’s still a couple of tenths back. See, I j u s t. . . ” Casey began to
move his arms, trying to give shape to what was escaping him. “Somehow I can’t
. . . because. . . ”
Jack drained the rest of his beer, waiting for Casey to finish his thought,
but he trailed off into silence.
“Listen,” Jack said, “I gotta get moving. You tell him I said good luck.”
“Will do. Might do him good to hear from an old teacher.”
“I’ll be surprised if he remembers me.”
Casey chuckled as Jack left, and he put two dollars on the bar for his own
beer. He watched the end of the press conference and clicked off the television.
It was getting late, and the daylight was flattening. He thought about waiting
around for Josh, but he suddenly felt tired and decided Josh could take the shuttle
back to the hotel. He collected his equipment, walked to the parking lot, and
stowed his gear in the back of his pickup. Closing the tailgate and sitting on the
bumper, Casey began to massage his knee. It hurt worse in the summertime, but
even in winter the humidity set it to throbbing.
*

*

*

Even though Casey had told him to be at the hotel restaurant at six-thirty
sharp, Josh was nowhere to be found at dinner. Casey waited for a half hour,
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cursing under his breath, and finally decided to eat. Afterward he went down to
the hotel's workshop.
He mounted Josh's skis in the vises and put his own tool bag on the
workbench. He laid out the files, waxes, brushes, and the various other tools he’d
need for the tuning job. Other coaches hated tuning, but it was one of Casey’s
favorite activities. He lost himself in the ritual and its sensations - the smell of the
wax, the resistance of the file as he pulled it down the ski, the snaps and clicks of
binding adjustment - preparatory movements which gave the impression of
control. He rationalized Josh’s missing dinner, and his anger dissipated gradually
as he generated reasons: the race was too important for him to do anything
disastrously stupid with his friends. As long as he got to bed at a reasonable hour,
he would be primed for the race. As Casey unrolled his usual list, the reasons
sounded hollow. They would have to suffice for the time being, however. He
needed to push away all the distractions that weren’t immovable. He had a job
right in front of him that needed doing.
He ran his fingers down the edges of the skis and checked for burrs, rough
spots in the metal created by rocks and sticks. The few he found he smoothed out
with a whetstone. He placed a truebar on the ski and sighted under it, checking
the base for flatness. The ski was a bit convex, so he shaved it level with a few
passes o f the file. Given the stresses Josh was capable of inflicting on a pair of
skis, these were in remarkably fine shape. There was little Casey needed to repair
before deciding on which wax to use, and of all the factors clamoring to be

95
considered, this was the one which weighed most heavily on him. Josh could
compensate for other tuning errors through skill or exertion, pulling his leg out of
a turn that hung on too long because of an over-sharp edge, or cranking down on a
burr-induced skitter. But applying the correct wax was solely a coach's job, and
in a race like this one where half the course was a flat-out glide, Casey needed to
give extra consideration to the task. He had waxes for all types of weather
conditions, temperatures, and snow compositions. Even the shape of the flake
crystals needed to be accounted for. Sharp flakes acted like sandpaper, round
ones like ball bearings. He needed to know the next day’s weather before
choosing.
He flicked on the Weather Channel and waited for a local report. A long
blue line swept into view behind the forecaster’s hand, indicating an approaching
cold front. All through training it had been in the mid-thirties, but according to
the map, the temperature would drop fifteen to twenty degrees by race time. The
course, which had grown a bit slushy over the last few days, would be a sheet of
ice for the race. He chose the appropriate cold wax and felt a small weight lift
from him. One small part of his job was done.
Casey went outside to smoke a cigarette before finishing. He sat down on
the stoop and looked at the mountains enfolding the resort. All around him giant
white triangles shot from the ground as if the earth had been pounded from below
with a pickaxe. He was reminded of home. He had grown up and learned to ski in
the Chugach on the south-central coast of Alaska, where his father first strapped a
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pair of kiddie skis to his feet and pushed him around their backyard. The yard
was as flat as polished marble, but he had never forgotten that tiny breath of wind
in his face, the feeling of his father’s hand on his back pushing him like a toy
across the snow. By the end of the day Casey was asking to be taken to a hill. It
seemed too long ago to remember.
He had skied exceptionally throughout high school and received a
scholarship to a college in Colorado. Despite its plenitude of mountains, no
college in Alaska supported a downhill team. He loved Alaska, but not enough to
stay in it at the expense of his career. By his senior year of high school, he was
itching to get out and get on with his life. And the summer after he graduated,
when he worked processing salmon at the local cannery, the excitement of his
impending departure increased with each day.
When he needed time to think, he drove north across the Chugach and
along the western edge of the Wrangells, where Mounts Drum and Deborah
consumed the horizon, burning bright as magnesium under the endless summer
sun. For hours he sat and looked east as the spruce plains rolled and broke like
waves against the base of the range. In their shadow he had caught sockeyes in
the Klutina, as they made their way up from the mouth of the Copper southeast of
his home. Upstream through two rivers was a long, rough journey, and he often
caught fish with snag scars from the inexhaustible hooks of tourist fisherman and
the gill-netters prowling Controller Bay. But he would be going the opposite
way, past the near mountains and the larger ones beyond. An infinity of
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mountains curving south toward Juneau, diving into fiords through which tour
boats were scattered like driftwood.
Originally, he had planned to progress through the college ranks to the
Olympics. Even if he didn’t win, he could certainly parlay that experience into a
coaching job at one of the top division-I schools of the west or northeast. Then he
blew his knee, and something broke in him as surely as if it had been made of
glass. He lost everything when it happened, everything which had ever been
important to him, and for a long time he felt as if he were stricken blind.
Physically, he knew he might eventually recover, but the larger game was over.
His mental state as an athlete was destroyed. He had won downhills because he
felt indestructible, and now that feeling had evaporated. He felt old before his
time.
Because he’d been forced into it by circumstance, Casey couldn’t quite
enjoy coaching. He told himself that most men his age would kill to ski every day
and get paid for it, yet part of him was always resentful. He figured that would
never change. But when he saw Josh ski and win, he was mollified by the thought
that his coaching was somehow responsible for it. Nevertheless, for Josh to win
again, Casey needed to finish his job.
He snubbed out his cigarette, went back inside and finished Josh’s skis.
The hot iron smoked slightly as he dripped two lines down the full length of the
bases, the room becoming redolent of hot wax. He ran the iron back and forth
along the skis and imagined the pores of the base composite opening with the
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heat, drinking in the wax in tiny quaffs. When he had spread a layer evenly over
both bases, Casey put the iron aside and allowed the skis to cool, pressing a finger
into a spot that was still jelly-soft. Briefly, the whorls of his print stood out in
sharp relief while the remainder of the surface cooled quickly around them. But
soon the wax hardened completely, and the rolls of excess and all their attendant
surface features were planed into uniformity by his scraping. Finally, he ran a
structure brush over the smooth bases for good measure.
He removed the skis from the vises and wrapped them for the race.
Shavings of surplus wax littered the floor like feathers, and he thought of how one
way or another, in less than twenty-four hours, things would be decided.
*

