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Author’s Note
Prepare yourself for a journey into the past. Fifteen to twenty years. To a time when cell phones were the oddity and pagers weren’t quite extinct. When phone booths dotted the urban landscape and allowed any Jane or Joe with some spare change to reach out and touch someone. Did I plan this as an homage to a decade dear to my heart?
Not so much. This novel was written in the mid nineties and was ‘out of my genre’. Translation—my publisher at the time didn’t want it. I ended up publishing another novel that was ‘in my genre’ a couple years later before I started screenwriting, but I’ve always liked this story. A lot. Supernatural mystery and suspense has always been what I love to read, and to write. Now, with the advent of e-books, I can bring The Donzerly Light to you. Sure, I could have updated it and thrown in all the current technology, and reference persons and events and cultural phenomena so that it felt like I wrote it yesterday. But I didn’t, and, you know what—I like that it inhabits a past that isn’t quite gone from our memory.
Oh. One last thing—I’ve got more of these books squirreled away on the hard drive, so, keep your e-readers handy, because the genre shackles are off.
Ryne Douglas Pearson, September 2010
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Part One
Mutton Or Wool
 


 
 
First Interrogation
August 14...11:20 p.m.
His hands had been cuffed and his eyes taped over for several hours when he heard footsteps approach the small space in which he was being held. A closet, he was certain, having tested its limits while stretching his good right leg, probing walls and a door from where he lay half curled in a corner. His left leg, casted from just below the knee to just above the toes, was throbbing against its plaster confines, sending dull bolts of pain up to his hip in a sickening, precise rhythm mated to the beating of his heart. It was pain verging on agony, but that Jay Grady could handle. He’d endured far, far worse a hundred times over.
The footsteps—two sets, Jay thought—stopped just outside. A latch clicked, the door opened. Four hands lifted him from the cold floor and half carried, half dragged him out and away from the closet. Beyond the heavy tape that masked his eyes, Jay could sense brightness. The cold glow of artificial light. Not the warm touch of a rising sun—a warmth he wanted to know again. But he wondered. He wondered if he ever would.
The men—they had to be male, Jay figured from the force of their grip on his upper arms—said nothing as they moved him down what must have been a corridor, the pain in his left leg making him wince as his cast slid along a long, hard floor. They made one turn to the left and stopped soon after that. Another door opened and Jay was taken into a space with much more depth than the closet, and a brightness more cold, more intense than that in the unseen halls he had just traveled.
A room. He was in a room.
The strong hands put him in a straight-back chair and slid the seat, with Jay in it, up to something that touched him about the stomach. An edge. A table edge. He was sitting at a table.
He had been made to sit at a table.
The hands that had gripped him withdrew, and he heard footsteps move away, back into the hall. The door closed.
Only then did Jay hear the breathing.
He ‘looked’ around, turning his head this way and that, facing all directions except directly behind. The breathing seemed to be coming from straight ahead, from a few feet distant, if that. Across the table. Someone was directly across the table from him.
The sound of paper came next. Loose pages being turned over from a stack just across the table. Fifteen seconds or so elapsed between each hushed scrape. Whoever was breathing was also reading.
“Who...” Jay swallowed, still able to taste the blood from the open welt on the soft flesh inside his lip, still feeling the grit of the earth clinging to his cheek where it had been forced hard to the ground, a knee pressed against the back of his neck. That was some hours ago. The past. Jay ran his tongue over the open wound inside his mouth and made himself focus on the present. The dark, uncertain moment that was now. “Who’s there?”
“Quiet, please,” a man said calmly, but firmly. Not an old voice, not a young voice.
“Just please tell me who—”
“If you cannot be quiet, I will have you gagged.”
Jay swallowed the remainder of his plea and ‘stared’ toward the voice.
“Do I make myself clear?”
Spent physically, mentally, emotionally, his ability, his desire to protest gone, Jay acquiesced with a feeble nod. His head bowed. The throb in his left leg raced with the beat of his heart.
“When I want to hear from you, I’ll speak to you,” the man said, and that was that. The only sound for more than an hour was his breath and the slow rustle of pages turning.
August 15...12:36 a.m.
Jay was beginning to doze, a dream of Mari rising like a heat shimmer in his subconscious, when several sharp raps on the table cut short the coming of her pleasant, hazy visage, and snapped him back to the darkness of his waking world.
“What?” Jay asked, his head swinging left, then right, then the gentle hush of breathing drew his attention that way. “What is it?”
“Murder, Mr. Grady,” a voice said. It was the man. The man who’d demanded his silence earlier.
“Murder?” Jay parroted, momentarily disoriented. But very soon his thoughts centered and he remembered what near-sleep had masked for so brief a time. “You mean—”
“Murder is a serious matter, Mr. Grady.”
“Listen, you have to—”
“The intentional killing of another human being,” the man interrupted, as if his were the only words of consequence. It seemed a natural part of his manner. “Do you know what the punishment for murder is in Missouri?”
Jay sniffed the air. It was stale. Old building stale. “Am I still in Missouri?”
“You are.”
“I wasn’t sure. I was in a trunk for an hour, two hours. I don’t know. All I know is the road was lousy.”
“Your confinement was necessary.”
Jay brought his cuffed hands up from his lap and touched the tape over his eyes. “Is this still necessary?”
A contemplative quiet hung in the air for a moment, then the man said, “Lean over this way.”
Jay did, rising slightly out of the chair on his good leg. He felt the rasp of calloused fingers at his temple, then a quick sting across his face as the tape was ripped away. His eyes were instantly dazzled by a bright pulse of light that lasted, and he fell back the short distance to the chair. He blinked rapidly, his face cast slightly down from the overhead lights that seemed grotesquely brilliant. But with each flutter of his lids his eyes adjusted to the very ordinary radiance thrown from the twin fluorescent fixtures mounted on the ceiling, and soon Jay was able to tolerate the light. Squinting somewhat, he looked to the man who had been only a voice until then.
“Better?”
Jay nodded and considered the man opposite him. Whoever he was, time had gone easy on him. He was maybe fifty, but there was just a light dusting of gray on the brown hair about his temples, and fine, spiny fissures in the tanned skin at the corners of his blue eyes—the second bluest eyes Jay had ever seen. Blue eyes that bore at him, a thousand things brooding behind the stare.
And then there were his hands. Resting before the man as fists atop a thick manila file folder, each was a meaty cudgel at the end of massive, chiseled forearms, which themselves sprouted from biceps that ballooned the cuffs of the T-shirt he wore. Taken whole, his hands and arms seemed to step toward shoulders as wide and solid as an anvil.
Jay gazed at those hands, recalling the roughness of the fingers on his temple. Reliving for an instant the calloused touch. These were hands that knew contact, that knew work of some kind. Hands that could strike. Fingers that might crush.
Jay wondered if he was going to die.
“What about these?” Jay asked, glancing at the black steel cuffs that bound his wrists together.
The man shook his head. “You’re a cold-blooded murderer, Mr. Grady. Your victim was unarmed. I watched you do it.”
Jay let his hands settle to his lap. “Who are you?”
“You can call me Mr. Wright.”
The reply puzzled Jay briefly, his brow furrowing, but soon he found sense in it and the skin above his tired brown eyes smoothed. “’Mister’”, is it? Not ‘officer’ or ‘agent’?”
“You weren’t expecting a Miranda warning, were you?” Mr. Wright grinned at his prisoner, and from somewhere below the table he retrieved a small notebook and put it near the thick file. A pen was clipped to its brown cover. “I don’t know your experience, Mr. Grady, but no lawman I know has the power to blindfold someone and throw them in the trunk of a car.”
“But you do?”
Mr. Wright nodded. “I have the power to do a great many things.”
“Such as kill me,” Jay offered, trying to sound defiant in spite of the wet, fearful ball rolling down his throat.
“If I choose,” Mr. Wright answered without hesitation. “There are plenty of out of the way places in this state to dispose of a body. The brushy banks of some stream, or in a rocky gully somewhere. Countless places. And, maybe ten years from now, some hunter will step over a log and put one of his LL Beans through your rib cage. Into your bones, Mr. Grady. Birds will have picked you clean of meat long before then.”
So casually, so knowledgeably did this Mr. Wright speak of such matters that Jay could imagine very clearly a magpie plucking his eyes from their sockets and making a meal of them. Could hear the keawwing of a flock circling ever closer to his remains. He could see this and more, and he thought how odd it was to finally glimpse a death that was his own.
“I could kill you, Mr. Grady. This very moment if I so choose. I’d simply be saving the ‘Show Me’ state the expense of a trial.” Mr. Wright let his fists open so they laid flat upon the file. “But I want you to live—at least for a while.”
“Why?”
Mr. Wright tapped the file twice with one stout finger. “You’ve led an interesting life, Mr. Grady. I’ve done some reading about you.”
Jay eyed the file and tried to ignore the hands. “What’s in there?”
“Everything about one Jay Marcus Grady. Newspaper articles, magazine articles...” Jay looked away from the file now and stared at a bare spot on the tabletop as his captor went on. “...police reports, school records, SEC filings, passport application, medical history, birth certificate, financial statements, etcetera, etcetera.” Mr. Wright grinned. “Amazing the amount of information that a single thumb print from a murder weapon can lead one to.”
Jay breathed hard through his nose and said nothing.
“Yes, you have led a very interesting life, Mr. Grady,” Mr. Wright said again, then opened the file and removed a sheet of paper. He slid it toward Jay and spun it his way. It was a photocopy of a New York Times article, with a photo accompanying the story. A somewhat grainy photo of a younger Jay Grady, smiling smartly and dressed the part of the sophisticated businessman. “Hell of a suit. You looked good. What kind was it?”
Jay didn’t need to look long. A glance brought it back. That time. That moment. A bleak, wintry pall clutched his heart. “Armani.”
Mr. Wright turned the copy back his way and took it in hand. He examined it casually. “Very, very interesting. Tell me, how old were you in this picture?”
“It says in the article.”
“Refresh my memory,” Mr. Wright said, glancing sharply over the top of the paper at Jay.
“I was twenty four.” A lifetime ago, Jay thought, though on the rare occasions when that time did come back to him, whether in dreams or in moments of unguarded rumination, it seemed another life entirely.
“Pretty fucking dapper,” Mr. Wright commented, then slipped the paper back into the file. Something about his expression, his manner, seemed to change. It settled somewhere toward wonder as he ogled Jay, his head cocking slightly. Maybe a stone’s throw from disdain, as well. “And look at you now. Eight years later. Look at Jay Marcus Grady.” He snickered. “Things sure have changed, haven’t they?”
Again, Jay had nothing to say.
“You see, this is what I find so fascinating: the change.” Mr. Wright eased back where he sat and crossed his arms. They looked like fleshy pythons entwined across his chest. “Eight years ago you’re the hottest stock broker on Wall Street. Newsweek called you the Street’s wunderkind. You’re picking stocks that no one else will touch. Low grade stuff that, lo and behold, goes through the roof after you pick it. Stop me if I’m getting any of this wrong, will you?” He smiled wryly at his prisoner, then went on. “Again and again you did this. You were mucho hot, my friend. You made a load of money. You were the kid with the Midas touch. On top of the fucking world.” Mr. Wright quieted for a moment, then shook his head at the man who was avoiding his stare. “And here you are now in some dirtwater town in a nowhere state, about as far from Wall Street, as far from that life as you can get without going to the moon. You’re a fucking nobody here, unremarkable except for the fact that you’re a murderer.” A little chuckle slipped from Mr. Wright and Jay looked up.
“You must find this really amusing,” Jay observed coldly, his tone edged.
Mr. Wright leaned forward to the table and shoved the file toward Jay. It stopped just before him, some of its contents avalanching free of the folder. “I find it interesting, Mr. Grady. The transformation. The ‘why’. The ‘how’. How you ended up here. And why you murdered someone.”
Jay glanced at the file. “You’ve got this. I’m sure you can put it all together.”
“A man’s life can’t be documented in a few hours. Not all of it. You can only go back so far. Still, maybe I could, as you say, put it all together. Maybe not. Either way, I think that there are some things only you can tell me. Things that aren’t on paper anywhere. We’re in Missouri, Grady; you can’t show me, so tell me. Tell me how you went from there to here, from then to now.”
Jay swallowed and looked hard at Mr. Wright. “Who are you? How did you know to find me?”
“I’m not the one here to answer questions.”
“Why should I answer yours?”
“Because I am the only hope you have. I am your judge and jury. I can be your executioner.”
Death, Jay thought, feeling old, hollow echoes pulse deep within. Not so long ago he’d wished for death to befall him. Now it was sitting across from him and could be his for less than the asking. All he had to do was nothing. Not speak, not tell, not share of his life. This life and the other one. So easy. So easy to just let it happen.
But now, in this place, this time, this life, he wanted death to come as a scalpel, killing not all that he was, but rather excising the parts of his two lives that burned like caustic tumors in his soul. To break the chains of memory that bound him to old and horrible wounds.
He wanted to live. The desire was still alien to him. It had been so long since he’d done anything more than accept each day as his eyes opened after sleep. Since he’d actually longed to see the next day come. But now he craved the tomorrows that his life might hold. The next day, the new sunrise. The one after that. And the one after that. He wanted those. Yes, he did want to live. To put all that had happened behind. To forget.
But to live he would have to remember. To...
“Tell me, Grady. It’s your only chance.”
...recount.
“I was just an ordinary guy once,” Jay said, leaden thoughts weighing on him. His recollections raced back, far back, to the old time. The real time, when his life was often sweet, sometimes sad, and always random. “I wasn’t always on top.”
“But you got there,” Mr. Wright observed. The point of his tongue slipped out a bit and glistened his lips.
Jay nodded, smiling wanly. “I got there all right.”
“How?” Mr. Wright pressed him. “How did you get there?”
Beneath the table, out of view, Jay’s bound hands began to tremble. “You know, some lives are best lived once and then buried.”
Atop the table, very much in view, one of Mr. Wright’s hands condensed to a fist. The crunch of his knuckles cracking clicked off the cinder block walls. “Is burial what you want to talk about, Grady? Is it?”
The threat lay there, still and waiting, as Jay focused on the big, rough hands. The one that wasn’t clenched scratched slowly at the tabletop, as if its fingers were legs ready to propel it across the table to his neck where it might...
“There’s no way you can understand,” Jay told him. “You’ll think I’m insane.”
“I’m an understanding sort of fellow,” Mr. Wright said with unconvincing coldness. “Try me.”
Jay took a shallow breath and swallowed what moisture his mouth could muster and focused, trolling back in time, back to his previous life, and as dark, dead memories blossomed into clarity his eyes snapped shut like traps and his head shook defiantly, fearfully, from side to side. “Please, I don’t want to go back there.”
“Grady...” Impatience welled dangerously beneath Mr. Wright’s words.
“I don’t want to think about...”
...T H E D O N Z E R L Y L I G H T
“...him.”
Anticipatory furrows cleaved into Mr. Wright’s brow. “Him? Who is that, Grady? Who?”
“Sign Guy!” Jay answered sharply, quickly, before fear could staunch the reply, his eyes opening slowly and his voice heavy with resignation, as if he’d just started across a bridge and set it to burn behind him.
“Sign Guy,” Mr. Wright repeated softly, breathily, as though sampling the words. His gaze narrowed and ticked briefly away from his prisoner. After a moment he looked back and his fist relaxed and went flat on the table. His scratching fingers stilled. “Tell me about this Sign Guy.”
Jay breathed, and the air seemed scented with dread.





 
One
A Mean Streak Of Humanity
Sign Guy was a bum. But he was a bum with an angle.
If asked on that April night in 1989, Thursday the 6th to be exact, Jay Grady would have said that the bum’s sign was his angle. But that was the folly of the obvious. The truth was somewhere south of credulity, a truth Jay would not realize for some time. And so that April night, as he stood across Broadway with a wistful smile building on his face, he could only gaze fondly at the bum while taxis passed between them as humming yellow blurs.
By appearance he was maybe forty, possibly a little less, even, and was, on the whole, far easier on the senses than your typical New York transient. Every few days he was clean shaven, his beard never making it much past stubble, and the thrift store clothes he wore looked to have made the acquaintance of a washer and dryer at least once a week. He wore a wide-brimmed hat, which in daytime kept his tanned face in shadow, and an old army parka when the season or the night brought a chill. Blue Converse high tops, the old canvas kind, rounded out his attire.
Like a lot of bums in the city he had a ‘spot’, a tiny piece of Manhattan to call his own. His was on the Broadway side of Trinity Church, where Wall Street started or stopped depending on one’s perspective. He would sit there all day, every day, his back to the landmark church’s magnificent stone spire and his butt planted on an overturned plastic bucket that, going by what remained of a label on its side, had once held five gallons of Ganello pitted black olives. Simply sit there on his makeshift stool, smiling serenely, keeping mostly to himself as he watched the suits and skirts ebb in and out of the concrete canyon that was the world’s financial center in a bipedal gray tide, an empty Yuban coffee can at his feet and his sign leaning against his knees.
His sign.
A piece of plywood maybe three feet by four, painted a bright and spotless white, and atop that stark background a message Sign Guy had crafted in bold black letters. A morsel of cryptic wisdom that was fresh with each sunrise. A new offering for the new day. Jay had passed him a hundred times coming and going to his job at Stanley & Mitchell, one of the Street’s oldest and stodgiest brokerage houses. Since his first day in the city some three months back, he had seen nearly every sign, mostly on his way home when his direction of travel took him toward the bum, though there had been a few occasions on the way in when a backfire or some other noise had made him look back as he crossed Broadway and, by happenstance, he had seen that day’s message in the morning’s cold, gray glow. Black on white. Always something to raise an eyebrow, or maybe even elicit a grin.
But never, until this evening, something that took him back like a time machine to the innocent days of his youth. The happy days before fate’s cruel hand changed everything.
Yes, to those happy times. Jay smiled. Smiled full and bright, with only a hint of nostalgic melancholy, and savored the day’s sign as traffic segmented the sight into bits of light and motion that flickered like an old movie. Just stood there waiting for the light to change and took it all in.
B U Y T H E
D O N Z E R L Y
L I G H T
I was how old? Seven? Eight? His head moved in an almost imperceptible nod. Seven. I was seven. I remember.
Jay stared at the sign, remembering, the memory coming at him like a warm and pleasant breeze. Stared at those words, that nonsensical grouping of words, and then at the bum who had made them for a moment more, watching him as a very well dressed older man walked casually, wordlessly up and slipped a bill, maybe two, through the slit cut in the plastic lid of the coffee can, then continue on his way. The exchange seemed oddly uncomplicated, Jay thought, reminding him somewhat of paying the rent in grad school—a couple knocks, the landlord would open his door, and Jay would hand over the envelope. The one big difference, though, was that he had never enjoyed forking over money that, had the need for shelter not been paramount, might have been better spent on beer, or pizza, or maybe a weekend skiing with Carrie. But this man, he must have gotten something out of giving, because he was grinning from ear to ear, almost as big as Sign Guy was.
The light changed, and Jay stepped into the crosswalk with a fellow about his age, but blue collar all the way. Probably one of the maintenance workers in one of the Street’s many office buildings. Not that he, himself, was the epitome of male model fashiondom. His suit was off the rack, as was every piece of business attire in the closet of the very modest Greenwich Village apartment he shared with his girlfriend. He could still remember his very first suit, the one his parents had made him get when he was nine for his Uncle Anson’s wedding, a Sears special that was some color between gray and brown that he had never seen before or since, thank goodness. His wardrobe now was a little farther on in the color department, thanks mainly to Carrie, but not far from Sears. Not yet it wasn’t. But it would be. It damn sure would be.
But he wasn’t thinking of that nearoff/faroff tomorrow as he crossed Broadway. No, he was letting his recollections drift back. Back to the carefree time when he was a child. Just a kid who loved the summer and hated Labor Day because it meant the time for school had come ‘round again. A kid who thought that if you stayed out in the cold air without a coat you would catch ‘ammonia’. A kid who loved baseball, and whose father had scrounged enough money to take him to his first game, the Brewers versus somebody (they were wearing red caps—right?), for his seventh birthday. A kid who had heard a song sung at that game, a song which his father had explained was the national anthem. An important song that you were supposed to stand for, kind of like the pledge of allegiance in school, and put your hand over your heart, and, for sure, take your hat off if you were wearing one. All the players had done that, the Brewers and the guys with the red (?) caps, and they had all held their hats over their hearts as a little man with a big voice began to sing into a microphone near home plate. Jay hadn’t known the words, but it sure seemed like everybody else in County Stadium did, because they were all singing, and singing loud. Not knowing the words embarrassed him, in a way. It was an important song, like his father had said, so he probably should have known it. But he didn’t, so he did the next best thing to singing: faking singing. He moved his lips slowly, pretending, pretty sure that no one, not even his dad, would know he wasn’t making a sound. He faked, and while his lips moved soundlessly he listened, because the next time he came to a game, or if his mother could sell enough of her knitting so that he could afford the uniform and the cleats for little league next summer (his father had also told him that the national anthem was sung before the games in little league, as well as before just about every important thing there was), Jay wanted to be able to actually sing the darn thing. Yes, he listened, and he tried to remember, and he could still, walking slowly across Broadway seventeen years later, recall one line from the very important song. A line that had puzzled him, that had made his freckled nose scrunch up with wonder. One line. The first line. ‘Oh say can you see by the donzerly light...’ The donzerly light. If it was in a very important song, he figured that it must be some special kind of light.
Donzerly Light. A special kind of light. That’s what he had thought until his first year of junior high, when he’d stumbled across the actual words to the Star Spangled Banner in an appendix to his history book. Donzerly Light had died for him in the seventh grade, replaced by the ‘dawn’s early light’. Gone. Forgotten with ‘ammonia’ and the dozens of other silly things a child’s mind could twist and conjure from what was real. Lost.
Until now.
Jay stepped from the crosswalk to the curb and went no further. Didn’t turn left toward the subway, didn’t follow Joe Blue Collar who was headed that way as well. Instead he looked at Sign Guy, who was sitting there gazing across the traffic that was moving along Broadway again, looking beyond to the dark concrete canyon that was Wall Street, his hands resting atop the plywood placard tilted against his legs, fingers tapping gently on the painted surface. He didn’t look to Jay at first, didn’t even seem to notice he was there.
And then notice he did, his head twisting slowly left, chin rising so that the streetlight shadows cut by the brim of his straw hat rose above his smile, above his slender nose, and revealed eyes that were cast at Jay with...surprise.
“Hey there,” Jay said. His right hand came out of his pocket where it had been fiddling with the change from lunch and gave a small, polite wave.
Sign Guy’s head tipped slightly to one side, as if the gesture was an oddity. His left hand moved from the sign and came to a point where it hovered for a moment in a loose fist in the space between himself and Jay, then the index and middle fingers straightened upward and spread to form a V. Forty some years ago, back when the Germans were Krauts and the Japanese Japs, it would have meant ‘Victory’, but this symbol that Sign Guy was flashing was born of a more recent time, of a later, very different period of conflict, and it held a somewhat opposite meaning to its earlier brethren. A meaning that Sign Guy gave quiet voice to. “Peace, brother.”
“Yeah,” Jay said, his hand slipping back into his pocket where it began to sieve the loose change once more, coins clinking softly as his fingers dredged through them. “I like the saying you have today. On your sign.”
The V folded back to a loose fist that settled on his knee as Sign Guy gave his new fan a slow once-over. Young, reddish-blonde hair, eyes that were lost yet eager, like those of some yearling creature venturing off into the big wide world for the first time. He held a briefcase in his left hand, an imitation leather one, and in the pit of that arm was tucked a folded Wall Street Journal. Thousands like him passed each weekday. Tens of thousands.
Yet this one, unlike the others, had stopped, of his own accord, and was speaking, of his own accord. And wasn’t that queer. Queer and interesting. “Is that so?”
“It reminded me of something. Something when I was a kid.”
Sign Guy nodded at the odd young man who was still talking to him. Who seemed eager to share something with him. How very, very interesting indeed. “Is that so?”
“I was curious,” Jay began. “I mean, I know what it means to me, but what does what you wrote mean? What did you intend it to mean?”
“It means what it means.”
Well, that was cryptic enough. As cryptic as what was written on his sign. But maybe that was part of its meaning, Jay surmised. Of what it spoke to. The ambiguity might be an invitation to see what one wanted to see in the words, if anything. It could mean what anyone wanted it to.
Or it could mean nothing at all. Just the rantings of a fellow two aces short of a full deck. Harmless enough, though.
Still, he didn’t seem crazy, Jay thought as he looked at Sign Guy, at his perpetual smile and the simple wonder on his face that he was being talked to. He didn’t have that vacuous glint in his eyes, nor the random haunt to his voice, as if the conversation might suddenly split off toward something of significance only to himself. No, just the opposite seemed the case, in fact. Jay sensed purpose in this man. And contentment. It showed in his expression, and in the economy about his manner, the frugal peace of his words. His smile seemed the comfortable range of expressed emotion. No more, no less. No swings to melancholy or euphoria. He said what needed to be said. Did what needed to be done. For whatever his purpose was.
In a perfect world, one where money, where position did not matter, Jay could see himself in envy of the calm about this man. This bum.
But that world did not exist. Never had, never would. Money mattered. Position mattered. This Jay Grady knew. Knew painfully better than most.
“I work up the street,” Jay offered, and Sign Guy nodded pleasantly.
“You’re a stock broker.”
“Right,” Jay said, not correcting the record so that it was clear he was a junior broker, a wet behind the ears gofer (slave) assigned to one of Stanley & Mitchell’s account brokers. He did grunt work, paper work, any work that smacked of shit work because the account brokers had once been juniors themselves, as had the account managers, and the account executives, and at good old Stanley & Mitchell you followed in the footsteps of those before you in order to learn the way. The right way. The Stanley & Mitchell way. “I suppose that’s not a tough guess, considering where we are.”
“Not tough at all.”
Jay nodded, and the silence that followed dragged, becoming awkward after a few seconds, and outright discomfiting after a few more. Sign Guy did not look away, but Jay did, his eyes dipping toward the ground and fixing on the coffee can near the bum’s feet. Looking at this he was struck suddenly by the image of a bone-thin black man who had begged a buck off of him his second day in the city, and he remembered being disturbed by the sight of the transient’s arms. They looked like waxy twigs, so fragile that a sharp gust seemed capable of snapping them, yet they were clearly resilient enough to stand God knew how many years’ worth of pokes from this needle or that. Scars stitched up the tender flesh of either forearm like plastic zippers that allowed life to leak away. That mélange of sickening sights had churned in Jay’s gut as he walked away from the transient less one buck, his appetite, and certain illusions of the down and out.
That encounter had stuck in his mind for some reason, and now it pricked at him like an old fracture that spat pain when irritated.
“What do you do with the money?” Jay asked as he stared at the coffee can. The streetlight’s white glow penetrated the opaque plastic of the slitted lid, and he could make out the faded green folds of money inside. A decent little mound of it, though he could not discern any denominations. Probably ones, he figured. It was what he had given the addict his second day in the city, and what most people likely gave panhandlers. Except the rare individual who might slip the downtrodden a five, maybe to soothe a guilt or two. “Do you—”
“I deposit it,” Sign Guy answered, his smile never breaking. If he did take any offense at the amputated inquiry, it showed not one bit.
“You deposit it,” Jay parroted. It was one answer he had not expected—a bum with a bank account?
“Of course.”
It was laughable, but Jay wasn’t about to laugh, because he could remember few people who’d sounded as serious about anything as Sign Guy sounded about this.
“Good for you, buddy,” Jay said, and again the quiet lingered. He eyed the coffee can once more. Purposefully now, though. In his pocket the hand that had been fiddling with the change now scooped it all together and fisted around it. A buck fifty, maybe, that was all. He had no paper in his wallet. None at all. Not a five, not a one. Lunch had tapped him out, and he wouldn’t be stopping by the ATM until morning. He had credit cards—too many, of course—but he doubted that Sign Guy was set up to take plastic. Wouldn’t that be a hoot if he was.
So the change it was, and Jay’s hand came out of his pocket. He smiled at Sign Guy, but said nothing, thinking that to speak of charity might clutter the moment with unnecessary discomfort—for both of them. And why do that? The gesture was simple enough. Something had been innocently given him, a short reminiscence of childhood naïveté, and now he was going to give something in return. To that end he stepped one pace closer, and that was when the bum said something that came from somewhere left of left field.
“What the hell are you doing?”
The question, the challenge, came as Jay was about to lean toward the Yuban can. It stopped him cold. “Excuse me?”
“What are you doing?” Sign Guy asked again, firmly and less the Hades modifier. Still, not angrily. More curiously, as if the handout he was about to receive was wildly unexpected. An aberration—if that were possible for a bum to think.
Jay glanced at his fist, then looked back to Sign Guy. “I have some spare change.”
“And?”
‘And’? ‘And’ what? “I’m afraid I’m not following you, buddy. I just want to give you some change.”
“Why?” The retort came sharply, quickly, the unwavering smile almost too sincere considering the turn the exchange had taken.
The inquiry, like the one preceding it, stuttered Jay’s thoughts. “‘Why?’“
“Why?”
“Look, I was just—”
“Did I ask you to?”
Okay, wherever left of left field was, a lefter place had just been discovered. “Ask me? To give you money?”
“Did I?”
“Of course not.”
The reply moved Sign Guy’s face, cocking it quizzically aside a bit, his televangelist smile warming with wonder. He seemed half pleased, half bewildered. “Did I make you?”
“Make me?” Jay parroted, lost completely now. Ask? Make? What was the problem here? “I really don’t know where you’re going with this, fella.”
Sign Guy considered Jay’s response for a moment, then he nodded slightly. “You really don’t, do you?”
“Look, I just—”
“Wanted to,” Sign Guy said, completing the statement with quiet wonder, as though intoning some pleasing revelation.
“Right,” Jay confirmed, though why that was necessary he hadn’t a clue. Wasn’t his action, and the ‘why’ associated with it, obvious in motive? Wasn’t it innocent, or had he violated some unwritten rule by which this bum live his life?
“You just...wanted to?” Sign Guy pressed, a subtle lack of belief about his words.
Jay nodded. “I didn’t mean any—”
“You’re doing this because you want to?”
Again, Jay nodded, beating the dead horse once more for good measure.
“Because you want to,” Sign Guy said once again, though it was not a question this time. Rather, it seemed a statement of peculiar acceptance, as if someone had just informed him that up was down, and, after taking a good look at things, doggone if that wasn’t the honest to God truth. His smiling face shook from side to side. “Wanted to...”
“Is something wrong here? Did I do something to offe—”
“Why did you want to?” Sign Guy inquired, much like a child might ask an adult a question about some wonder of the big wide world.
Jay shrugged at first, but the answer was plain enough. “Because of your sign. Like I told you, it reminded me of something when I was a kid. Something...pleasant.”
Sign Guy ogled Jay for a moment, beaming all the while, then said, “Donzerly light.”
“Right,” Jay said.
A second’s digestion of the reply, then a fading gasp of doubt. “Nothing else?”
Jay shook his head. “Look, my parents taught me that you did something nice for someone if they did something nice for you. You repay them as best you can.” He jerked his head toward the change. “This is the best I can do right now.”
Sign Guy considered the explanation. “So your parents are nice people.”
“They were.”
“I see,” Sign Guy said, understanding. Seeing it on the young man’s face. Old pain, worn like the skin of a snake, shed for awhile but back again. Always it came back, didn’t it, some errant thought or innocent remark the catalyst. How sad, the bum thought, smiling. “Dead, are they?”
Jay nodded crisply. This wasn’t where he’d wanted the conversation to go. Hell, he hadn’t really wanted much of a conversation at all. Just a few words, here’s some change, and stay warm, fella. That was all he wanted, so couldn’t they just get on with things and be past this already. “It was a long time ago. History.”
“I see,” the bum said. Clearly the lad wanted to be done with that. But...
...but was there something else the lad might want?
“You’re not from around here, are you?”
“Wisconsin,” Jay told the bum. He could still think of Wisconsin. Of his boyhood home. There was still good in those memories, as long as all recollection ceased before the summer of his tenth year. Before then there were still happy times to be recalled. Things like...like Donzerly Light. “Ever been there?”
“I’ve been most places,” Sign Guy replied with scattergun precision. And then, before the exchange could progress another step this way or that way, he swung things in a different direction entirely. “You’re not rich, are you?”
“Me?” Jay chuckled breathily, glad that the subject had moved far from the fallow fields of old memory, but still bemused by the tack this bum was able to manage. Wind this way? Well, he was going thataway. “Rich? I wish.”
“I didn’t think so,” Sign Guy said, the nod coming again as though a certainty had just been confirmed. “But you want to be.”
“Well, I know for sure I don’t want to be poor,” Jay said, and for a moment his eyes fixed on the change he was about to give. He grinned sadly at the meager pile, and, despite his earnest desire not to, he remembered a time when the few coins mounded in his palm would have seemed a fortune. Would have been a fortune. Yes, he remembered poor. Looking poor. Smelling poor. And worst of all, feeling poor. He’d been that kind of poor not so many years ago, had seen poor drive good people down. Had seen it steal the hope from their hearts. Had seen it take more than that, even. And from that experience he had learned one true and concrete thing—that he wanted to be as far from the economic bottom as his gumption and any bit of luck could get him. “So, yeah, I’d like to give rich a try.”
The admission seemed to please the bum. “That’s a reasonable expectation.”
He spoke it as if approving a transaction, a trade, but what of that could there be? Jay was the one doing the giving. Or trying to do some giving.
“Some people would say it’s a selfish way of thinking,” Jay told the bum. “Wanting money for money’s sake.”
“I say, the more rich people in the world the better,” Sign Guy shared, and glanced briefly up Wall Street. “The more rich people here the better.” He looked back to his would-be donor. “Why not you?”
“Why not,” Jay agreed, mostly for the sake of conversation, and hopefully ending it. He wondered if whatever questioning, testing, sizing-up that the bum required before accepting a handout was finally complete. He sensed that maybe it was. That the bum was...what?...satisfied. That he had given Jay his stamp of approval. Weird. Plenty weird. “So, can I give you this now?”
Sign Guy nodded serenely.
Jay bounced the mound of change in his palm once, closed his hand around it, and reached toward the Yuban can, bending until his hand was just about over the slitted lid.
That was when the bum grabbed him.
His hands came with surprising speed, a graceful blur that Jay hardly noticed until both were clamped around his fist, tight like the gummy maw of some toothless pitbull. The action caught him off guard, enough so that his instinctive reaction—which would have been to yank away and run—was momentarily suspended. Long enough for the bum’s words to quiet any rising fears.
“I thank you.”
Jay stood there, almost motionless, his right arm levered in Sign Guy’s firm grip like the handle of an old fashioned well pump, the hands squeezing as one might before releasing a warm and friendly handshake. Compressing Jay’s fist around the coins so that he could feel their thin edges press into the tactile folds of his palm.
“I give you my...” the bum began to say, but his words stopped suddenly there. His gaze broke briefly, looking down to sample the hand encased in his, and when it rose again the ever-present smile was sparkling in his eyes, bright like fireworks frozen at their moment of brilliance. Radiant as though some grand and pleasing truth had just presented itself. “Oh, my.”
Jay puzzled at the odd and sudden shift in the bum’s reaction. “What?”
“Oh, yes,” Sign Guy said, releasing what Jay thought was an amazed breath. “Isn’t this going to be interesting?”
“What?”
“Yes, yes, interesting,” the bum said further, savoring all about the young man whose touch connected them right now. Gazing fondly at him, so deeply that it seemed he might be looking through him, to someone or something else altogether. “I shouldn’t be surprised, I guess.”
Jay’s head shook slightly as he puzzled at the bum’s weird words. “Surprised at what?”
To that inquiry the bum only smiled. “Fate is a clever ringmaster, I must say.”
“Pardon me?” Jay asked, missing whatever the bum’s meaning was. Did that just ‘mean what it means’, too, he wondered?
For a moment Sign Guy was quiet, simply admiring his visitor lingeringly, as though in awe, then finally he said, “How rude I am. I was offering my gratitude, and then I ramble on. I apologize.”
Whatever, Jay thought. The weird-o-meter had notched up a piece right then, and he was ready for this little interlude to be over.
The bum clutched Jay’s hand and the offering it bore a bit tighter right then, and he said, “I give you my thanks.”
This intonation drew Jay’s interest. The way Sign Guy had offered his appreciation, as if literally handing it over. As if it were more than a word and more than a feeling. As if his thanks were a thing, Jay thought as he looked into the bum’s eyes, the night’s artificial glow dancing on the sheen that surfaced them. But more thought on that would not come, for right then he felt the grip upon him finally ease. Not pull completely away, but slowly go gentle, both hands sliding off together to form a cup beneath his fist. Waiting. Waiting to receive.
Jay’s pinkie moved first, flexing open to let a few coins drop into the fleshy bowl below, then his ring finger and middle finger, letting the bulk of the change fall, and finally his index finger straightened and his hand opened fully, dropping the last bit to join the rest, the entire offering jingling like the meager winnings of some slot machine jackpot as it tumbled piecemeal into Sign Guy’s hands.
Jay drew his hand slowly back and turned the palm up, staring at it. The wrinkled pinkish skin was striped with the thin indentations of the coins’ edges where they had temporarily left their mark. He flexed the fingers in and out, fisting, relaxing, fisting, relaxing, watching as Sign Guy maneuvered his cupped hands directly over the Yuban can and let the change just given him drain coin by coin through the slit in the lid. Muffled tings and clonks rose from within the receptacle as the coins fell through the paper money and gathered at the bottom of the can, Sign Guy beaming at Jay throughout the uneven metallic timpani.
The moment hung between them like the lasting resonance of a bass note played perfectly. Impossibly long. Penetrating. Palpable.
Jay’s hand closed to a loose fist, his fingertips tracing over the palm, exploring the mesh of tiny, squared-off channels pressed into it. “I’ve gotta,” he began, and Sign Guy was nodding already, “be going.”
The smile bobbed up and down as Jay took a few steps backward and started to turn. But before he was facing away he saw Sign Guy’s now empty left hand come up into the light, two fingers spreading as before to make the V.
“Peace, brother.”
“Yeah,” Jay said softly, then showed the bum his back and headed down Broadway. Twice he glanced back and saw that the bum’s beaming gaze was trailing him, and that he was still showing the peace sign, but after that he looked no more. He simply walked on, night shadows a thick black cloak upon him, thinking about the bum for a few minutes, then about work, then about grabbing a free Reuben or some chicken fried steak at Greenie’s on his way home (Carrie waitressed there, and if the occasional gratis meat wasn’t a good enough reason to have her as his girl, there were plenty more), but not at all did he muse about what he could not know. About the change that had already started, a change that had its own shadows, its own solitary cadence in the night. A change that was already in step with its host, a few paces back like the ever ready servant, or like some cunning beast in slow and steady pursuit. A change that was what it was.
And not that at all.