*

*

Casey woke up, got dressed quickly, and opened the curtains. Race-day
had arrived just as the weather report predicted: clear and cold with a sky so
brittle-blue it appeared to be on the verge of cracking. He collected his and Josh’s
gear for the race, and went across the hall to make sure Josh was awake and
getting ready. A note tacked to Josh’s door said, ‘Case: got home late, but took
the early shuttle to the mountain. See you there.’ Casey felt his face flush with
anger. He tried to push away thoughts of Josh blowing his chances from fatigue.
There was nothing he could do about it now anyway, but he wasn’t sure if this
truism made him feel better or worse. He struggled to stave off a wave of panic.
Casey took the shuttle to the mountain, locked up the equipment, and got
Josh registered for the race. He asked a few other coaches if they had seen Josh
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yet, and two of them said he had headed up to the start house about an hour ago.
Casey hoped this was a good sign. Perhaps Josh had already started his
stretching. Casey wished everyone else good luck, grabbed his skis, and walked
out to the lift.
The lift line was crowded with tourists, and Casey could already hear the
commentator’s voice bouncing around the mountain as he tested the p.a. system.
Soon they would begin sending forerunners through the course. After that, the
race would begin, and Josh would have his two minutes to win or lose.
After what seemed like an eternity, Casey made it to the front of the line
and boarded the lift. The chair swept him up like a shovel, and the noise of the
crowd diminished as he was carried into the air. Soon he could hear only the faint
creaking of the chair as it swayed slightly in the wind and the soft whirring of the
motors ferrying him from tower to tower toward the summit.
Suddenly the lift stopped. Casey craned his neck backwards, and far
downhill he could just barely see a woman sprawled out on the lift’s loading
platform. No doubt a beginner, she had misnegotiated the speed of the chair and
it had cut her down at the knees. Casey turned his head again toward the summit
and tried to relax. The lift would be paused for a minute or two while the woman
collected herself.
He tried to think of what to say to Josh. Though he could generate an
infinity of pointers, all of them seemed somehow inadequate. Josh knew what
had to be done, and he didn’t want to throw him off by making too many needling
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suggestions, especially ones that pertained to the transition section. If he over
coached that section, Josh might try to finesse his way through it and lose the race
for lack of boldness. He thought perhaps if he could boil everything down to one
last piece of advice, he could rest and feel sufficient. There were so many
possible problems, but if he could turn, and turn with strength, he might succeed
in minimizing a lot of them. He repeated this notion a few times to himself. He
liked the ring of it, and decided it would have to do.
Presently the lift lurched into motion again, and Casey soon found himself
at the summit. He skied the short distance to the trailhead of the course, and
picked his way through the plastic cattle chutes that had been erected to keep the
race traffic in order. He skidded through the last comer and heard Josh laughing
with his friends behind a small group of other racers. When they parted, Casey
saw him. Josh’s face was crimson with mirth. His head lolled back and forth like
a jester’s, and his teeth, exposed in a wide grin, seemed to be gnashing the
sunlight to a million pieces. A strange feeling of emptiness began to spread
through Casey’s abdomen. The emotion caught him unaware. Never before had
he felt so sure Josh would win.
Casey approached him. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing. Nate was just goofing around.”
“Missed you at dinner last night.”
“Oh, that. Yeah, sorry. We decided to catch a movie.” Casey didn’t think
Josh sounded guilty enough. “I guess this is it, huh?” Josh said.
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Casey knew his moment had come. “Yep. Good luck,” he said.
“Thanks.”
“I’ll be standing at the transition,” Casey said, and began to coast away.
“Sure. Hey Case - no problem, right?”
“Right.”
Casey had choked, and he felt sick. As he gathered speed moving
downhill, the increased breeze failed to invigorate him. Instead, he only felt cold,
and suspected somehow that his life had just peaked.
Casey planted himself to watch. It would be a good hour before Josh got
his chance, but Casey was locked in a state of mild oblivion. He was vaguely
aware of other names being broadcast over the p.a. system, but he snapped into
clarity when Josh’s was announced.
When he came, it was worse than Casey could have imagined. He looked
beautiful. Momentarily, Casey thought he was watching some sort of ballet. Josh
moved like a dancer as he shifted his weight and traversed the upper straightaway
and prepared for what was coming. When he stood for the transition turn, he
stood like an oak. Casey watched as Josh’s right thigh went rigid with exertion,
hands shot forward, pulling him through the turn. Casey could hear him grunting
with stress, holding his line. His breath caught in his throat as Josh completed the
arc and held it until he dropped over the final jump in perfect form - legs tucked
into his chest, arms driving forward, his whole frame as tight as a fist. Quickly,
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he dropped away and out of the sightline, but not before Casey saw the smileyface one of Josh’s friends had drawn on his back with a magic marker.
Casey shook his head. Screwing around again, he thought.
It was over, and Casey knew it. Josh had won. That much was clear from
his form, and the p.a. system soon made it official. Josh had crossed the line
ahead by eight-tenths.
Casey planted his pole in the hardpack and twisted it absentmindedly back
and forth. The stiff dry snow squeaked against the metal point. Casey knew he
had stepped through an important door in his life, into a room larger and emptier
than he expected. Now, for Josh, there would be other races with better training
and tougher competition. And different coaches. Casey supposed he knew the
ladder as well as anyone. The coaches were rungs for climbing racers. But he
disliked the picture and tried to turn away from it. Perhaps he had reached his
limit, or possibly he had never really contributed at all. He allowed himself to
entertain this notion only in an attempt to prove it wrong, but there didn’t seem to
be any flaws in it. This would almost definitely be Josh’s take on it, Casey
thought, and that galled him the most. He looked at the snow where Josh’s edge
had sliced the turn. A clean line with no skid, a diamond scratch on a sheet of
glass. When it came to skiing, Josh’s judgment could be indisputable.
Let them deal with him, Casey thought.
★

*

*
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Later Josh collected his medal and even acknowledged Casey from the
podium. Then the coaches of the national team surrounded Josh, shaking his hand
and snapping pictures. Casey went and had a drink in the bar. After an hour
when the ceremonies died down, he sought Josh out.
“Need a ride back to the hotel tonight?”
“Nah, I’ll jump back with Nate,” Josh said. “W e’re gonna go out and
celebrate.”
“Sure,” Casey said. “See you tomorrow then.”
“Right.”
Josh left, and Casey began the ritual gathering of gear. He collected
everything and toted the bags out to his pickup. He slammed home the tailgate
and climbed into the cab, starting the engine and turning the heater on low. The
heat rose gradually, and after a few minutes Casey’s knee began to throb, so he
massaged it instinctively, reducing the pulse to a dull ache. Soon other pains
began to rise from deeper places, pains which he knew would eventually require
more elaborate attention. But for the time being, the warmth of the truck kept the
worst of them at bay, while beyond the fogged windshield the cold day had
walked itself into a colder dusk. After an hour, he wiped a spot clear with his
hand and saw a black night ablaze with inaccessible stars.
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Habeas Corpus
No one met Walter in the parlor. He’d gotten a call from Tony earlier that
morning to arrange the visit, but the home appeared empty. It was strange. Tony
was always prompt about his appointments. Walter put down his briefcase and
looked around. The showrooms were spotless as usual. Light gleamed off all the
caskets. He sniffed for anything out of the ordinary, but there was nothing, just
the typical smell of a funeral parlor, a hospital mixed with old flowers. For a
moment he thought of ducking out, but his sense of duty got the best of him.
“Tony?” Walter called. “You here anywhere?”
“That you, Walt?” responded a muffled voice. “I’m in the basement.”
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Walter hesitated. Since his days as a mortician, he’d tried to stay out of
basements. Business should be conducted above ground, he thought. But Tony
might be put off by the delay, so he went downstairs in spite of himself.
In the preparation room, Tony and his assistant Martin stood on either side
of a steel table with a naked corpse between them. Tony turned his head and
smiled.
“Walter!” he said. “Let me finish up here and I’ll be right with you.”
Walter took a seat in the comer. The corpse was on its back, its arms
reaching up perpendicular to its body just like a mummy or vampire in an old
movie. Walter imagined the body below ground with an obligatory R.I.P on the
stone above it. He hated that inscription. He didn’t think people should expect
more from the dead than the living.
There was a loud crack as Tony and Martin grabbed the corpse’s arms and
leaned on them with all their weight, forcing them flat and lining them up against
the torso. “Died at his desk,” Tony said. “Hands splayed out over his papers.
Damned rigor set in before we could truck him over here.” He slammed the arm
down on the table, stared at it for a moment to see if it would stay, then turned to
Walter and offered his hand. Teeth clenched, Walter clasped it. It was sweaty
from effort and corpse moisture.
“Let’s get those orders filled out,” Tony said. “We had seven calls this
week.”
“Did you poison the water or something?”

106
Tony shrugged. “Just a spike in the distribution, I guess. I’m going to
need a few more over the usual order.”
Walter extracted his order book from his overcoat. “How many and what
kind?”
“Give me one Excelsior, two Titans, an Endless Journey. . . ” Tony
tapped his head. “Oh, and one Birdman.” This last was a specialty model carried
by Walter’s company. A flock of birds was embroidered on the inside of the
hood, optionally with the words ‘Homeward Bound’ written underneath.
“You want words with the birds?” Walter asked.
“No, no. Just birds. No words.”
Walter wrote up the orders and totaled the commissions in his head: ten
percent on each casket, with the bonus on top of it for exceeding the monthly
sales quota. Almost a thousand dollars. He wished it could buy back the
handshake. “What else?” he said.
“Give me a few extra blankets, too.”
“Steam rumpled or flat?”
“Five of each. Numbskull over there spilled a gallon of embalming fluid
on a whole stack of them.” He motioned to Martin who looked up and shrugged.
Walter tore out the receipt. “Do you have the projections for the next quarter?”
“Yeah, somewhere. Let me see if I can find them,” Tony said, and
disappeared up the stairs.
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Walter sat down again as Martin wiped the corpse with a sponge soaked in
disinfectant. Martin paused and looked suspiciously in Walter’s direction.
“Don’t let me bother you,” Walter said. “Do what you gotta do.”
Martin finished disinfecting the body and superglued the eyelids shut. He
cemented the fingers together, then sewed the mouth closed with a needle and
thread. Walter had occasionally seen this done with a barbed wire, but needle and
thread worked best to minimize the distortion of the face. Martin was obviously a
fine craftsman. He worked quickly and efficiently to prepare the body for
embalming.
An old twinge of professional curiosity got Walter out of his seat and over
to the table for a closer look. Martin had already opened the wrist veins for blood
drainage, and was busy digging the carotid out of the throat for injection.
“Make sure that arm is over the gutter, will you?” Martin said. “I m
putting the cannulae in.”
“What’s his name?”
“Inerson.”
Grimly, Walter shook Mr. Inerson’s hand and placed it wrist-down over
the sluiceway. Martin switched on the pump and scanned the assembly to ensure
all the fluids were draining or filling correctly. Then he stood back, crossed his
arms, and kept a close watch on the process for anything that might go wrong.
Walter returned to the comer. Mr. Inerson’s was the fourth hand he had
shaken that day, and it wasn’t even noon yet. The first one, Gerald Raudenbush’s
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of the Heavenly Rest Funeral Home, was so sweaty that Walter had to wipe his
hand on his trousers when Gerald turned his back. Gerald was one of his oldest
customers and always seemed to have just pulled his hands from under a warm
faucet. Walter was amazed that that handshake didn’t frighten away patrons. But
Gerald had scored a windfall.
“Three CEOs, Walt!” he had laughed. “Can you believe it?”
Walter had tried to reciprocate a smile, but was sure it budded as a
grimace. “How do you know you’ll get all of ‘em?”
“I’ve been potting the execs of that company forever. Where else are they
gonna go?” Gerald took his company checkbook from his desk and laughed
deeply again. “They were training indoors to go rock climbing on one of those
climbing walls, you know? And then the freakin’ wall collapses on them!
Usually you get killed falling off a mountain, not by having the mountain fall on
you.”
Walter shook his head. “Life is funny that way, I guess.”
“It’s goddam hysterical. Can you imagine the carnage when the lawyers
get into it?”
Walter imagined three bodies crushed to tomato paste under plywood and
steel beams. “Massacre,” he said.
“Damn right. Anyway, give me three of your high-enders with the chrome
handles. Bedding don’t matter. Won’t be any open boxes for these guys.”
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Walter wrote out the order, handed Gerald the receipt, and got out of there
as quickly as he could.
From Gerald’s he had driven to the Eternal Serenity, Morris Konichek’s
establishment. Morris’ hand had gone limp when Walter grabbed it, and he let go
as soon as he’d made the appropriate greeting. He had to be careful about giving
offense. Morris was a good customer. A working man’s director, he hardly ever
bought Excelsiors or Tutankhamans, but over the years Walter had sold him a
steady supply of Christian Charity’s and Wings of the Lord’s. Walter made small
talk, and then he and Morris filled out requisition forms. Just before he left,
Walter had handed over a box of gourmet pretzels, his traditional sales-call
present.
When that call was finished, he had sat in his car and stared at the
dashboard for fifteen minutes. Then he had started the engine and drove to
Tony’s.
Tony was one of his newest customers, a young man around thirty and
animated with business. He didn’t fit Walter’s taste, although twenty years ago
he would have. Back then Walter would have cheered his energy, maybe even
become friends with him. He didn’t doubt that Tony would one day be very rich,
but he felt his style needed work. There was a time when Walter wouldn’t have
cared about something like that, but he was older now and could feel the
difference.
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When Tony hadn’t returned after twenty minutes, Walter nodded a
goodbye to Martin and went upstairs. He wanted to make at least three or four
more calls before the day was out, and waiting for Tony was putting him behind
schedule. He found Tony in the office searching through some files.
“Sorry it’s taking so long,” Tony said, half-buried in his desk. “I don t
know what I did with those numbers. The paperwork in here gets a little scattered
sometimes.”
“You want me to look through the filing cabinet?”
“Yeah, why don’t you.”
Walter rifled through two drawers before his beeper went off. He
unclipped it from his belt and looked at the number: his manager’s.
“Can I use your phone?”
“Dial nine first,” Tony said, and continued digging.
Walter dialed the number. “H ello?
take care of i t ?

All right, w here?

Yeah............ Can’t someone else
Ok. Goodbye.” He hung up.

“Everything all right?” Tony asked.
“I gotta run. Can you find those projections by six? I’ll stop back on my
way home.”
Walter walked as slowly as he could to his car. He’d forgotten to turn off
the radio when he parked, so when he started the ignition, classical music sprang
immediately from the speakers. He killed the music so violently that the knob
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broke off in his hand. He threw it into the back seat and drove away, hating what
he was headed for.
When it rains, it goddam pours, he thought.
*

*

*

First, he got the capped pickup from the home office. Then he loaded a
new casket into the bed and drove to the mausoleum. One wing was cordoned off
with a bright yellow rope. Through the glass doors, he saw the owner, Richard
Vamel, wringing his hands and staring nervously down a corridor. Walter took a
quick look around the grounds. Few other cars. A slow day.
He pushed through the doors. “Hello, Rich,” he said, the marble walls
amplifying his volume.
Richard twitched with fright, and scuttled under the rope. He offered his
hand as he hurried forward. “Walter, thanks for coming so quickly. You can
understand we want to get this done as smoothly as possible.”
“Whose was it?”
“It’s a Jacobson. The liner must have been defective.”
Walter shook his head. He’d had to pick up leakers five or six times
during his career, and each time a Jacobson had been to blame. They were a
popular discount brand. Once in the ground, it didn’t matter if they leaked, but a
mausoleum shelf was altogether different.
“When you gonna ban those things?” Walter said.
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“We can’t. Too many people using them nowadays. Usually there’s no
problem.”
Richard pulled a rolling catafalque from a closet and wheeled it out to
Walter’s car. They put the replacement case on the gumey, and pushed it back
inside.
The first edge of the smell hit them after they turned a comer at the end of
a long straight hallway. Richard produced two surgical masks and a canister of
Vicks from his coat pocket. They smeared the masks with vapo-rub and put them
on. Walter’s nose filled with eucalyptus scent.
At the end of another hallway, they made a final turn where halfway up
the wall, a compartment was already open with one end of the leaky casket
jutting out. A dark, wet stain hung off the bottom lip of the shelf, and two men
dressed in hazardous-material suits stood at the ready. Walter walked up to them.
“How’s it going, guys?”
The suited men waved a silent hello.
“What say we take care of this as quick as possible?” Walter said, and the
workers nodded.
Walter and Richard took the clean casket off the gumey and laid it on the
ground. Walter opened the lid and pushed the bedding aside. He put on a pair of
elbow-length rubber gloves and positioned himself, signaling to the workmen.
Together they yanked the leaker out the shelf and placed it on the floor alongside
the new casket.
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Richard handed Walter a wrench and the suited men stood back as Walter
loosened the bolts to the lid. Soon he had them all disengaged.
“Everybody ready?” Walter asked somberly. No one responded.
He lifted the lid, and despite having expected it, the uppercut of stench
made him swoon. Had it not been for the mask, he was sure he would have
passed out. The Vapo-rub blocked just enough of the smell. He coughed once,
collecting himself, and noticed that Richard had moved to the end of the hallway.
“Richard,” he said sternly. “Go call Howard and tell him I’ll be over in an
hour or so.”
Richard nodded thankfully and walked away as Walter returned his
attention to the workmen. “Okay, fellas, let’s grab the sheet. One at either end,
please.”
The workmen did as they were told, lifting the half-shriveled body in the
makeshift hammock. The skin on it was still contiguous, but had drawn tight
against the skeletal structure. The abdomen had sunken like a saddle, and its
limbs had withered to sticks. Walter tried to guess what the corpse had done for a
living: doctor? carpenter? teacher? There was no way to know. Walter fixated
on how the flesh had pulled back from the mouth, exposing the corpse’s teeth as if
it were shrieking. Forever.
“Hold it a second now,” Walter said.
Momentarily, they let the body hang above the old casket and allowed the
excess embalming fluid to drain off. When the dripping ceased, Walter said,
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“Okay,” and they swung the corpse into the new casket. Walter bent down, rolled
the body onto its side and extracted the soiled sheet from beneath. Then he
squashed the sheet into a ball and tossed it in the old casket. A small pond of
liquid remained in the leaker, left over from natural rot and leached embalming
fluid. Walter knew the fluid didn’t stay in the tissue for long unless the process
had been done very thoroughly. But hardly anyone did it that way. Typically, the
body only needed to be preserved long enough for a viewing to take place —three
to four days at the most. After the lid closed, it didn’t matter what anyone looked
like.
Walter dropped the lid on the leaker first, then closed the body into its new
case. He took off his gloves as Richard returned.
“All set,” Walter said.
“Thanks again for coming on such short notice.”
“Just make sure you get everything cleaned up right. You don’t want the
health department in here.”
“Sure, sure. The steamer is on the way.”
“Okay, good,” Walter said. He turned his head to the workmen. “You
two guys want to help me get this in the truck?”
All three loaded the old casket onto the gumey and wheeled it outside.
When they stopped by the pickup, one of the workmen said, “Think we can take
these off now?” His voice was muffled by his helmet.
“Sure thing,” Walter said. “Everything’s closed up tight enough now.”
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The two workmen removed their headgear and breathed deeply, visibly
relieved to be uncovered. They were skinny kids, probably not older than sixteen.
Hell of a way to spend an afternoon, Walter thought. There had to be some
family association. “How’d you guys get roped into this?”
“Richard’s our uncle. He didn’t want word getting out,” one boy said.
“Yeah, no wonder,” the other said. “That shit

.”

Walter shook his head knowingly. His father had been his connection.
“The steam cleaner will take care of that. Just help me get this thing in the truck,
and then you can take off.”
Walter unlatched the tailgate, and they lifted the casket. All three pushed
it under the cap. Walter crawled inside and strapped it to the bed. Then he
jumped out and refastened the window and the gate. He exhaled. The load was
hidden and safe. Walter dug in his pocket for money and handed each boy a fifty.
“Thanks, guys. Sorry you had to see this.”
“That’s all right, Mister,” one boy said. But as they walked away, Walter
heard the other whisper, “That was worth a hundred, easy. I think I’m gonna
puke.”
*

*

*

On the way to the crematorium, Walter lit a cigar to fend off the tendrils of
odor that crept through the rear window. He’d gotten into the business in the
same way almost everyone else had: family. His grandfather had started a casket
manufacturing company, and his father branched out into parlors and mortuary
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techniques. Walter had started his own training at fifteen. Those kids are a year
behind, he thought ironically.
He had spent his adolescence doing easy bodywork - simple embalming
and makeup. Dating was impossible after girls found out what his after-school
job was. In the beginning, Walter used that scom as a kind of perverse
inspiration. After a few years of study and practice he built himself a reputation
as a mortuary virtuoso. Violent deaths were no problem. There didn’t seem to be
a body riddled with gunshot wounds that Walter couldn’t fix up for an opencasket viewing. The calls Walter got for that kind of work never came from the
locals, but rather from out of state in the larger cities. A few times, he was flown
in to handle rush jobs.
But that all soured with the death of his father. He was twenty-three when
he got the call, and since he knew his father would have wanted it that way, he did
the preparation himself. After it was all done and his father had been fully attired
for the viewing, Walter knew everything outsiders said about the business everything he’d tried to oppose with his own good example - was right. He
looked at his father, dead and silent and emptied of experience, and knew what a
vicious sham the whole routine was. Everything. The clothes, the ceremonies,
and the rituals. No amount of window dressing could change the basic fact that at
some point it’s all over forever and ever, good night, ladies and gentlemen, and
drive home safely. He had wept for an hour over the body, then straightened up
and got on with his duties.
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A shred of tobacco dislodged from the cigar and stuck to his tongue. He
spat out the window and brooded He didn’t like to look down on his fellow man,
but he wondered why no one in America seemed satisfied with chucking a body
into a hole anymore. Maybe the only thing that survives death is a craving for
chemicals and appearances, Walter thought bitterly. No one seemed to
understand that a dead face is a dead face irrespective of whether it has paint on it.
He felt ungrateful for criticizing the things from which he made his good living,
but he couldn’t help it. Soiled caskets had a way of forcing issues. .
Walter had no illusions about ever getting out of the business. It was all
he knew, and he would never leave it. But after his father, he refused to keep on
with the mortuary tasks, so he took three years to train another man in-house, then
switched to sales. That wasn’t great, but it was better.
*