 
Two
Change
Maybe it was the hour, late on a Friday night, or maybe it was the familiarity of the company, friends and co-workers that he was pretty sure he could say just about anything to. Or maybe it was the drink, their sixth round in three hours; beer at first, but now the hard stuff was working on their moods, their inhibitions. Whatever the reason, Jay just up and said it, just let it out, and even with the throbbing beat to which a half dozen topless Japanese nymphs were gyrating on Buffalo Kabuki’s slowly rotating stage, it was apparent that his three buddies had heard him, as all were suddenly staring at him as though he’d sprouted a third, winking eye.
“You did what?” Jude Duffault asked incredulously. “You did fucking what?”
Steve Lederer and Bunker Wallace said nothing, leaving it to the defacto leader of their gang of four to get the lowdown on what the fourth of their number had just tossed then out of left field.
“I talked to him,” Jay said again, his whiskey neat held in one hand. His eyes drifted sluggishly between the drink and his friends.
A quick shudder moved Jude’s face. His short black hair trembled. “Hold it—you talked to the bum? To Sign Guy?”
Jay nodded. Nodded and sipped.
Steve considered his friend with raised eyebrows. “If Old Man Mitchell had been cruising by in that big black limo of his, man, your ass would be in the can.”
Bunker’s head tipped quizzically at his friend and fellow junior broker at S&M, as they quasi-affectionately referred to their place of employment. “You’re talking about the nutcase down by the church?”
“He didn’t seem like a nutcase,” Jay countered calmly, though he could see some penned frenzy stirring in two of his buddies. Steve, always the calmest of their number, had already tired of this spike in the evening’s conversation and, his cigarette glowing short between his lips, had turned his attention back to a pair of small-breasted dancers doing a pretty mean grind hardly a spit away. Sipping the last of his drink, Jay motioned for the waitress. “It was a little strange, but he wasn’t wacko or anything.”
“My God,” Jude reacted, his head shaking. “You brought more than the dairy queen with you from old Madison, Wisconsin; you also forgot to scrape some of that Midwestern naïveté off your shoes when you entered the city.”
“Her name is Carrie,” Jay reminded his friend.
“Right,” Jude acknowledged, though he knew it wouldn’t have mattered what he called Miss Carrie Stiles. She didn’t like him, and he didn’t much care for her either. “My mistake.”
“And I’m not from Madison.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Jude said, mocking serious reconsideration of his statement. “You hail from a more cosmopolitan place on the outskirts of Madison. West Podunk, isn’t it?”
“West Porter,” Jay corrected, trying not to smile at his friend’s ribbing. The best he could do was twist his coming grin into a tight pucker.
“Right. Pardon me, Mr. West Porter, Wisconsin. Your home town may be a big fucking place, but it ain’t this big fucking place. I figured you knew that by now. You’ve been here three months—not three hours. There are rules of survival in this urban wasteland.” Without missing a beat, Jude snapped his fingers toward the least interested of their group. “Steverino, rule number one.
His eyes fixed on madams A cup and B cup as their g-stringed crotches thrust at each other, Steve puffed smoke and answered without hesitation. “Don’t talk to scum.”
“Right,” Jude agreed. He leaned a bit onto the circular table they were gathered ‘round near the stage and looked very seriously at Jay, as he might have at a wayward younger brother if being an only child hadn’t made that quite impossible. “Grady, those people are scum. For Christ’s sake, they piss on themselves to get warm for a minute. Don’t you understand? They are weirded out in the most revolting ways.”
Bunker was nodding emphatically. “He’s not shitting you, Jay. One day, this raggedy old motherfucker threw a handful of his own shit at my sister in Soho. Dropped his pants, did a squirt in his palm, and heaved it at her. Just because she wouldn’t give him a buck.”
Jay listened, swirling a red and white swizzle stick in his empty glass, glad now that he hadn’t mentioned anything about giving the bum some money. And especially not about the weird moment when Sign Guy had actually touched him. Man, wouldn’t Jude have a field day with that!
“There’s a lesson here, farmboy,” Jude said. “Go on, Bunk.”
“What Jude wants you to get out of this is profound,” Bunker explained.
“Profound?” Jay asked, his eyes batting rapidly at his friend and the fingers of his right hand scratching absently against the palm.
“Profound,” Bunker confirmed, with excess intensity. His words weren’t slurring, but Jay knew that his friend was a few pisses past drunk. Bunker Wallace, the man whose twenty-fifth birthday they had come to Buffalo Kabuki’s to celebrate after one more late night at the office (though it was more the truth to say that his birthday had conveniently fallen on a night when they were all at BK’s, which was every Friday night in fact), showed his liquor in his eyes. In the narrowing seriousness of his stare. Jude, on the other hand, showed it in his words. He talked louder, as if someone was cranking his volume up a notch with each drink. For Steve it was a slow slide to Mellowtown, and not long after that, while his cig bobbed up and down as he talked (Steve wasn’t a take-it-out-and-put-it-back-in kind of smoker—once lit, his cig stayed between his lips, slightly off center to the left, until it had burned down to the filter), he was likely to tell you for the fiftieth time about the sweetest piece of ass he’d ever had, Miss Glynis McChord, whom, to use his terminology, he’d devirginized after the prom in 1982. All the more impressive, he would surely add with a subsequent tabletop drum roll, considering she wasn’t his date. And Jay? He would get fuzzy—tired fuzzy—a state whose border was marked by signs he could just make out ahead. The sudden onset of the blinks was one of those signs, and at the moment they were hitting him pretty good, so he figured he could stand whatever inane insight Bunker was going to share with him since it would likely have faded in memory by morning.
“Give me your wisdom, Bunk,” Jay said with a waiting grin.
“Listen to him, Grady,” Jude chided his friend, choosing not to call him ‘farmboy’, a sure sign that he was serious about this. Drunk, yes, but serious.
“I’m listening.”
Steve frowned as his head moved to the beat that the two Japanese honeys were getting nasty to. “If it’s so fucking profound, say it already.”
“The point is this,” Bunker began, his eyes slitting at Jay. “Do you think my sister was the first person not to give that sack of garbage—”
“Don’t be a prick,” Steve said without looking back.
Bunker turned to face his buddy. “Oh, you can call them scum and I can’t call them sacks of garbage?”
“I was repeating a rule,” Steve answered. “You’re just getting vile as you go along.”
“Pardon moi, Mother Theresa,” Bunker said, looking back to Jay. “This homeless individual was probably ignored, or turned down, by a hundred people in the four hours before my sister came along. But when she did—whammo!” He lifted his glass to his lips, only to discover with a downward glance that it was just a pile of ice cubes melted to smooth rounds. He put the disappointing empty down and ran a hand over his head. “And that’s the lesson. You don’t know, you can’t know, what these crackheads are going to do. God only knows what kinda shit they’ve got up their sleeve.”
Jay thought on Bunker’s words for a moment, then told them, “Sign Guy’s not a crackhead.”
“How the hell do you know?” Jude challenged. “How? Did you get a urine sample? Get him to piss in that can of his and run it to a lab?”
“I just...know,” Jay said, believing he did know (and why was that? he wondered to his drunken self). The bum was different. The bum was pretty far out there, sure, but dope wasn’t his thing. His sign is his thing, Jay thought suddenly, and how true that was.
“You just know,” Jude parroted doubtfully, studying his friend hard until revelation deflated his stare. “You gave him money, didn’t you?”
Jay didn’t answer, which was answer enough.
“You can’t give money to people like that,” Jude said. “You can’t.”
“I can’t be a nice person?” Jay asked him, puzzled. Blitzed and puzzled in concert.
Jude slumped back from his friend. “What the hell happened to the farmboy who was gonna make it big on the Street? Where the fuck did he go?” His head shook with minor disgust at the transgression, and he leaned close to Jay again. “You want to be successful in this business, in this world—sure you can be a nice guy.” Now he nodded. Too big, too emphatically for it to be sincere. “Sure you can—to the people that matter. Your friends, your family, and sometimes to the people who trust you with their green. But not, not, NOT to deadbeats that this city would be better off without.”
Jay shook his head, in surprise at the depth of his friend’s harsh cynicism, handy though it could be. “You’re gonna be a rich motherfucker someday, Duffault.”
“You may be, too, if you curb some of your wayward charitable activities.”
Jay snickered, the topic of Sign Guy finished to death, it seemed. He’d tired of it, as had they all, his hand coming up to stifle a yawn as the waitress made it to their table. She was a young and pretty Japanese girl, with bright eyes and barely budded breasts showing as subtle, pointed mounds beneath a loose white tank top. A primo slice of the scene that Buffalo Kabuki’s offered. Just off Broadway, the midtown club catered to those who shunned the nuclear nosecone look, whether God given or silicone enhanced, in favor of mini-mammaries of the Orient. The great American plains, Japanese style.
“Another round?” the waitress asked in flawless, unaccented English. There was a crispness about her words, a confidence beneath them. She might be a student at NYU just doing what it took to make ends meet. Or, possibly, a moonlighter out to meet certain ends and service them at a premium in some dark, out of the way corner. Jude had said you could get that at BK’s if banging a babe with tiny tits was your thing, if you said the right thing to the right girl and had the right amount of Mr. Green on hand. Or you could simply watch the little boobs bob and bounce with the music. Just sit, watch, and drink away the night or the day or the week gone by.
“Fellas?” Jay asked, and got three certain nods in reply. No dissent at all. And why should there be? It had been a shitty week (were there any good weeks for junior brokers at S&M), and such a week deserved to be drowned properly. “Whose turn is it?”
“I bought the last one,” Steve said.
“You’re up, farmboy,” Jude told him.
Jay nodded sluggishly and fished a twenty from his wallet. He laid it on the tray the waitress balanced on her forearm. “Fill ‘em up...uh...what’s your name?”
The waitress beamed at him. Through the drunken haze it looked sincere. “Suzy.”
“Fill ‘em up, Suzy,” Jay said, and she gathered their empties and headed for the bar. He watched her wiggle away, though how much was her and how much was the drink working on his eyes wasn’t clear. “I’m getting really fucked up.”
Steve lifted his empty hand toward the spinning stage. “To getting fucked up.”
Jude and Bunker raised their hands, each mimicking a glass where none (sadly) was, and then Jay pushed his fist into the mix, joining the toast.
“Hear-fucking-hear,” Jude seconded.
“To bathing in booze,” Bunker suggested, and his fist thrust out and up again, the others responding in kind.
But quickly on the heels of that, Jude offered his own toast. His own, yes, but one he knew they could all concur with. Would concur with, because he knew their dreams. Dreams that were the same as his. “To rolling naked in dirty green paper, my friends—fifties if times are good, and hundreds if they are better.”
They were about to raise their glassless fists when Jay amended the toast, his words coming wet and thick, like golf balls rolling into his mouth. “To better times, I say then.”
“Here-fucking-here,” they chorused, smiling wryly, cockily, sincerely, each with his own mask of gladness at that hopeful thought, each the willing keeper of a common want smoldering madly in their hearts.
“Righteo,” Jude said, punctuating the moment, marking it like a point of convergence where travelers met on disparate journeys to the same destination, then he looked left toward the stage. Bunker looked right. And Jay, he lifted his eyes as best he could and watched the show with his friends.



A few minutes later, Steve wasn’t looking at the dancers anymore.
“Oh my God,” Bunker exclaimed quietly. He had seen it, too. Who could have missed her (them) in here.
“What?” Jay asked. He was staring at Bunker and Steve as they gawked at something, though his drink-numbed brain couldn’t quite make the connection that maybe he should look that way as well.
“Christine Mellinger,” Steve said, and that made the connection. Jay’s head turned toward the club’s entrance.
She was blonde, built, and beautiful; the perfect package of legs and tits, with the sweetest meaty ass in between. Stanley & Mitchell was on the fourteenth floor. Christine Mellinger was on eleven. The reception desk for BrainTrust Investments faced the elevator lobby on that floor, and there she could be found, answering phones, greeting visitors, and generally putting a pretty face on a...well, just putting on a pretty face. She did well at ignoring the elevators that always seemed to stop on her floor, their doors sliding open to reveal one man, two, maybe five or six, none of whom would exit. And often no one would get on. Someone would simply keep a finger on the DOOR OPEN button until her eyes came up and casually signaled that the show was over. Yes, Christine Mellinger had become a regular stop on the otherwise mundane ride.
“God Almighty,” Bunker said, staring openly and nearly drooling as the woman of his dreams made her way through the club, her own eyes sampling the action on the stage. “To be crushed between those thighs.”
“Here-fucking-here,” Steve agreed. Most definitely.
Jay didn’t add any commentary. He just let his drunken eyes follow Christine Mellinger as she skirted the stage, her black mini riding high. Every step she took, every wiggle that shimmied through her body, was both an invitation and a slap back to reality. It said: You want me, but wanting is all you can do.
“What is she doing here?” Bunker asked, tempting whatever benevolent god had brought her to them this night. “She’s never come before.”
“What the fuck does it matter?” Jude responded. He was the only one not looking, seeming more than disinterested. There was disgust in there as well.
“It matters ‘cause she is here, man,” Bunker explained.
“Fucking A, Jesus,” Steve exclaimed with calm and total awe. “Would you look at her. If those are real, I believe in Creation. I swear.”
“Yeah, well, you can just check your boners at the door, boys,” Jude told them. “She only fucks big green.”
“You’re an authority on this?” Bunker asked.
“Jude’s an authority on everything,” Jay ribbed, and they all chuckled. All but Jude.
“I know,” Jude assured them.
“How do you know?” Bunker pressed, unwilling to let his dream die so quickly, so completely.
“Research, research, research,” Jude said, smirking at the tabletop as he borrowed the cardinal rule by which all Stanley & Mitchell brokers were supposed to live when making their decisions on which stocks to buy, and which to avoid. Research, research, research, a blatant and intended rip-off of the real estate mantra of location, location, location, meant simply that hunches, gut feelings, or whatever non-definable indicators that might exist did not, in fact, exist for anyone who worked at the firm of Stanley & Mitchell. You crunched the numbers, you read reports, you learned about the companies behind the stocks. That was how you made decisions at S&M. Either that, or Old Man Mitchell’s driver and bodyguard Alonzo would be showing you the door.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Bunker practically demanded, sneering at his cryptically roundabout friend.
“It comes from reliable sources on eleven,” Jude explained.
“You and your fucking sources,” Bunker said. It seemed that for every point of fact that Jude Duffault might throw at you, he had a source. Shit, he probably even knew Deep Throat guy from Watergate. Probably called him ‘Deep’, Bunker mused sometimes. On a first name basis with all his ‘sources’.
Still, sources or not, Jude did tend to be right about most things, and nothing bothered the hell out of Bunker Wallace more than that sad reality right then. “So are you saying I don’t make enough green for that...goddess to share her womanly pleasures with me?”
“That’s not what I’m saying, Bunk. That’s just the way it is.”
“You just don’t like her tits,” Steve said. Something he thought was an impossibility as he watched her sit, her back arching and heaving those magnificent mounds up and out, baby, up and way out.
“Anything more—”
“—than a mouthful is a waste,” Steve said, finishing Jude’s mammary mantra. Staring at Christine Mellinger he said, “Whatever you say, buddy. Whatever you say.”
Jude finally looked toward her, his drunken eyes surprisingly crisp with an almost hateful glare. This was his place. He had brought them here, had initiated them into the world of Buffalo Kabuki. He was the one with the thing for less than ample bosoms. And here, walking right into this place, was Miss 40D herself. And even worse than her just being here, she looked to be enjoying the show.
“Fucking bi bitch,” Jude muttered, wanting to say more and to say it louder. And he could think of plenty more to say, gloriously hurtful things that he might have let fly if pretty little Suzy hadn’t reappeared right then with their seventh round of drinks.
“I’ll take that,” Jude said, taking his GT before it could be properly placed on a fresh cocktail napkin. He took a long swig of it and looked away.
Suzy put the three remaining drinks on the table and gathered the change—a couple of ones and some coin—from her tray.
“Keep the paper, Suzy,” Jay said, though her name came out pretty thick, sounding something more like Sthwoozee.
“Thanks,” she said in a polite and robotic way, then stuffed the tip in the front pocket of her very small apron and deposited the remainder of the change on the table next to Jay’s whiskey neat before heading back toward the bar.
“You are very, very welcome,” Jay said to the air where she had been, his eyes savoring pretty Suzy’s departing wiggle once more until he became aware of something.
A sound.
And odd sound which his ears strained to define. It was not the music, not even some subtle part of it—if the euro-techno beat that blared from BK’s sound system could have had any subtle undertones. Neither was it chatter, though there was a jointed freneticism about it. Like many voices blathering away at once, low and quick, but without being voices at all. Small sounds. Sounds of...movement.
Motion.
He caught sight of it not out of the corner of his eye, but low in his vision. Low and right before him. On the table. His gaze peeled off Suzy’s ass and angled down toward the movement.
Jay’s hands gasped back from the sight.
What the hell...
Near the center of the table, where the waitress had left the change he hadn’t kicked back to her, the coins were moving. Rolling like tires and spinning like tops and wobbling like garbage can lids blown aground by a gust of wind. All moving like coins would when dropped on a hard surface. Except...
Except Jay couldn’t remember pretty little Suzy dropping them. He blinked back the few seconds to when she had been there and tried to see that moment again. Had she dropped them? Or laid them gently?
She had laid them gently, he remembered. Right. There hadn’t been any clatter of coins raining upon the table. She’d just laid them there. She had.
So then, why were the coins moving?
Jay glanced at Jude’s profile, and at the backs of Steve’s and Bunker’s heads. All were intent upon their own parts of the show, on stage and off. None of them had set the coins to motion. So how had...
And then that wondering ceased to be very important at all as Jay’s somewhat numbed cognitive abilities clicked out of neutral and realized that, during the thirty or forty seconds that he had been pondering how coins could have been made to roll and spin and wobble as they were, they had kept on rolling and spinning and wobbling.
He stared at them through a storm of blinks and gave his head a quick shake to clear the sour mash cobwebs that had to be vexing his ability to see and think. But when the shudder had run its course, the coins were still there, and they were still moving.
Jay leaned close over the table and examined them. There were nine coins—two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, and two pennies. Eighty seven cents. The two dimes and the two pennies were whirling in circles, like pirouetting ballerinas on stage. The three nickels oscillated lazily, flatly, seeming on the verge of laying down, but did not. And the quarters, they rolled on their edges, one chasing the other in a repeated circuit around Jay’s whiskey neat.
Again his head shook, but slow this time, in disbelief. He eased one hand back toward the coins, one finger stretching out to touch one of the dancing dimes. Closer, closer, the coin waltzing back and forth, away from his hand, then closer, closer, and finally tapping gently against the tip of his finger and falling over.
As did the others. Instantly, as if in some connected sympathy with their sister dime whose revelry had been discovered, then stilled. All nine coins tipped to on side and came to rest where they had frolicked, small, quiet clicks rising from the tabletop.
And Jay’s eyes ballooned at them, at the sight, his hand recoiling once again. They had stopped, but they had all come up heads. All heads.
“Holy shit.”
“You got that right,” Bunker said, reacting to the exclamation uttered behind him, though to something altogether different than what was captivating his friend. “Man, would you look at her.” He had turned his chair away from the table like Steve’s, giving him the same easy angle of observation from which he could watch the dancers on stage, or spy Christine Mellinger where she now sat, alone and gorgeous, closer to the show than they were, her head moving gently to the music and her eyes savoring the near naked women almost within reach.
Steve shook his head. “I don’t know, Jude. You sure she does guys?”
“Guys with green,” Jude answered, staring past Jay and watching the show in a portion of the mirrored wall at the back of the club. It took him a moment, but from the corner of his eye he noticed his friend fixated on something. Something completely devoid of breasts, large or small. Something on the table. “Yo,” he said over the lip of his drink. “What are you bug-eyed at?”
Jay glanced up at Jude, then back to the change. The nine coins. The eighty seven cents. The two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, and two pennies that had put on one hell of a spooky little show and were now laying there showing the profiles of four dead presidents. “Did you see...”
Jude kept his drink in hand but let it rest on the table. “Did I see what?”
Jay snapped another quick shake through his head. His face felt loose wagging back and forth, like the wet folds of a flag flapping in the rain. It did not have the desired effect. Nothing had changed. The coins were still there, still all heads, and the memory of what they had been doing a moment before was mostly fresh in his mind, fuzzing in and out some like a canyon echo. Not perfectly clear, but they had done what he saw. Hadn’t they?
So what was he supposed to say to Jude now, if even he wasn’t sure of the memory trapped in his head? What? ‘Hey, Jude, did you see the change dancing like I did?’ Yeah, right. That would be a gooood idea. Good for some serious razzing at S&M come Monday.
“Farmboy.”
“Yeah?” Jay looked up. “No. Nothing.” He shook his head for emphasis. “It’s nothing.”
Bunker and Steve, rapt with the sight of Christine Mellinger and wishful wonderings of just what a threesome with her and another chick would be like, weren’t catching any of what was happening behind their backs. Jude, though, was catching plenty from his friend’s suddenly detached demeanor. “Are you okay?”
Jay nodded and swept a hand over his hair. “Yeah. I mean...yeah Fine. Fine.”
“You sure? You were looking at the table like it was going to jump up and bite your face off.” Jude grinned wryly. “Not that that would be any great loss...”
“Was I?” Jay asked distantly. He was staring at the coins again. All of them heads. Nine coins that had come up heads! What were the odds of that?
“You’re doing it now,” Jude informed his friend. “Hey. Knock, knock. Farmboy, are you all there? Do you need to puke or something? ‘Cause puking can be good, man. Just go in the can and let it up. You’ll be good for a few more hours then.” Jay didn’t seem eager to take up the suggestion. Jude gave him a closer look. A closer, more concerned look. “Hey, seriously, are you okay?”
Jay thought on that question, his eyes wafting up after a moment. “Either I’ve had way too much to drink...” Dancing coins, brother, dancing coins that all come up heads. “...or nowhere near enough.”
“Well, which do you think it is?”
Jay eyed his untouched seventh drink and the change arrayed between it and him. Nine coins. All heads. Toss in the throbbing beat, and the sweet booze, and the pretty girls, and his good friends. Too much, he thought. Maybe it was just too much. “Whichever it is, I don’t think here is the place to find out.”
“Don’t be a pussy,” Jude chided, checking his watch, holding the slender timepiece close to his face for a moment to be sure of the numbers. “It’s only twelve thirty. C’mon.”
Jay stood, using the table to steady himself. “Late enough for this night.”
“You have big plans tomorrow, or something?” Jude asked, peeved.
In fact, if his whiskey-numbed brain wasn’t mistaken, he did. They did. “Carrie wants to go out to Floral Park tomorrow and look at houses.”
“Floral Park?” Jude cringed. “Grady, Long Island will be the death of you. If you start getting serious about a place out there, you’ll have a ring on your finger, two kids, a mortgage, and no time to make any serious green. You’ll be hawking mutuals by phone. Mark my word: if you want a green future, you need to be in the city. Close to the action. Near the Street.”
Jay grinned. “She just wants to look, Jude.”
“Right, like I just want to look at these babes here. Like Bunk and Steve just want to look at Miss Plastic Fantastic herself.” Jude chuckled knowingly. “To look is to want, my friend. And what’s the old saying? Be careful what you want, you just might get it.”
“You’re so quotable when you’re drunk,” Jay said, then he tapped the birthday boy on the shoulder.
Bunker tore his eyes from Christine Mellinger and turned toward his friend. “Where are you going?”
“Home, buddy.” Jay planted a friendly slap on Bunker’s cheek. “Happy quarter century.”
“You leaving?” Steve asked, having turned from the show as well.
“I am,” Jay answered, stepping back from the table and pushing his chair in. For a moment he stood there, holding onto the chairback, letting his legs adjust to being used again. When they felt less like mush and more like flesh and bone he said, “Until Monday.”
Jude took a drink of his GT and hefted his glass toward Jay. “Lightweight.”
“Maybe so,” Jay mostly agreed, and gave the change what he thought was a last look. Soon he let go the chair and wobbled in place for a moment until his confidence peaked. “Aloha, gentlemen.”
Steve and Bunker turned back toward the stage as Jay left the club, bobbing between table and reaching for the first wall near the exit. Jude watched him pause there for a moment near the coat check before he turned the corner and was gone, then he swung his chair around and focused his attention on a trio of Japanese nymphs closing in from the left on the turning stage. Steve and Bunker were back to their silent worship of the goddess of eleven once again.
A few minutes passed before Bunker spoke. “Jude.”
“What?”
“How much?”
“Are you asking about her?”
“Yeah. How much would a guy have to make to be in the running?”
“To lick her shoes, two hundred grand. To do what you want, half a mil.”
Bunker shook his head. “That’s a bunch of green.”
“I’ll tell you what, Bunk,” Jude began. “We’ll start a fund. Jay left his change, so we’ll seed the account with that. Call it the ‘Bunker Wants To Fuck Christine Mellinger’ fund. How’s that?”
“You’re a generous motherfucker, Duffault,” Bunker commented.
“No. Really.” Jude wanted to play the harassment out a little more, so he turned back to the table, and reached toward the center for the change but...
...it was gone. His face flushed briefly with anger, thinking that some penny ante thief had pocketed it while their backs were turned, but that accusatory thought faded quickly when he caught sight of Jay walking away for the second time in as many minutes. He must have come back after first leaving and, without letting on that he was there, taken the few coins he’d left. Why the fuck he’d bother with that, Jude hadn’t a clue, but there his friend was, once again strolling unsteadily toward the exit, his left hand grabbing empty chairs for balance and his right fisted around something.