*

*

Howard was waiting at the door when he arrived. They shook hands and
walked around to the back of the truck.
“Where’s the gear?” Howard said.
“Screw the gear. I just want to get this over with.”
They unloaded the leaker and took it inside. Howard’s facility was
effective, but small, so the lid would be have to be incinerated separately. They
loosened the bolts, and both held deep breaths as they removed the lid. Then, still
without breathing, they lifted the casket into the furnace. It caught on the lip as
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they pushed it in. A few drops of fluid splashed onto Walter’s face, but he kept
pushing until Howard swung the door shut.
They both gasped for air, and Walter wiped his face with his tie.
“Richard’s going to have to pay extra for this,” Howard said.
“Gouge him. He ruined my day.”
Howard nodded.
“And my tie,” Walter said as he took it off.
They put the lid in another compartment, and Howard tossed his tie in
after it. Howard fired the incinerator and asked, “Coffee?,” while they walked
back to his office. Walter sat down heavily in a leather chair by a window.
“Been a while since I saw you,” Howard said.
“Wish it was under better circumstances.”
“You sure you’re all right? You looked a little green when you came in.”
Walter placed his coffee mug on the floor and leaned forward. He put his
elbows on his knees and cradled his head with his hands. “I don t know, he said.
“Usually I’m okay, but this one threw some cold water on me.”
“It was just formaldehyde, Walt. Nothing to worry about.”
“No, no. That’s not what I mean.”
Howard looked at the clock. “Well, it’s three-thirty now. If you’re
willing to hang around till five, we can go out for dinner or something,” he said.
“Where?”
“Somewhere to cheer you up. Where I go sometimes.”
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“All right,” Walter said. “But I’m buying.”
Howard waved his hand in the air. “If you ask me how business is while
we’re there, I can write it off.”
*

*

*

Howard’s car stopped in the parking lot of the Gilded Age Gentleman’s
Club, and Walter craned his head out the window to read the sign.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“Just give it a chance,” Howard said.
They walked through the doors, and great pulses of music crashed into
them. Walter could see a woman in a bikini strutting around on a stage at the far
end of the room. She noticed them and flitted a hello with her fingertips.
“She likes you!” Howard yelled over the music.
They took two seats near the edge of the stage as the bikinied woman
leaped to the top of a brass pole and whirled feverishly around it, corkscrewing
toward the floor. She spun so quickly that Walter wondered how her bare skin
could stand the friction. A topless waitress stopped at their table and Howard
ordered drinks.
When the waitress departed, Walter remembered what Howard had told
him earlier. He knew how it would play out, but he asked anyway. “Hey,” he
said, “How’s business?”
Howard smirked. “They’re dying to get in, Walt. Dying to get in.”
Walter shook his head. “Right. Good one.”
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“Now you’re loosening up,” Howard laughed, and clapped him on the
back.
The waitress returned with their drinks, and Walter took a long draught of
his. He could see his paunch and gray hair reflected in the ubiquitous mirrors,
and they made him feel out of place. He hadn’t eaten anything since leaving his
apartment in the morning and the alcohol went instantly to his head. Howard had
ordered a shot along with his highball. He downed the shot in one pelican gulp,
and then curled his fingers around the highball glass. His gaze locked onto the
stripper and moved with her undulations. Walter looked at him skeptically. “How
many times a week do you come here?”
Howard just stared at the stage, rapt and unresponsive. Walter sighed and
grabbed his shoulder. “So how drunk should I plan on getting?
Howard took a business card from his breast pocket and laid it on the table
without breaking concentration. It was an advertisement for a cab company.
Walter decided he’d better pace himself.
After an hour and a half, Howard had four more drinks to Walter’s two.
Howard ran out of singles for tipping, and Walter refused to hand any over.
“But I only have twenties left,” Howard said.
“So what do you want me to tell you?”
Howard ordered a table-dance. Walter considered protesting, but figured
things had gone beyond susceptibility to reason. He knew they wouldn’t be
leaving until Howard passed out. And since Howard seemed eager to pay for
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everything, Walter decided to try to enjoy a little of the ride. The drinks had
lubricated him enough to play along awhile.
A beautiful, young blonde woman stepped onto their table and began to
gyrate. Howard leaned forward, tongue working his lips furiously, while the
woman shot Walter a wink. He felt himself blush. “How are you?” he said, and
felt foolish.
“I’m just fine, honey.”
She removed her bikini top with one motion and draped it around his neck.
Then she grabbed it with her teeth and pulled it slowly away. Walter smelled
perfume cut with sweat as the fabric passed near his nose. He glanced at Howard,
whose eyes had glazed over with drunkenness and desire.
“Pardon my friend, please,” Walter said. “He’s not exactly - ”
The woman shook her head slightly, allaying Walter’s concern. She’d
seen worse, he supposed. Walter tried to relax in his chair as the woman flowed
around the table top, oozing toward him and away again. She slipped out of her
bikini bottoms and slithered on her back, waiting out a variation in the music’s
rhythm.
Walter took a sip of his drink. Her face was within a yard of his own, and
when the spotlight passed over her, he could see the mixed topography of pancake
makeup, eyeliner, and lipstick that covered her skin. He knew he could have done
a better job with the cosmetics, but he regretted the thought as soon as it came to
him. A young blonde corpse began to squirm before him. He blinked and shook
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his head, but the vision festered as his mortician’s training poured uncontrollably
into his eyesight.
While the corpse remained supine, Walter watched its blood settle into its
buttocks and back. Its skin went purple-red with livor mortis and then putrefied
to green when it resumed its upright dance. Walter’s nose crammed full with the
sulfurous funk of intestinal rot and broken red blood cells. He looked away
briefly, but turned back out of reflex. Its skin had gone from aquamarine to black.
The tongue and eyes were blown outward by gas, and blood-tinged blisters
formed all over its surface. As it spun and danced in perfect time with the music,
great sheets of skin flung outward like a ripped and twirling skirt, and when
Walter’s hand touched a pool of condensation left over from his drink, he was
sure a few organs had liquefied on the table. He viced his eyes shut, and clamped
his hand on Howard’s arm. “Make her stop,” he said.
“Song’s not over yet.”
Walter opened his eyes. The blonde woman had returned, dancing and
smiling blandly at him. The vision was gone now, and he wanted it to stay that
way. “Please stop,” he said quietly.
“Almost finished,” she said.
“Please.”
The woman picked up on his tone of voice and stopped. Her breasts
wagged briefly as their momentum dissipated. “Sure, honey. If it means that
much to you,” she said, climbing down from the table.
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“Hey!” Howard yelled.
“Shut up.” Walter said. He dredged two twenties from his pocket and
crushed them into Howard’s hand. “Here. Go get a couple more dances if you
want, but over there,” Walter said, and pointed to the opposite side of the room.
Howard took the money and walked unsteadily to a distant table.
Walter took a deep breath, and wiped his sweaty hands on his pants. The
stripper had gone to the bar, and Walter walked over to her. “Miss, I’m sorry. I
was wondering if I could explain myself,” he said.
She looked him up and down. “You don’t have to explain anything to
me,” she said. “As long as that money’s not counterfeit.”
“Please, I’d really like to. Would you like a drink?”
“Just Coca-Cola,” she said after some hesitation. Walter ordered the
drink, then motioned to a table. She sat down, and Walter followed when the
bartender got around to pouring the drink. Walter wasn’t sure exactly what he
was going to say, but he was glad she had put her bikini back on.
She sipped her drink while Walter fumbled in silence. “Listen,” he said
finally, “I just wanted to apologize for cutting you short. My name’s Walter.”
“Tiffany,” she said, staring at him expectantly.
“I just didn’t want you to get the impression that I thought you were doing
a bad job. That wasn’t it at all.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re obviously very good at what you do.”

124
Tiffany raised the Coke glass in appreciation, then took a sip from it.
“You know,” she said, following it with a harsh swallow, “You’re botching this
pickup job, big time.”
Walter laughed nervously. “I guess it might sound that way.” He fidgeted
with his hands underneath the table. Moist with sweat, he brought them together
like two warm flounder. “Do you like this kind of work?” he asked.
“It’s okay. It pays the bills, at least. I’ve got two years to go on my
degree. How ‘bout you?”
Walter took a deep breath. He had lost count of how many conversations
and possible relationships he’d terminated by answering that question. But he
supposed he’d led her to asking it, so he took the plunge. “I sell caskets. I used to
be a mortician, but now I sell caskets.”
“Huh,” Tiffany said, “Haven’t heard that one before. Somebody’s gotta
do it, I suppose. You like it?”
“No. But I’m pretty good at it.”
“How do you know?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well,” Tiffany considered, “Since you’re the middleman, how do you
know if the customer’s satisfied? I don’t usually have that problem, but I imagine
you might.” She drained the last of the coke and glanced at the clock on the wall.
“Listen, I’ve got to get ready for my next round. Thanks for the drink. Good luck
with the casket thing, I guess.”
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Walter stood as she left the table, but was unable to construct a verbal
goodbye. She disappeared into her dressing room, and Walter sat down again.
He felt queer. He rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head six inches
from the tabletop. Eventually he felt a tap on his shoulder.
“Hey, buddy, I think your friend needs some help,” the bartender said. He
motioned to the other side of the room where Howard had passed out face-down
on a table.
“Can I use your phone?” Walter said. “I don’t think either of us should
drive.”
*

*

*

When the cab arrived, Walter hauled Howard outside and tossed him in
the back seat. Walter plopped down next to him, and the cab began to move.
“Where to?” the cabby asked.
“Could you just drive around a while, please?”
“It’s your dime.”
The cabby drove smoothly through the dark streets. Walter leaned his
head against the window and allowed his eyes to unfocus. The security lights of
passing businesses smeared out into long nacreous brushstrokes, and he wasn’t
sure how long he’d been riding when the cabby spoke up.
“So what line of work you in?”
Walter chuckled sardonically, too tired for evasions. “I can’t seem to get
away from that question today,” he said, and looked at the ID hanging behind the
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driver’s seat. The driver’s face was middle-aged and pudgy. The name read
Calvin Perry. “I sell caskets, Mr. Perry. I used to be a mortician, but now I sell
caskets.”
“Well, I’ll tell you. Life is funny. I’ve actually had a few dealings with
your trade lately.”
“I’m sorry for your loss,” Walter said reflexively.
Calvin nodded. “It’s a long time coming, sad to say. Maybe it’s for the
best, though.”
“Sometimes that’s true,” Walter said. He was never able to get beyond
empty platitudes in these situations, and it depressed him. He was sick of lies,
and just drunk enough to take a risk. “I wish you had a better industry to deal
with.” he said.
“How’s that?”
“Well, for instance, the markup on virtually any casket is about two
hundred percent, if you’re lucky. Retail can go as high as three times wholesale.”
Calvin’s eyes shot to the rear view mirror. Walter thought they looked
interested, and took them as a prod.
“Another thing. Parlors’ll put all the expensive caskets in a separate room.
They take you in there first.”
“What if you can’t afford them?”
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“Doesn’t matter. After you see the high-enders, the medium range ones
start to look reasonable, even though they’re way overpriced too. Also, how tall
are you? The ID tag doesn’t say.”
“About six-four,” Calvin said.
“All right. Somebody your size’d be too tall for a regular box. They’d
bend your legs and put you in without shoes to save space.”
“Uh huh. Interesting.”
Walter went on. He told Calvin about the rip offs of burial prices,
mausoleums, embalming, and even flower arranging. He laid out his bitterness
like a map, and the back of Calvin’s head nodded and nodded. Walter had trouble
stopping. Only when Howard began to snore did he realize it was time to end the
night for good. He directed Calvin to the crematorium, where Walter dragged
Howard out of the car and laid him on the doorstep.
Walter paid the fare and added a nice tip. Calvin drove off and Walter
climbed into the pickup, feeling he had sobered up enough to get himself home.
A residual odor had hunkered down under the bed cap, but as he pulled away with
the windows down, it disappeared. His head had cleared somewhat, yet he now
felt sluggish from detoxifying.
He decided to take the next day off.
*

*

*

Walter slept until eleven, then spent his first two waking hours sitting by
the window in his robe, drinking coffee. He didn’t bother to call the office. He
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figured he’d been around long enough for them not to care all that much, and they
knew he’d be back eventually anyway. Around two, he read the newspaper. At
three-thirty, the phone rang, and he answered it.
“Walter?”
He recognized the voice, and remembered what he had forgotten the
previous day. “Hi, Tony. Sorry I didn’t come back for those sales projections. I
got tied up.”
“Walter, what the hell are you trying to do to me!?” Tony cried.
“What are you talking about?”
“Some guy was just in here bitching about case prices and gouging and
shit like that. He yelled something about his shoes, too. Said some guy named
Walter told him how everything’s a swindle.”
Walter sighed. “Let me guess. Calvin Perry.”
“Yeah. What did you tell him, for chrissake?”
“Nothing, really. We were just talking.”
“You better fix it, Walter, or I’m dropping you as my supplier. I don’t
need this kind of bad publicity.”
Walter hung up and took his phonebook from beneath the counter. He
looked up the cab company’s number, but then decided it would be better to
smooth things over in person. He wrote down the address, got himself cleaned
up, and headed out.
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Walter soon found himself before a dilapidated garage. Cautiously, he
went in. The clamor of an air wrench split the air intermittently as Walter
scanned the room. A few men and cabs were scattered about in very stages of
disrepair. Walter spotted Calvin at a break table, drinking coffee and reading a
newspaper. “Mr. Perry?” Walter said.
Calvin glanced his way. He put the paper down and motioned toward the
door. “Less noise outside,” he said. They walked to Walter’s car in the gravel
parking lot. “You guys kill me. Anything for a sale.”
“I understand you gave an undertaker a piece of your mind today,” Walter
said.
“Yeah. That guy thought he was going to rip me off.”
“Well, see, the thing is, you got me in some hot water with him. I
probably shouldn’t have told you some of that stuff.”
“Why not? It’s the truth, isn’t it?”
“Nonetheless,” Walter said, “I was hoping there might be something I
could do to make things better. I think we may still be able to find something at
once dignified, beautiful, and economical. I understand this must be a very
difficult time for you. But maybe if we take a look at the catalog, we can find
something acceptable.”
Walter opened the trunk o f his car and extracted his presentation binder.
He spread the book open on the hood. Calvin tossed through the pages, and
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caskets with glimmering brass handles and chrome fittings skipped by as if in a
flip cartoon.
“I’m very sorry for the loss of your loved one,” Walter said.
“What?”
“The deceased. It’s always difficult to lose a loved one.”
“Oh. Ain’t no loved one,” Calvin said. “The box is for me.”
“Excuse me?” Walter said.
“The box is for me. I got liver cancer. Doc gives me a month, maybe two
at the outside. Chemo’s pointless. Goddam stuff metastasized all over the place.”
Walter looked closely at Calvin’s face. In the cab the previous night, it
had been too dark to see the greenish tint of Calvin’s skin. He wasn’t lying.
“What about a donor?” Walter said.
“No chance. At least not in time.”
“If you’ve got only a month to live, why are you still coming to work?”
“What the hell else am I gonna do?” Calvin said. “By the way, you can
forget anything over a grand.”
Walter fidgeted, pulling his hands in and out of his pockets, and looked
around at the property. Nothing but gravel and a sheet metal building. “Let’s
see,” he said, thankful that prices were something he could always talk about, “A
thousand-dollar ceiling is going to limit your choices a bit, but - ”
Abruptly, Calvin grabbed his arm. “Hey, what about that one?” Pinned
under Calvin’s finger was a picture of the forty-dollar straight cardboard model.
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“I don’t know,” Walter said. “We usually go with that for direct
cremation services. No viewing, that is. Are you planning to be cremated?”
“Hell no. I wanna be planted. Can you fix that up?”
“It’s a little unusual.”
“It’s illegal, right? That’s okay, I got you.” Calvin dug in his pockets for
money, but Walter touched his arm to stop him.
“No, no. It’s perfectly legal. The laws are pretty lax on that, actually.
But what would people think?”
“Screw people!” Calvin burst out. “I’ve been a working man my whole
life. Cheap too. That’s my casket.” He turned to the side and spat, then pulled
his hat down firmly on his head. “Throw a sheet over it and drop me down.
Deal?”
Walter considered negotiating for a moment, but Calvin’s face was solid.
“Deal,” Walter said.
They shook hands. Thickly callused and losing heat, Calvin’s was
definitely the hand of a dying man. But there was a firmness about it that Walter
could feel as it grasped his own to seal the contract. A full hand that would sleep
well. Walter held onto it for a long time.