 
Three
Heads
It was three thirty in the morning, and he should have been in bed, sleeping off the night’s revelry, but instead Jay Grady sat at the small round table in his dining room, the din of the inside night surrounding him, thinking it best that he take stock of the previous few hours’ odd happenings.
And some odd shit there had been.
So his mind trolled backward through the wee hours of the morning, and his first thought was: what really had happened?
Not quite sober yet, and deserted by the weaker of his wits after seeing what had come to pass on the table before him, Jay settled himself with a deep breath and took his time with the chronology.
What was first? Okay, first. First was whatshername, the waitress; pretty little thing with a wiggle whose name escaped him at the moment. She had brought them their seventh round and put the change on the table. Jay kicked her back the paper, and that was when he saw the coins doing their thing. Dancing, spinning, rolling, all for an impossibly long time before plopping down with all nine of the suckers showing heads. Weird.
Weird indeed. He could remember something that by all rights should have been dismissed as a hallucination, but right here and now he couldn’t tell a soul what the name of their very cute waitress was. And he’d asked her. He could recall asking her her name, and he knew she had answered, but he could not for the life of him remember what the hell it was. Cindy? Sara? Stacy? Yeah, weird and a half, he thought.
Okay, so that was number one on the queer events hit parade. And number two?
No problem there, Jay knew. Going back for the measly eighty seven cents whatshername had brought with the paper. He was...where? By BK’s front door, about to hand a couple bucks to the big round woman manning the coat check, when a strange, compelling certainty overwhelmed him. It was as if some transparent force had come up behind, cleared its throat with a mild ahem, and whispered covertly in his ear: Uh, sir, your change. Your change. I believe you are going to need your change.
‘Need’ the change. He moved tens of millions of dollars every day the market was open with a few strokes on a keyboard. Real money. That kind of money was needed. Even coveted. But eighty seven cents? How could that be ‘needed’?
How? Standing at the coat check with the fat lady staring at him, Jay had had no idea how those nine coins could be needed, but he was absolutely, positively, cut-his-pinky-finger-off-if-he-was-wrong certain that the change was needed, and that he was the one who needed the two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, and two pennies. Needed them like air to breathe.
Mucho weird.
So he had gone back to the table, gathered up the coins without a word to his buds, and slipped unsteadily away once again, this time getting his coat and briefcase and making it outside into a chilly mist. He’d hailed a taxi and half dozed as it took him home.
Where and whence weird happening number three, the topper of them all, occurred.
The funny thing about it was (funny in a mostly humorless sort of way, thinking back upon it now), by the time he’d made it up the three flights of stairs to his and Carrie’s apartment and gotten his key into the first lock on the second try, he had pretty much decided that what was happening was, well, he was shit faced. Royally and completely plowed. The booze was making him see things like dancing coins, feel things like the need to have said dancing coins, and forget things like whatshername’s name—Kelly? Janie? Mary? In other words, the booze was doing what booze did when consumed in mass quantities.
The booze. It was the booze. A perfectly logical answer. A good answer.
But five steps into his apartment, Jay had become pretty sure that as good as it was, it was likely the wrong answer. A very, very wrong answer.
One step in and his briefcase was on the floor by the door and his keys were on the narrow counter that sat gut high and separated the compact kitchen from the living room. Two steps, and his right arm was out of his overcoat. Three, and the left was out as well and with a toss the charcoal colored garment sailed a short distance and landed limply over the back of the sofa. Four steps, and Jay’s right hand went into his pant’s pocket as he came into the cramped dining room off the kitchen. It came out again on step five and reached out over the dining room table, opening to let the change that had accumulated that day—after lunch, and dinner, and drinks at BK’s—drain from his grip. It rained down upon the second-hand table’s slightly marred surface, bouncing with a sound that was half sharply metallic, half dully wooden.
And all too finite. Sound that should have lingered died far too quickly.
And so, before he could take another step toward his and Carrie’s bedroom at the back of the apartment, before he could get his suit jacket off and his tie unknotted, before he could let the night’s strangeness fade with a sleep that would end with a waking hangover and a train ride out to Long Island, before any of those things had a chance to happen Jay looked toward the table where there should have been coins spinning and rolling (maybe not for as long as some hours before, but still some motion), where there should have been sound, some sound, and when he saw what was there he could move no more. What he saw was something he should not be seeing. Could not be seeing. Must not be seeing.
But two and a half hours later he was still seeing it. When first laying eyes upon the sight, it had shaken him. He’d steadied himself by grabbing one of the two dining room chairs. Then, a rubbery warmth still afflicting his knees, he’d lowered himself into it. And there he had sat, dawn just a few hours away now. Sat and stared at what he had to admit he was truly seeing.
Almost at the center of the table, laying in a misty bolt of white neon light filtering in through the thin fabric of the living room curtains, were maybe two dozen coins. Jay wasn’t sure exactly how many. He didn’t care. There were only nine that mattered, and they laid prominent in a clear patch surrounded by the rest, like palm trees sprouting in a bald spot in a conifer forest. The outer coins lay in random groups, some heads, some tails. Chance had dealt them their position of rest. But the nine coins—and Jay did examine these and saw that there were two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, and two pennies—that lay in the center could not be what they were by chance. Not again. Not heads again!
But heads they were. Heads they had been on the table at Buffalo Kabuki’s, and heads they were here in a tiny apartment in the Village. Heads these nine coins had been all the hours that Jay Grady had stared at them, slowly sobering to a point where the probabilities involved in what he was witnessing became ever clearer.
Actually, the improbabilities. Sure, it was mathematically possible, but unlikely in almost immeasurable ways. Which, he had to admit (despite the daunting math involved), meant it still could happen. Once, even twice like it had. But...
One eyebrow arched severely as the thought completed itself: But not three. No way three times.
Once—amazing luck. Twice—luck so far beyond amazing that it could make your head spin...or make you sit at a table and stare at the offending coins for hour after hour. But thrice? Thrice and Jay figured that the planets will have lined up, or that Armageddon would be just a wink away. Right. Might as well be. The odds would be about the same for the biblical end of mankind, if not better.
So go for three. The suggestion to self came quite logically. Find out. Line up Jupiter and Mars and Venus and all the others, right in a row. A neat, celestial row. Line ‘em up. And pull the plug on humanity, too, while you’re at it. So, yeah, go for three. Go for it. Do it. Easy to do it, easy to find out. Easy to know.
Okay, Jay thought. Okay.
But was it? something small inside of him wondered. Small but vital. Was it easy? Would it be okay?
There was one way to know. Just one.
Without further rumination, Jay reached out toward the change and with a few swats swept all but the nine coins that mattered off the table, sending them to the floor with a clatter. He listened as the noise settled. Listened and eyed what remained on the table.
Nine coins. Two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, two pennies. Eighty seven cents.
And that one way to know.
He put his hand over the coins and gathered them into his fist. Felt their coolness. Squeezed them as his hand came up a bit and hovered over the table.
Hovered. Wondering These coins that I need, what will it mean if...if...
It was time to find out.
He opened his hand and let the coins fall. All nine hit at virtually the same instant. Some spun where they had landed, some wobbled and whirled, and one of the quarters rolled at a steep angle on its edge, turning ever tighter circles until it finally lost steam and fell to one side, coming up heads.
The other coins stilled as well. Jay scanned them.
Then scanned them again.
And once more to confirm that he was seeing the impossible. And he was. All were heads. Again.
Three times...
“This is nuts,” Jay said and stood abruptly, fast enough to send the chair screeching back from his legs. “Way out fucking nuts!”
“I see you, Jay.”
The voice, soft and unfamiliar, startled him. He spun toward it and was surprised to see Carrie.
“What’s going on?” she asked groggily, clearing her throat as she stood where the hall met the kitchen, her arms drawn tight across her chest. She was wearing her nightshirt, the short one with the giant picture of a baby chick on the front, and white panties that glowed like a triangle of full-moon snow high between her pale legs.
“It’s you,” he said, letting out a calming breath.
“Who’d you expect?”
“It didn’t sound like—never mind. What are you doing up?”
“Something woke me. I heard something.”
“It was me.” Jay said with embarrassed quickness. “I...I dropped some change and then I bumped into the chair trying to pick it up.”
“Oh,” she half said, half grunted, one hand coming up to knuckle the sleep from her eyes. She looked to him, one half-open eye the best she could manage. “What time is it?”
He checked his watch. “After three.”
“Jeez, you guys did it up late tonight. You just get in?”
“It was Bunker’s birthday,” he said, sliding right by her question. To reply in the affirmative would be to lie, and he did not want to do that. Not to Carrie. And to answer truthfully he’d have to explain what he’d been doing out here for the last few hours, and from that she would want to hear more, and then he would have to share what he’d seen on the table at BK’s, and in the end it would sound ten times as crazy to her as it did to him, and he could hardly believe it still. “The big two-five.”
“Mmm,” she grunted fully now. “Was Judith there?”
Jay managed a look that scolded, if only mildly. “Jude was there.”
She nodded with disapproval. “The titty bar again?”
“Yes.”
Well, she was the one who had told him it was okay to go the first time Rude Jude had squired the boys that way, and Jay had asked her before agreeing to go. Asked her if it would bother her, and of course she had told him that it was all right with her, and he had then assured her that it was the drinks, and the drinks only, and that the women were just...decorations on the place. And, well, if she’d been any kind of feminist, she suspected that that characterization would have offended more than soothed, but in the end she told him that he had just one thing to remember about the ‘decorations’—that he could look, but that he had better not even think of touching. So, she really couldn’t rag on him for going this night, or for staying late, which ‘the boys’ always seemed to do, though not this late before, but she could needle her mad just a bit. Needle jealously.
“Did you have fun?” she asked, needling just that little bit in the suggestive way she asked.
I had something, Jay thought. Too much to drink, a lecture on misguided charity. And what to call the other thing? A mystical experience? In the end he just nodded, not wanting to lie about that, nor even to skirt the issue this time.
And to his reply Carrie herself smiled, something devilishly more than a happy face, and lifted her nightshirt to her neck, exposing her smallish breasts. Perfect little mounds that would not get her a job at BK’s, but were enough to raise a leering grin on her man’s face. “See anything as nice as these?”
He stared, surprised not at all that after all their years together he still did stare, then shook his head. “No. No I didn’t.”
She lowered the nightshirt, leaving just the yellow bird’s beaky grin pointing at Jay. On her face the smile was gone, leaving just a look of invitation, one that said, ‘Hurry, you’. “Well, they’ll be waiting for you in bed.”
And with that she turned and headed for their room. His eyes dropped naturally to her rear, the cutest pair of cheeks he had ever known, the most alluring natural wiggle that still made his knees weak. That still made him want to know her in ways biblical and profane.
Except for now.
He turned back to the table once the bedroom door clicked shut, this wanting stronger than the wanting of her. This wanting to know. To understand.
Three times, he thought, looking upon the coins. It would have to stop there, wouldn’t it? The envelope had been pushed, stretched, and broken. Right?
As before, there was but one way to know.
He did not want Carrie to be roused again, so he went to the living room and retrieved the paper from the day before. The day before the day before, he had to remind himself. It was Saturday already, and what was what he opened upon the table after taking the coins in hand was Thursday’s paper. Or the stock pages from Thursday’s Journal, to be precise. He spread them out just like he would if scanning the long columns of financial data, but now it was not to read, but to cushion. To quiet.
His fist closed around the coins. He shook them like dice before a very, very critical roll, then let them fall again.
And they came up heads.
Four times.
His head shook slowly from side to side and he whispered, “No way.”
Again, he took them in hand and dropped them on the papered tabletop. They fell, settled with no unnatural display of motion, and came up heads once more.
Five times.
Jupiter was where Jupiter should be. And Mars. And Venus. God’s six day project was not torn asunder. The heavens hadn’t opened to spill destruction upon the world. Nothing cataclysmic had happened.
But...
But something was happening. Was developing. Slowly, like an image on film being gradually cut by the light shone upon it. Jay sensed this. Felt this. Knew this.
“I see you, Jay.”
He spun fast this time, because that was NOT Carrie’s voice. Of that he was certain now. Of that he was double damn certain when he was looking behind and saw Carrie not there. Saw nothing there. But...
Oh, wonderful. Now he was hearing things.
I see you Jay
And half way around again he spun, looking back toward past the coins, toward the dim and empty living room. Looking because he had heard that. Had heard it said. Or...
I see you Jay
...had he?
It was there, yes, the words. But, and he looked back and front once more, had he heard them? Or had it been something—more than sound, more than sight, more than feeling—in his head? Something that was more of a...knowing.
I see you Jay
He remained still this time. Still as a stone. Hardly breathing. Not a muscle twitching. Nothing moving.
Nothing but the coins.
On the table before him they had begun to tremor. To twitch and shudder like kernels of popcorn did just before exploding. Like the Mexican jumping beans his uncle had given him when he was six. But mostly like the old electric football game he had gotten for Christmas before times got hard. The kind where the field was green sheet metal and something beneath it made it shake when a switch was flipped, which would send defense one way and offense the other in a haphazard advance toward their goal lines. The coins were moving like those old plastic players now, only their slow motion rush was not haphazard at all. They were moving, all right, in one vibrating mass in the direction of Jay.
And when the first one had almost reached the table edge they all stopped.
Jay’s breath hitched in and out as he stared at the coins, and after a moment they shook again in place, not moving this time. As if they wanted attention. As if they wanted...
...to be picked up again?
And they stilled. Waiting.
This was not the booze. No way was this the booze. This was something way more than the booze. Something...elemental. Something primal.
The coins jittered briefly again, then quieted.
“All right,” Jay said quietly, and took them in hand again, and dropped them on the paper again, and they came up heads again. For the sixth time they came up heads, and why that mattered or what it meant he had no—
I SEE you Jay
And the coins tittered almost gleefully for just a second.
Jay gazed at the coins, and he thought of the ‘thing’ he was knowing in his head. The words that...
I SEE YOU Jay
...that...
And, yes, the coins quaked where they lay.
I SEE YOU JAY
...were not words at all.
I. SEE. YOU. JAY.
Jay’s eyes swelled in steps like slowly inflating balloons—wide, wider, HUGE.
I. SEE. YOU. JAY.
The coins tremored again, lightly, almost humming.
Jay’s gaze brightened with wonder. Before them, knowing surfaced in a black void of ignorance. A knowing that came not with the sudden flourish of summer rockets bursting in the sky with dazzling colors and sharp cracks of mini-thunder, but with a mystical grace, as if it had been there all along, barely veiled and the veil had been drawn casually aside to reveal and oh so obvious certainty. A certainty that nine rounds of metal had led him to.
I. SEE. YOU. JAY.
He understood none of it, and craved to understand all of it, but for the moment he could only revel in it. This thing. This knowing.
Not words at all, he thought, a slim, cautious smile creeping onto his face as the coins shuddered one final time. Not words at all.
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Four
Magic Moments
Carrie woke at eight and rolled toward Jay, planting a soft kiss on his shoulder. He lay facing away from her, dead to the world, whatever he’d ingested the night before anchoring him in a deep sleep that numbed any reaction he might have to her touch. That was all right, she thought, smiling. He would suffer when he woke. By his own hand (the one that had lifted the glass to his lips again and again) he would be made to suffer.
For now, she would let him sleep.
She slipped out of bed and took her robe from its hook on the back of the bedroom door, which she closed behind as she stepped quietly to the kitchen. She filled the coffee maker with water to four cups, reconsidered with a glance back toward the bedroom, and brought it up to the six cup mark. Someone was going to be needing coffee this morning, and plenty of it. And aspirin, she figured. Coffee to wake, and the bitter white pills to make that state tolerable. Only tolerable, she thought, grinning impishly.
Just desserts, just desserts. Drinking in the presence of unfamiliar titties brings just desserts.
Oh, couldn’t the joy inherent in jealous delights be as satisfying as it was cruel!
But enough of mean thoughts, she decided, pouring the water in the coffee maker’s top reservoir and putting the pot beneath it before flicking the switch to glow a promising shade of orange. Yes, enough of those thoughts for last night’s main transgression—but maybe a few more could be called forth for what she saw as she turned from the coffee maker and took sight of the living and dining rooms.
Still a child, she thought, her head shaking disapprovingly. Still a child in so many ways.
Her man was in bed, asleep, but the little boy that he could be had left its mark from the front door to the hallway. Coat draping over the couch, its hem and plenty more than that on the floor. His keys lay haphazard on the counter, not five feet—five feet!—from the tray she had put on the side table just for them, for both their sets of keys, after too many mornings dashing about crying ‘Where are my keys?! I’m going to be late! Where are they?!’ Coat, yes, and keys too, and she suspected there was another piece to the ensemble and went around the counter. And there it was, his briefcase, lying flat on the floor, half blocking the door.
Deep breath in and deep breath out, and she moved the briefcase to where it should beat the base of the side table, and put his keys in their place in the dish atop the same, and took his coat and straightened and folded it over her arm, all the while a bright little smile budding upon her face like a flower waking to a warm and wondrous sun, forcing its way through defenses that said she should be angry after the same damn thing happening so many times. That he was not a child who needed to be picked up after. And though she thought those things, and though those things were true and reasonable, the smile still came, because she loved him. Loved Jay Grady. Loved her man.
Had loved him since the day she first laid eyes on him.
The smile brightened more still as she remembered that moment. Like it was yesterday. Clear as a sunny winter morn, though it had been nearly the end of summer. She had knocked on Miss Dorothy Wells’ door, the neighbor to the Stiles family, and there he was.
Her heart fluttered at the recollection. Twelve years later, her breath would still depart her when reliving that instant.
She had said hello—had managed to get those two syllables out—and he had said hello back. She had handed over the recipe book her mother had borrowed from Miss Wells’, and he had taken it. And then it happened. The ‘moment’. That awkward slice of time that could have been ten seconds or ten minutes, though she would never know which because for her time had seemed to stand still. A magic moment, she believed, because in that short time when the spark was lit between them (hotter for her at first, she knew, but set to smoldering for him it was as well) nothing moved. Nothing was said. All that existed in the whole wide world at that moment was a look. The meeting of their stares. The mating of their souls, she came to believe some time later.
And when the world came rushing back again, and the moment ended, he had said thank you and she had said you’re welcome and she had stepped back one step and he had closed the door. And there she stood, staring at the door as though through it, her heart thudding in her chest, her mind a dazzling cacophony of skyrockets and pinwheels and joyous fireworks of all kinds. Her whole little being was ablaze, and she knew at that moment what it was to be in love.
Then she had run home. Just next door it was on McChesney Street in West Porter, Wisconsin, but still she had run. Faster than she could ever remember running. Flying, almost, up her own steps, across the deep porch, through the door and toward the kitchen, and slowing there before entering. Catching the breath that had left her along the way, regaining some sense of calm before strolling casually (casually with her thoughts all ajumble and her heart still thumpthumpthumping) to the counter where her mother was rolling out a sheet of cookie dough.
She had returned the cookbook, she told her mother, and her mother had smiled and kept on rolling. Carrie picked at the corner of the dough and slipped the piece into her mouth. It was sweet, but the whole world was a sweet thing right then. And then she had asked the question. Or rather she had made the statement that begged a reply. She had said some boy (he was tall, and had green eyes, and kind of red kind of blonde hair, and he looked kind of sad but maybe it was just a serious look in those green eyes that shimmered like gemstones, and oh God he was handsome!) Answered the door, and her mother explained that that was Miss Wells’ nephew Jay, and that he had come to live with her because his father and his mother—who was Miss Wells’ sister—had died in an automobile accident. A tragedy, really, the way it happened, a police car chasing someone had broadsided his parents car at an intersection, killing them horribly, but miraculously leaving their only child, Jay, in the back seat with nary a scratch. And then her mother had said something to which Carrie had almost let a giggle slip. She had said it would be a kindly thing to do if Carrie would make nice with Jay.
And make nice she had.
They weren’t in the same classes at Roosevelt Junior High once summer ended and school began again, but she found enough reason to bump into him in the halls between class or in the cafeteria during lunch. Sometimes they would sit together over trays of small hamburgers and dry, saltless fries. Often they would walk home together, her books always ending up under his arm somehow. Twice she was able to drag him to the movies. All were practices which began to draw the inevitable taunts of ‘Two little love birds sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G’ from their schoolmates. But she didn’t care, and it seemed to her that Jay was also able to tune them out, and in the end the teasing became a strangely accurate footnote to the beginning of THEM. Because the Saturday after Thanksgiving, side by side on the low branch of a tree in the field behind his aunt’s house, their legs dangling and every so often touching about the knees, a close crack of dry thunder had startled her and she had leaned close to him. Then she felt his arm come up and his hand settle on her shoulder, and when she looked up she saw that he was already looking at her, and with every part of her tingling with anticipation it happened. His face moved toward her, and hers toward him, and their eyes closed slowly as if some sudden drowsiness had set upon them both. And in the second, the minute, the eternity after that, all that there was was...feeling. Their lips coming together so softly, with a tentativeness that made her want to pull back and made her want to pull him closer, to kiss him hard like people did in the movies. But she did not kiss him harder. She let it be gentle, and tender, and awkward, just lips and no tongue, and still she found herself thinking during the heights of this mini-passion ‘Were making love’.
And they had, she still believed. Maybe not in the biblical sense, but they had made new love. Had made their love real.
And real it was. Real it became. A giddy, infatuate love that grew with them over the years. Through junior high and high school, raging and cooling as young love could, but never dying, not even when she dated other boys and Jay other girls. Those tenth and eleventh grade dalliances during a cool period of their relationship only served to make their feelings more honest. More true. ‘Love’s best comparison is not a mirror, but a window’ her mother had told her when suggesting that seeing other boys might not be a bad thing, and she had been so right.
Their love changed. Became not only the moment, but want of the next moment as well. A future lay before them, and together was how it would be.
And that was how it was, Carrie thought warmly as she took her man’s coat to the hall closet and hung it. That done, she stood there before the dark space, sweet memories coming forth once more.
It was hardly bigger than this closet, she thought, recalling their first apartment. A room, really, above a toy store in West Bend, Indiana. The Catholic Church in West Porter, where Jay and his parents had worshiped, had put up what money he could not raise through scholarships, and he was off to the University of Notre Dame. And Carrie had followed.
Of course it would have been frowned upon had the good parishioners of St. Paul’s known, but they did not, and apparently never found out that the boy they had sent off to college was shacking up with his girlfriend, who had tagged along despite her parents’ vociferous pleas not to. Pleas that hit a crescendo when she’d informed them that she wasn’t going to be going to school (Gasp!). That she was going with him to work and help him make it through school (Double Gasp!).
And that she had. Waitressing, working during the Christmas rush in the toy store beneath their humble hovel. Jobs that were just jobs. Two jobs, sometimes three jobs at a time, so that he would not have to work more than part time. So that he could focus, and study, and work toward his dream.
His dream. When had she first heard him talk of it? Long before he realized it was his dream, she figured. Last year of junior high, if her memory was on target. Walking home together, just out of the blue one day he had asked, ‘Do you know who owns General Motors?’ To which she had shrugged, which was a fortunate ignorance because he seemed all fired up to explain to her that thousands, maybe millions of people owned General Motors, the company that built the El Camino her father drove. She’d scrunched her nose at that bit of fact, confused, and he had gone on to say that there was this place called ‘Wall Street’, and that there there was a thing called the ‘stock exchange’, and at the stock exchange men called ‘stock brokers’ bought and sold stock for other people called ‘investors’, and that stocks were little pieces of companies like General Motors; pieces called ‘shares’. Big companies, middle sized companies, even some small companies. And anyone could buy stock in a company—if they had enough money. They could buy shares of General Motors, or Coca Cola, or Sears Roebuck, or Chase Manhattan Bank, or even shares of Madison Merchants Bank. The last example he had delivered with a bit of faintly sinister glee, something she had not understood then, but had come to as the years passed. Millions of people owned stock, which were actually pretty fancy looking pieces of paper, decorative like some award certificate you could get at the end of the school year for doing good in a subject—only more so. And all of this stock, every bit of it, was handled by the stock brokers. And for every share they traded, the broker made money. A ‘commission’, it was called.
Some brokers were really rich, he had said, and the ones that weren’t were still doing all right. Really all right. Which meant that if you were a stock broker you wouldn’t be poor, you would make a whole lot of green, as he had started calling money right around then. She had never figured out why, and it had never mattered enough to ask, but from that time forward just about anything over a twenty was ‘green’ to him.
And from that day forward it was a given what Jay Grady wanted to do with his life. From an article in an encyclopedia perused in the school library that morning came his future. His dream.
Not the typical career choice for a teenage boy hardly into the changing of his voice. Fireman, policeman it was not. Farmer it would never be. Neither the things she had heard him muse about prior to that day: pilot (he had told her how he had watched the crop dusters for hours on end lace back and forth across the fields) or truck driver (because they got to go everywhere, and they got to drive cab-overs or conventionals pulling single or doubles—none of this she had understood, but she had willingly listened). No, those choices had not made the cut. They had been swept aside by the dream, by the want, the determination to become a stock broker.
He would have to go to college, he told her. Four years at least, but maybe two more after that. And he would have to move to New York, because that was where the real money...correction—green... was made. That was where hot brokers had to be.
New York. At first her heart had sunk at that thought, because she had always pictured her life as one not too unlike what she had grown up with. Maybe not in Wisconsin, but there would be a house, a pretty two story house, with a big window in the living room where a Christmas tree could be seen from the street, and a front yard where flowers would bloom in the spring, and a backyard where the children they would have some day would play, and where their dog—a collie named Snoopy—would romp and run, and a big porch where she and her husband (Jay, Jay, oh let it be Jay) would sit on warm summer evenings and listen to the crickets chirp and the leaves rustle in the trees. That was what she wanted, and from what she had learned in school about the world’s biggest cities, she sure knew that New York was not the kind of place where those houses were generally found.
But then she had remembered something. From the movies. Lots of them talked about a place called Long Island, where families lived. A check of her father’s worn atlas that night confirmed that it wasn’t that far from New York City (or near Manhattan, as the atlas called the part of New York where Wall Street was located).
So her trepidation had been for naught. Jay could be a stock broker, and could work in Manhattan, and they could still live in a house with a yard for the kids and the dog, and a porch for she and Jay, and a window for the Christmas tree.
His dream, her dream. One dream.
And toward that dream there had been four years at Notre Dame. A lot of work for her, a lot of study for him, and a happiness for them both, with some really good times mixed in. Parties on game day, beer and pizza with friends gathered to cheer on the Fighting Irish. And after Notre Dame there were two years at the University of Indiana, and apartment that was a little bigger (very little), more work and study, more beer and pizza, and many, many more perfect nights together.
Then came the Big Apple.
Carrie closed the closet door, the recollections mated now with the present. Here. She walked back into the kitchen and stopped and looked around. It wasn’t Manhasset, or Floral Park, or any quaint and cozy place on Long Island. But someday her home would be. Their home would be. And before that, once—as Jay put it—he was ‘solid’ on Wall Street (which she took to mean established as a broker, making his green, able to support the both of them—and any tiny surprises that might come along), they would be married. Her parents would come, or maybe she and Jay would zip back to West Porter for a hometown ceremony. But ‘where’ mattered nowhere near as much as the reality that they would be together, man and wife, bound as one forever. Forget the ‘til death do us part’ thing—their love would be eternal.
Silly, maybe, and surely there were women who would say she was a fool to tie herself to a man in the way she had. No career of her own, no ‘backup plan’. Phooey on all such talk. She loved him. Had since the day she’d stared thunderstruck at him from Miss Wells’ porch. And he loved her. And that was what she wanted out of life. End of argument.
Well, that and maybe that her man would pick up after himself, she thought, seeing one more little mess to be dealt with. She went to it, a spread of newspaper on the dining room (or as she sometimes called the cramped, somewhat dim space, the dining gloom) table, atop which were scattered a bunch of coins—coins that, for whatever reason, Jay had arranged so that all were heads up. Now why he’d do that at the time of morning she’d found him out here was beyond her, as was the why attached to what he’d apparently found necessary to scribble in big letters in the margin of the paper—or the stock pages, he would have corrected her. He had tried once or twice to explain the columns of information to her, but all she could see were a jumble of letters and numbers and fractions, an unintelligible mix of things that, somehow, made the world go round—if she was to believe her man, and generally she did. The pages were like a scorecard, he had told her, and the numbers and fractions were the scores. A way that investors—the ‘fans’, he had joked—could keep track of the ‘players’, which were the odd groupings of letters that identified each stock. And those were the things that made the least sense to her. Okay, some were understandable, like GM, which stood for General Motors. Or F, for Ford. Even T, which was the symbol for AT&T, was close. But USX for United States Steel? Where did that come from? Probably from some guy name John Smith who said his initials were J.X.
But enough familiarity with the subject she had retained (without comprehending, of course) that she at least recognized the writing in the column for what it was. Four letters—ICUJ. And on the page where they were scribed, a large circle spun many times around a spot down one of the columns, right around a stock called ICUJ. Winn Dixie, for all she knew.
Whatever, she thought, wondering briefly why her love would have been thinking work so late last night. Why indeed? But then again, why not? And why not was a heck of a lot easier to discard than the former, so that it was, and with that curiosity out of the way she gathered up the coins and set them on the counter, and took the paper and folded it neat and laid it on the coffee table in front of the couch, then went to the cupboard and took down a cereal bowl, and got cereal and milk and began to make breakfast, the whole time her back to the counter where she’d dropped rather than set the coins, the nine coins, eighty seven cents in all, two quarters, two dimes, three nickels, two pennies, all of which lay now like coins should, some heads, some tails, the random order of the universe restored in them. Their magic spent. The gift they bore already given.