132

Atlantic City
None of this would have happened had I never gotten married. It pains me
to say this because I love my wife and our two children with a strength that never
fails to surprise me. When I was young, I didn’t think I’d ever be capable of such
depth of feeling. But as the cliche says, love only goes so far. In retrospect, I
suppose I should have had the good sense to stay away from other people.
Whatever value judgments you want to attach to what I’ve done, there is
no denying it was a definitive act. Probably nothing will be fixed by it, but the
way events were going, I figured I had another month before everything crashed
to a heap regardless. In any case, it’s finally over. Things have permanently
changed.
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I am forty-nine years old. Until three days ago, I worked a job that a welltrained chimp could have done more efficiently. The debts I took on to support
my family - or families, I should say, but I’ll get to that - were ruinous. Since I
always took care of the finances, my wife and children had no idea how bad it had
gotten. I can say absolutely that, other than the cash I’ve got with me, there’s
nothing left. No money, no options. People always branded me a pessimist, but
what was Ellul’s quip? Fatalism is not involved: it’s a question of probability.
Certainly fits the arc of my life, anyway.
I was bom in this armpit of a city twenty years before the casinos went up.
Of course it was much different back then, hardly a wilderness, but the tourist
traffic was lighter and of a different kind. Almost all families, grandparents, and
children. Very few of the drunks and addicts you see today. There were
substantial wetlands then, too. When I was twelve, I’d take a canoe and paddle
slowly through the marshes at high tide. Ducks were there, regulations weren’t;
there was no need for them back then. Sometimes I brought my shotgun along
and took a few mallards for the week.
All of that is gone now. The marshes that remain are yard-sized patches.
The ducks have vanished, replaced by the casinos. A good rule of thumb: when
the birds leave, the place is bitched.
In the early seventies I finished school with a degree in philosophy and
literature - another bad move. I got so wrapped up in theory that I forgot I’d have
to make a living someday. For instance, I couldn’t understand why someone
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would want to go to business school rather than study Russell’s theory of classes.
Would I make the same choice again? I don’t know. It’s hard to turn away from
things that interest you. But I’d certainly have a better appreciation for the
counterarguments.
So, I marinated in the humanities for four years and then graduated. My
girlfriend Jodie and I got married soon after. She did social work at the local
shelter while I sponged off her, worked sporadically for a year, and vacillated
about graduate school. She was always encouraging, but when it came down to it,
I just couldn’t tolerate the image of myself holed up in our apartment with books
and applications while my wife supported me. In the end I did nothing with my
degree. That is to say, I got a job, which is equivalent to nothing. It was easy.
The first of the casinos were going up right about then. I hated the sight of them
and didn’t buy any of the propaganda the contractors laid on the community, but I
joined up. I tried not to read much into it at the time. The pay was better than
washing dishes, and I figured it would be temporary.
I had no idea it would lead here.
But show me a twenty-three-year-old who really knows what a machine
the world is and how you become a replaceable bolt within it. My friends and I
used to love to get drunk and talk about ideas just like that, but the reality of the
thing - the breeze on your face as you swing from that cosmic meat hook - is
something that cannot be grasped in the mind. You have to know it in your body.
Problem is, once you do, it’s too late.
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So what’s left? Wreckage, the past, and various blank spots which Sartre
argued w e’re driven to fill - the most basic human desire, in his opinion.
Therefore, I’ll leave a record behind, a snapshot of my life and what it looked like
for the last few decades. I offer it not as an excuse but as an explanation. I’m sure
it will guarantee my conviction if I’m ever caught.
*

*

*

On any given night in the bus terminal, there are at least twenty homeless
people scattered about on the benches. If bad weather is in the forecast, the
number could swell to a hundred. I don’t blame them. In a storm, anything’s
better than under the boardwalk. What do I care about a few more bodies to wade
through on the way to the escalator? The security guards are the ones who get
nasty. I’ve known a few of them since childhood. That’s one of the results of
living in the same town for so long - you tend to run into people you half-knew in
grade school, the ones who shook out near the bottom of the pile. I can’t say I’m
surprised to see how many wound up as casino rent-a-cops. They can be a vicious
breed, especially on the bus terminal post. One time I got to work just in time to
see a guard drag a bum into a secluded comer, take out a nightstick, and knock
him to the floor with it in one stroke. Then, before the real stomping began, the
guard made sure to take his coat off to avoid splatter stains from the blood.
I knew the guard’s face from high school, but I couldn’t place it, and he
didn’t show any signs of recognizing me. There was nothing particularly unusual
about his behavior, except that he didn’t have the foresight to dispense the beating
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behind a closed door somewhere. Then again, if he’d been smart enough to think
of that, he might have passed the city police test. Washouts from the academy are
well-represented in casino security, and there’s no doubt in my mind the majority
would be in jail if they hadn’t stumbled on a way to beat up people legally.
A few steps through and I’m on the escalator, ascending past glossy
posters of men and women grinning and raking in mountains of chips. The lies of
ad men are inexhaustible. Goebbels would have loved this town. The bigger the
lie, etc. Sure, people win every once in a while, but there’s no balanced view.
You’ll never see posters of gamblers pissing into a slot machine seat, which is
exactly what some of them will do if they’ve been playing a while and they think
the machine’s about to pay off. Outsiders don’t know that, but after you’ve had
cleanup duty a few times, it gets so you can’t forget. Everyone has a strategy,
and, of course, the card players are the worst. So goddam smug, as if there’s any
skill to blackjack in a casino. No one can count cards in a nine-deck shoe.
The man I might have killed was a card player. Maybe I did him a favor.
In time he could have turned into one of those senior citizens who dump their
Social Security checks into the slot machines. Everyone walks in expecting a
dose of mob chic, the mid-fifties Sinatra-style gangsterism that’s as dead as the
passenger pigeon. Unfortunately, the nostalgia for it is like some kind of narcotic.
Maybe I saved the world from supporting another deluded drain of federal
revenue. I always thought someone should try to figure out what portion of
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FDR’s legacy winds up in Donald Trump’s pocket. The city is Marx in a
nutshell.
I once had a drug problem, too. Big surprise. I’ve been clean for years,
but in the early eighties I did cocaine fairly regularly. I certainly wasn’t alone,
and it didn’t help that I dealt cards for a living. Card dealers are the whipping
posts of the casino. Sooner or later, usually after getting tanked and fleeced, the
players convince themselves the games are rigged. They’re not, of course, but
you can’t explain statistics to a drunk. They get pissed and blame us for their
losses. I always wanted to carry around a copy of my mortgage statement to
prove I couldn’t possibly be on the take. The stress is unbelievable, and the main
way dealers handle it is to get even more keyed up than the job before punching
in. I would have been shocked to walk into the bathroom and not see people
doing lines and popping pills. Dope use was an open secret. Only once did one
of the casinos - not mine - give drug testing a shot. They abandoned it after a
week. That’s how much time it took the bosses to realize that there were about
three dealers in the city who worked clean.
I always thought that if the managers really had any balls, they would fire
all of us in favor o f the video versions of our games. We’re a profit drain. The
video and slot machines are the real workhorses of the house, and cutting the
payroll by three-quarters would certainly eliminate a lot of overhead. What
seems generally true for philosophy should also work for business: eliminate the
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contradictions until you arrive at a solution. For some reason, this doesn’t seem
to have occurred to the finance gurus yet.
I handled the drugs for a while, but eventually I got fed up with the way
my mind would race when I was high. I’d been at the game so long that I lost the
need for cocaine’s exaggerated sense of confidence. I gave up dope after about a
year. Not soon enough, as it turned out.
But before I go into all that, I want to make something very clear. At any
point along the way I could have stopped myself. And I don’t mean the drugs,
either. I mean everything I’ve done in my life that turned out to be a mistake. It
is certainly true that at the moment of each decision, I didn’t know how
circumstances would eventually resolve themselves. I can’t see into the future.
But it is also true that whenever I did something, I could just have easily done
something else. John Stuart Mill said that men do ill because their consciences
are weak, not because their desires are strong. I say amen to that. It’s exactly
what I want understood. I control my own actions. Better predictive ability
would have certainly helped, but it doesn’t change the issue of the present, the
here-and-now. There are a lot of things about the world I can’t control, but what I
do while I’m in it isn’t one of them.
*

*

*

I got off work one night and was out of coke. I had a real craving and
was sitting in the bus station, waiting for the shuttle to take me out to my car. One
of the cocktail waitresses I knew, a young Puerto Rican woman named Anna, was
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also waiting there. She was a bigger cokehead than I was, so I figured there was
no harm in asking whether she had a little toot to spare on her. This was in late
’84. I remember because the election was all over the headlines. She said she had
some, but had it stashed in one of the housekeeping carts that she and two other
women used exclusively. She had just passed it on. But her friend was working
on the seventh floor, and Anna whined that she d have to go back upstairs to get
the coke. I responded with possibly the two most destructive words I’ve ever
uttered - “Who cares?” - but at the time I thought nothing of them.
Her housekeeper friend let us into one of the empty rooms. Anna cut a
few lines on a compact she carried with her, and we got high. Immediately, I
knew I had done too much. I felt incredibly jumpy and didn’t want to go home
until I had myself under better control. So I asked Anna if she wanted a drink and
we raided the complimentary bar.
We got to talking. I had just turned thirty-two, and it didn’t take a genius
to see what a sad sack I was becoming. Jodie and I already had one daughter, and
another was on the way. For the time being the rent was paid, and Jodie and I had
enough money to feed and clothe our daughter, but it was pretty uncertain as to
how we’d make ends meet with a second. I don’t know whether Jodie ever
suspected my drug use —she probably did, since she isn t stupid, and you can t
hide a runny nose behind ‘summer cold’ excuses forever - but I think she decided
to let most issues slide until they couldn’t be ignored any longer. For a while I
tried to be optimistic and mostly failed. Maybe I’ll be able to pull this off, I
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thought, although always with a tinge of alarm. Maybe we should have waited,
been more careful about birth control - hindsight contingencies like that. Now all
I think is maybe if she had confronted me earlier, the ending would have been
different.
As it was, though, that dose of coke put me into a panic spiral. How were
we going to survive? We could already barely afford the house payment and our
child. We were making it, but just by a hair. It makes me very uncomfortable to
say these things, but is it a sin to have regrets about timing? I got myself so
worked up that I started to cry. I was embarrassed to have lost control in front of
a woman I barely knew, and I hung my head, trying to forget she was there. I
couldn’t stop blubbering, though, and when I finally looked up, there were tears in
Anna’s eyes too. She touched my face and then my hands.
The next thing I knew, we were kissing.
*

*

*

When I was a freshman, I was into Rousseau. What could be better
reading than long passages about freedom and the perfect state of nature? But the
city and my life within it opened my eyes to how deeply Rousseau had betrayed
the world. Nothing is left of his vision. None of it can be retrieved. I needed him
most right when I saw what a sham he was. He must have known that when he
wrote. I don’t believe someone that intelligent could be so deluded. Perhaps he’s
redeemable if you interpret freedom as a transitory thing, a primitive blissful state
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that’s recovered only in short bursts. But what good is freedom momentarily
experienced? All it does is sharpen your awareness of the cage.
For instance, I live a half a block from the beach on the small island to the
north of the city. That might seem like a luxury, but it’s the cheapest housing
around that’s not next door to a crack den. One bridge connects us to town. Most
of the workers who don’t commute from Philly live near us. The casino lights
never go out, but we’re separated enough to hear the lull of the surf at night.
Jodie and I used to leave our bedroom window open deep into the year for the
sake of that sound.
In the summertime, I would sometimes wake up early in the morning, long
before the lifeguards came on duty, and walk barefoot down to the empty beach.
The tall wooden guard chairs would be pulled away from the high tide line and
overturned like downed high-tension towers. I’d slip out of my shorts and run
into the breakers. Farther out, green swells would be heaving slowly up and
down, an entire ocean breathing, and I would swim for them.
When I got beyond where I could stand, I’d flip onto my back and scull
for rest. If I turned shoreward, the casinos winked alternately into view between
the bobbing spaces of my upturned toes. But the sounds were all of water. There,
at least, the clamor of the city was too distant to be heard. Likewise, the urine and
vomit odors of the side streets were locked in by the boardwalk. I couldn’t
directly smell the exhaust either, but it was hard to forget about it. The thin
brown haze of smog enveloping the city was a constant reminder. The stink
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would inevitably rise into my nose from memory. I could never understand why
cities compete for this industry. Yes, there’s the jobs argument, but surely a city
can figure out better things for its citizens to do. After half a lifetime here, it’s
clear to me that fresh concrete is the tomb of the world, and the ring of slot
machines is its threnody.
Floating on the swells was pleasant, but there was something missing. It
bothered me that I could do nothing to influence them. If a riptide came up, I’d
have to feel my way around the current to escape without drowning. To swim
against it directly would have tired me out and killed me for sure. Still, for as
much time as I could, I would float on my back like an otter, twirl my hands at my
sides, and direct the sea-bottom traffic of horseshoe crabs. I’d rather be tossed
around by the ocean than by anything else. I love the ocean; no one can buy it.
*

*

*

Suffice it to say that Anna and I wound up where sad people clouded with
drugs and drink always end up. I knew what was happening the whole way
through, but I didn’t do the thing I should have done, which was put the brakes on
as soon as the kissing started. It went on all the way through to the end. The act
itself was about as unfortunate as could be expected with a head addled with coke
and alcohol. Afterward she told me how lonely she’d been feeling lately, and I
tried to soothe her. She cried a little, and I cried a little more, too. When we got
up, there was no animosity. I felt like hell for what I d done, of course, but there
didn’t seem to be illusions about feelings on either side. I was hoping to chalk it

143
up as a mistake and erase it from my memory.
Two months later, Anna told me she was pregnant and that she was
keeping the baby.
I blacked out for about a week after that. I must have entered one of those
fugue states. Jodie told me later she’d never seen anyone acting so strangely. I
would come home, eat, sleep and get up again with a kind of robot’s movements.
She said she was starting to get really frightened until I just sort of snapped out of
it. I don’t remember any of this. It’s all based on what Jodie told me later. That
whole week was like being dead. Somehow I kept going to work. Fidelity to
routine.
At work, I’d only been able to find one refuge. For about a year before I
got in trouble with Anna, I had started eating my lunch up on the roof, the only
place in the building where I could find some solitude. At first it took some
explaining to get up those last stairways, but I knew most of the security guards
by then and eventually they just waved me through. I’d be alone up there, but it
certainly wasn’t quiet. In addition to the hum and whoosh of the air conditioning
vents, there were thousands of gulls flapping about in a great squawking cloud,
devouring insects around the spotlights and roof marquees. I sat and ate my
lunch under the hood of a huge and long-defunct a/c. vent facing the boardwalk
and the ocean twenty stories below. I watched and thought, protected by the hood
from the intermittent showers of gull droppings.
One night during my lunch, the city’s electrical grid went down for a few
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minutes, a total blackout. What was happening on the gaming floor, I couldn’t
tell. I was separated from it by eighteen floors. But when the lights died, the
gulls drifted away as the insects dispersed, and the air, now wiped clean of
shrieks, filled with the deep rhythmic crash of waves. As my eyes adjusted, I
could see the stars coming out over the ocean. I walked out from under the hood
and stood at the edge of the building. For those black moments the city
disappeared, and I felt as if I were somehow levitating hundreds of feet in the air.
I looked out across the sea and saw the great arc of dark sky sweeping up and
over the continent at my back. I had a passing vision of what the world must have
looked like before we destroyed it. Unworked, lonely, solitary, and clean. A pure
array of elements, moving.
Then the lights came back on, the insects returned, and the shrill chorus of
gulls crescendoed and plateaued. I crept back under the a/c. vent and finished my
sandwich. When it was done, I went down the stairs. This was soon after the
time of my fugue week, or soon after. The next day I had a conversation with
Anna that locked me onto the rail that led to my bludgeoning a man in an alley.
Anna and I made a deal. We would never speak about what had
happened between us to each other or to anyone else. We would hardly ever
speak again, in fact. She would never tell her child about me - to this day I don’t
even know if she had a boy or a girl - and would always make up some story
about the father if anyone asked, or better yet remain silent. In exchange for this,
I would send her as much money as I possibly could every month to help with
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expenses. She said five hundred a week, every week, paid on Friday by five, or
by lunchtime Saturday, Jodie would know everything.
Before I could think, I said, fine. She must have thought I was crazy. I
thought I was crazy, for that matter. I couldn’t believe the word when it came out
of my mouth. I knew how strapped I was better than anyone. But, having said it,
I was determined to stick to it. At the time, I couldn’t see other options, or wasn’t
ready to face their consequences. How I was going to pull it off, I had no idea.
But as Jodie never found out about Anna, and Anna’s child never found out about
me, and no one ever found out about how I got the money, I succeeded in keeping
everyone fooled.
*

*

*

A job is a strange thing. Even on a slow shift, I would talk to hundreds of
people. No real conversation, but small talk counts, I suppose. I used to think
that having contact with so many people would lead somewhere. To some deeper
understanding of what motivates us, perhaps. But my awareness just never got
anywhere. Outside was no different. For instance, one night I was strolling on
the boardwalk after a shift. I stopped to lean on a railing and look out at the surf.
An old man was near me, and we started talking. He said that during World War
II, people could stand right where we were and watch Allied oil tankers get blown
up by German subs. I hadn’t known the Germans had gotten so close to the coast,
but he said you could see the brilliant orange flash out on the horizon and know a
couple hundred sailors had just gone down. Then the old man tipped his hat and
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walked away. H e’d said all he wanted to.
The story stuck with me, just one more thing I could never get quite
square. Would I be able to get into a submarine and kill a shipload of people with
a torpedo? I didn’t think so at the time, but then again I wouldn’t have thought I
could club someone on the head and take his money either. I can t figure out
what makes a person blow his social security check on horses, or why teenagers
shoot each other for sneakers. I also can’t understand why I did coke and screwed
a cocktail waitress and got her pregnant and ruined my life.
I guess what I’ve learned is that there is a lot of unhappiness in the world,
and there is very little you can do about it. A life acquires a kind of momentum,
and after a while you can’t turn it without some major catastrophe. From what
I’ve seen, the majority of lives start out flawed and end up disintegrating. But at
some point you have to stop contributing to the whole collapse. That’s what I’ve
done - or, am doing. Yes, that’s what I’m doing. Putting a stop to my part in the
collapse.
*

*

*

I made Anna’s money by selling coke. There was certainly no lack of
buyers in my own casino, and I was able to keep my head down by never selling
large quantities. A vial here and there was enough. After the day that Anna told
me she was pregnant, I never used the stuff again. Every week I sent Anna five
hundred dollars. At first I thought of going across the street to a check cashing
joint —they’re everywhere in the city —and buying money orders, but I figured
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sending cash was worth the risk for the sake of not establishing a paper trail. It
got so I even regained a feeling of quasi-normalcy in my life. Every night I went
home to Jodie and the kids and, though I never could clear my mind completely, I
did manage to forget about my own mess for occasional hour or so. The coke
sales and mailings became just another chore I performed mechanically.
Then, somewhere around ninety-three, the market dried up. I couldn’t
believe it. The whole casino had apparently stopped getting high. There wasn’t
even a trickling-off period. One month, my sales halved, and the next, zilch. I
had put a little money away from the previous sales, but not much, which was the
point. I didn’t want to sell enough to attract any attention, just enough to keep my
deal with Anna. I had succeeded in that respect, but it left me only another two
months to figure out a new source of revenue.
I could have stopped everything right there, or at least sent a letter to Anna
explaining the situation, consequences be damned. Trust in the struggle’s ability
to edify me. I remembered enough Nietzsche to consider it. But for some reason
I hated to interrupt my streak. It was the only risky thing I’d ever jumped into and
succeeded at, I think. Could I really be that perverse? Maybe that’s why I kept
pushing it. Pure competitive egotism, not wanting to break the streak.
I realized quickly that just as the drug market dried up, the credit market
cracked wide open. I remember the hoops you used to have to jump through just
to get a Sears card, but by ninety-four, it might take me all of fifteen minutes to
get access to a hundred-grand worth of credit. I was amazed by it. I went to the
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local post office branch and rented a box, and the rest was just a matter of filling
out applications.
For a while I debated whether to try to keep my coke business up in the
air. I could always find a few hard-core users if I looked hard enough. But I
figured it wasn’t worth the risk for such paltry returns. And in any case it seemed
far better to be popped for credit card fraud than for drug dealing. I must admit,
though, that I never really thought of getting caught. I entertained the idea as a
kind of theoretical case. I figured if the cops were too lazy to come after me when
I was a small-time coke dealer, they sure wouldn t be interested in a few late
credit card payments.
I rallied quickly, but I wasn’t able to preserve my perfect record. One card
came through a few days late, and I missed a Friday payment. Nothing happened
on the day after, although I certainly expected it to, and by Sunday I thought
maybe Anna had moved on or had given me absolution. But on Monday I found
a note in my locker with just a dollar sign written on it. Scared me shitless at first,
but then I rationalized that it was probably just a reminder. I had the money in the
mail that day, and after that never missed another drop.
In a sense, that scare made me never forget what was at stake. But I also
realized that a kind of surreality had settled over the whole situation. I had
sanitized my fear, turned the whole thing into a kind of academic exercise. My
life, or what was now passing for it, had become a movie I was watching from
within the screen. I knew what I was doing, but there was a feeling of
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vicariousness about the process. I had trapped myself and was beginning to feel
the weird dispassion that comes from being completely screwed.
The credit cards turned out to be worse than the coke. I took precautions
with the latter, but the cards were so easy to get, and so seemingly risk-free that I
got careless. Whenever I had one maxed out, I’d transfer it to another. I kept that
going for about two years, until I couldn’t cover the minimum payments any
longer. Then I made another brilliant move: I went down the boardwalk to
another casino and started playing craps for the minimums. I knew from being an
insider that craps had the best odds in the house. If you know what you’re doing,
it’s pretty straightforward to make money, especially if you don’t get greedy and
are willing to walk away with a hundred dollars profit.
So, this was the way the machine ran for a little longer: I’d work the cards
until they were maxed, then cover the payments with gambling. It was month-tomonth. I never knew when my luck would run out.
Six months ago, it did.
*