 
Five
The Call
It was easiest to think of Stanley & Mitchell as Wall Street’s version of heaven and earth.
As in heaven there was a God, here known as Horace J. Mitchell, the eighty seven year old surviving half of the Stanley & Mitchell duo that had founded the firm in 1927, two years before the crash. The Big Guy, in both authority and mass, the latter best understood when trying to pass him in the hall.
Below the deity Mitchell were the apostles, known on the fourteenth floor of 220 Wall as account executives and managers. Two executives and four managers, so the number was only half of their biblical equivalent, though in status they were akin. Mitchell’s minions, though they, like he, had offices with windows that let in the light of day. Blessed one and all.
And next in hierarchy, right up there with the saints, were the forty-seven account brokers, the second hardest workers in the hallowed halls of Stanley & Mitchell. They had offices and windows, but the latter only looked out upon the bullpen—the sunless sea of cubicles where the firm’s hardest workers toiled away.
A little bit of hell on earth it could be for these mortals, the firm’s forty-seven junior brokers, each of whom sat in their cubicle at a terminal all day pecking at keys and rubbing away eye strain as they slaved for the account broker to whom they were assigned. Each longing for the day when they might be a ‘saint’, because account brokers had the best of it, their junior counterparts reasoned. One foot in heaven, and still with ties to things earthly. They had personal slaves to do the grunt work, the research, the entering of trades, and yet they were the ones who got to make the calls. To pick the picks. To go out on that limb and say this was the stock to buy, or this was the one to dump, or short this one, cover that one, horde munis, sell gold, increase silver, this future, that treasury, bing, bang, boom, yes! What they did, what they got to do, mattered.
And the mortal junior brokers took what was told them and made it all happen. And only the tiniest speck of input did they have in the whole process.
But, given the right circumstances, tiny could be a whole helluva lot. At least Jay Grady was thinking so when, as he neared his cubicle ten minutes before the start of trading Monday morning, a familiar voice stopped him in his tracks. He turned toward it and saw Jude summoning him with a wave to his own cubicle.
Jay glanced at the large digital clock high on the wall as time drained steadily toward the magic hour of 9:30 a.m. and, after a quick appraisal of what needed to be done before then, went to where his friend sat, chair swiveled away from the glowing screen of his terminal.
“What’s up?” Jay asked briskly, his hand flexing around the handle of his briefcase. “I’ve got a bunch of stuff to get done.”
“You’ve got ten, twelve minutes, farmboy,” Jude said, leaning back and lacing his fingers behind his head. “Mellow out.”
“What do you want, Jude?” Jay pressed, shifting where he stood.
Jude grinned at his friend’s impatience, at that hardworking, up before dawn, slop the pigs, milk the cows, Midwest farmboy attitude, or whatever of that cliché had survived three months in Manhattan—not to mention all the shit that had befallen the Grady clan some years before that. Jay had let onto some of the...unpleasantness that had scarred his pre-teen years, but not much, and not often, and never, ever anything close to willingly. So Jude had let it slide by, figuring it was past, and his buddy wanted it to be just that, and if that was so then he probably wanted to be treated like anyone else. And Jude Duffault could oblige that want quite nicely, thank you. “Just wondering how fucked up your Saturday was?”
Fucked up? Well, when he’d finally woken to Carrie’s gentle but insisting voice around ten in the morning, his newly returned sobriety was filled with caustic reminders of the night just passed. A mouth left dry and bitter. A sinister little spike of pain behind his eyes every now and then. A sensitivity to light that made the glow of a 60 watt bulb seem the Trinity Test all over again. Yeah, fucked up it was. “Pretty much so.”
“I figured as much. You were a mess when you split, evidenced by the fact that you came back for your change. Why the hell did you do that? Times that tough, farmboy?”
Oh, well, this little voice that wasn’t a voice suggested that I might need the change, and you know what? It was right. “I was messed up, like you said,” Jay decided to say. A smart move, he knew. The only move. Anything else would sound loony tunes, like it still did to him. “I don’t know why I did that.”
“Hell, you probably don’t even remember hopping up on stage and doing the grind with that little babe from Osaka.”
Jay stared at Jude, embarrassment bulging his eyes, but very quickly it became apparent that his friend was putting him on. Jude could lie, and lie well, but only for a second or two, until his half truths and fully conjured stories were belied by the glint in his eye growing to a full fledged ‘gotcha!’ “Funny, Duffault. You’re a hilarious guy.”
“Maybe this Friday we’ll get you drunk enough so you do get up there.” Jude did his best sit dance, fisted hands thumping the air and his hips thrusting suggestively, wobbling the chair.
“This Friday I go easy on the booze,” Jay said, recalling the one empty space in his memory of Friday last. “You know that waitress who brought us our last round?”
“The cute one?” Jude checked. “With that wicked little wiggle?”
“Right,” Jay said, though those characteristics were the least important to him right then. “Would you believe I can’t remember her name? And I asked her. I can remember asking her, and almost everything else up to then. Even the stupid things—Bunk’s story about his sister, Steve and him going gaga over Christine Mellinger. All that, but I can’t remember her name. That’s how fucked up I was.”
“So?” Jude asked, amused. “You want to ask her for a date or something? Shit, man, for twenty bucks she would have blown you like a trumpet in the little boy’s room.”
“It just bugs me,” Jay said. “Doesn’t anything like that ever bug you?” You know something, and you know you know it, but you can’t remember it for nothing?” Or you know something completely nuts for the most insane of reasons, only it doesn’t seem insane to you at all? He didn’t pose this question, one spat by his brain between thoughts of the topic at hand, and he certainly didn’t attempt a silent answer for self. He’d singed enough brain cells on that inquiry already since the wee hours Saturday. “Hasn’t that happened to you?”
“Does it matter?” Jude asked, shaking his head. And then Jay knew he was serious, because what came out of his mouth next was not prefaced by ‘farmboy’. “Grady, you spend too much time on irrelevant shit. Talking to bums, worrying about some waitress’s name.” One of his eyebrows arched high in a pre-punctuation. “Shopping for houses on Long Island...”
“I told you we were just looking.”
Jude nodded, both doubt and knowing in the gesture. “Really? So Miss Carrie didn’t see a perfect little home for the two of you? Nothing caught her fancy?”
Of course something had, though he could hardly remember it, having seen the pleasant little house through dark glasses while aspirin sizzled in his stomach. But what did it matter? They hadn’t bought it. Sure, Carrie had gone on and on about it on the train ride back to the city, but that didn’t mean they were going to buy it, or any house like it, or any house out there for the matter. Not if he had any—
And there he caught himself, surprised at what had risen within. A certitude of living locales that had never shown itself before. Hell, he knew what Carrie wanted, what she had always wanted, the picket fence and the yard and the whole family deal, and he had never voiced or thought anything in opposition to it.
Until right now.
“Looking, Jude,” Jay repeated, burying the sudden internal conflict, blaming it on his friend’s prophecy from Friday night—Long Island will be the death of you, man, the death of you. “We were just looking.”
Jude threw up his hands. “Whatever you say, buddy.”
“That’s what I say.”
“Fine.”
“Good.” Jay hated the look in his friend’s eye right then, that little glint that proved he was privy to the real deal. To the truth. “May I be excused now, Mr. Duffault?”
Jude shooed him off with a flick of his hand and watched his friend hurry away, then turned to face his terminal, ready to face the trading day about to begin. But before that could happen, a shadow draped itself over his shoulder and upon the keyboard, where his pecking fingers stilled. He spun his chair quickly around to find Jay standing where he had been just seconds before. Returned, an odd look about him. A hesitance, like he was embarrassed about something. Embarrassed or maybe uncertain. He stood there in silence for a moment, his gaze shifting on and off of Jude, the awkward seconds gathering until a question popped out.
“Have you ever heard of Illinois Cumberland Jet? The symbol’s ICUJ?”
Jude puzzled briefly at the innocuous query. Why had that seemed hard to ask? “Illinois Cumberland? No. What do they do?”
“They make a cleaning solution for turbine blades.”
Jude nodded. “Really. Sounds small.”
“It is,” Jay confirmed. He ran a hand over his mouth. It came down damp from perspiration that had sprouted suddenly on his upper lip.
“Is this Illinois Cumberland thing your call for the day?”
“Yeah,” Jay answered. ICUJ was his ‘call’, that one speck of input a junior broker had into the managing of Stanley & Mitchell’s fifteen hundred accounts. Every morning each junior broker would submit to their supervising account broker one stock which they had determined in the S&M way to be worthy of investment by the firm’s clients. It was the account broker’s responsibility to examine and sign off on these calls, but as a matter of practice they did so with hardly a look. It was only one stock, after all, and only a fraction of the brokerage’s daily allocation for purchases would be directed to these selections, and, hell, the young guns had to get their feet wet somehow.
“Where’d you dig this thing up?” Jude asked.
“It just kind of...presented itself,” Jay said, a faint smile rising, like the hint of sun through a misty dawn.
“Well, you never know about these no-names,” Jude said. “Maybe it’ll hit.” He turned back toward his terminal. “Weirder things have happened.”
“Right,” Jay said in agreement. In total agreement.



 
Six
Return Engagement
The soup of the day at Greenie’s Diner was broccoli cheese, and the Monday night special was meatloaf, but Jay had ordered neither, and now, near eight o’clock in the evening, he sat at the counter amongst the thinning dinner rush and picked at the remnants of his chicken fried steak, scribing with his fork the letters I C U J in the puddle of thick white gravy left on his plate. He had tried to eat, but thinking had gotten in the way. And there was plenty to think about.
Illinois Cumberland Jet had hit, and hit big. It had finished the day up a full point on word of a contract it was negotiating with Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing, the venerable behemoth known as 3M.
It had started the day at three fourths.
Jay took his sweating water glass in hand and sipped. Sipped and digested the reality that anyone buying the little-known stock that morning had more than doubled their money in seven hours.
Stanley & Mitchell, acting on his call, had purchased ten thousand shares of the stock for seven thousand five hundred dollars at 9:45 in the a.m. At 3:40 in the afternoon, again acting on his call, the firm dumped its entire position, reaping seventeen thousand five hundred dollars in the sale, for a profit from the one day investment of ten thousand dollars.
Jay sucked a cool round of ice into his mouth and felt it melt to nothing. This, however, was far from nothing. Sure, ten grand sounded like small potatoes when considering the amount of money made and lost on the Street in any one day, or any one hour for that matter. But it wasn’t the dollar amount that mattered. The stock market wasn’t a game of sum totals; it was a game of percentages. Return on investment. And a one hundred and thirty three percent return on investment in seven hours was, well, a pretty damn good return.
A pretty remarkable return, Jay decided, tracing the I and the C and the U and the J again and again. A pretty remarkable return that he had known would be. Known in the most remarkable of ways.
Except, who in the hell could he remark to about it?
“Warm your coffee, sir?” The question came in a sultry, suggestive voice, and Jay looked up to see Carrie standing behind the counter, an orange-necked pot of decaf in hand.
He quickly scratched out the letters, erasing them with the tines of his fork. “You pour that unleaded crap in my cup and I’ll spank you, sister.”
She shuddered playfully. “Oooh. Promise?”
“Off at eleven?”
Carrie nodded and wiped the counter near his water glass, drying the condensation it had shed. “And not a minute earlier—the boss is in tonight. Which reminds me...” She took a customer check from her apron and laid it in front of Jay. “No freebies tonight, babe. Sorry. Not with Mr. Maranescu here. Unless, of course, you are ready to take me away from all this and provide for me a life to which I can become accustomed...”
Jay chuckled dryly and fished a twenty from his wallet. “Is that the line you use to get big tips? ‘Cause if it is, you may be asking a little much. The gravy’s a bit gooey tonight.”
She snatched the money from his hand and slapped the limp bill across his face twice. “Maybe I’ll spank you later, funny man.”
She left him, working her way down the counter, filling and wiping. He watched her, smiling to himself for a moment, but the expression slowly tempered, mirth draining from it. It became a hollow smile, a confused smile, and very soon he found himself looking once more at his plate, at the swirled mess where the four letter symbol had been. His thoughts drifted from Carrie. Far from her, to what had transpired that morning. To the knowing.
Why? was the natural question that came to mind. That raged in his mind. Why him? Why now? Why had it come, and then gone? And it had gone. Of that he was certain, because when he woke Saturday morning he’d checked it. He’d come from the bedroom to the kitchen and zapped himself awake with a half dozen fast sips of coffee, then he’d noticed the coins on the counter where Miss Neat-and-Tidy herself must have moved them, and he went to them as Carrie flitted about the living room with a dust cloth in hand. Picked the nine coins up as his dear one polished and shined and reminded him of their trip to Floral Park in an hour or so. Held them as her voice droned to a small, pesky hum, like a fly buzzing about, and dropped them on the counter to see heads and tails, the random touch of the universe upon them again. He’d even flipped the tails to heads just to see if maybe there was more to be seen in them, but there hadn’t been. Just rounds of metal they were. It was through, just a tiny, fleeting miracle in the grander scheme of very ordinary things.
And so he wondered—why?
He smeared the gravy some more as the question nagged. And a pisser of a question it was. Enough of a pisser, in fact, that after a moment Jay started to think that Mr. Jude Duffault might have been right about him. That maybe he did spend too much time on irrelevant shit.
But then, wasn’t it a pisser itself to think that Jude might know him better than he knew himself?
He put the water glass down and raked his fingers through his hair, thinking. Irrelevant? Sure, now that the come-and-go mind trip was gone, now that he’d had a fleeting little taste of mystic happy pie, yeah, now it was irrelevant. Hell, without at least a hint of an explanation, irrelevant was all it could be.
Still, he had to marvel at it. At what had been, and been his, for so very short a time. Every broker’s wet dream come true. Knowing, man. Fucking knowing! How could he not be in awe of it?
But so what? It was over. Nothing like it had ever happened to him before, and would surely never happen again.
“So, did you think about it?”
Jay snapped out of the pointless, grating thoughts that had gripped him. Carrie was back, filling his water glass now and eyeing him eagerly. “Huh?”
“The house we saw? In Floral Park? Have you thought about it?”
He stared at her for a moment, Jude’s warning suddenly ringing sharp and jumbled in his head (the death, man, the death, man, of you, man, the death, man, of you), then shook his head.
“It would be great, don’t you think?”
He nodded absently, the bulk of his thoughts still elsewhere. Still mining for rhyme and reason. Still wanting, craving, to know. To know how and why he knew.
“I loved the back yard,” Carrie said, reaching right to top off the glass of an old, thin man sitting next to Jay, taking it right to the rim without spilling a drop. “It was plenty big enough for a dog. Or two dogs. And a swing set...”
“Yeah,” was all Jay could say, in a decidedly dismissive tone that was not lost on Carrie.
“Aren’t we Mr. Enthused?” she observed coldly, drawing the pitcher close. It sweated a chill dampness to the front of her pale pink uniform. “Didn’t you like it?”
“I...” death of you, man, the death of you “...don’t remember too much about it, Carrie.” But he remembered Jude’s prophecy...and why was that? Another question that would nag—terrific! “I’m sorry. I was out of it.”
“Is that the fashionable term for hung over?” she asked/corrected/needled him.
“I know. I know.”
She eyed him severely. “You still don’t sound very interested—even in talking about it.”
He looked away, wishing that somehow he could tell her. That he could lay it out on the table for he and say, look, make me understand. Carrie was good that way. She was the budgeter, the checkbook balancer, the grocery list maker, the coupon clipper, the rent check writer. She was all those perfect and precise things, those logical and ordered things, and despite his want of an explanation he knew that those same qualities meant he could not share with her the wondrous thing that had come and gone and now troubled him to no end. Life to his Carrie was a process, a very tangible way in which things happened. Wake up, make the bed, shower, dress, eat, work, marry, buy a house, have kids, rock on the porch and wave at the neighbors. Those things she could understand. Those things she could explain. But a bunch of coins that came up heads over and over until some knowing in them up and presented itself in the form of a stock symbol for Chrissakes?! A stock symbol that he just plain knew would be a mover the next trading day? How would his love take hold of that? She wouldn’t, he knew, and she would think something wrong with him for believing what certainly could not have been, would not have been, only a hallucination, you see, because you were quite drunk after all... No, this battery of questions that vexed was his, and his alone, so he looked back to her and said, “My mind’s on something else right now, sweetie.”
She puzzled briefly at his disinterest, but very soon she made sense of his mood. The paper the other night with the writing on it, his distance all weekend, the way he’d rushed out this morning for the office. She understood. “It’s work, isn’t it?”
His head tipped acquiescently to the side, not a nod, not an affirmation. An ambiguous non-lie, at best.
She set the pitcher of water down and leaned elbows on the counter, coming close to him. “If we lived in Floral Park you’d have a place to relax after work. You’d be away from the city after a hard day. Hmm?”
He managed a smile, but it was as barren as the sentiment behind it.
Carrie straightened, and for a moment the pouty little girl that still lived deep inside almost surfaced. But she did not let her. This was all part of the bargain, she knew. The bargain she’d made with herself. Support him. Understand him. Love him. That was what she had done, and would continue to do. Floral Park, or some place like it, would exist for them someday soon. It didn’t have to be right now. Right now her man needed his thinking space, for whatever matters, work or otherwise, required it. He would bull through it like the Jay Grady she knew so well, maybe brood a little in the process, and he would come out of it, just like he always did.
And, God, wouldn’t it be fantastic when they did have a place like Floral Park where he could decompress. Sit in the backyard and pet the dog and sip iced tea, with her by his side in the lazy embrace of an Adirondack chair. It would be so perfect, and he would love it. She just knew that he would.
“You know,” she said tenderly, stealing a wary glance over her shoulder to check for Mr. Maranescu before leaning close once more to plant a kiss on the tip of his nose, “when you retire with your first ten million before forty, I ain’t lettin’ you out of my sight, Jay Grady. That’s a promise.”
Carrie tapped his nose where she’d kissed him and left, moving down the counter to fill where filling was needed. He watched her for a moment, but a moment only, because the questions returned. The ‘why’ and the ‘why me’ and the ‘how’ and the ‘what’, and the void that spun from each unanswered query seemed so very...so very...
His thoughts stopped abruptly, old memory surging at him like black water, cold and heavy.
...so very familiar.
Yes, familiar. The futility, it was. The questions that could never be answered. Questions like ‘why did the coins do what they did?’ or ‘why did they do what they did for me? or...or the other question.
The old question.
‘Why did my parents have to die?’
No answer there, he knew. No tangible answer, that is. He’d come to believe in his own approximation of reason since then—they had died because they were poor—but no ironclad explanation had ever made itself known. He’d longed for it, but what had that gotten him? Nothing. Nothing then. Nothing ever.
Sometimes—then and (maybe) now—you just had to accept things, painfully inexplicable things, and go on. Now matter how much it hurt. No matter how much it nagged. This he believed. He hated the lopsided compromise of the concept, but still he believed.
“Babe?”
“What?” Jay’s eyes ballooned out of the state that had swum over him and he saw Carrie again, standing just across the counter.
“Are you okay? You looked really...sad there for a minute.”
“No. Yes. I’m fine. Just...work stuff.”
“Are you sure?” she asked with sweet doubt.
“I’m fine,” he assured her, not lying, because was there anything wrong? Hell, he could think of a thousand guys on the street who would give their right nut to have the fleeting kind of knowing that he had had this day. The girls on the street? Well, they’d give something else, but they would give, too, baby. Without a doubt.
A broker’s wet dream was right, he thought. If only it hadn’t ended. God, what would have come of that?!
Green, green, and more green, he knew. That was what.
“I’m fine, sweetie,” he told her again, feeling a little closer to the pronouncement than a moment before. The little hiccup of old, bitter memory was gone now, back where it belonged in some dark corner of his head where such things brooded until roused. “Really, I’m fine.”
She nodded obligingly, though she wondered about his sincerity. But she would not let that show. As she’d reconfirmed a few minutes before, she would allow him his space. All the space he needed. “Go home, babe,” she suggested, taking his receipt and change from the front of her apron and putting it on the counter where his plate had been. “Kick off your shoes and put on the TV. Have a beer and just relax. Hmm?”
“That may be a good idea,” he agreed quite honestly. Put on the tube, catch the end of a MacGyver rerun, sip a cold one, and let the day fade. Fade like all things faded. “I think I will.”
She leaned close and planted a soft kiss on his cheek, poking a little tongue between her lips just because, and then she walked around the plating station and into the kitchen. Jay watched her until she was gone, and then he reached for his change, thinking that he should probably leave a big tip for his girl (despite the circular meaninglessness of such a gesture), but he never got past the consideration stage of the tip quandary because when he saw the change that Carrie had brought him and placed on the counter all thoughts stilled. His breath gasped softly out. His heart raced.
There was a ten and a one left from his twenty, and atop the paper laid seven coins. Three quarters, a nickel, three pennies, and all were heads.
Air slowly filled his lungs once more as he straightened on the stool, recoiling slightly from the sight. The seven coins. The eighty three cents. All of them heads.
He swallowed and breathed. Breathed. Breathed. His mouth was parched, but he did not reach for the water glass very near his right hand. Instead, he reached for the coins.
There were no sounds, no sights around him as his fingers brushed over the small rounds of metal and took them in hand. There was only the coins. The feel of them. The fear of them. The want of them.
He raised his fist over the counter and opened it. The seven coins dribbled down, and bounced, and rolled, and spun, and then settled. Settled with seven heads to the unseen sky.
And the voice that was not a voice, that was pure knowing, telling him, prompting him, Zee Zee Tee.
ZZT
“It’s not over,” Jay whispered to himself, a small, hungry grin curling onto his lips. “It’s not over at all.”



 
Second Interrogation
August 15...12:55 a.m.
“It was only the beginning,” Jay told Mr. Wright, bringing his cuffed hands up from his lap to wipe his mouth. “It happened again, and again, and just kept on happening. Once, twice, sometimes three times in one day. I’d get change from a cup of coffee, or at the market, or the video store, or Carrie would dump her purse on the kitchen counter, and wherever it fell there would be heads. Not every single time, but enough. And when it did, I’d know.”
“You’d know,” Mr. Wright said, his fingers tapping in repeated sequence—pinkie, ring, middle, index, pinkie, ring, middle, index. He paused for a moment, saying nothing, just the muted, rhythmic thud-thud-thud-thud, thud-thud-thud-thud of calloused fingertips against the back of his other hand to vie with the hum of the fluorescents overhead. “You’d know what stock to buy because some little voice that wasn’t a voice whispered it to you. Is that your story, Grady?”
There might have been some mocking intended, but what was there to do? Protest? To who? Jay wondered, reaching with one of his bound hands to rub just above the cast on his throbbing left leg. No protest would be entertained here, he knew, and no prayer either, so he massaged the hot skin beneath the cut off leg of his pants and simply nodded in reply to Mr. Wright’s question.
“All from a bunch of coins,” Mr. Wright commented. His fingers stilled, and in his small notebook he wrote something quickly, then flipped the cover closed. “Coins that came up all heads?”
Jay nodded, knowing there was no way to convey just what it had been. What the knowing had felt like. How real, how tangible it was, like... “It was like some new instinct had just switched on inside of me,” he told his captor, but the stab at an explanation seemed not to impress, and dissipated completely in the silence that followed.
The fluorescents hummed alone for a moment as Mr. Wright thought to himself. About what, Jay could only imagine, though he tried not to.
“And you told no one about this? Not a soul?”
Jay snickered. “Lousy brokers make lousy money. Crazy brokers—or those who say crazy things—make less than lousy brokers.”
Mr. Wright thought quietly again for a time, his gaze mining his prisoner’s face, his look, his tried and tired features, very carefully as though recording every wrinkle, every minute muscle twitch, every possible thing that there was to see. His own wanting showing again. But what was it he wanted? Jay wondered in spite of his efforts to not. What exactly was this all about?
The man emerged finally from his silent consideration of the exchange and asked. “Have you ever suffered a head injury, Grady?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
Mr. Wright’s blue stare flushed instantly hot. “Answer the damn question!”
“No,” Jay said, then almost immediately he reconsidered his reply and reached up, his cuffed hands in tandem, and touched the fine ridge of scar tissue beneath his hairline just above his left temple.
“What?” Mr. Wright asked, seeing this.
“I got cut,” Jay said, thinking ‘just a scratch’. Flying glass. A few stitches. Good as new. Just a band aid over the spot had showed at the funeral. “In an accident.”
“The car accident? When your parents were killed?”
Jay nodded. A few stitches had fixed him right up, and he remembered dreaming back then that the doctors had just stitched up his parents, and that his mother had come into his room with her head sewn back on like some Frankenstein monster and her teeth put jaggedly back in place by big, shiny bolts that glinted savagely when she smiled. He’d had that dream for a while, and sometimes one where his father would be walking in from the field, fire licking skyward from him in great ribbons of black and orange flame, the smoke from the inferno rising and coalescing into puffs that became shapes that became coal black birds with orange eyes that fluttered about the foul air above him, screaming as though inside they were ablaze.
And then the dreams had gone. That fall they had gone. School had come, Carrie had come, and the dreams had gone. Life moved on.
“Just cut?”
The answer took a few seconds in coming. “Yes.”
“No concussion?”
Jay didn’t answer directly, instead glancing at the file that supposedly held his life in paper form. “I thought you had everything about me in there, such as medical records?”
“Everything isn’t known at once,” Mr. Wright told him. “That’s partly why you’re still talking.”
Threat? Reminder? Carrot, maybe? Did it matter which his captor’s words were? Jay was talking, after all, and it hadn’t killed him. A few mental rivets were hissing, threatening to pop, but all was holding for now.
But, then, he’d hardly told a thing yet. Just a story. A fairy tale, some might say. A tale of bright and sunny times.
But times changed, Jay knew. How would the rivets do when he got to that part. A part not so far off, now.
“Concussion, Grady?” Mr. Wright asked once more.
Jay looked at him. He’d come this far. He could go on. Would go on. And from the odd paths of his captor’s questions, striking this way and that way like the spastic needle of a compass at the north pole, he knew he would have to lead the way. “What do you think, some whack on the head gave this thing to me? Well, it didn’t.”
“You sound like you know how you got it.”
“I know exactly how I got it.”
“How?”
“I was leaving work on Friday,” Jay began.
“Day five of your...streak?”
Streaks end, Jay thought. Nightmares could come back, and back, and back again. “Right. Anyway, it was like any other Friday. I was walking to the subway like I always did, was going to meet the guys at Buffalo Kabuki’s like almost every Friday. Except that night they wanted to drink it up, you know. Celebrate my sudden success. Fine with me. I was starting to get into it. Starting to like my new little gift, and besides, I wanted to see that waitress again because that damn name of hers was still bugging me.”
“Irrelevant shit?” Mr. Wright prompted.
“It turned out not to be,” Jay said soberly. “You see, I was thinking about her like crazy the last few hours of work, and when I was walking down the street just outside the office I was racking my brain—What is her name? What iiiiis it? Walking and asking myself that, and then...” Jay drifted back, stepping into the moment, the memory, and he could feel the city pulse around him, could hear the traffic ahead on Broadway, could see the spire of Trinity Church and below it very near the curb he could see Sign Guy. “...and then I saw his sign.”
Mr. Wright drew a shallow, anticipatory breath that was lost on Jay. “What did it say?”



 
Seven
A Gift Horse
H E R N A M E
I S S U Z Y
For a second it didn’t register, and in that tiny slice of time the sign that Jay Grady saw as he approached the crosswalk at Broadway and Wall was just another odd proclamation that the bum had given the world that day. But when the first suspicious synapses fired in his brain and made the very logical connection to a particular and recent event (not to mention the very question—the very one!—that was sputtering about in his head right then), Jay slowed abruptly, as if the air before him had suddenly thickened. A few yards short of Broadway, with traffic still zipping over the safe lane the crosswalk would soon be, he stopped completely and gaped at the sight before Trinity Church.
Her Name Is Suzy
And damned if it wasn’t. Double damned if it wasn’t. Suzy the waitress. Suzy with the wiggle. Suzy whose name had eluded him since a week ago this very day. But now...now he knew. He knew! But...
That wasn’t exactly right. He didn’t know; he had been reminded.
Only, how could that be?
For a moment he wondered if he should be questioning events of inexplicable nature, considering all that had happened. All that he had accepted, or acquiesced to, without understanding. On a river in a current he could not see, could only ride with his eyes still wide. Yes, that current he had deferred to. The knowing that was its flow he did embrace. But this? This sign the bum had propped against his knees and what was told upon it? This sign about pretty little Suzy, whose forgotten name he would have learned that night in any case? Where did it come from? And why? And how?
New questions, Jay thought, but ones that could be asked. That would be asked.
And on that determination, Jay’s body seemed to emerge from the molassified air that had engulfed it and he walked on. Toward the crosswalk, stopping at the curb and waiting for the light to change. Waiting and staring and wondering, and even rationalizing. Was the sign simply some coincidental cosmic hiccup (was everything that had happened, for that matter?), or was it more? More than black paint on whitewashed wood? And just what the hell might ‘more’ be?
Jay stared and wondered, in a way both wary and curious, wanting to know what this sign was, what it meant. He waited for the light to grant him passage. Waited and watched, and across the street the tall, slender spire of Trinity Church, silhouetted with the glow of the fading day behind it, laid a dim gray shadow across Broadway. A shadow in which Sign Guy sat, looking toward Jay.
No—looking directly at Jay. Looking and smiling, and between the flicker of cars passing between them, Jay saw the bum’s left hand come up, and two fingers spread to flash him the peace sign across the river of traffic.
Peace, brother. That was what he was saying, his lips forming those two words between flashes of cars and taxis and the occasional delivery truck. Mouthing his queer little greeting, to which Jay blankly nodded recognition and watched as the V of his two fingers slowly collapsed to a loose fist atop that day’s very serendipitous sign.
The light changed and Jay moved, stepping between the fat white lines with hardly a conscious thought of the motion. He felt drawn forward, sucked toward the far side of Broadway by the void of an unfilled desire, an unanswered question. He simply had to know about the sign. Had to.
The bum’s happy gaze stayed upon him as he crossed, and at the opposite curb, where Jay could have turned right toward the subway (where years later he would wish he had turned and just run, baby, run) and a night at BK’s with the guys to celebrate one very incredible week, he did not. He stopped, and he looked left, and he saw Sign Guy beaming at him, and he went to him.
“Peace, brother,” Sign Guy said again, his greeting audible now, the traffic noise just a background hum that paled around his sharp and pleasant tone.
“Your sign,” Jay said, skipping any pleasantries.
“I gave it a new coat of white last night. It looks good, doesn’t it.” He admired his handiwork with a glance, then patted the top of the sign like a father might the head of his toddler and looked back to Jay. “Stark, I think. Makes things clear. Very clear. Don’t you agree?”
“What does it mean?” Jay asked quite directly.
A look, a funny look, a coy look, maybe, and then, “It means what it means, of course.”
Jay shook his head, because that was not good enough. No way. Not for this, it wasn’t. He needed an answer, a real answer, and he was going to get it. “Listen, I need to know exactly what—”
And then he was cut off, in voice and space, as someone stepped before him and stood between him and Sign Guy.
It was a man. A very happy man from the look of the sappy, sweet smile he was registering, and a very well off man from the look of the suit and the Rolex he bravely wore on his left wrist, and an apparently giving man considering that his right hand was coming out of his pocket.
And a familiar man, Jay thought with some surprise as he got a better look at the fellow’s face.
Jesus, it was Jim Lewissomething, Jay realized. Lewiston. Jim Lewiston. The same Jim Lewiston who was a manager at Framer, Winston, & Lindley, a high flying brokerage as unlike S&M as sex was to jerking off—same result, vastly different approach. Jude had pointed him out to Jay one day on the Street after work, telling who he was and, as important to Jude, how much he made. It was a bunch of green, Jay remembered, but even that didn’t fully explain what he thought he saw next.
Jim Lewiston’s hand emerged from his pocket clutching a folded bill between his fingers, and toward Sign Guy’s Yuban can he reached. The slit lid was his target, and through the opening the offering disappeared, but not before Jay glimpsed it. Yet it could not be what he saw. He must have been mistaken, because why would a maker like Jim Lewiston give a bum a hundred dollar bill? Why would anyone give a bum that much green?
Then Jim Lewiston straightened, without a word to or from the bum he had just given so generously to, and he turned and walked past Jay, leaving as quickly as he’d come. Just left with that damn happy crack of a smile across his face and Jay’s puzzled gaze pecking at his back.
And then, when Jim Lewiston, broker and big, big donor to at least one of the city’s transients, was lost among the flow of people tramping up Broadway, Jay turned back to Sign Guy and his own merry mug. “Hey, did that guy just...”
“Just what, brother?”
“He just gave you a hundred dollars, didn’t he?”
“He gave,” Sign Guy responded without truly answering. “You gave, too, I recall.”
“He gave you a fucking C note!” Jay said with some exclamation. “I gave you some...” And Sign Guy was nodding now, nodding and smiling like some comic whose clever, clever joke had just been got. “...some...”
“Some change?” Sign Guy offered, but Jay did not reply with word or gesture, not a peep nor a tip of his head. His mouth hung partly open, air moving in and out automatically, which was a good thing because if he’d had to think of such trivial matters as breathing right then he would surely have suffocated. His thoughts as they were ran amok, a hundred different ones it seemed, but all radiating in some way from this little thing between him and the bum. This little thing that suddenly seemed not so little at all. (forget the Suzy sign, man, what the hell was going on now?) “To be precise—and why not be precise when one can—you gave me one dollar and fifty five cents. Three quarters...” And his gay blue stare set upon Jay in a way that was bright and unsettling, the bad beauty of an eclipse’s corona all about his eyes. “...three dimes...” And Jay’s own eyes beat back now, raging wide, synapses firing unchecked, incredulous thoughts and realizations cascading madly behind the glaze of his stare, a grand joke to which there could be no laughter because it was turning out to be no jest indeed. “...seven nickels, and fifteen pennies. I must tell you, though, that despite your gift I was surprised not to hear a thank you.”
“A what?” Jay asked, dazed and dazzled. “What do you mean?”
“I recount for you,” Sign Guy said. “You gave me some change, I asked if you were rich, you said, and I quote, ‘I wish’, and, well, you do have a certain tool now that is useful toward that end.”
Jay swallowed and rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Are you saying that you...” Then his head shook, responding to his own unfinished question. To the ludicrousness of even entertaining the thought. “No. No way.”
“No?” Sign Guy asked. “Well, unless dancing coins spoke to you before our first meeting, then I believe I can take the credit.”
“I...” Jay began to say, but words were suddenly mountains, daunting and alien. Dancing coins? Had he said dancing coins? Yes, he had. But how could he speak of such things? How? “I don’t...”
Sign Guy nodded, his understanding honed sharp, like the glinting edge of a cutting blade. “Why try? Just accept it. It’s your wish, remember.”
Confusion spun in Jay’s head like the foul and dirty spawn of a cyclone. “But why...how...”
“How doesn’t matter. And ‘why?’ Well, some things are just meant to be. You found me, or kismet pushed you my way, and you had your wish, and, well, I was inclined to give you that little boost even before I knew....” And there Sign Guy paused, seeming to take stock of what he was saying. Or about to say. “Let’s not muddy this up with extraneous matters. We’ll just let it be and say that you gave, and I gave, and on we go to see what the ringmaster has in store.”
“Wait a minute. You’re saying you gave me this...thing because I gave you some change?” Jay shakily asked the bum. “That man just gave. More than I did. A hundred dollars, he gave you.”
“Well, despite fate’s funny hand in bringing us together, you did choose to give,” the bum told him.
That proclamation of the obvious stumped Jay. What was Sign Guy saying—that Jim Lewiston had not chosen to give?
“He certainly did not,” Sign Guy said in answer to the unspoken question, and Jay’s already shaky expression went slack with shock. “Few people with real money choose to give. They need to be...” He searched for the proper term here. “...‘helped’ along.”
“You...you...” And once more Jay’s words stammered to only that point before flaming out.
“Know what you’re thinking?” Sign Guy shrugged. “Child’s play.”
Jay felt his knees go warm and soft, and he reached to the light standard near the crosswalk to steady himself. When his legs no longer were noodles he looked to the bum and gestured to the slab of wood against his knees. “And this sign? That was for me.”
Sign Guy grinned within his grin, an expression which Jay thought sickly sweet, like sugar on sugar on sugar. “I’m sorry—a man has to have his fun. And it did allow us to have this chat, didn’t it? It let us, oh, clear the air I guess.”
“Suzy,” Jay said aloud, and for what reason he did not know.
“That’s her name, don’t wear it out, as they say.” And then the bum chuckled, the sound seeming very odd in concert with that smile. It was a disconnected sound, and Jay could feel quite plainly the gang of goosebumps rise beneath the stiff back of his collar.
“You...gave this to me?”
“Guilty.”
“Because I gave you some change?” Jay pressed, belief coming hard—kicking and screaming hard.
“Where I come from, you repay good deeds,” Sign Guy said, parroting somewhat poorly from memory. “Or something like that, wasn’t it?”
Jay nodded dumbly and let go the light pole.
“I’m not an uncultured beast, you know.”
“And...and the guy who gave you...gave you the hundred?”
“Does he get anything?” Sign Guy said, posing Jay’s inquiry himself. “You know what they say—the joy is in the giving.”
Was this possible, what the bum was saying? Was it? Jay thought on that, and within the jumble of yeses and nos and maybes rattling around in his head he had to admit the fact that there was no more rational explanation out there that he could see—other than the possibility that he had gone totally batshit.
“You’re not crazy,” Sign Guy assured him, speaking to unspoken concerns.
Jay considered that for a moment, culling little from the effort. Just another possibility. “Maybe you are...”
“That opinion has been voiced by more learned men than you,” Sign Guy said, his head cocked a bit at Jay now, the twist of his smile angled like some lopsided pink gash upon his face. “Which reminds me—are you feeling all right?”
“What?”
“Any debilitating headaches or feelings of mania?”
Jay stared at him for a moment, then shook his head.
“Your girlfriend...you have a girlfriend, right? Carrie, I believe?”
His stare flared at the knowing now aimed at him. He nodded.
“She’s all right, too, I hope. Hasn’t been hacked to bits or forced to drink some cocktail of caustic chemicals, has she?”
“What are you talking about? She’s fine. She’s fine. Is there something—”
“No, no,” Sign Guy assured him. “If you say she’s fine, she’s fine. Maybe not perfect, but she’s breathing and walking and talking, and that’s what matters at this juncture. No side effects, so we’ll say a big thanks to the ringmaster and be on with it.”
“But...how is this possible?” Jay asked, those four words a plea, and he seemed ready to fall to his knees and beg a reply. “How can this all be?”
“You question good fortune,” the bum observed curiously. “Why not just let be what will be, let come what will come.”
Jay looked silently to the blue dusk filling the street.
Sign Guy’s gaze lay upon him now with surprise, with doubt. And with amusement. “You still don’t believe.”
“I’m having some...some trouble with all of this,” Jay admitted very freely.
“Doesn’t matter, actually,” Sign Guy said, his smile relaxing now to a simply happy expression. “You don’t have to believe. You got this far. Now you just have to...go along for the ride.”
“The ride,” Jay repeated, thinking that wasn’t a bad way to describe this. One helluva ride.
“And use your...” He stopped, and thought, and then said, “...your ‘donzerly light’ when the spirit moves you.” He winked at Jay. “Good name for it, don’t you think?”
“Sure,” Jay agreed (donzerly light, boy, donzerly light), and he thought at that moment that he knew perfectly well how Alice had felt upon her trip through the looking glass. Wonderland it was. Fucking wonderland indeed, but with a smiling bum instead of a crazy fuck with a way out hat. Oh shit, oh shit, this was some insane ride he’d gotten on.
“You’re still troubled.”
Jay half chuckled. The other half of the sound was closer to a gasp. “This is all a lot to digest, fella.”
“I suspect it will get easier. Beyond that...well, that slate’s still blank to me, strangely enough. Does make it interesting, though.”
Oh man, this bum was talking in nutty circles, and this whopper he was laying on was—
“I told you, you don’t have to believe.”
Again the bum had read him. Known what he was going to say. How? How? “This can’t be real.”
“But it’s happening,” Sign Guy told him, putting one check in the mental ‘yes’ column.
“It’s not logical.”
Sign Guy thought on that. “Logic is the relative of fear. That’s what I’ve come to believe.”
“Fear?”
“Fear of what deep down a person—a bright person like you—knows is real. Real as real can be.” The bum rubbed the top of his sign, gently, petting it almost. “As real as you coming to me. As real as those coins coming up heads. As real as the stocks that hit this week. As real as what you see on my sign. Are you going to ignore what’s real, what’s right there before you? Are you going to let logic deny you your wish? Your dream come true? Aren’t you due a good break in life, young fellow?”
A break? Yes, he figured he was due. With two dead parents and all the cruel hurt that festered from that wound and that which had prefaced it, certainly some fortuitous interest had been earned on that loss. Some favoring dividend. And the wish? The dream? Yes, he’d wished for riches, and he’d dreamed for so many years of the day he’d come to Wall Street to make his fortune. But never had anything like this crossed his mind as a way to that end. An end that, he was believing more with each passing day, would be reached somewhat sooner than he’d anticipated, thanks to—
“Donzerly light, my young friend,” Sign Guy said, speaking where only thought had been intended.
Jay stared at him, and as he did he was surprised to feel himself calm. Just a bit at first, and no way near anything approaching an expected state of placidity, but still it came. From apprehension to anxiousness, and from there to wariness, and down further to a state of reluctant wonder, but not acceptance. Not quite yet.
“Donzerly light,” Jay said for himself, and dredged from memory that line. That one silly line. Oh say can you see by the donzerly light...
Yes I can, he thought. Yes I can.
“Dreams can come true,” Sign Guy told him. “Why not yours?”
And for the first time in days, in many days, the questions that had come with every occurrence of new and fantastic happenings did not seem to matter. At least not as much as the truth of the matter—that, if things carried on, his dream would come true. He would be rich, which more importantly meant he would never be poor. Never, ever be poor. Hell, Old Man Mitchell might even bump him straight from junior broker to account manager, or maybe even account executive, because with his ability, with this ability... Man! It was almost too much to comprehend.
But was it too much to accept? he wondered. Was it? Did it have to be?
“Your friends are waiting,” Sign Guy said, and Jay glanced at his watch. As he did the bum reached up, very slowly this Friday eve, and turned the inexpensive timepiece his way for examination. He shook his head. “You are definitely going to have to upgrade. May I suggest a Rolex like my most recent giver?”
Jay snickered, equal parts nerves and good humor behind the expression. “You may.”
Sign Guy let go his wrist and said in a familiar way, “You’ll promise me something, brother?”
“What’s that?”
“Just one promise?”
“What?”
“You won’t ignore the possibilities.”
“Possibilities?” Jay asked. “What does that mean?”
Sign Guy’s smile doubled on itself again. “It means what it means.”