*

*

Kafka had an old jibe about reaching a point of no return: That is the
point that must be reached, he said. You can argue with the ‘must,’ but first you
have to find a test case for the judgment. Hitting the wall at the craps table is one
of the best cases I can imagine.
I couldn’t get a decent roll to save my life when I needed one to do exactly
that. The payments kept going out from the cards, and I had nothing coming in. I
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was starting to get third notices. And when you’re working twelve or fifteen
cards at the same time, the companies tend to get a fix on you. I had no doubt that
Anna was still watching, and that if I screwed up, it would be all over.
On one night toward the end, I had just picked up a three inch stack of
bills from my P.O. box, and headed down to the tables. I lost, again and again.
After about an hour, I sat down in the Keno parlor with a drink - at least those
were still free - and had what psychologists and addicts call a moment of clarity.
I sat there sipping my drink and silently watching the numbers come up on the
Keno board. Keno, by the way, is just a version of lotto played on ten minutes
cycles. A game for chimps and the brain dead. How hard is it to fill out numbers
on a card and wait to see if they match a computer? But watching those brightlylit numbers come up in a steady rhythm was kind of hypnotic. I swear I heard the
sound of an approaching train. It was a bizarre moment. I was out of options. I
felt free. All the rules seemed to fall away. Then a huge clamor erupted from
across the floor, and I turned to see what it was.
An already very rich man —I could tell from his suit —had just won a
mountain of cash at roulette. He was jumping up and down, exultant. He was
also obviously smashed. The pit boss escorted him to the cage to collect his
winnings, but something there went wrong. The man became angry about
something while the pit boss and the cashier tried to calm him down. When the
attendant began to count out the money, I figured out what it was. They must
have been trying to get him to accept a cashier’s check for the winnings, but he
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was insisting on cash. God, he was drunk. He surely wouldn t have made such a
dumb move had he been sober, but there’s only so much the staff can do to
correct the stupidity of the customers. This guy wanted his money, and they had
to give it to him.
O f course, I couldn’t see exactly how much he had won, but the piles kept
getting bigger and more numerous. The cashier tried to strap them down with
rubber bands as well as she could, but there was a ton of cash and it was going to
be difficult to carry however she packaged it. He had a large gym bag over his
shoulder - no doubt from an after-dinner visit to his health club - and he was able
to fit most of the money in that. He shoved the rest into the various pockets of his
overcoat. Eventually the attendant stopped counting. Then the man did
something I couldn’t believe: he walked out the door alone.
I was fortunate to have remembered Camus right then, especially his focus
on seizing opportunities to derail ritual. When the door closed, I drained my drink
and stood up as nonchalantly as I could. For a moment I stared up at the Keno
board, feigning anticipation for the last numbers, then I strolled across the floor
and followed the man outside.
He wasn’t difficult to pick out on the street, weaving and stumbling as he
was. I doubt he even had any idea of what direction he was headed. I picked up
my pace until I was about fifteen feet behind him. Nothing suspicious about that
- a typical Atlantic City night.
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About four blocks away, he turned into an alley to take a piss. I leaned on
the comer of a building for a second, then followed him in. He was fumbling in
the dark for his zipper as I picked up a stray piece of wood. He sighed as he
finally got around to emptying himself, and I hit him on the back of the head as
hard as I could.
After he dropped to the ground, I looked back at the entrance to the alley.
No one seemed to have noticed, and I quickly emptied his pockets, throwing his
gym clothes into a nearby dumpster to make extra room for the money from his
coat. He wasn’t making any noise, and I might have seen him still breathing, but
it was dark in the alley and difficult to tell. Perhaps I imagined that he was still
breathing because I couldn’t picture myself as a murderer. The will to believe right, Mr. James? In any case, I hoisted him into the dumpster and closed the lid
quietly. Then as I walked out of the alley, I stopped at the entrance and
conspicuously adjusted my shorts so that anyone who saw me would think I had
just ducked out of sight to relieve myself.
I walked for a few more blocks back to my own casino. A drizzle had
started, and by the time I got the bus terminal, my shoulders were black with
wetness. I took a seat to wait for the shuttle. All I wanted was to get back to my
car and out of there.
It was between shifts, and when the shuttle arrived, I was the only
passenger. I nodded to the driver as I stepped aboard and sat down half way to
the rear. He stared out the front windshield with the blankness of every bus driver
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I’ve ever seen. As the bus pulled out of the terminal, the roof exploded with
sound as rain was now coming down in sheets. I unzipped the bag and gazed at
the money. When I counted it later - it doesn’t matter where I was when I did - it
turned out to be half a million dollars. I didn’t know that on the bus, but I did
remember feeling relieved that at least I wouldn’t be a laughing stock in prison if
I ever got caught.
I rezipped the bag and slumped deeper into the soft charter-bus seat. I had
already figured out what I would do. Since Jodie, the kids, and Anna would soon,
in their individual ways, figure out I was a rat, I decided to keep one-hundred
grand and split the rest between those whose lives I’d just ruined. I would send
the cash as quickly as possible before anyone figured out it might have been me
that clubbed the guy. In Jodie’s package I would include a letter telling her to put
the cash in a safe deposit box right away - not in a regular account where there
would be records - and draw on it whenever she liked. Then I would tell her
everything I’d done, how it was all my fault, and that she should forget about me
and take care o f herself and the kids with the money. And of course bum the
letter. Anna will just get the lump sum. I didn’t care any longer what she does
about it, and I think she’d realize that there’d really be no point to trying to get
back at me.
All feeble efforts on my part, I know, but there’s nothing I can do about
that now.
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By the time the bus was about two miles from the casino the storm was
slackening. I took it as a good sign. We were near the tide flats on the bay side of
the island, the last mile to the employee lot, and through the windows I could see
reeds waving like hair in the penultimate tantrums of the storm, Brief flashes of
lightning revealed towering thunderheads moving north and east. The bay was
filling rapidly. There must have been more than a few egrets’ nests lost to brief
and violent rain.
Suddenly, the bus halted. I could feel the floor vibrating as the engine
idled, and I moved up toward the front to get a look out the windshield. The road
was submerged for about fifty yards ahead, and I could see the lights of the
employee lot a quarter mile away.
The bus driver and I stared at the water for a moment, then he sat me
down with his eyes. I was glad to be with someone who didn’t like to be deterred
either. He dropped the bus into low gear and launched it forward. Water swept
up in huge bow wave, covering the windshield, and instead of the roadway I could
momentarily see my reflection on the inside of the window. A pair of bloodshot,
anxious eyes. Yeah, well. But as quickly as it rose, the curtain of water fell, and I
saw that I’d made it, the parking lot only two blocks distant. My view of the tide
flats was unobstructed through the front windshield; they were huge and the bay
was purple-blue under the distant, final flashes of the storm.
The bus pulled into the lot, and I jumped out, waving my thanks to the
driver. As he departed, I was alone in the lot and sat silently in my car for a long
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minute. The bay’s outlet to the ocean winked on and off in the moonlight, and the
casinos along the beach looked as if they were being washed to sea as the
intervening bay thrashed with lingering whitecaps.
I drove. North is specific enough to say. Probably too specific. By the
next afternoon I had made it quite a distance, having stopped halfway to mail
Anna her money. My plan was to get out of the country, which I have done.
One hundred thousand doesn’t rattle me that much. In the twenty-five
years of my working life, thirty thousand dollars had normally passed through my
hands by eleven o-clock. In the downtime, I used to take the bills and arrange
them in neat little stacks. At any given moment, a good portion of what I made in
a year was in the drawer. My fingers touched many multiples of that in a single
night. At the end of my shift, I would wait next to homeless people in the bus
terminal and think about what got me to where I was, and what else might be
coming.
But I’ve gone over this already. All this stuff is out in the world and done
with. In the event that I’m a murderer, everything else will be ignored. Bellow
was right. The past is no use to us. I’m going to kill mine off by forgetting it.