 
Eight
What It Means
“Think of the possibilities,” Jude said, and Jay stared at him as if all the truths of the universe had bloomed before his eyes. He stared, yes, and he smiled. Smiled in an obvious and almost giddy way. “What? What’s so funny?”
Funny? What could be funny. They were all at their regular table at BK’s, half naked nymphs were on the turning stage doing their nasty thang. Steve and Bunker were ogling the gyrating babes and Christine Mellinger, who’d strutted slowly in this night wearing some one piece yellow dress that must have been grafted to her body. And Jay and Jude, well, they were huddled over their eighth round of drinks because Jude had motioned his buddy close as though to share of some conspiracy. As it was, that wasn’t far off the mark.
“Nothing’s funny,” Jay said, the word ringing in his head as echoes from two different voices. The parting words from the grinning bum, and now from his best buddy. Possibilities. Possibilities that should not be ignored, or so said the happy homeless genie who’d granted his wish, a wish he’d barely made outright, but which he harbored completely nonetheless. Then again, who didn’t want to be rich?
...don’t ignore the possibilities...
Right, Jay thought, and swallowed another gulp of whiskey, adding to the substantial drunk he’d built this night already. Another one for the books, boys, and another one for Carrie to needle him about.
Needle, needle, needle. Well, dammit, it was worth a little nagging. Peck away, hen, ‘cause Jay was sloshed and damn glad he was. Hell yes. Hell if it wasn’t good to be sloshed this night, because he surely was living in fucking wonderland, oh yes. He damn sure was.
“Not a damn thing,” Jay added, punctuating his reply and still smiling in that slightly bewildered, slightly reckless way. Lost in familiar space. One cylinder missing. Going downhill fast with bad brakes. Oh, man, it was the night of the day of the week that had turned his world upside down. It had been leaning a little since their previous gathering at BK’s, but, man, now the whole shebang was on its head. On its crazed and happy head, all because he’d wished for riches without knowing he was wishing for riches. And from that...
‘I give you my thanks...’
And how, Jay thought upon the recollection. And how.
“Then why the hell are you grinning like that?” Jude asked, perturbed.
Why? That was easy. Because grinning was good, Jay thought. Grinning could be very good. People (he was people, right? sure he was, sure) who grinned were a-okay good, his drunken brain decided, because they granted big ol’ wet dream wishes, didn’t they? Yessiree they did, all right! And why did they do that? And how? Well, pesky old questions like them had been relegated to the trash heap of wasted worries somewhere deep within. Right in there with all the other ‘irrelevant shit’, thank you very much, Mr. Jude Duffault. “I’m a happy guy. I got reason to be happy, don’t I?”
“Grady?” Jude said very seriously, leaning close to his friend, close enough that the sweet vapor of whiskey off Jay’s breath tweaked his nose. “Would you wipe that silly fucking thing off your face and listen to me.”
“I’m listening.” But the silly fucking thing stayed right on his face.
“I want to say something to you. Something serious.”
“Say away,” Jay said happily, happy thoughts in his head, happy smiling faces beaming in the blur of his mind’s eye. Oh, happy day, man, and he didn’t give a damn why or why not it was a happy day, or what happy possibilities there might be on this happy day, because it was all too damn fantastic to be real, wasn’t it?
But it was all real, and wasn’t that the most fantastic thing of all! Wishes did come true after all!
wishes, wishes, coins, and wishes, money swims in the sea like fishes
And wasn’t that a crazy little ditty spun from nowhere with some nonsense trailing from it (swims in the sea like fishes, boys, okay, whatever...). Happy nonsense, though, Jay thought, and that made it a-okay on this fine day...night...whatever. Anything happy. Everything happy this night was okey-dokey fine.
Jay beamed and sipped his drink. Sipped it hap-hap-happily.
“Serious, Grady, okay?”
Jude had called him ‘Grady’ how many times now with not a ‘farmboy’ to be heard high or low? Shit, the Judester was shooting straight and serious here. “You have my undivided attention, Mr. Duffault.”
Jude pointed a crooked finger at his friend, though it likely appeared angled that way because of seven whiskeys—or somehow, without anyone knowing it, and without any scream to mark the occasion, Jude had suffered a bloodless compound fracture of his right index finger—and spoke as low as the throbbing music would allow. “You’ve gotta start thinking about something, buddy.”
“Possibilities,” Jay slurred obligingly. And happily.
“There’s heat all over you, buddy,” Jude said, two ‘buddys’ in a row convincing Jay even further that his friend had burned some major brain cells thinking on whatever he was thinking. “Major heat.”
“Heat?” Jay repeated, the one syllable dragging slow and thick past his lips. He wasn’t getting it. Not yet, anyway.
“As in you’re hot as the fucking sun, Grady. Hot as hot gets.”
“I’m hot?”
Jude nodded soberly, though he was about as far from sober as one could get and still be awake. “You are on fire, Grady. Every day. Monday—bang! Tuesday—bang! Wednesday, Thursday, today—bang, bang, bang!” Jude smiled a bit himself now, though there was something more to the happy crack upon his face. Something beneath it that wasn’t at all happy. Something that was...hungry. Hungry like an animal that had caught the scent of blood on the wind. “You’ve got something, buddy, and I don’t know what it is, but it damn sure IS. That’s the straight line, man. You are H—O—T hot.” Jude swigged the last of his GT and wagged the same crooked finger at Jay as before. “And you ain’t cooling down.”
“I’m not?” Jay asked, for the sake of asking. He was curious. Curious why Jude would be so sure that his streak was going to go on. And on. And on. Why would Jude think that, believe that? Why?
“No, you’re not,” Jude said, and motioned for the waitress to head on over for round eight.
“How do you know?” Jay pressed his friend, and watched as Suzy came their way. Pretty Suzy. Suzy with the wiggle. Suzy from the sign. Suzy on the sign. Suzy in the sign.
Hey, Suzy, what’s your sign? He thought of asking this, of tossing her the most clichéd pickup line ever crafted, just for kicks, but thought of it only. Didn’t say it because Jude was talking, and talking up a drunken storm, his volume rising to eleven every now and then until he’d catch himself and lower it a notch.
“One day?” Jude said. “Two days? Three days? Maybe. But two times on Wednesday? And three on Thursday?” He shook his head. “No. This ain’t some little lucky streak. It ain’t, and you know it.”
And Jude was right about that. Right as rain.
“Okay, I’m hot and getting hotter. So?”
“So?” Jude responded, incredulous and ready to slap his friend for not getting it. But he didn’t, not with Suzy getting to their table. He tempered his manner and ordered politely, for he and Jay only. Steve and Bunker were way too enthralled by the sight of Christine Mellinger sucking the diet soda from her glass through a fat straw to be torn away for this. Every once in a while she’d throw them a glance, like a plantation master of old tossing scraps to grateful slaves. And even once or twice—twice, Jay thought, though it might have even been three times (three times? right, Grady, in your... well, dreams did come true, now, didn’t they?)—she had given him a glance. Or a look, maybe. It had seemed long enough to be an outright look, but then that was beyond dreaming of, even. Wasn’t it? “You can’t get drunk enough to miss what I’m talking about, Grady.”
“Possibilities,” Jay said, and swept his hand grandly before him, almost knocking over his drink. He grabbed it with surprising deftness, considering, and said, “Tragedy averted.”
Jude leaned close once again. “We could do it, you know.”
“We could?” Jay asked, leaning in as well. “What could we do?”
Jude swallowed an exasperated breath. “Go it on our own, dummy.”
“On our own?” Jay repeated, his narrowed gaze perplexed. That was what the Judester was talking about? That was the ‘possibilities’?
“Yeah,” Jude said, nodding in an intimate way, a way meant to confirm, to suggest. “You, me.” And quieter now, though anywhere else it would have approached a shout. “Steve and Bunk. We could.”
“You mean...leave S&M?”
“Start our own place. Hang out a shingle. People with money are always looking for someone better to manage it. And with what you’ve got going, man, we’d have to fight ‘em off once word got around.”
Jay stared at him, said nothing for a moment, then took a long, head back swallow of whiskey. “The four of us, you’re talking about. Did you all hash this out before telling me, or something?”
“No, buddy.” Jude glanced at Steve and Bunker, then back to Jay. “They’ve got no idea. I haven’t said a thing to them about it. This is just you and me talking about what I’ve been thinking about.”
“You, me, and them?” Jay asked, checking to see if he had this right. This ‘possibility’.
“We can do it, Grady,” Jude said, nudging, assuring, playing the cheerleader, rah-rah-money-money-sis-boom-bah!
“We signed agreements,” Jay reminded him. And they had. Every junior broker had, promising to stay with Stanley & Mitchell for two years in exchange for the training they would receive. “We can’t just walk away.”
“Why not?”
“Well, because...”
And Jude knew what his friend wanted to say, not through any power similar to the bum’s. No, he just knew Jay. Knew the farmboy. “Loyalty?”
“They did hire us. They did give us jobs.”
“Fuck loyalty,” Jude countered. “Loyalty means shit in this relationship. Do you think Old Man Mitchell would think twice before laying our asses off if times went bad for his precious firm? Do you?”
Even drunk, Jay only had to think on that for a second. “I guess not.”
“I assure you he would not. This is a business, Grady, not a marriage.” Jude then rubbed his fingertips to his thumb. “Green—that’s what it’s about.” He took a long, long drink, draining his glass, and put his empty down hard on the table. “That’s what it’s all about.”



 
Nine
Hotshots
Jay wasn’t surprised when, after the close of trading on Monday, he was informed that Mitchell himself wanted to speak to him in his office at six. His streak had carried on through the week and, as it turned out, into the next, and Jude’s suggestion of striking it out on their own had slipped to a back mental burner over the weekend. Sure, it might be one of the possibilities the bum had urged him not to ignore, but this seemed a more likely scenario to latch onto. Because people in the office were talking. Talking him up. Making innocent little cracks about him having the Midas touch. Mumbles outside of the office were beginning as well, he’d heard. His newfound ability was getting him noticed, so why wouldn’t the old man want to take a gander at him, and put his old fat arm around him, and give him an ‘atta boy’ for the good work.
The old man, though, seemed to have a different take on the matter entirely.
“I don’t like hot shots,” was what Mitchell said once Jay was seated and facing his desk. The statement knocked the satisfied little grin from the young man’s face like an unexpected slap, which pleased Mitchell to no end. He nearly smiled himself, one of many things (walking without a cane, getting out of bed sans assistance, etcetera) he hadn’t done in years. In the end he simply shook his head at his very young, very naive employee and belched, the sound rolling from him like distant, surly thunder. “Like ‘em about as much as gas.”
“Sir, I don’t—”
“Of course you don’t,” Mitchell rasped, dragging a handkerchief the size of a small bath towel across his nose before plunging it back into some unseen pocket hidden by the desk and the ample breast of his jacket. “Young shits like you never do. Not these days, you don’t.” He looked past Jay, maybe past more than that, more than here and now, and said solemnly, “In the old days you would have understood.”
Mitchell was old Wall Street. His office was mahogany, the furniture stiff leather and straight backs, and a faint scent of old, aromatic cigar smoke floated about the space like an undertone of an age gone by. It might have been 1950 if one could not look out the long, floor to ceiling window that was mostly hidden behind thick, somber drapes, and see the Wall Street of the day.
And it was to this window that the Old Man, without warning, went, lifting his bulk from the wide chair behind the wide desk and coming around so that Jay could see all of his girth. He was massive. Four hundred pounds easy, maybe five, though after a certain point Jay wondered if it was possible to judge one’s weight visually. When you were as obese as Horace J. Mitchell, how fat you were didn’t seem to matter any more. You were simply enormous, and grotesque, and the finest custom-tailored suit wouldn’t change that. The charcoal number he was wearing, cut like the age of the office with narrow lapels, high waist, and weak shoulders, draped him like the loose folds of some dead outer skin. He seemed not to wear it as much as it seemed to shroud him.
God, he was big. Jay watched him head for the window, stout cane in hand, the majority of his weight leading the way. His belly jutted forward like the blunted prow of some sleek submarine. So prominent was it that Jay was struck by a curious, disturbing thought. A sad thought: the old man hadn’t seen his dick in years. Maybe reflected in a mirror, but considering the sag in his gut even that was doubtful. Son of a bitch, Jay thought, feeling pity for the old bastard for the first and last time.
Once at the window Mitchell stood in silence and stared out, down at the darkening street and the insect-like throngs scurrying about.
Jay stood and turned to face his boss’s wide back.
“Hotshots don’t...” Mitchell didn’t finish the statement, not then. He retreated to silence once more as his head turned slowly right, eyes tracking up the Street. Looking toward Trinity Church, it seemed to Jay. It was as though he’d disconnected from the moment, from the exchange he had initiated, and drifted off as he gazed blankly at the church. But after a moment his lapse of connection ebbed, and he was back, and he hobbled his bulk around to face Jay in a motion reminiscent of a semi trying a three-point turn. “Expectations, you young fool.”
Jay’s brow folded down, puzzled. “Sir?”
Mitchell jabbed a stubby finger at Jay. “People think you’re a hotshot, they expect it. And when you’re no longer so hot...” He shook his bald and spotted head, jowls wagging. “Hotshots always disappoint, and I don’t like disappointing my clients. Consistency, young man. Good old, stable, ten or twelve percent a year. That is what keeps people happy. That...”
And again he slipped off, the next word never rising, his next bit of sage advice apparently forgotten as he looked away from Jay and over his shoulder to the window again. Out the window and up the Street in the direction of the church.
“Sir?” Jay said after a very long and quiet time.
Mitchell looked slowly back to him. “It’s late and I...” His free hand came up and rubbed his chin, kneading it like a mound of dough as he seemed to consider something. Something of great importance. “I have something to do.”
And with that the old man moved past Jay like a slow rolling boulder. To his desk he went and pressed the intercom button and barked for Alonzo to get the car ready, and then to the door of his office, which opened as if on cue, his secretary holding it for him and stepping clear to give him passage. Jay followed him to the door, and just outside of the Old Man’s office he spied him waddling unevenly toward the elevator.
Jay looked to Mitchell’s secretary, hoping for some sort of explanation of his sudden departure, but the wiry and homely woman did not meet his gaze, instead tending to a stack of papers aligned with precise neatness on her desk.
Nuts, Jay thought as the Old Man disappeared onto the elevator. He calls me in, starts to ball me out for some stupid reason, and then he splits in the middle of a sentence. He’s nuts.
Well, the bright side was that he wasn’t going to have to listen to some long ass lecture about the ‘good old days’, which was exactly the way things sounded like they were heading. And certainly he wasn’t going to have to hear the Old Man call him ‘hot shot’ anymore that night, something he hadn’t expected in the first place. Hadn’t expected at all, Jay thought with some murky disappointment and headed back to his cubicle for his things.
“Get that ‘nice work, Grady, well done’ you were looking for?” Jude asked, coming up on Jay just as he reached his desk.
“Not exactly,” he answered, slinging his coat and taking his briefcase in hand.
“I could have told you as much,” Jude said. “He wants to reign you in, buddy. He wants you to ‘play it safe’.” And when Jay looked at him, Jude knew he had hit it on the head. “No glory for the little guy.”
“I don’t get it,” Jay said. “I just don’t get it.”
“Don’t try. Just get out.”
“It’s a big step, Jude,” Jay told him, admitting some still harbored fears.
“Sure, but we’d take it together. All four of us.”
“You talked to them, didn’t you?”
Jude nodded. “And they are hip to my thinking. To the possibilities.”
Don’t ignore the possibilities. Right. Just quit your job. Sure. Okay. “I gotta get going.”
And go he did, hearing Jude tell him to ‘think hard about it, farmboy’ as he drew away from his cubicle, thinking that his best buddy sure knew when to throw the nickname around. When it might be most useful to connote a gentler jab than calling him a dumbfuck outright. Well, maybe he was a farmboy, a stupidly loyal dumbfuck with some crazy gift that could be put to more profitable use outside the walls of S&M, but just because that might be the case did not mean that he had to accept said potentiality right there and then. He could think on it. Sleep on it. Sleep and sleep and sleep on it, if he wanted. Or do something else altogether, like forget about the whole thing for the immediate future. He could go to the elevator, and get on, and ride it down, and head on home, and see his girl and worry about everything later. He could do all of that, and planned to, and even got through the first three elements of the plan and part of the fourth before something interrupted the smooth unfolding of the rest.
He had made it downstairs and out into the cooling spring air just outside the building when he saw Mitchell not twenty feet away, stepping into the back of his limo, using the roof for a handhold to lower himself into the seat. The big black Lincoln leaned severely on the side he had entered, punishing springs and shocks that must have become accustomed to the abuse. Alonzo, his driver and bodyguard, closed the door smartly and jogged around to get behind the wheel, and drove the long car down Wall past Broad, its sag evening out as the Old Man likely slid to the middle. Habit, Jay thought as he watched the limo turn left a bit up Wall. Mitchell liked to be at the center of things.
And then Jay headed for home, walking toward the church as he always did, seeing Sign Guy already from halfway down the block. Noting the sign that he had seen that morning already, its bold black stenciled letters spelling out a humorous, if somewhat deriding play on a nursery rhyme.
T H I S L I T T L E
P I G G Y P L A Y E D
T H E M A R K E T
It was a nursery rhyme, wasn’t it? Jay wondered as he neared the crosswalk at Broadway and Wall. How did it go? This little piggy went to market, this little piggy stayed home, this little piggy ate roast—
The next word never spun from his recollection of the old rhyme. Never would, because there was something of more interest happening before him. Right across Broadway. Right in front of Sign Guy.
That was where Mitchell’s limo glided to a stop.
It had come from Jay’s right, and he thought that Alonzo must have gone over to Pine after turning off Wall, and from there come back down to Broadway. And now to this place.
But why?
And then Jay saw why. It was not an easy angle from which to observe as he stood at the crosswalk waiting for the light. Not easy at all. Another person might have thought nothing of it, or something strange of it, but not the truth of it. No, only Jay was privy to that. Only he knew that the fat arm poking from the lowered back window of the stretched Lincoln belonged to Horace J. Mitchell, and only he knew that the flabby mitt of flesh at the end of that arm was as unaware of its actions as the head that normally controlled it, and only he of all uninvolved observers (except for Alonzo, possibly, but Jay even doubted that considering how Mitchell probably barked at him for not keeping his eyes on the road ahead) knew that in that thick and puffy manpaw there would be money, and unless there was an observant fly on the light standard near Sign Guy only Jay was clued in to the fact that the money was almost certainly a green and gorgeous hundred dollar bill. And so it surprised him hardly at all when the bum took hold of his Yuban can and leaned a bit forward so the fat hand could reach his makeshift receptacle, and reach it it did, and through the slit cut into the opaque lid a bill was pushed, the gift given, another pocket picked.
And then the limo pulled slowly away, blending into traffic until it turned off Broadway some distance down from the church. Jay watched it only briefly, because its leaving was not the matter of interest. Its being, and being where it had been, was. And how interesting it was, Jay thought, smiling. This Little Piggy Played The Market indeed, only the piggy weren’t so little, and it looked like sometimes the piggy got played himself.
“Damn,” Jay said aloud, though mostly to himself, and gazed across traffic at the bum.
Sign Guy was grinning back at him. And flashing that V.
Life can be sweet, Jay thought right then, reveling in the beauty of the bum’s game, as well as in the fortunate fact that he was not a player. Just a lucky observer. A damn lucky observer.



 
Ten
The Severance Play
Two weeks later, Jay was again in Mitchell’s office, again sitting across the desk from the Old Man, the latter tapping a single swollen finger over and over on the dull leather sheen of his blotter’s edge.
“Didn’t listen, did you?” Mitchell asked, his head shaking in self-response. “Don’t remember a damn thing I said.”
Well, Jay thought, actually he had heard what the Old Man had said. All of it up until the fat bastard toddled off to make his donation. Did he remember that?
“This is what being a hotshot can get you, you young fool,” Mitchell lectured him, the ‘this’ being a surprise visit by investigators from the SEC, the Securities Exchange Commission, serious looking suits who were interested to know just how a wet behind the ears broker had done as well as Jay had, and still was. Hell, it didn’t even approach ‘good’. It was way past that. Into the realm of...fishy. And so the suits were here, going through his desk, his phone logs, his computer files, anything and everything that might point to that most convenient of explanations: insider trading. For certain this kid must be working with people inside these companies, getting sensitive info ahead of the investment community. Info that might send a stock soaring. And, well, the stocks this kid picked always seemed to do just that. Take off like rockets. So he must be just fronting for inside players. That had to be it.
And in search of evidence to back that suspicion, a half dozen men were pawing through his stuff right then, while he sat in the company of the man who would likely throw him to the wolves with great gladness. Simply because he was a hotshot. A hot-hot-hotshot.
Jude was right—there was heat all over him. Good heat, and lousy heat right then, all the fuck over him.
“Brought this on yourself, you realize,” Mitchell observed from his creaking throne, the wood of his chair loosing small, pitiful cries whenever the fat man swiveled this way or that.
Yeah, well, Jay was tired of letting the stressed piece of sitting furniture be the only voice of reply to the Old Man. And he would be tired no more. “Maybe so, but my ‘hotshot’ ways are bringing you business. I hear Teddy Malone is thinking of bringing his money here now. Ninety million—that’s a lot of green. Any chance that could be because of me?”
Mitchell seethed in silence, the chunks and folds of his face flushing hot. After a moment he made the effort to stand, something akin to the raising of the pyramids, Jay thought while witnessing the event for a second time now.
“You will wait in here until they are finished,” Mitchell instructed him, then the Old Man shuffled his mass to his door and left Jay alone. He stayed that way for three full hours.


The market was closed an hour and a half now, and the SEC boys were finally gone. And Jay? Jay stood before his workspace admiring the disaster the suits and their suspicion had wrought upon his things. Stood with Jude and Steve and Bunker and stared at the mess, the papers scattered, the drawers hanging open, computer disks missing. Even a pen of his missing from the cup that held it. A grade ‘A’ rutting had been done on him. And all Jay could do was laugh.
“Man, how can you laugh at this?” Steve asked, shaking his head at the trash heap that had been his buddy’s cubicle.
How? Jay thought, laughing still. Because it was hilarious. Because the joke was on the suits from the SEC. Yes, there had been insider information, but they’d never find it where they were looking. They’d have to open him up like one of his drawers to see just how inside his information was. But they couldn’t do that, could they, and so they were basically fucked.
And that was why he was laughing. Laughing where another man might cry.
“Believe me now?” Jude asked him, in a surprisingly sober way that exhibited not a speck of an ‘I told you so’. In fact there was some sorrow tingeing his words. Sorrow for a friend whose illusions of one small part of the world had just been shot down in flames. Loyalty, Grady. There’s your loyalty.
Jay, though, was feeling not sorrowful at all. Not at all. He was, in fact, feeling quite joyful right then. Like a caged bird finally set free. Free into the limitless possibilities of the wide world around it.
Around him.
So from the scattered remnants of his desk he found a legal pad and a pen, and on the pad he wrote two words, and then he tore said message from the pad and taped it to the blank terminal screen that had once been his window to the financial universe. But would be no more.
I QUIT
He looked at it, as did they all, and then he looked to his friends. “What say we go make some real money, boys?”
The smile crept first onto Jude’s face, then to Bunker’s and Steve’s as the glee set in. They were going to do it. Really do it. Yes!
“‘Bout time, farmboy,” Jude kidded him, and then one hand each stabbed into the air and came all together at once in a joyous high five.
And then they left. Together they left. Together and alone at the very same time.





 
Eleven
Big Plans
The babes were on stage, spinning and thrusting and laying the heaviest tease that was legal and possible on the Friday night crowd. Christine Mellinger, alone and off the scale this night in a white mini so very, very mini that it set her admirers afire each time she uncrossed and recrossed her magnificent gams, moved easily to the throbbing beat where she sat, dancing slowly, seductively, from the waist up, her eyes mostly on the show and the titillations it offered, but every so often shifting so very casually to steal a glance at a table one row back from the stage. A table where plans were being made.
“I had three calls on my machine at home from S&M clients,” Steve told them, causing a volley of looks between them all. Hungry looks.
“What did they want?” Bunker asked, and to that question Steve preceded his answer with a smile that swelled upon his face.
“They want their money to follow us.” But after a second he decided to clarify, and set his happy gaze upon one of their number in particular. “To follow Jay.”
Bunker thought about this for a moment, a slight bout of puzzlement rising. “How’d they get your number?”
“Money gets what money wants,” Jude explained, then put glass to lip and savored a slow taste of Jack. He had for some reason decided that, from this night forward, they would drink only whiskey, only Jack Daniels, and nothing else. Some sort of marker of their beginning, the others figured, and so they that night they were all in possession of medium sized glasses filled to various levels with the sweet brown taste of Jack.
“No shit,” Steve agreed. “And there was plenty of damn money on that tape, if you know what I mean.” They didn’t, so he filled them in. “One of the messages was from Teddy Malone.”
“Teddy Malone?” Bunker said, shocked in that way one might be when the lottery numbers were announced and sounded pretty damn familiar. “Teddy Malone?”
Jay’s look bounced between Jude and Steve, both of whom were grinning like cats who’d just discovered the land of wingless birds. “So the talk wasn’t just talk.”
“No it wasn’t, buddy,” Jude said, taking another sip. He was drinking different now, Jay thought. Not as hard, not as fast. Now it was almost an act of contentment, an expression of satisfaction. “He’s the kind of client Mitchell would have handled himself.”
“Mitchell can hardly handle talking and thinking at the same time,” Jay exclaimed calmly, though he could have shouted and the outburst would have been lost in the pulse of the music. Latin tonight, he thought. Steamy, sexy rhythms that hinted at wonderfully obscene activities to be shared by man and woman. Or woman and woman, he corrected himself, spying Christine Mellinger and her obvious interest in the happenings on stage. Spying that and, as her head turned toward their table, the look upon her face and in her eyes that, itself, suggested activities that could get one arrested in certain Southern states.
“Well we can handle him,” Jude assured his friend, then went on to share what he knew of Theodore Travis Malone of Boston, Mass. What his businesses were, his family ties, social and professional standings, estimated net worth, all information drawn on ‘sources’ which Mr. Jude Duffault referred to frequently but never saw fit to identify. But it was information that whizzed by Jay’s whiskey-flushed ears without taking hold because he was, at that very moment, otherwise engaged.
Engaged in a bout of eyelock with Miss Christine Mellinger, breaker of hearts and maker of hardons. It was probably just a second, Jay figured, maybe just a split second, though it was seeming a lot longer than either. A lot longer. A glorious few seconds or minutes or hours it was that her gaze lingered, and lingered upon him. Locked with his. Saying nothing, but also saying...something. Something remarkable simply by the fact that it was her playing eye footsies with him.
And then she was looking no more. Her head turned, back to the stage, those eyes sampling Buffalo Kabuki’s main course once again.
“Yo, farmboy.”
The nick drew Jay’s attention back to his buds. “What?”
Jude looked past Jay to Miss Plastic Fantastic herself, then right at his friend, a hint of annoyance clear in his stare. “I thought we were here to talk about making some green.”
“We’re doing that,” Jay said. “Aren’t we?”
“Some of us are,” Jude parried. “If Bunk and Steve can keep their eyeballs off her for one night, maybe you could?”
The man with the Midas touch or not, Jay knew his friend was right. Sure, he was the reason they were here, but they had all quit their jobs, not just Mr. Hot Shot. Steve and Bunker and Jude had all taken big old fucking leaps from a place where safe paychecks came with precise regularity every two weeks, and they had done so because of him. To be with him. To be together. What was it Bunk had said as they strolled out of S&M’s fourteenth floor office for the last time? What name had he given them? The Green Machine? Yeah, that was it. The Green Machine indeed. That was exactly what they were.
Correction, Jay realized. What they were going to be. So it was time to get serious.
“Right,” Jay said, signaling that he was a hundred percent present and accounted for. He took a healthy drink of Jack, knocking maybe ten percent off his attentiveness with that step toward the night’s inevitable state of drunkenness, and sneered dismissively in Christine Mellinger’s direction. “Fuck her. Let’s get down to it.”
And down to it they got, hashing out a rudimentary plan of action. Naturally, they first discussed the split of all moneys earned—four ways, evenly, it was agreed (or ‘fifty, fifty, fifty, fifty’ as Bunker put it, his own drunk coming on strong already). Next they divided up the responsibilities that would come with running their own firm. Steve and Jude would be the front men, the glad handers, the ass kissers, the cold callers selling a very hot product. Bunker, he would handle the research, research, research (some S&M lessons had been learned, and learned well), and would do everything necessary to support the Green Machine’s money making engine, Jay, who would work his magic (though no one put it that way, they were all thinking it) the way he’d been working it for nearly a month now, without fail. And they talked about clients, those that had indicated their desire to follow the Green Machine, and those who would be made to see the light. Raiding, they were clearly talking about, a practice not only frowned upon, but one that the boys knew could bring the broker’s best friend and worst enemy into the picture: lawyers. But, they all decided, fuck it. People had free will. If they wanted to dump S&M, or any other broker on the Street, it was their God given right to do so, and more power to them. So that issue was put aside, and for a moment it was thought that all had been discussed. But it hadn’t.
“You are forgetting one little detail, gentlemen,” Jude informed them. “We have a ready client list to get us going. We need a place to service these enlightened people who will bring us their money.” He emptied his glass with a long, slow sip that seemed a hyphen in the conversation, not a period, and held his empty high in the air to call the waitress over. “And I, gentlemen, believe I know just the place.”
Curious, glassy looks bounced around among them, but it was Jay who finally asked the question. “Where?”
Suzy got to their table before Jude could answer, though he seemed in no hurry to do so in any case. He seemed, in fact, the almost giddy keeper of some great surprise, some fantastic irony, and it was with a Cheshire Cat grin that he looked to pretty little Suzy and said, “One bottle of Jack to go.”
She smiled back, apologizing with a fence of bright white teeth. “We can’t do that. Sorry.”
Jude said nothing at first. He simply nodded, as though accepting the reality of liquor laws without argument. But he was not accepting of said realities, not in the least, and this became apparent when he his hand disappeared into his pocket and quickly reappeared with a C-note, which he laid carefully on Suzy’s tray. “That, baby, is for the bottle. Its twin is in my pocket just waiting to be reunited with his brother. I think from that you can figure your tip.”
Suzy eyed the money, then Jude, then the three fellows with him, then the money again for a very brief moment before taking the first twin and folding it as she stuffed it down the front of her skimpy red panties. “Get his brother packed,” she told Jude. “I’ll be back with your bottle in a flash.”
“Take your time,” Jude said. “You look good going as well as coming.”
She flashed Jude that super sincere smile, the same beam of glee she’d aimed at Jay that night he’d learned and forgotten her name., though this time he was not quite as drunk—not yet, at least—and in that expression of hers that had looked so sweet through a whiskey haze, he could see the bitterness that booze had conveniently twisted in service of its master. She was not as she had seemed, Jay realized, and so now scrutinized what else about her that had enticed, glimpsing her pretty little face as she turned and moved away, and what he saw was truth. Pretty little Suzy was not so pretty, and the wiggle that had stirred in him the things that would stir in young men now seemed to trail her like some bad imitation of a streetwalker’s mating call. It was made to order, suggestive, inviting. Vulgar, he thought now, and finally looked away and to his drink, which he stared at for a moment before downing what remained of it fast enough to bring an instant flush to his cheeks. What was the bumper sticker he’d spied on a weathered young woman’s red sports job once? Drink ‘til he’s cute... Damn if that wasn’t a plan, he wholeheartedly concurred. Liquor yourself up enough and anything could be made to look pretty damn good. Anything at all.
“Jude,” Bunker said, leaning (or maybe ‘tilting’ now, as things were) toward his friend. “That’s two hundred fucking bucks you promised her!”
“Bunk, we’ll be wiping our asses with hundreds in a few weeks,” Jude told him, with such pure confidence that Bunker backed away after a few seconds, smiling and nodding. Jude then looked right at the magic man himself and asked, “Isn’t that right, Grady?”
“Fuck yeah,” Jay said, knowing Jude was right. Knowing this all was right. Right as rain, and wasn’t that strange? he found himself thinking as Suzy snuck the bottle back to them in a bag and got the rest of the biggest fucking tip she’d probably had in her life. Strange not because of how it was happening. Or why. No, strange simply because beneath all the queer events, beneath all the knowing, somewhere deep, deep down in the bowels of the infinite universe where things were set to spinning, where things began, the undeniable understanding had suddenly risen in Jay that all this was supposed to be. That this, this wonderland of wonderlands, was the field upon which his destiny would be realized.
It was fate. His fate. And a pretty damn acceptable one at that, Jay thought, smiling big and wide as they all rose and moved as an unsteady unit to the door.



The space was huge, and raw, and empty. The floor was bare and hard, and the walls were scabbed with pieces of some covering that had not been so completely removed. Dead lights hung from the ceiling, as did the occasional tile, exposing the netherworks of ducts and wiring above. It was a wreck. And it was perfect.
“What do you think?” Jude asked them, his arms outstretched toward all corners of the space, the bottle of Jack strangled by the neck in one hand.
Steve turned slowly around, taking the whole place in. “This is really big.”
Jude passed him the bottle, and he took a swig. “This is fucking huge, Steverino.”
“How’d you find out about this?” Bunker asked, taking the bottle from Steve and downing a swallow as well.
“Let me guess,” Jay said before Jude could answer. “Sources?”
Jude snatched the bottle of Jack from Bunker and handed it to Jay. “Could be.”
Jay drank, and scanned the space, the only light that which was filtering in through the massive bank of windows spanning one full side of the area. Plenty of space, he thought. More than plenty. Room to grow, even. And all a place they could call their own, make their own.
“Oh,” Jude said excitedly, heading for one corner of the space and beckoning his buds to follow. “Over here. Over here.”
They went to where he stood. He took the bottle back from Jay and drew long on it. When it came away from his face there was a smile as big as the crescent moon upon it.
“What?” Jay asked his madly grinning friend, thinking he had two of those now...if this expression never left Jude’s face, for some reason.
“The spot, boys.”
They looked at each other, then Steve asked, “What spot?”
Jude jumped up and down on the solid concrete floor. “Does anyone know what is right below this spot? Right down there?”
“What?” Bunker bit.
“The fat man’s office,” Jude told them, then exploded into laughter.
“Fucking A,” Steve commented, shaking his head and grinning wide himself now.
“We’d be right above the fat fuck’s head!” Jude said with glee, then roared some more, almost doubling over.
“You are incredible, Duffault,” Jay said. He took the bottle of Jack and drank from it. “Incredible.”
Jude fought the mirth down. “It’s my way, buddy boy. You got your talent, I got mine.”
“Speaking of talent,” Bunker began, “just how did you get the guard to let us in the building?”
“Money, money, money,” Jude answered. “Plus he hates Mitchell’s ample guts. I guess the Old Man treated him like some thirties-era doorman once too often. ‘Hurry, boy.’ ‘Get that door, boy, God dammit!’“
Steve was nodding. “I heard him say shit like that, just like some Vuhginia plantation master talking to a slave.”
“Son of a bitch,” Jay said in admiration of his best bud once more. “You sure you need me, Duffault? You got plenty of your own moves.”
Jude reached out and took the bottle with one hand, and put the other on Jay’s shoulder as he faced him. “I need you,” he said with mock, almost weepy seriousness. “Will you marry me?”
They broke into laughter which rolled on, settling to chuckles and smiles as they wandered back to the center of the space. There Jude took the Jack and put the bottle on the pitted floor. “Right here is where it goes.”
“What goes?” Jay asked.
“The desk. Our desk. A big X.” He nodded to them, to himself, signaling that this was all for real. Really damn real. “X marks our spot.”
They all agreed without having to say a word. The Judester had done it again. An X for a desk. Cool it was, man. Mucho cool.
“So we can get this place?” Jay asked.
“With people like Teddy Malone on our client list we can,” Jude told him. “And fuck those hovels we’re in now. Find yourselves Realtors, boys, ‘cause we movin’ on up!”
They stood there, and they came together in a brotherly hug, an embrace maybe closer than that shared by blood relations. Because this coming together had been made. Made of their wants, their wishes, their dreams. Dreams that they all could just feel were coming true.
The Green machine had found its home. In this place, and in each other.
But there was one thing more to do. One thing before leaving. One more statement to make. An exclamation point to be put on their collective resignation. And since it was Jude who’d conceived it, and suggested it while they stood together, arms draped over one another’s shoulders, it was he who led the way, picking up their friend Jack as they left. “To the elevators, gentlemen.”
They passed the bottle around quickly on the short ride down, and when the elevator doors opened on fourteen and the Green Machine stepped onto the empty floor the bottle which Jude was holding by the neck was empty but for a skim of the brown liquid that had filled it. Empty, yes, but for a higher purpose.
“Shall we?” Jude asked, and slung his arm with the empty around Jay’s neck.
Jay nodded, a sophomoric grin cut upon his face. Cut upon all their faces as they trotted over to Stanley & Mitchell’s stately double front door and, after undoing their flies, whipped out the Johnson brigade and laid four steamy streams of piss on the entrance to the fat man’s lair.



 
Twelve
Some Dreams Deferred
Almost three weeks later the streak was still on.
It came in the change from meals, from purchases at the market, from change given to break a five, or a one, or two or three ones. It came in change accidentally dropped. From change laid on a counter to pay for coffee or a pack of gum.
And it always came. At least once a day without fail. And with the coins that would all show heads, there came the knowing.
And people came, too. Hungry for what Green Machine Partners could give them. For what a secret knowing they would scoff at could give them. They came, yes, and with them came their money.
And from their money came more money. And with said money came the possibilities that grew of things so green.
Things such as Apartment 1704 in the Riley House on Central Park West.
“It’s actually been reduced a little,” the Realtor told Jay and Carrie as they stood in the living room of the empty twelve room condo whose three thousand square feet and two balconies overlooked the green expanse of Central Park. “Down to one million six from one million eight,” she said, adding hopefully, “It’s available for immediate lease pending purchase.”
Carrie’s eyes flared involuntarily at the recitation of the price, and she turned away from the pleasant older woman in the burgundy blazer and whispered to Jay, “We can’t afford that.”
“Of course we can afford it,” he assured her in a normal tone that embarrassed Carrie and drew a tight, uncomfortable smile from the Realtor.
Jay walked toward one of the balconies, a seventy footer that connected the living and dining and music rooms on the outside. Carrie crossed her arms tight and caught up with him.
“Jay, we could buy ten houses in Floral Park for that amount of money.”
He stopped and looked at her. “This isn’t Floral Park,” he said coolly, then continued on to the glass doors that let onto the balcony. He opened them and walked out.
The Realtor hung wisely back, giving the young couple their space.
Carrie glanced back at the still smiling woman, then followed Jay onto the balcony, that part of her that was supportive and loving and nurturing saying, as always, Love him, love him, love him. And the him that she was telling herself to love, and support, was standing at the chest-high wall that penned the outdoor space, looking out over the park.
She, though, could only look sadly at the concrete and tile that was everywhere beneath her feet. “There’ll never be grass here.”
“There’s a sea of grass across the street, Carrie,” Jay told her without looking back.
“But it won’t be our grass.”
Jay turned to her, and looked at her, at the pitiful loss that seemed to be welling on her face, and then he walked past her and into the living room where the Realtor was waiting patiently. “We’ll take it.”
Carrie stayed on the balcony for a moment, wondering why he had said ‘we’ at all.



 
Third Interrogation
August 15...1:30a.m.
“We moved in two days later,” Jay told Mr. Wright. Then he paused. Thinking. Recalling the time. The feelings. Elation for him. Something else for her. “I picked a decorator who picked out the furniture, the paint, the art.” Something else indeed. “Carrie stood on the balcony a lot and stared at the park. I think now that maybe she wasn’t looking at the trees. I think she was looking at something farther off. Something lost.”
Mr. Wright seemed unimpressed with his prisoner’s newfound grasp of things past. “How insightful of you.”
Jay nodded at his captor. “I deserved that. I know.”
“What else do you know, Grady?”
“I know that I got busy, and she got left out. Fame came knocking and I answered.”



 
Thirteen
Going, Going...
“Come in, come in,” Jay said with all the grace and warmth of a man not yet tired of camera crews from national magazines invading his home. “Come right in.”
These photographers and their minions were from Time magazine, no reporter in sight since the wordly part of the story had been done at the office some days earlier. People, and the Times, and Newsweek had all been by to hear his tale and snap his picture already, and all had positively gushed at the place Wall Street’s golden boy now called home. The shutterbugs from Time were no different.
“Man, this is nice,” the one who seemed to be in charge commented, his pony tail flopping about as he sauntered into the living room and stood amongst the sleek new furniture all around, his attention drawn mostly to a lamp table at the end of the lavender leather couch. “This black lacquered table is going to positively glooow in the shot. Beautiful!”
“Terrific,” Jay said. The guy from Newsweek had thought the Darabene print above the mantle was dreamy, and the gal from People had drooled over the sculpted Italian marble hound’s head by the windows that let onto the balcony. The fellow from the Times had seemed most impressed with the big screen TV in the den, but in the end used a shot of Jay outside the building where Green Machine Partners was born. Everybody just loved the place and what he’d done with it.
Everyone but Carrie.
She stood now, as she had the other recent times their (his his his) new home was taken over to have lighting cables laid and flash umbrellas placed, back from the action, sometimes looking out at the park, sometimes gazing wonderingly at Jay, at her man, the hurt upon her face so clear that you might think she was ill. And in a way she was sick. Sick of this place, and these people, and sick of...sick of...
“I’m going out for a while,” she told him, grabbing her purse and stomping past on her way out, angry at so many things, pained by so much of what had happened, but most of all right then her heart was broken when he said not a thing to her and simply let her walk out the door.
“Okay, boys, I took the day off work,” Jay told them, beaming, glad she was gone. Things were better these days when she was not around. Less of a reminder of a mediocre old life, one he could hardly believe was once his anymore. One that Miss Carrie still clung to in hope and dream, for some reason, and what a waste of a dream that was, he thought. “So let’s make the shoot worth that. Okay?”
He settled into a chair nearby and let them do their thing, knuckles wrapping on his knee as he watched and waited, and not once did he look to the front door through which Carrie had left. Not once did he even want to.


The shoot was through at six, the photogs gone by half past that hour. Jay poured himself a glass of Jack and stretched out on the soft cool cushions of his three thousand dollar couch, closed his eyes, and listened to the sounds of the city as they spilled through the open balcony doors.
At seven, the front door opened, and then closed, and Jay heard a purse drop on the Travertine floor nearby. He opened his eyes and saw what he expected. Carrie was home. Her eyes were red and puffy.
“You’re back,” he said, and sat up so as not to be rude. Best not to be rude to the one you loved. Well, best just not to be rude.
She nodded and sniffled, and stood near the chair opposite the couch, her hand resting on its impeccably upholstered back. She had been crying, it was obvious, but at that moment she smiled. A small and futile smile. “I was sitting in the park, and I was thinking. Do you remember the Ferris wheel? At the fair when we were just out of ninth grade? We watched the fireworks, and it seemed like every time we got to the top the biggest rockets would go off. It was like we were supposed to be right there, right then. Together. You had your arm around me. My hand was on your knee.” Tears glistened her smiling eyes. “It was perfect.”
“What’s your point, Carrie?”
She drew the back of her hand across her nose. “My point is it’s not perfect anymore.”
“We’re adults, Carrie,” he informed her, taking a sip of Jack. “Things aren’t always perfect all the time.”
“I know,” she agreed. “But you don’t seem to care that it once was.”
Frustrated, Jay took a long belt of whiskey and set the glass down hard on the two thousand dollar leaded glass coffee table. “This is stupid, okay? All right. I’m sorry the photographers had to tramp in here, and I’m sorry the ones on Sunday knocked over a lamp, and—”
“Dammit, Jay!” She shouted, her fist thumping the chair by which she stood. “It’s not about the photographers or the reporters or the damn lamp they broke! I don’t care about that lamp! I hated that lamp! I hate everything in this place! I hate this place!”
And she stopped there, and closed her eyes for a moment to regain some calm, some composure. She hadn’t wanted to yell, to lose control. But she had. And Jay had heard her, loud and clear.
“Go on,” he said after the ringing of her outburst had died. “Am I next? Does your hate extend to me?”
“Hate you? I don’t know you enough to hate you anymore.”
“So what the fuck is this all about then, Carrie?”
“You, you blind, money hungry fool. It’s about you.”
He nodded dismissively. “Right. I see. I’m a fool because I want to do well. This is why you’re pissed off at me?”
“This has nothing to do with doing well, or being successful. It’s all about money to you. Money to buy things. This place, these...” She sneered at the room and its contents. “...ugly things you’ve put in here. Money for the sake of having money.”
He pointed harshly at her wrist. “Money bought you that bracelet, Carrie!”
She glared at him and ripped the gift from Tiffany’s off her wrist and threw it at him. It missed, sailing past his ducking head and crashing against the balcony window. “I didn’t want that! I didn’t need that! You gave it to me because it cost five thousand dollars!”
“Six thousand,” he corrected her as he sat straight again.
“You see, that’s it. I don’t care what it cost, but to you all it is is cost.” She stepped toward him, her face an imploring mask. “Jay, don’t you see what you’re doing? You have money, more money than you’ll ever need, but it still won’t be enough.”
“Enough? What are you talking about?”
“You know what I’m talking about,” she said, and from the blank look on his face he had either learned how to act far better than ever or...or he had truly forgotten. But how could that be? How could he forget who he was? “I’m talking about the fact that being rich now can’t erase being poor when you were a child.”
He glared at her, his fists bunching against the sofa’s leather cushions. “You’re delusional.”
“Am I?”
“I want to be a success and you...you want to make all kinds of shit out of it.”
“A success?” she challenged. “Measured how? By character? Respect?” She shook her head at him. “No, by dollars. By the stuff you call ‘green’.”
“So what?”
“So...” But she couldn’t communicate with him. Not who he was now, who he had become. But maybe she could touch what he was. The old Jay Grady. She went to him and knelt close to his feet and took one of his hands in hers. “Was poor all that bad, Jay? Was it? You had your mother, your father. You were together. It was tough, sure, but you had a family.”
He pulled his hand from her tender grasp. “What do you know about being poor?”
“My family didn’t have much money either, Jay. Times were hard for everyone.”
“Hard? Were they?” He stood and walked away from her, seething, then faced her once again, his face a rising tide of old pain and anger. “Tell me, when you were eleven did most of your folks’ farm get sold off at auction by a bunch of men in suits?” He waited briefly for a response, but none came. “No? Well, did a man from the Madison Merchants Bank tell your father he should have been a little less farmer and that much more businessman? Hmm? When you were eleven going on twelve was there still power coming down the pole at Christmas? Was it colder outside than inside at your house? Did you have to start killing the chickens that laid the eggs, just to eat? Hmm, Carrie Elizabeth Stiles, did any of that happen to you?” She rose from her knees and stood. “Did your father have to take a job sweeping up at the Miracle Dairy to try and hang onto the five acres the bank hadn’t foreclosed on? Did you have to go into town with your mother to try and barter some eggs for the back medicine your dad needed?” He paused, his eyes puddling with wet rage. “Did...did you ever have to wait in the car behind Chuck’s Filling Station while your mother went in to ‘talk’ with old Chuck about getting a few gallons of gas for the old Buick? Did you ever have to wonder how it was she got him to pump those few gallons with no eggs to barter and no money to pay, or why she always wiped her mouth a lot with the back of her hand and swallowed again and again and stared glassy-eyed at the road after driving away from the station?” A tear spilled down his cheek, then another. “Did your parents argue all the way into town one day while you sat in the back seat, wishing they would stop? Did your parents ever argue like that, Carrie, about little nothings because they were so damn embarrassed about having to go to the County Relief Office to ask for the first Goddamn bit of charity either of them had in their whole lives?” There was something in his gaze now, a distant madness glinting off the tears. “Tell me, were your parents driving home with that first fifty dollar relief check when a police car broadsided them in an intersection? Were your parents killed, Carrie? Did the front half of their car get sliced off in a collision and spin into a light pole? Hmm?! Did it?! Did your parents burn to death in the front of their old Buick while you screamed from where you’d been safely buckled in the back?! Did you?!” And she was crying now. Crying with him, for him. “Did your parents die for fifty damn dollars? Did they?”
And he stopped then for a moment and wiped his eyes. Breathed and regained some composure as he stared at Carrie’s tear-streaked face.
“Were you that kind of poor, Carrie? Was it like that for you, too?”
She wanted to go to him, but she knew that she could not. That he would turn away from her. All she could do was pity him with sad and empty eyes. “You see the bad, Jay. That’s all. You don’t even see the love they had for you, for each other, to do what had to be done.”
“They died virtually penniless, Carrie. When that police car plowed into them, two people with empty pocket and broken dreams were erased from God’s little ledger.”
She shook her head at him, lost at what she was seeing and hearing. “Why are you like this now? What has happened to you?”
“I’m getting ahead, that’s what. Far enough ahead that I won’t have to die for fifty dollars someday.”
“You think that,” she said, her head shaking again. “But you’re really losing yourself. That’s what’s really happening.” She chanced a step toward him, just one. “My God, Jay, we used to lay in bed and talk about getting married, and baby names, and how many boys and how many girls, and would there be shutters on the windows. Green shutters, remember?”
“The shutters were your idea,” he said, then turned his back to her and looked out to the buildings rising on the far side of the park.
“You crave something that I hardly care about, Jay,” she said to his back. “You need it more than anything now. More than anyone.”
And to that he crossed his arms and said not a thing.
“Is there love in your wallet, Jay Grady?”
And said nothing still.
“Part of me will always love you,” she said. “The rest will try to forget.”
Then he heard her walk away, and heard the bedroom closet door slide open, and heard clothes being yanked from their hangers. And as he walked onto the balcony and into the summer night’s air, he closed the door on the sound of weeping coming from inside.





 
Fourth Interrogation
August 15...1:50 a.m.
“It wasn’t a surprise,” Jay said, his voice resigned to things that had come, and gone, and could not be changed. A cold and guilty sadness filled him, and in a punishing way he thought it nowhere near cold enough. “I saw the signs.”
“Really?” Mr. Wright asked, mocking obviously. “You were one observant fellow, weren’t you? So what tipped you off, Sherlock? The way she withdrew when you shoved some new lifestyle she never wanted down her throat? Was that it?”
Jay hesitated, some anger holding him back, an animus toward this man who seemed to jar and jab him at every opportunity. Who seemed to revel in testing him. But his hesitance at that moment came less from that than from the sudden realization that this man reminded him so much of Jude, in so many ways. His surety, his command of the moment, his ability to toss desultory monikers about as easily as a less refined person might spit vulgarities—though the old Judester could play that game as well, Jay remembered. God, Jay thought, how similar they were. In another life Jude Duffault might never have shot for broker, instead choosing to do what this man did. Whatever the hell that was.
“Was that the sign that tipped you off?” Mr. Wright asked again, grinning superiorly, not knowing just how far off the mark he was in his thinking at the moment.
“No,” Jay said, shaking his head. “Not those kind of signs. His signs.”
And then the man who called himself Mr. Wright got it. “The bum.”
“Yes,” Jay confirmed, and he might have felt somewhat the big dog right then, but there was no juicy bone to gloat over. There was only bleak memory.
“There was something on his sign?”
Jay nodded. “The day before mine and Carrie’s blow up I was—”
“Monday?”
“Yes,” Jay said, replying to the interruption. “Monday. I was heading home after work. Jude was walking with me. He was talking about something. Probably money, I think it’s safe to say. I was listening. Until we got to the corner I was listening.”
“The corner?” Mr. Wright checked, then answered his own question. “Across from Trinity Church. And him.”
“When we got to the crosswalk and were waiting for the light, I could see his sign.”
“What did it say?”
“The same thing it said when I gave it a glance on my way into work. And then some.”





 
Fourteen
Sign, Sign, Everywhere A Sign
“Twenty percent, man, can you believe that?!” That’s what Jude was saying. It was one of the things he was saying. Exclaiming, actually, as the excitement over their weekly ROI was driving him. Sure, it was impressive, but impressive was the norm now. At least to Jay, it was. An expected part of happenings no more exciting than...no more exciting than every so often seeing a bunch of coins all come up heads. Of course from that there would come this thing that made this sweet ROI possible, that was making them rich and their clients a shitload of green to boot. Both things that hardly held Jay’s interest anymore, and not at all at the moment as he looked across Broadway to where his friend?/benefactor? sat on his upturned five gallon bucket and showed the world his sign for that day.
C A S H
‘N
C A R R Y
A rather simple one, Jay found himself thinking, critiquing, as the traffic noise and Jude’s euphoric rant blended to a singular background hum. Cash ‘N Carry. Well, there was plenty of cash these days, and none of them—he, Jude, Steve, or Bunker—were having any trouble whatsoever carrying whatever fell into their lap. Yes, Cash ‘N Carry it was, Jay agreed, wondering if maybe his take on it was what the sign meant.
It means what it means, Jay recalled, so of course it meant that. It meant just about whatever he wanted it t—
And that was when the airport van cruised by, passing between him and Sign Guy, between him and the sign leaning against the bum’s knees, then continuing down Broadway, leaving the way clear a second later again to see...
C A S H
O R
C A R R I E
Jay blinked, once, twice, then a third time to clear his eyes. To make his vision right again, because that wasn’t what the sign had said just a minute—
And another vehicle passed between them, a blank-sided bobtail delivery truck, its flat yellow cargo box a bright square flash that was there and then gone, leaving...
C A S H
I N
C A R R I E
Jay stared at the sign for a few seconds, and then he shook his head. Gave it a good, solid shake to snap this little thing that was not dancing coins, or knowing stocks, or even a placard announcing his waitress’s forgotten name, from his head. And when his head stilled and his gaze set upon the sign once again, another vehicle drove by, slower than the flow of traffic. A tour bus with Asian faces gawking out, taking in the grandly bland sight of Wall Street from its terminus. And when that, too, had passed there was left the grunt of a big diesel throttling away and the drone of Jude prattling on, and across Broadway...
C A S H
‘N
C A R R Y
Just that innocuous sign. And above it the bum’s happy face, smiling and nodding right at Jay.





 
Fifth Interrogation
August 15...1:59 a.m.
“Thinking on it now, that was probably the beginning.”
“Of what?”
“The change,” Jay answered. “When things turned...different.”
“Different how?”
“Bad,” Jay told him.
Mr. Wright hung on that one word for a silent moment. On its singular meaning, on how his prisoner had spoken it, clear eyed, clear voiced, as if bad was a bedfellow he had come to know and detest. “What turned bad?”
“The dream.”
“Your green dream?” Mr. Wright asked, his manner quieted, the antagonism he could wield deftly suppressed now. “How did it turn bad?”
“I heard someone say something somewhere—on a talk show, or maybe I read it—that when your dreams come true, your nightmares get jealous. Maybe the nightmares had been put on hold long enough.”
Mr. Wright nodded, in that way that meant, ‘Go on’.
“It started to change the day after the blow up,” Jay began, then specified before his captor sought clarification. “On Wednesday. At lunch.” Italian, Jay recalled. It had been years since he’d had good Italian food, but back then it had been good. Damn good, even considering the day, and what had been spinning about in his head. Even considering what began next. “With a phone call it started to change.”





 
Fifteen
Planting The Bad Seed
Jay sat at their table, a primo spot near a window that one could look out and see Liberty Island, and thought to himself as he carved off little bites of Grazi’s manicotti that he had come a long way from Reubens at Greenie’s. He’d come a long way from many things.
“So what’s up?” Jude asked him between bites of lasagna.
“What do you mean?”
“With you? All you’re doing is eating.”
“We are at lunch,” Jay said.
“No, I’m at lunch. You’re somewhere else.” Jude took a drink of Jack and Coke. Even at lunch he was doing Jack, now. “So where the hell are you?”
“Wherever it is, don’t go there,” Jay mildly warned his friend, and forked a bite of manicotti into his mouth.
Jude stopped eating and stared at his friend for a moment. “It’s her, isn’t it?”
Jay chewed, swallowed, and carved another bite without replying.
“Is she busting your balls aga—” Then Jude was grabbing for his hip to shut the pager’s beep off. He took modern technology’s equivalent of the leash in hand and read the number. It was the office, and there was a 911 appended to it. “Bunk must need something bad. I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time,” Jay said wishfully as Jude got up and headed for the phones. He could take all the time he wanted, Jay thought, because he was not going to think of Carrie this day. No, not this day, and not this night. That he had decided upon waking alone in bed for the first time in recent memory. She was out of his life, and out of his mind. Out of the way, too, of further possibilities. So Jude and his nagging could just stay away for as long as he wanted, a span of time that turned out to be not long at all Jay realized as he saw his friend hurrying back to their table, his face edged with that tight anger he could muster.
“Let’s go,” Jude told him, not sitting down. He took a hundred from his pocket and tossed it next to his unfinished plate of lasagna.
“What’s wrong?” Jay asked.
“Not here,” Jude said quietly but firmly. “Let’s walk.”



They walked briskly up Albany to Broadway and turned right there, heading for Wall, Trinity Church and its cemetery just ahead. Jude hadn’t said a thing yet, having seethed with silent fury all the way from Grazi’s. And Jay had just let him be, because he could see that something had really gotten to his buddy. Gotten to him and stoked his fire. But as they approached the church the boil within Jude settled to a high simmer and he started to talk.
“That was Steve who paged me. He got word from someone inside S&M that Mitchell is going to sue us.”
“For what?”
“Remember those agreements we signed that you were afraid of breaking? Well, inside there were some very proper non-compete clauses. And Teddy Malone, well, he was Mitchell’s prospect first, so it’s lawyer time.” And right then Jude thumped a fist against his leg and muttered, “Fuck!”
They walked in silence to the crosswalk and waited for the light, but once there Jude started up again, complaining about the effect a lawsuit could have on their fledgling business, what it could do to their potential client base. All sorts of ominous things that Jay heard without really hearing, his friend’s words fading to a drone that hummed along with the rough song of traffic, because over Jude’s shoulder there was something quite interesting unfolding.
“Come on. Just one picture? Human interest stuff. Trust me.”
It was a photographer talking, and the subject he was imploring was Sign Guy. Trying to get the bum to pose with his sign for a ‘slice of life’ kind of picture for the paper. The Times, Jay could tell from the tag on the cameraman’s bag.
“Come on,” the photog urged, but when Sign Guy still politely refused the shutterbug took another tack. “You know, I don’t have to get your permission. You’re on the street, fella. You’re news. I can snap your picture just like that.” He brought the camera up a bit, but not to his eye. Not yet. “I’m only saying it would look a whole lot better if you cooperate. Kind of get into it. You know?”
Sign Guy turned his smiling face left and right, and saw that there were a good many people around. Jay and Jude and about a dozen others, some waiting for the light, some obviously tourists gawking upward at the church’s spire. Yes, and some were even watching the little vignette between the bum and the photog play out.
Sign Guy seemed to consider all this, all these people that were witness to the interaction, and then he looked back to the man with camera, the man who was so subtly threatening him, and said, “All right, brother.”
“Good,” the photog said, and started to bring his camera up. But Sign Guy’s hand came up first. He had something to say.
“I’m sorry I was so reluctant, but I’m a bit shy. I’d like to tip the brim of my hat down, if you don’t mind.”
The photographer shrugged. Whatever. The picture was a bum and his sign, not a bum and his face and his sign. “Go ahead.”
And Sign Guy did tip his hat down a bit, covering most of his face, leaving just part of his smile visible, and that in severe shadow. The photog snapped a few shots, thanked his subject for the trouble, and was on his way.
“The fat bastard can ruin us!” Jude said with unintended volume. It drew Jay from the scene that had captivated him, and even garnered attention from others who stood nearby. Stood or sat, Jay realized, because the bum was looking his way now, too. Looking hard. “Ruin us, Grady. He can do just that.”
The light changed, and Jude and Jay stepped into the crosswalk, and when they reached the opposite side Jay glanced back and saw the bum flashing him the peace sign. And he was nodding.


Workmen buzzed about, though the noisiest parts of the remodeling work always took place after the market closed. Green Machine Partners was a business after all. For the moment it was still that, at least.
“Maybe he’s bluffing,” Bunker suggested to the rest of them as they sat around the X desk a craftsman had built for them their second day in the new office. Nearby a secretary and an assistant were monitoring the phones, and beyond them a gang of computers was watching the market, ready to act on predetermined instructions without input from anyone. Which was a good thing right then, because the ‘anyones’ who mattered had been engaged in a back and forth on the survival of their business for the good part of the afternoon.
“We’re threatening his pocketbook,” Jude replied. “Would you be bluffing?”
Bunker shook his head, and then looked off toward the window.
Jay saw defeat on his face, and anger on Jude’s, and on Steve’s there was some kind of resignation, as if he had just realized that, okay, it had been too good to be true after all.
And Jay? He was none of those things. Maybe because he could be the only true believer among them, the only one who knew how deep this dream of his that they were now all part of ran. How basic it was. How indefatigable. No fat old man was going to stop them. No way. Success was their destiny, because it was Jay’s destiny. The riches were there for the taking. All would work out just fine. This little speed bump on the road to their dreams would pass and be forgotten in no time.
And so he was not worried as the others were. What he was, though, was tired. Tired of the subject of their demise at the hands of an old gas bag who could hardly walk. “You know, what the hell can we do about it?”
“What do you mean?” Bunker asked, surprised by Jay’s calm.
“Have we been served with papers yet?”
Bunker shook his head. “You know we haven’t.”
“Then we can’t do anything,” Jay suggested. “Unless you want to go downstairs and drive a stake through his heart. So why are we sweating it?”
“This could be a big deal, Jay,” Steve said. “It could keep people from bringing their money to us.”
Jay shifted his feet from the top of the desk to the floor. “Jesus, it ain’t even happened yet and already we’re letting Old Man Mitchell dictate what we do—worry. Shit bricks. Just like we used to when we worked for him.” And to his feet Jay now rose. “Well, not me.”
He snatched his jacket from the back of his chair and slung it over his shoulder.
“You’re going?” Bunker asked.
“If we get served tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, we can deal with it then. I’m not putting life on hold. There’s too much out there waiting.”
And with that he left, striding past the workman and their power tools that would soon whine to life, out the door and to the elevators.
Jude followed and caught him just shy of their shiny steel doors. “Hey, what’s up?”
“Don’t start on that again, Jude,” Jay implored him, then stabbed the DOWN button and waited for the numbers above the door to tick up to fifteen.
“Oh, excuse me, there’s nothing on your mind?”
“If there is, it’s my mind. Okay?”
Jude nodded, figuring he was right on the money now. “It is the dairy queen, isn’t i—”
“We’re through,” Jay said suddenly, and turned toward his friend. “Carrie left last night. She went back to Wisconsin.” The cab had picked her up, and that was that. “At least I think that’s where she went.”
The elevator arrived with the customary DING, its doors sliding open. Jay stepped on and turned to look back out at Jude.
“Jay, buddy,” Jude began, keeping a hand on the door so it would not shut. “I know I was riding you hard about her, but...”
Jay shook off the almost apology. “Don’t sweat it. All her leaving does is open up the possibilities.”
Jude nodded and withdrew his hand. He watched the door close, and looked up at the numbers quite out of habit, and saw them count from fifteen down to eleven and stop right there.





 
Sixteen
Horace J. Mitchell...Doer
Horace J. Mitchell woke just after midnight, his eyes snapping open in revelation. There was something to do.
He had gone to bed at ten, as usual, and had gotten up some twenty minutes after that to bark at Alonzo that he was hungry and that he wanted the leftover linguine with marinara that he hadn’t finished at dinner. Alonzo, who some fifteen years earlier had been hired to drive Mitchell from home to work and wherever else he desired to go, had seen his job description change over time. He chauffeured the old man still, and acted as his bodyguard (an insistence that Alonzo Vallente had never quite understood—wondering just what the old man needed to be guarded against—but had nonetheless accepted, along with the fifty bucks more a week that came with the title), and had in recent years become something of a manservant, cooking the old man’s meals (Alonzo’s linguine with marinara and clams was Mitchell’s favorite, and Alonzo found himself cooking three pounds of pasta and a full two pounds of scrubbed littlenecks at least three times a week—not to mention baking the loaf of garlic bread and fixing the antipasto salad that simply had to accompany the main dish, and of course seeing that there was at least a half gallon of mint hyacinth iced tea to wash down the meal) and, pretty much all the time now, living in the back bedroom of Mitchell’s expansive and expensive thirty-third floor condo on the Upper West Side. So, when Mitchell had beckoned near ten thirty for a somewhat early midnight snack, Alonzo had dutifully warmed up the leftover pasta (which was enough for a regular meal for a normal person—maybe two) and had set it before the old man at the long dining room table, along with another full pitcher of the sickly green beverage his employer insisted upon with every meal. Mitchell had eaten, and Alonzo had cleaned up, retiring to the kitchen to read the paper once Horace J. Mitchell was back in his bed.
And now he was awake again, and a toss of his arm swept the covers aside. There was something to do. Yes, something to do.
Often he would bellow out to Alonzo to come help him from bed, and his trusty manservant would come, and would take hold of his elderly employer by the ample flab of his biceps, and would lean back and pull with all his own aging might until the old man was to a sitting position, and then with both hands Alonzo would tug until Mitchell was upright, wide and tall and ungrateful as always. Yes, often this would be the routine. But not this night. This night Horace J. Mitchell had something to do, and this night he would need no help. The covers off, his body revealed in its stinging white nightshirt, he swung his trunk-like legs over the edge of the bed and sat himself up with an ease he had not known for thirty years. And once sitting he leaned forward and put his meaty hands on the wide platform of his knees and pushed, and then he was standing. Standing in the near dark of his bedroom with something to do.
His cane was right there, just next to his leg, leaning against the nightstand with its hounds head handle waiting to be smothered in a fleshy fist. But he did not take hold of it. He moved without it. Walked without it. For the first time in oh so long he walked without it, and wasn’t it a wonderful thing that he was walking without it, on his own, step, step, step, walking toward his bedroom door, walking on his own two fat feet because there was something to do, oh yes something so very urgent to do.
Out of the bedroom and into the hall, not a hand on the wall for support, not a hesitation in his slow but steady pace. Down the hall, past the bathroom, past his study. Past the room in which Alonzo slept, walking on his own, turning on his own, turning into the dining room where he’d had a very nice meal just hours ago, and a particularly satisfying snack a bit after that, skirting the long table that had but a single, wide chair at one end, then out of that room and passing the brightly lit kitchen, quietly alive with the sounds of a radio playing salsa very low and a newspaper rustling and a chair squeaking and footsteps, and then Alonzo in the doorway saying something to his back. Something that did not matter as Mitchell walked away from the kitchen and into the living room, night streaming in from the windows that let onto the balcony.
Yes, yes, he thought as the darkness beckoned, something to do. There was something to do.
He moved through the furniture with surprising grace, not a bump nor a nudge along the path he took across the room, every stately chair and every exquisite side table in place after he had passed, every lamp erect and dimmed for the night. Still Alonzo was chattering on behind, but behind did not matter. Behind was not where there was something to do. Ahead was where he needed to be. Ahead. Out there. On the balcony with the night and his task.
He reached the long tall glass door and slid it aside, making the way open. Chill air spilled over him, the breeze that brought it tossing the hem of his nightshirt in great billows that approximated the sound of sailcloth tickled by light and fickle winds. His garment trailed him, flapping easily as he stepped onto the balcony, Alonzo calling to him now with some sense of confusion, maybe concern, but his own ears ignorant of such and his eyes wide and joyous and plying the night sky. On he walked, step, and step, and step, and weren’t there oh so many stars out this night, and step, and the solid, waist high rail that walled the balcony was just ahead, and step, step, and another step, and the cool air sizzled on his skin in ways that should have stung but did not, and toward the railing the enormous old man walked in the shuffling way that was, to him, as free as flight would seem to another, and nearing the railing his gaze came down from the black heavens above and set upon the knee-high concrete planter that Alonzo grew herbs in during the warm months. Basil and oregano and dill and rosemary would be scenting the crisp night air soon enough, and that would be a wonderful thing the old man thought, and with that thought so pleasant and new in his head he reached the planter and brought one thick leg up and placed his big foot upon it.
The rock solid container hissed and crackled as all of Horace J. Mitchell’s weight went to that one foot and the rest of what was him rose up upon the planter. Rose as if the hand of God himself had given him a boost. Rose as if the near five hundred pounds that was him was nothing more than the sum of his breath and his thoughts. As if lunar gravity had been installed on the balcony of his thirty third floor condo. With such ease did he lift himself that all that had come before—the rising from bed, the walking—paled when recalled and compared. Inside, near the kitchen, Alonzo gasped, and then came running toward his employer, and to Horace J. Mitchell these things did not matter because he was oblivious to all but that which must be done.
And a doer he was, yes. A doer he was.
Standing fully on the planter now, he lifted his foot again and set it firmly on the cap of the wide railing wall and stepped up until it was there that he stood, his nightshirt flapping with vigor now, high above the city with the dark and infinite universe above and something to do. Yes, something to do.
His gaze shifted once more, not skyward this time. Down. Far down. He spread his fat arms like wings, and the sleeves of his nightshirt wagged from them like the sickly shroud of some grotesque angel. But an angel he was not, because it was known to all that angels could fly, and when Horace J. Mitchell tilted forward in concert with a close and blood curdling scream from his manservant Alonzo, he fell toward the street far below like a quarter ton of old and flabby flesh would.
Fell, yes, but not without aplomb, or whatever bit of that a four hundred and eighty three pound man could in the situation. He arms remained outstretched, stubby wings that would never lift, and his nightshirt trailed behind him like some ornamental white streamer meant to mark the spot of a very important descent. And that it did, a blinding flutter of snowy satin that flapped and snapped all the way down and away from the luxurious hundred year old building in which he lived, its sound a sharp and unnatural racket that drew the attention of a young couple out for a midnight stroll. A couple who looked up just as the smiling fat man slammed into West 89th Street some twenty feet from them.
It all happened in a flash of white, and red, and colors and textures and smells and sounds that split the night like a show of dim and sickly fireworks, pieces of the massive humanity that Horace J. Mitchell had been arcing away like so many dead sparks from the depression his bulk had pounded into the street. His body was literally unzipped in a thousand places at once, all that it was, and all that was in it, exploding outward and through the instantly tattered fabric of his nightshirt in a spray of flesh and blood and bone.
And food, it should be said, his dinner that night and the snack that had followed flung away from the point of impact in chunks and glops of foul smelling yellow-green bile, striking the walls of the graceful old building in which Mitchell had lived, leaving tangled knots of partly digested linguini, and clams, and the marinara sauce that hued them the deep red of rich blood all upon the fine masonry facade, each speck and dollop of the mess dragging a mucousy streak toward the ground as gravity pulled it down.
Cars parked nearby were speckled instantly by a wide jet of sticky white fat, and the red of the man’s misted blood was stippled upon windshield and chrome and finish, the conglomeration looking like some horrid high school prank gone way out of hand.
But it was the young couple so near the disintegration of the enormous old man who knew the most of what gore this sight could be. The loudest, wettest POP either had ever heard scorched their eardrums and caused them to flinch, which was fortunate, just as the hurricane wind of human debris washed over them. Strips of the aged muscle from the old man’s legs whirled like bolas and snapped the young man about the face, one length of the bloody sinew actually wrapping itself around his neck. A chunk of Mitchell’s splintered fourth rib rocketed outward from what could easily be called ‘the blast’ and grazed the young lady’s left leg, gouging a half inch length of flesh from beneath her nylons before flailing past and shattering against a concrete planter outside the building’s service entrance. Both were bathed in a rain of pulverized viscera, pieces of liver and kidney and pancreas striking them about the face like soft, pulpy hailstones. A flap of skin, cast off the devastated body in a form resembling the shape of the state of Michigan (less the upper peninsula), slapped the young man on the lower half of his leg, adhering itself there as though it had found a new host and oh wouldn’t he please let it stay?
So fast it all happened that by the time the young woman’s inevitable scream leapt from her throat, more of the old man’s final repast had struck out and meshed itself brutally with her hair, leaving her looking like a cheap and bloodied medusa of the most vile kind. Her male friend, too, was not spared this last assault, a spray of masticated clams and doughy concretions of garlic bread peppering him from head to toe, stinging a thousand times at once and sending him reeling and retching to the fouled sidewalk where he’d stood. The young lady, though, did not lose the tasty pastry she and her boyfriend had so recently enjoyed. No, as he lay vomiting on the now slick and slimy pavement, she clutched her hands to her mouth, fingers folded down, and screamed at the wide puddle in the middle of the street that was all that remained of Horace J. Mitchell, the doer of doers.





 
Seventeen
Different Angels
He had come twice, and she three times. At least he believed so, but then who knew when it came to chicks? A moan, a groan, some shaking, and in her case a good dose of nails digging into the back of his head as though she feared both he and his tongue would up and run away before she reached her ‘moment of splendor’. But he hadn’t, and she had (or so it seemed), and now some minutes after their last go ‘round they lay in Jay’s bed, a sheen of sweat drying on their naked bodies and Christine Mellinger tracing little shapes on his bare stomach with her finger.
And Jay thinking. Thinking about Carrie. Wondering if she had ever faked. Wondering, yes, but somehow believing that she had not. Not because he was some master of the carnal arts, but because what they had shared in bed was...was different than what he had just done with the woman who lay next to him now. Deeper. More...right.
But that was over, and she was gone, and this was the way things were now. Real. Alive. Good. Yes, it had been good. Damn good. Felt good then, and still did now. Damn good. So forget Miss Carrie Stiles. Be gone with her. Good riddance.
“You want anything?”
Jay turned his face toward her, the Goddess of Eleven. Was Jude going to detest him for doing this? Was Bunker going to hate him for stealing his dream? Who knew? Who cared? Jude would have to live with it. And Bunker? Well, dreams came true for some...maybe other’s dreams as well. “No, I’m fine.”
“I have some more coke in my purse,” she told him.
“No, that’s okay,” he told her, sniffling right then as if on command. It had been his first time with the nose candy (he and Carrie had done some grass, which was okay, and once some mushrooms, which were not), snorted from her upturned pinkie nail soon after they’d come back to his place after dinner and drinks and dancing and, shit, a night that now seemed a blur. She’d hit, too, twice as much as him, and then they’d wrestled their way to the bedroom and out of their clothes.
“You have any wine?”
“Some Pinot. A nice swill from out Cali way.”
She scrunched her nose and shook her head against the pillow. “I’m in a white mood.”
“I’ll order a case of Chardonnay tomorrow,” Jay said, and she smiled.
“And Semillon?” she asked, pouting cutely, her glassy eyes sparkling manically.
“Anything you want...” And he left it at that, not knowing what to tag to the end of his words to her. Carrie had always been babe, or sweetie, or when they were feeling really cutesy, schweetie. But Christine Mellinger? What tag did she merit? Bunker would say Goddess. Jude would say slut. For now, Jay thought, he would just let what was said be said, with no endearments pasted to the end.
Her finger swirled up from his stomach and over his chest, playing through the curls of dark hair there. “I thought you’d be smooth.”
“You want me to shave my chest?” he asked, mostly jesting. Though she was no stranger to a razor he had learned. And the razor was no stranger to her, he thought with converse appropriateness.
“No.” She spread her fingers flat and combed through the modest amount of growth between his neck and navel. “I just remember looking at you at the club and thinking that you were...I don’t know...kind of sleek.” Her eyes gleamed as she said that, excitement and the fading coke buzz firing them. “Fast, you know. A mover.” She smiled and once more used just one finger on him, spinning a cyclone of curls midway between his nipples. “Smooth. I guess I thought you’d be smooth all over.”
God, she was good, Jay thought. Good talker, good lover, maybe good actress. But right then it just seemed good. So damn good.
He let her hand play with his chest hair a minute more before asking something. “When did you first notice me? I mean, notice me. Not just see me.”
She shrugged against the bedding. “I don’t know. That first night.”
“Which first night?” Jay asked, curious whether it had been before he’d started making a name for himself, or after. Though he had to admit that there was no way to know whether she’d be snowing him. If it could happen in bed with his head between her legs, why not in less intimate circumstances?
“The first night I went to Buffalo Kabuki’s,” she told him.
“You mean your first time there?” he probed, puzzled, thinking That night? The night the coins had danced. That had been her first time there, hadn’t it? None of them had seen her in there before then. Jeez, what a coincidence that would be.
Only, were there any coincidences any more?
“I didn’t even think you noticed me,” Jay said.
“I’m not quite as obvious checking people out as your friends are,” she explained. “But I noticed you.”
Why though? Why him? Why then? That night?
And then the possibility struck him, and he had learned not to ignore the possibilities. “Tell me, why did you come to BK’s that night? You’d never been there before, right?”
“No.”
“So why that night?”
“I don’t know. I was just leaving work, and walking to the subway, and you know that homeless guy down by the church? The one with the signs?”
Jay nodded, and managed to smile only a little. “Sure. I’ve seen him.”
“Well that day he must have been making a few bucks, because instead of the regular kind of things on his sign—you know, those weird things—well, that day he had an advertisement on there.”
“An advertisement,” Jay repeated, knowing two things: that she was wrong (that day his sign had said Take Meat Out To The Ballgame—this he remembered because it was the day after the Donzerly Light sign, and he had looked, and had thought how funny it was that for two days in a row the bum had made plays on baseball related things), and that she was probably right, as well.
Because It means what it means.
“Yeah,” she said, then giggled. “It said See Nips on Nips, and I thought that was, you know, kind of funny. And it said where, and I thought, what the heck.”
‘Nips on Nips’, Jay thought. Cute? Maybe. But not a chance in hell that would be on any billboard or bum’s sign anywhere in the city for more than a minute before someone from the ADL would be on the scene with a court order. Free speech? Yeah, right, sell that to the Japanese banks up the Street. It had not said that at all.
And it most certainly had. To her it had.
And to him? Some days later it had suggested in the most mild of ways that he should choose between his dream and his girl, and then that he should outright dump his girl, but really it had never said that at all. Cash ‘N Carry was all it said. But...
...it meant what it meant.
And now Carrie was gone. And Christine was here.
And the latter’s foot was rubbing slowly up and down his left leg.
“Do you believe in guardian angels?” Jay asked suddenly, a wisp of a grin tweaking his lips.
“I believe in the Blue Angels,” she replied. “Dated one of them once.”
“No,” he said, sliding right by her little joke. “Like someone watching over you? Making good things happen to you?”
She thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Do you?”
He looked at her, admired her up and down. “I’m thinking maybe yes.”
She slid closer and kissed him, and the hand she had had on his chest slipped lower now, down to his stomach and south of that still, until she had him stirring in her luscious grip. “Ready for another go around, babe?”
He drew back from her. “Don’t call me that.”
She seemed perplexed. “Call you what? Babe?”
“Call me something else,” he told her, no want of discussion on the matter. “Okay?”
“Sure, sugar,” she said, acquiescing, gripping him firmer still as their bodies pressed to one another once more and their lips touched.
And there it stopped. Right there, with passion flaring once more and the phone on Jay’s side of the bed ringing.
“Let the machine get it,” she urged him as he pulled back. “Please.”
“One minute,” he promised her, but empty that assurance would be. He picked up the handset and put its chill form to his face. “Hello.”
“Jay? You awake?”
It was Steve, he could tell. And, yes, he was awake, but why in the hell was Steve? It was two in the goddamn morning, a Wednesday morning, and his buddy sounded as wound up as he had been right after that first suck of powder. “Yeah. What’s up? It’s almost—”
“Do you know where Jude is? I can’t get a hold of him. He’s not at home and...oh, man, he’s got to hear this.”
Jesus. Steve was wired over something. “Hear what?”
“Mitchell’s dead.”
Jay sat straight in bed, dragging his body abruptly away from Christine. “Dead?”
She sat up behind him. “Dead? Who’s dead?”
“Quiet,” he told her, then into the phone he said, “When?”
“Tonight. This morning. A while ago. I don’t...oh, man, can you believe this?”
“What happened?” Had that heart that was mostly lard by now finally given out, or had some clot in the knotted veins of his tree trunk legs broken loose and popped a vessel in his big fat head?
“He offed himself,” Steve said, and there was three breaths of silence on Jay’s end. “Did you hear me? You there, Jay?”
“How?”
“He jumped off his balcony! Man, can you believe that?!”
No, he couldn’t. And...
The V, a wink, and a nod.
...and yes he could.
But he did not want to. Did not want to because...because...
The fat bastard can ruin us, Jude had said, standing right there. Right next to the bum. Close enough to be heard—but then that wasn’t a requirement, was it?
...weren’t there any coincidences anymore?
“I mean, I wished the Old Man dead,” Steve said, sounding ashamed over the inanimate wires that carried such emotions. “I mean, suing us and all, I wished some awful things. But this? Man, I didn’t want this.”
No, you didn’t, Jay believed. But had someone else? Some different kind of angel?
“How did you find out, Steve?”
There was sniffling on the other end for a few seconds. “Jake Schurr called me. Remember him? He was in the next cubicle to me at S&M. He was burning the midnight oil at work with his account broker and one of the execs, going over something that Mitchell wanted done, I don’t know exactly what. He didn’t say. All he said was the Alonzo called the office in a panic saying that the Old Man had just jumped off his balcony. Jake said he was crying and saying that he was in the kitchen and the Old Man just walked right by him with this big grin on his face and went onto his balcony and jumped. God, can you believe this?”
After a moment Jay asked, “Grinning?”
“Yeah, grinning,” Steve confirmed, sounding somewhat spent now. “Can you believe it?”
“No,” Jay lied calmly. He could believe it, as much as he believed no longer in coincidences. Or certain angels.
“Oh, man,” Steve said, and Jay could practically see his friend’s head hanging and shaking.
“Keep trying to get hold of Jude,” Jay said, and he was already reaching for his pants where they lay on the floor next to the bed.
“I will. I will. Man, can you believe this?”
“Find Jude,” Jay told his somewhat shocky friend, then put the phone gently in the cradle as he stood and stepped into his pants.
“What is it?” Christine asked, having held her tongue as so instructed.
“Mitchell’s dead.”
“What?” She pulled her knees to her chest and put a hand to her mouth. “Oh my God.”
Jay grabbed his shirt from the chair, and found his socks near his shoes.
“Jay...are you going somewhere?”
He pulled his socks on and stepped into his shoes, tucked his shirt in and decided to hell with the belt. He looked at her. “There’s a spare key on top of the fridge. If I’m not back by the time you’ve got to go to work, lock up.”
She watched him gather his own keys and his wallet, and take a coat from the closet. “Where are you going?”
“Angel hunting,” he told her, and then he was gone.





 
Eighteen
The Bridge
The taxi let Jay out in front of Trinity Church, and from where he alighted on the sidewalk he could see that the bum had left his spot. The upturned olive bucket was still there, as was his sign, leaning against the lamppost, whitewashed and ready for the next day’s message. But the Yuban can was gone. Gone into the night with—
There! Jay saw it. Saw him. Sign Guy, walking up Broadway, almost to Pine and heading north. Strolling casually along with something under his arm. The Yuban can. His take from the day—take being such an appropriate word, Jay thought (a thought he might have smiled in concert with not long ago, but not now, not this night, not ever again). Yes, it had to be the can under his arm, but where was he taking it? Home? Did the bum have a home? Jay wondered, the question never having struck him before. He certainly could afford one, considering his aforementioned take. And if he was heading for that place now, wouldn’t it be nice to catch him there? To be one up on him and know where it was he went home to at night? To confront him there?
Yes. Yes it would, and for that reason and in pursuit of that small triumph, Jay started off after the bum, crossing Broadway and hanging back in the shadows.
Past Cedar and Liberty and Maiden Lane Jay followed him, Sign Guy never looking back the half a block or so that Jay kept between them. He was unaware, just as Jay wanted it, and stayed that way past Ann Street, and still in the dark as he veered right onto Park Row, traversing Beekman and Pace University, City Hall off to his left and the entrances to the Brooklyn Bridge ahead and to the right. And on he walked, eyes forward, jogging a bit as he bisected Park Row on an angle. To Jay, following as best he could in this more open space, it looked as though Sign Guy was heading for the bridge. If that were so he would be aiming for the entrance to the pedestrian bridge, the wide, catwalk like structure that ran eighteen feet above and between the bridge’s roadway, giving walkers and joggers and cyclists a safe path across the East River, one not shared by cars. Yes, that had to be where he was going, Jay decided, ducking behind a van fresh from the fish market as it slowed in traffic. He was crossing to Brooklyn, Jay saw, hurrying now so that the bum did not get too far ahead of him. He must live in Brooklyn, it logically seemed, and Jay was wondering if he had the nerve or the stomach to follow him all the way there, and thinking that maybe he would just confront him maybe halfway across on the pedestrian bridge. A perfectly reasonable plan, he thought, but...
...but one that was not going to work, because the bum was not taking the pedestrian bridge. No, he was doing something completely different than that. Different and insane, Jay knew as Sign Guy walked onto the bridge, taking the rightmost westbound lane as his own.
And coming fast were a pair of hot white eyes, motoring straight at the bum, bearing down on him. Jay cringed, watching as the car drew closer, and closer, coming fast, coming very fast. So fast that the urge to cry out built within Jay, an almost unbearable want to yell, to tell Sign Guy to hurry left, fast, man, fast, and hug the rail ‘cause that car had a bead on him. A dead on bead. Yes, he wanted to scream out the warning, and he might have had not the most unexpected thing happened.
The car slowed.
On the fucking Brooklyn Bridge at two in the morning it slowed, and slid easily over one lane, and never signaled any annoyance at the intrusion into its lane. No horn blaring, no curses shouted through an open window, no obscene or threatening gestures made. Nothing expected happened at all. The car, a primer gray Nova leaning hard toward Jay on bad right side springs, simply moved aside and surrendered the lane in a way most civilized, its driver staring straight ahead with a big quarter moon grin smeared upon his face. A grin that Jay knew, that he had seen upon another, and upon those who came across this person—or who crossed this person, Jay now suspected, considering what had happened earlier that evening. A grin that drilled a chill into the pit of his stomach as he now watched it pass, its mark upon an unsuspecting schmuck just out for a late drive, or heading home from work, or doing whatever it was that one chose to do. Only, choice had nothing to do with this now, Jay knew, and that knowing begged its own question. Its own frightful question.
If he can do this, can do what he did to Mitchell, what is there that he can’t do?
And suddenly, upon brief reflection of that thought, all that had seemed so right about the gift given him by this bum seemed so much less that, and so much more...sinister.
It was a foul realization, and it roiled in Jay’s gut, spawning a sick warmth that threatened to rise and send him retching to his knees.
But he did not let it. He forced the rush of nausea down and continued on, following the bum onto the bridge, watching as more cars came. One, two, five, ten, twenty. Car after car after car, all slowing and moving almost congenially out of the way, every driver, every passenger in each radiating that hap-hap-happy face on loan from the granter of wishes himself. Even a police cruiser yielded the way, throttling back and gliding by as though no infraction were being committed, as though the two smiling patrolman in front were blissfully blind to all but what someone wanted them to see. What Sign Guy wanted them to see.
And on he walked, on they walked, Jay staying close to the stout steel support posts and the horizontal rails meant to keep an errant car from plunging into the drink. He hugged these members, the bridge’s skeleton, stealing what shadows he could from them as the slow rush of headlights crept eerily by in some weird procession reduced to slow motion. Weird, yes it was, but weird seemed to be the rule in things related to the bum. Weird. And wondrous. And, after what had happened this night, something far from either of those, Jay thought. And that thought pushed him, made him determined to confront the granter of wishes. Made him want to know what the purpose was for this little sideshow on the bridge.
And know he did as Sign Guy reached the halfway point of the old and classic span and stopped. Stopped and turned and looked out upon the river’s black water. Jay inched forward, slowly, masking his presence in the patches of night that swelled and receded with the headlights of each passing car, stopping fully some yards from the bum and watching as he rested the Yuban can on one of the side rails and removed its lid, tucking the round of plastic into his waistband. Watching with trepid interest as he slipped a hand into the can and pulled it back out, dirty green paper sprouting from the fist bunched around it. Eyes gaping in complete disbelief as that hand groped out past the railing and let go the wad of hundreds it held, scattering them to the breeze and committing them to the waters far below.
“What the hell...” Jay whispered, but the whisper seemed to be enough. Or maybe it hadn’t mattered at all.
“Peace, brother,” Sign Guy said, never looking up or away from his task. His casting of money into the night.
Jay stepped from the shadows, the headlights of oncoming cars splashing upon him like gusts of white wind that came and went as each passed. “What are you doing?”
Now the bum did look to him, smiling that smile. That smile that was his alone—or his to loan. That smile that right then seemed closer to mad than glad. “Making a deposit. What else?”
“Those are hundred dollar bills,” Jay observed incredulously, stepping closer.
“‘Tis better to give,” Sign Guy sermoned, a car passing close behind sending a wash of night air by him as he loosed another handful of bills, thousands of dollars that fluttered down and away from the bridge like a swarm of gigantic green moths.
“Throwing money off a bridge is giving?” Jay’s head shook in slight denouncement of that. “No, giving is what those people did who slipped that money into your can. Only, is it really giving if they don’t choose to give?”
“Choice is a relative term.” And more money still floated down toward the water.
“Relative to what?”
“To what I want.”
A chill spread upon Jay like a skim of icy rain. “You’re a pickpocket. That’s what you are. That’s all you are.”
“I didn’t pick yours...”
“I didn’t have anything worth giving,” Jay reminded the bum. “I wasn’t rich.”
Sign Guy nodded, the last of the his take from that day slipping from his grip and drifting down, down, down to be swept away. “But you are now.”
Yes, yes he was. His proverbial pockets were full now. Bursting, in actuality. He had money to burn. Money to buy sleek apartments, and fast cars if he wanted. Money to beckon women, to draw them to him—to it. Money, money, money. Green as far as he could see. And it all came from what? From a few coins. A dollar fifty five that he’d given the bum. Change that was now at the bottom of the East River with everyone else’s offering to Sign Guy.
And there the difference lay. In the offering. In what was offered—or taken. “They don’t even know. You just make it happen.” He swept a shaky hand at the surreal drama that that night on the bridge had become. “Like you’re making this happen.”
“Making things happen is no trouble at all,” Sign Guy said, his smile pulling back at the corners, his face seeming mostly a curving hole now, a fence of white teeth inside, and darkness beyond them. “Making them happen with a bit of panache is where the fun lies.”
“It was you,” Jay said, the accusation mostly breath. The chill upon him sizzled, goosebumps sprouting from head to toe.
“The fat man?” Sign Guy asked, coy as a child. “Or should I say ‘the splat man.” He grimaced mockingly. “You know, I might stroll by sometime and see where the girth met the earth.”
Jay shook his head. “Why? Why did you do it?”
“Because your friend was right—the fat bastard could have ruined you. He would have, too, you know. You have to know that.” Sign Guy surveyed Jay then, seeming to puzzle over him. Over his inability to ‘get it’. Or...was it unwillingness? “You seem shocked.”
“You killed him,” Jay said. He hadn’t bargained on this. Would never have bargained on this. “Murdered him.”
“He killed himself,” Sign Guy countered.
“You made him do it!” Jay shouted. He gestured at the traffic sliding unnaturally by. “Like you’re making this happen!”
Sign Guy shrugged, his smiling lips pursing a bit. “Not all that different from what you’re capable of.”
“Me? Coins come up heads and I see a little piece of the fucking future, fella! That’s all! That’s nothing close to what you did!”
Again the bum demurred, his shoulders rising and falling once. “Are you sure about that?”
“What are you talking about?”
“A...theory,” the bum began. “If your mind’s eye envisions something, and it comes to pass, then is it not possible you made it happen?”
“What are you saying?”
“Does the vision cast a coming reality in stone?” Sign Guy asked, hugging his empty Yuban can close. An empty vessel that would fill with the new sunrise.
Jay swallowed, the possibility, the suggestion of the possibility, troubling him. “I didn’t see Mitchell jumping.”
“No, I do have to take credit for that. But you do see things.”
“See!” Jay yelled, hitting that point, that difference. “I know what stocks to pick. I don’t make them perform.”
Sign Guy shrugged. “Maybe it is just one of those queer conundrums. A chicken or the egg kind of thing. Let it be what you want.”
Air whooshed in and out through Jay’s nose, fast and frantic. This guy was insane. Out of the world fucking INSANE! Murderous and INSANE! And he hadn’t wished for this. Not this. Riches, yes. But some protective bum with the power to divert bridge traffic, or make old men dive off their balconies? No. No, he hadn’t bargained on that at—
“Are you changing your mind, Jay Grady?” Sign Guy asked, puzzling over his young friend. “Are you ready to throw it away?”
Jay stared at him, trembling inside. The bum was reading him. Knowing him.
“Fate crossed our paths, but if you would rather your dream go away...” Sign Guy offered, his smile changing, half of it drooping crazily as if some part of the mechanism that worked it had come unhinged. “Is that what you wish? To be free of what I’ve given you?”
Jay looked fast right and saw a pair of headlights swing his way.
“To be free of me?”
The car came at him, the driver beyond the glare of the lights grinning madly, and Jay jumped back toward the lopsided lace of steel at the road’s edge. Just short of impacting the bridge’s tangled skeleton and crushing Jay, the hands on the wheel jerked hard left and took the car (weapon? instrument of persuasion?) back into its lane of travel.
“Is that what you want, Jay Grady?”
Jay hesitated, frozen by the question, and the threat so obviously attached to it. The threat just demonstrated. It mixed with all the possibilities the bum had just suggested, all the sinister implications of the reality just presented him. Gripping the cold iron girder at his back still, he thought on the choice given him, and thought, and thought, mulling on it for so long a time that he realized that not responding quickly, and with a resounding ‘YES!’, facing whatever consequences might come with such a response, spoke far more to his state of mind, to what he’d become, to the truth of Carrie’s appraisal of him than any simple ‘no’ ever would.
“I thought not,” Sign Guy said, pleased. With himself. With the whole wide world right then. “You’ve chosen wisely, my young friend.”
“I’m not your friend,” Jay said, coming away from the steely mesh and taking a step back from the bum.
“You’re welcome,” Sign Guy replied obliquely, but by then Jay was already a good distance down the bridge, running for all he was worth as traffic zigged toward him, horns blaring and brake lights flaring.





 
Sixth Interrogation
August 15...2:28 a.m.
Jay stopped, lost in the memories’ foul wake.
Mr. Wright studied him briefly. “I know what’s got you: you’re wondering what would have happened if you’d told him to fuck off right there on the bridge.”
Jay sneered at his captor. “What are you—psychic?”
Mr. Wright ignored the insolence. His prisoner was talking, and that was half the battle, so a little attitude now and then had become inconsequential. What was quite consequential was the unspoken second half of this battle, because from the tale Mr. Wright would have to mine the truth. The truth to what he had witnessed, and to what the man across the table from him truly was.
“Why didn’t you tell him to fuck off, Grady?” Mr. Wright asked again.
“Maybe I was afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Of getting run down by one of those cars, or of taking a leap into the East River with a crazy smile on my face. Is that a good enough reason?”
“It didn’t bother you?” Mr. Wright asked, his eyes slitting with disdain. “What he’d done?”
“What was I going to do? Who was I going to tell? And what would I tell them?”
“So you just accepted it?”
Jay thought on that very briefly. “I convinced myself it didn’t matter. I told myself lots of things. That Mitchell was old. That he was going to kick someday soon anyway. That maybe he did it on his own, and Sign Guy just knew about it. I told myself those things, and when believing them got hard I told myself that he was a ruthless bastard who got what he had coming.”
“What humanity,” Mr. Wright observed with cold judgment. “Did your parents teach you that, or did you just pick it up along the way?”
Jay glared at him. “Do you think I wouldn’t give anything to change all that happened? Maybe things would have been different if I’d done like you said and told him to fuck off, but I don’t think so. I think this fate was cast in stone from the minute I gave him that buck fifty five. No—from the second I remembered the donzerly light. That was when this fate was cast.”
“You mean your fate.”
Jay shook his head. “There were more lives than mine weaved into this fate. I understand that now. My destiny was not my own. My life was not my own. I’m not sure anyone’s is completely their own. Not even Sign Guy’s. I really believe now that life is a...well...a random collaboration.” He eyed Mr. Wright, waiting for a reaction. None came. “I don’t expect you to understand that. Not yet.”
“Then make me understand,” Mr. Wright said, using a variation of his ‘how’ or ‘tell me’ mantra once more.
Jay still wasn’t sure that was possible. He hadn’t been when starting to tell the tale, and he wasn’t now.
Yet, he had started, and he had come to this point. He could speak of things past. Could let them out again.
But all ‘til now had been only...odd. Fantastic. Weird. Even troubling. What came next, what began next, were the first blind steps toward a precipice shrouded in darkness. Not a darkness born of night, or mere absence of light, but one that was birthed in the human soul. In tainted corners of the human soul.
He’d waded into that darkness, not feeling cautiously ahead, not testing the next step with his toes, and he had gone over that precipice. Had fallen.
Could he travel that black path again, in memory this time? He believed so now. It was only memory, he told himself, and memory couldn’t hurt you.
It could only drive you mad.
Hot breath hissed in and out his nose.
“It was the best of times after Mitchell died,” Jay said with a quiet but obvious shame.
“How so?”
“It rained money. That’s the way it seemed. We were unstoppable. In the two months after he died we pulled in two million in commissions. Two million. Not bad for four young turks loose on the Street.”
“So times were good. They obviously didn’t stay that way.”
“No,” Jay concurred, “they didn’t.”
“What happened?”
“Someone got wise,” Jay said with soft, uncertain reverence for the moment still. “I still don’t know why, or how, but someone got wise to him.”
“To the bum.”
Jay nodded.
“Go on.”





 
Nineteen
Give And Take
It was a Wednesday, a hot August Wednesday morning, the twenty third of that month in nineteen eighty nine, and Jay Grady was beginning to think as he walked to work through Manhattan’s thick warmth that both Christine and Jude were right. She had made her feelings known that morning, a full month after Jude had suggested that, uh, buddy, you can afford not to take the subway now, and had further informed him of amazing things called limousines that came with drivers, and phones, and built-in bars. And, oh yeah, air conditioning.
Jay glanced at the yellowing sky above the spire of Trinity Church, the sky that, at eight o’clock in the fucking morning, was already spilling wet heat into the city, and thought that, yeah, a climatically-controlled seventy degree ride would have been nice right about then.
But what would he have to give up to have that? To travel about the city in a style his new status and its accompanying bankroll could provide? Some green, sure, but there was green to burn (though he had actually only done that once, for real, just a few weeks back when Christine said it would get her hot to see him light up a cigar with a C-note). Yeah, some money and little else. The only other thing was...
...he might not see Sign Guy.
Sure, maybe in a glimpse through the deep tint of auto glass, but that, Jay felt, would not be enough. Strange as it was even to him, he felt drawn to the (what was he? really? what?) bum, though he had not spoken to him since the night on the bridge, a night he had come to terms with through heavy doses of rationalization, and the comfort of his two best friends—Jack Daniels and Christine (and sometimes her little white buddy)—when the former wasn’t holding strong. Yes, each day he came this way, subway to station, station to street, street to work. Feet to the pavement, a solitary stroll down Broadway to the crosswalk, the same pair of white lines that bridged the street every minute out of three. The same crosswalk that began a whisper’s distance from where his mystical benefactor had staked his claim. And not a word would Jay speak. Not a syllable, not a peep, though the bum still looked up every morning when Jay stopped to wait for the light to change and flashed him the V and uttered the familiar, ‘Peace, brother.’ And to that Jay would nod, and nod only, because, the truth be told, there was menace deep in the twinkle of the bum’s smiling eyes. A menace Jay had come to know the night he scrambled off the bridge with dozens of grinning drivers playing chicken with his backside.
A menace Old Man Mitchell had felt for a split second when the hard and dark street had popped him like a zit.
Yet still he traveled this road, subway, street, crosswalk, and the reverse on his way home in the evening, and with each brief encounter Jay began to feel more and more like a moth that had figured out too late that candle flame was more than a bright and special light. Something more hurtful and dangerous than that special kind of light.
And like the moth, he did not turn away. Could not turn away from that special kind of light. And, God, why was that?
It was that question these days that troubled him most.
So this Wednesday, like all the other days of the week since Mitchell had done his grand exit, and since Jay had watched the bum make his deposit into the East River while traffic parted for him like the red sea, Jay had every intention of nodding to the greeting that would come as soon as he reached the crosswalk and then be wordlessly on his way. But intent was never translated into action this steamy summer morn, because a few yards or so from the place where Jay would pause and wait to safely traverse Broadway he stopped altogether. Stopped and looked ahead to the strangest sight he could recall since the night on the bridge. Just up the street, right in front of the church, some old fellow was yelling at Sign Guy.
“I want it back, fella,” the man demanded, his face flushed from the viperous mix of heat and anger, his fist balled tight and thumping the air between him and the bum.
And to this, Sign Guy smiled. Smiled as the stares of passers-by danced over him and the balding gent voicing some dispute.
“It was a fuckin’ mistake!” the man shouted. Beads of sweat bloomed on his ample forehead and dragged glistening streaks down his face. “I’m not crazy! Why would I give you a hundred bucks on purpose?!” He gestured derisively at Sign Guy. “Why would I give you any money?”
Jay drew closer now, near to the crosswalk, more heads turning toward the tempest. The suits and the skirts taking in a sight quite opposite a perceived norm—a businessman (suit, tie, briefcase, and a Journal tucked under his arm, of course) was berating a bum, something reminiscent of the man bites dog cliché. And though cliché it might be, Jay thought as he reached the curb by the crosswalk proper, there was something wrong with this scene. Wrong because this man was biting a dog that he somehow knew had bit him first, picked his pocket, wronged him. And this man looked not to be afraid of the dog at all, which was not a good thing, Jay knew, because the very real possibility existed that this dog was mad.
But this man would not know that. He already knew too much, namely that he was light in the wallet—and knowing that was miracle enough, Jay thought. What was in the bum’s head he could not be aware of. What the smiling fellow with the sign was capable of was something he could not know, and that could be a dangerous thing. A very dangerous thing, Jay knew all too well. And for that reason he was damn glad that there was a good number of witnesses around, and the angry man still shouting at the bum should be thanking his lucky stars for that one as well.
“I want it back! Now, dammit!”
Sign Guy kept his look straight on the man as he reached up and took his hat off, dragging the sleeve of his white cotton shirt over his forehead to mop up the sweat that had gathered there. All the while smiling that smile. While he put his hat back on there was that smile, and as he picked his Yuban can off the ground and set it on his knees behind the shield of his sign there was that smile, lips parting a bit now over pickets of clenched teeth, and as he peeled the plastic lid partly back from the top of the can and slipped one hand into it there was that smile, teeth and the curl of his lips and cheeks puffed taut above the expression, and when his hand came out with a single hundred dollar bill between the fingers there was that smile, tight and chiseled now like a stamp of permanent happiness upon his face, a happiness that might have been true were it not for the pale fires of malevolence blazing in his eyes.
“I’m sorry to have troubled you, brother,” Sign Guy said to the man, and held out the hundred like one might a peace offering.
But that it was not, and that it would never be, because the balding man first looked at the refund as though surprised by it, his lips pursing and breath hissing in and out, sweat twinkling on his face like a galaxy of mini stars. Very quickly, though, he quashed his shock at the reality that the bum was giving up a hundred bucks without so much as a verbal parry to outrage directed him and grabbed the money that had been his that morning. An hour ago, he thought. That was when he had given it to the bum, this nut with the sign, and why had he done that? Why? He couldn’t remember the why as to it, but he had, not ten minutes ago while seated at his terminal readying trades for the day, recalled that for some insane reason he had given the bum money, and that money had been a hundred fucking dollars!
Well, that money was back in his possession now, and the man slipped it back into his wallet and took his handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the bolt of white linen over the damp heat wicking atop his bare head.
“Peace, brother,” Sign Guy said to the man.
“Peace nothing,” the man replied, tucking his handkerchief away and turning from the bum just as the light changed.
Jay was still looking at Sign Guy as the man moved past him and into the crosswalk, the first one to step between the fat white lines, and all that he witnessed next came so fast that he hardly had time to look away from the bum and see the car that had roared through the red light, and glimpse two people behind the bald man jump back just in time, and hear the engine revving as though the accelerator was being mashed to the floor, and catch sight just feet away of fingers clamped hard on a steering wheel, and eyes wide behind the windshield, and between the fingers and that gaping gaze a grin cut upon the face of a woman as she steered her car into the man who had troubled the bum.
The bald man only had a split second to glance left, and no time to react beyond a futile scream. His legs crumpled on impact by the Jaguar’s bumper, his body bending onto the hood as his lower limbs had new joints snapped into them. His head thudded sickly off the sheet metal as the rest of his body tumbled toward the hood, the Jag’s sleek profile scooping his shattered body and vaulting it into the air, sending it spinning in a macabre aerial cartwheel until it slammed into the street to a chorus of screams that nearly drown out the crackle of his spine snapping.
People rushed to him. Pedestrians who had witnessed it, drivers waiting at the light. Someone ran for a phone to call for an ambulance.
Jay, though, stayed back from the commotion. Stood back and looked again to Sign Guy.
“Peace, brother,” the bum said, flashing him the V as the first sirens began to wail in the distance.



The police got there first, a blue and white cruiser having pulled up to the intersection of Broadway and Pine just as the Jag screeched to a halt and skidded onto the curb a hundred feet past the crosswalk. EMS came next, but by the time the first paramedic gloved up and got a look at the man and the crown of his head split open, taking a pulse would have been a waste. An ambulance came, but ended up tending a woman who had fainted after seeing the horror play out before her eyes. The photographers came, too, taking shots of the Jag, and of its hysterical driver, balling uncontrollably and screaming ‘what happened, oh my God, what happened’, and of course plenty of shots of the corpse splayed out in the middle of Broadway, covered by a sheet that was spotted red.
People were crying, others consoling, and to each and every one of these people who had seen what happened the police wanted to talk. Including Jay and Sign Guy.
“Did this guy have the light?” a cop was asking Jay. His collar was soaked a darker blue, as were the armpits and sides of his uniform shirt. The heat was bad. So were other things.
“He did,” Jay answered, looking past the officer who was questioning him to the bum. He was being questioned as well, and was cooperating fully, Jay could just hear, telling the tale as it appeared. Man walks into crosswalk, crazy driver runs him down. That was the way it had played out, wasn’t it? That was what had been seen.
Except in this case, appearance wasn’t everything. It was hardly anything at all.
“And this Jag just ran him down, right?” the cop inquired further, looking for more confirmation of what everyone had witnessed. And what could be said against something so concrete as that which had happened in front of two dozen sane and reasonable people? What truth could be spoken that would be believed?
“Right,” Jay replied, watching the maker of the truth he understood give his own inquisitor what he wanted to hear. Watching that officer nod approvingly as he was fed the convenience of rational thought. Watching as they shared a smile, and as the wagon from the morgue backed toward the body, photographers rushing forward to get a bead on this part of the drama. Watching as one of the cameramen peeled off of the pack—the same one who had some months earlier snapped that ‘slice of life’ photo of Sign Guy’s downcast mug—and shouted a ‘Hey!’ as he brought his camera to his eye and aimed it at the cop and the bum, maybe wanting a ‘background’ shot for this event. Watching the bum and the cop both look up and away from Jay as the strobe flashed, and then as the photographer lowered his camera and continued on toward the meat wagon. And watched as Sign Guy’s eyes tracked the man who had just snapped his picture, his head turning so that Jay could see his face again, a face that was not what Jay had known all these months. A face whose expression was bland, and ashen, and slack.
A face without a smile.



 
Twenty
Shorted
It was becoming a ritual of sorts. Jay and Jude, out for a nice meal while Steve and Bunker held down the fort. Usually lunch, but this time it was dinner, at the Hudson River Club, Jay’s choice a plating of duck breast over greens, and Jude’s a perfectly charred strip steak paired with rosemary potatoes and summer squash.
But ritual or not, it was no ordinary meal, because it had been no ordinary day.
“Poor bastard,” Jude commented, sawing chunks of his steak off while images of that Wednesday’s main happening spun in his head. He’d heard most of it from Bunker, who’d gotten the lowdown from someone at Braintrust who had been witness to the entire thing. Argument, accident, the whole shebang. Including Jay’s presence, front row and center. “Was it as bad as I heard? The guy’s head split open and brains running out and all?”
Jay stabbed greens with his fork and fed them into his mouth. He chewed and said nothing.
Jude understood—almost. His buddy hadn’t wanted to talk about the incident all day. Not at the office, nor on cab ride to dinner. He’d spoken to no one about it, it seemed, and to Jude that wasn’t too strange. His parents had been killed in a car accident, after all. Not like what had happened in front of Trinity Church, albeit, but, well, cars were involved, so his reticence on the subject could be somewhat expected.
But on the other hand, it wasn’t like someone his buddy knew had been the one squashed.
Still, Jude would let it go. He had given it a shot. Had tried to get his buddy to open up about it. Let it out. Wasn’t shit like that supposed to be good for you? Maybe if he decided to try analysis for kicks someday he would get the true blue on that. But for now, it didn’t matter. He didn’t have to talk about the accident. There were more important topics he could broach.
“Guess who called today,” Jude said, wiping a smudge of potato from his chin with his napkin.
“Who?” Jay asked, his interest threadbare. At least Jude wasn’t on the former topic anymore.
“Ever hear of Lou Carillo?”
Jay had. “Developer, right?”
“Built the Castleton Towers in Philadelphia, the Harvey-Gray Trade Mart in St. Louis. He’s got two hotel projects going in Vegas right now.”
“I thought Vegas was dead.”
“If Lou Carillo is there, it ain’t.”
“So he’s very green, is what you’re saying.”
“Makes Teddy Malone look like a pauper,” Jude said, sipping his Jack and Coke. “Green indeed, Grady. Green and interested in us.”
Jay nodded. Business was still business. He could focus on work. On making green. That would keep his mind off things that were futile to trouble over. Futile. Right. There was nothing he could do, or could have done. What happened, happened. Mitchell, the bald man. Past history now. Just get on with things. Make some green. Some more sweet green.
“How interested?” Jay asked.
“He wants to meet us,” Jude told him. “All of us.”
“When’s he coming by?”
Jude shook his head. “We’re going by. His place, this Friday night.”
“Just us?”
“He’s having a party. Wants us there. Said to bring dates if we want.”
“Huh. This is a new one.” Jay took one more bite of duck, then pushed the plate away, his appetite still meager after that morning. But it would come back. It would.
“You ever been to a party given by a guy more than half way to a billion?” Jude asked. He knew Jay hadn’t, and neither had he. “I’m expecting gold goblets and platinum toilet seats.”
Jay nodded and actually smiled. A normal expression it was. But that morning on the bum’s face the opposite had seemed so...abnormal. He had stopped smiling. Right after the photog had taken his picture. Why? Of all the things in the world to force the grin from his face, why that? Why not the indignant demands of the bald man? Wasn’t that enough of a reason to slap a dour mug upon him?
Questions, Jay thought to himself, his own smile flattening now. All there were about the bum, and the things he did, were questions. How had the bald man known that his pocket had been picked, without knowing how it had been picked? How could Sign Guy do what he did? Steal, bequeath, kill? Where did his power to do so come from? Questions. So many questions.
And still the one that troubled Jay most of all. Why could he not turn away from any of it? Was it fear of the bum? Maybe. Was it want of the dream? Maybe. But...
...but it felt like more than that. He feared the bum, but he was not afraid of him. Passed him every day, in fact. And the dream? He had it. Riches. Green. More money than he would ever need, and more coming in all the time. He could walk away and never worry about things financial again. And still he stayed in the orbit of the bum, not too far, not too close, just...in proximity. As if he was supposed to be close by. As if there was some reason for him to stay. But what reason could there be for that?
He hated this. Hated wanting to know things he could not know. Like he’d thought while seated at the counter of Greenie’s Diner so long ago now, recollecting briefly the burning want of an explanation for his parents’ death, sometimes there just weren’t answers. And damn if this still wasn’t one of those times.
“Sir?”
Jay looked up from his wandering thoughts and saw the waiter standing very properly at their table, hands folded behind his back.
“Are you finished, sir?”
Jay looked at his plate, and thought, yes, I am finished. With that, and with questions that could not be answered. He would chew on them again, he was certain, but for now he was done. For now it was doing no good.
“Yes. Take it away, please.”
The waiter gathered the plate and smiled at Jude, who was still working on his jazzed-up American fare.
“Dessert tray in five minutes,” Jude told him.
“Certainly,” the waiter said, and was turning to leave when Jay stopped him and handed him a one dollar bill.
“Can you bring me change for that, please?” It was Jude’s turn to spring for dinner, so there would be no chance to bring coins into his presence here, and unless he stopped on the way home or went out later, neither of which he was inclined to do, he was going to have to get the next day’s pick right here and now. As yet it hadn’t come that day, not that there had been much opportunity—just some spilled change from their receptionist’s purse scattered about his feet as he came in after the...happenings, and the forgotten coins mounded in the change bowl of the candy machine up on sixteen, where he’d gone that afternoon for a sugar pick-me-up when lunch seemed too much a chore. And neither opportunity had been fruitful. Just random piles that were heads and tails. Two strikeouts.
So this it would have to be, and when the waiter approached their table a minute after taking the single to an unseen register, as Jude talked on and on about Lou Carrillo and his money and how the vision was for Vegas to be a family destination someday, Jay readied himself. Made himself ready to know what he would know, ready to see the heads, ready to get the next days pick. Ready to carry on the dream.
“Here, sir,” the waiter said, placing the small platter of coins on the table and backing away.
“There’s talk of like five thousand room hotels, Grady, and theme parks and shit,” Jude was saying as he ate. “Vegas could be another Disneyla...”
But Jay didn’t care what Vegas would be, or could be. All he cared about at the moment was the tray of change the waiter had brought him, a mix of coins upon it. Two quarters, three dimes, four nickels. No pennies, because who needed pennies anymore? Well, right then Jay would have taken pennies. Five pennies, six pennies, ten pennies. Any number of the little bronze rounds if they would have all been heads. Because what was on the tray was certainly not all heads. The nine coins were distributed very randomly upon the small silver slab that contained them.
Jay reached out and took the coins in hand, hoping that his touch might do the trick, while somehow knowing that it would not. But still he held them, and pressed his flesh tightly upon them before letting them fall onto the tray.
Jude stopped talking and eating for a moment and spied his buddy doing something with the change he’d requested. “What’s the matter, Grady? You get shorted?”
Looking at the arbitrary mix of heads and tails that had come to rest on the tray, Jay wasn’t so sure that he hadn’t.



 
Twenty One
Headless Wonder
Something was wrong.
It was after eleven in the evening and nothing had happened.
“So this guy has lots of money?” Christine asked Jay as she came out of the master bathroom and laid next to him on the bed. She was wearing a silk nightshirt so sheer that the dark buttons of her nipples showed through like a pair of eyes gaping with surprise.
“Yeah,” Jay answered. He lay in a pair of boxers, one hand behind his head and the other at his side, clenched tight around a mix of coins.
Christine brought her knee up and rested it on his thigh, her nightshirt riding up over her bare hips as she did. She began to play with his chest hair, something she had come to know he liked. A touch that got him going. It was that way with him recently, she had noticed. He was becoming some kind of sexual animal, it seemed, any time she touched him. A single touch from her almost always set him off, now. She had even thought that the only time he wanted her to touch him was when they were fucking, but that was silly, wasn’t it? They practically lived together, after all (though she still had her apartment at Jay’s insistence), and people who lived together had more than just the bedroom in common, right? Plus he bought her things. Nice things. Clothes, jewelry. God, yes, jewelry. The most gorgeous necklace, diamonds all around. She had wanted this bracelet she saw, too, but he didn’t seem to want her to have that, and so bought her some earrings instead. So they had more than just sex. Thinking otherwise was stupid. Just stupid.
“So how should I dress for this party?” she asked him, the soft inside of her thigh sliding up and down his leg. “Seductive or conservative?”
“He’s old and single and a potential client,” Jay told her. “You figure it out.”
Okay, that was a little harsh, but it had been a rough day for him. That accident out front of the church and all. Sheesh! How gross that must have been. “Mid thigh, black, tight, no panty lines. That should do the trick.”
Trick. Right. That should do the trick. Rev a rich old man’s engine. Some trick!
But what about the trick that mattered? The trick that wasn’t happening? Where were the damn heads? Where was the knowing? Where the hell was it?
“Black blazer to match,” Christine went on, mentally wardrobing herself for the event still two nights away. “Maybe just a bra underneath. Or a camisole.” She imaged the ensemble. “Or maybe just the blazer.”
Whatever, Jay thought. His mind was elsewhere, dwelling on heads. Heads that hadn’t come at the restaurant, and hadn’t come when he’d made a stop on the way home at the newsstand. Not at the diner where he’d bought a cup of coffee and then left it when the change disappointed, or the market where he’d bought one apple, or from the doorman who’d obligingly broken Jay’s last one for him. They hadn’t come at all, and that made Jay nervous. It made him wonder if they would come again at all. If not...
If not, what would become of the dream?
“I’ve got a new pair of heels that will go really good with—”
“Take these,” Jay said to her. He had rolled onto his side and was holding a handful of change out to her. The change from the doorman, the last he’d gotten that night. “Take these and drop them on the bed.” He scooted back from her, opening up a space on the mattress. It was flat enough, he thought. “Right here.”
“What?”
He instructed her next like a teacher might a kindergartner, hitting every syllable. “Take-the-change-in-my-hand-and-drop-it-on-the-bed.”
The request was odd enough that the tone did not even insult her. He wanted her to do what with the change? Drop it? Why?
Well, what he wanted done was kind of, uh, weird, so she decided to partly honor his wish. Maybe have a little fun with him. And so she sat herself up in bed, but only long enough to pull the nightshirt over her head, and then she plopped back down on the mattress, flat on her back and naked as a newborn, and reached over and took the change from her slack-jawed boyfriend.
“Watch this,” she told him, and proceeded to put the quarters from the change—three of them—on the smooth and golden skin of her stomach just below her navel, all in a row from left to right, discarding the rest onto the mattress. “I saw a belly dancer do this once and it got me so hot.” And then she began flexing the taut muscles beneath her flat stomach, tightening and relaxing, tightening and relaxing, creating creases and folds in her tan skin that drew the coins in, and then pushed them back up. Tighten and relax, fold and crease, in and up, again and again, until she had a rhythm going and the trio of quarters were tumbling up toward her breasts in slow and seductive motion.
Only Jay found no seduction in it at all, and angrily slapped the coins from her body, and threw those which she had put on the mattress across the room. She cringed, and brought her hands up to cover her face, thinking he might strike her there. But he did not, and she felt the bed shift as his weight lifted off of it, and when her hands came down from her face all she saw was him stalking out of the bedroom.



 
Twenty Two
Empty Handed
Nine fifteen, Thursday morning, they were all at their desk, each inhabiting their own leg of the X, when Jude lowered the paper he was reading and said, “The world is made of money, boys. It swims in the sea like fishes.”
Jay looked instantly up from the grouping of random coins he had been dropping again and again on the Journal folded on his blotter.
“What are you yakking about, Duffault?” Steve asked, one eye on the clock and the other on Jay.
“Thousands of dollars have been washing up on Jersey beaches, the paper says,” Jude explained. “And no one knows where it’s coming from.”
“The money fish is laying eggs,” Bunker joked, and was surprised that actually got a chuckle from Jude in response. Nothing from Jay or Steve, though.
“What do you think about that, Grady?”
“About the money,” Jay said, recalling the ditty that had bubbled its way to the surface of his consciousness from some unknown place a while back—wishes, wishes, coins and wishes, money swims in the sea like fishes. He had been with Jude that night. Drunk as a skunk, and yet he had seen, had known this little ditty. And this day Jude had approximated it. It had come to pass. Odd, Jay thought. If the bum’s ‘see it, make it’ paradox weren’t so beyond even the fantastic things already scattered about his life, it might have troubled Jay. But it didn’t. It couldn’t. There were more pressing matters on his mind, like the fact that still the coins would not fall right, and therefore the knowing had not come to him. Considering that worrisome truth, just what did he think about the money, that money, the bum’s deposits? “Nothing, man. I don’t care.”
“Sourpuss,” Jude commented, then raised the paper again.
“Uh, it’s getting close to opening,” Steve reminded everyone. But it was clear the message was meant for one of their number.
“Yeah,” Jay said, and lifted the coins once more to drop them, taking the three quarters, two dimes, and one nickel up in his open palm and—
“Thanks, buddy,” Bunker said as he snatched the change from Jay’s hand and headed for the door. “Gotta get some candy before the bell rings. I owe ya.”
Jay watched him go, his hand closing slowly on the emptiness within it.
“Jay,” Steve said.
Jay lowered his hand to his lap and turned to his friend.
“We gotta enter our buys,” Steve told him. “Almost nine thirty. Opening bell in a few.”
Jay nodded. He had nothing. Not a damn thing. Something was wrong. Something had changed. And he was left...empty handed.
“Buy IBM,” Jay directed him, and Jude’s paper came down again.
“As in International Business Machines?” Jude checked. “That is going to be a mover today? Big Blue is going to move like the stocks we pick move?”
Jay stood, frustrated. With himself, mostly. With what he appeared not to be anymore. “You don’t like it, pick another one of those stocks that we pick.”
Steve and Jude exchanged a perplexed look, and watched their friend stomp away and out of the office.



 
Twenty Three
All Aboard
Friday was no better, but at least there was a party to look forward to that night. A party meant people, and chatter, and things spoken that he knew nothing about. And there would be booze.
But until then Jay had to wrestle with the reality that his thing, his ‘donzerly light’, was not shining anymore. He wasn’t seeing, or knowing, and he didn’t know if it was gone for good, or just on hiatus. At any rate for that day it had been AWOL, and he’d fallen back on a Fortune 500 company, a big boy, to keep from making a wild pick from left field that would drag their portfolio down. AT&T wouldn’t do that, and hadn’t, luckily. No ‘29 or ‘87 crashes this day—so far.
Hell, only half the day was done, and already he was out of there, on his way home, maybe with a stop at the liquor store on the way to restock the Jack, and the beer (he still savored a cold Coors every now and then, unlike Jude, the whiskey purist), and maybe pick up a bottle of white for Christine. Or maybe a bottle of red to piss her off. No, to hurt her, Jay corrected himself, because that was what it would do, and he knew it. And he didn’t care, which pissed him off, and she wouldn’t care, which pissed him off even more, because it made those true colors of hers oh so bright. He could probably slap her silly, and still she’d be there. Because he had the green. And for the green she could probably tell herself anything was worth it.
God, they were alike, Jay realized right them. Compromisaholics. Anything for the green.
He suddenly found himself wondering where Carrie was, and what she was doing, and who she might be with. And Jay was envious of whoever that might be, and sad for himself.
A drink, dammit. He needed a drink. And a wild hour or two in bed with his green whore. Maybe some of her coke, too—she always had some around, along with a good assortment of pills at the back of her underwear drawer. Just something to forget. To not think of Carrie. To not think of anything. To get through the afternoon until the distraction of the party, where total strangers would thrill him with stories of their yachts and their villas while he sipped on a drink and chuckled at every appropriate witticism uttered. He could impress when blitzed. Oh yes, he could, because that was when he had begun to like himself the best.
So a stop for ‘refreshments’ it would be before home, and then maybe he’d call Christine and tell her to knock off early from the job she still kept, answering phones at Braintrust (keeping her options open, Jay thought...smart girl, smart girl...never knew when another fatter wallet would come along...and who knew if his would be fat for very much longer, considering), and have her come on over for a little afternoon delight. Yes, that would be good. Things would be fine then. Fine for a while.
And then?
Fuck ‘then’, he thought, and walked on toward the crosswalk at Broadway. Toward him.
Couldn’t walk up the other way, take the long way around, or grab a taxi. No. Had to go this way. Had to...what? Pay respects? Was that what it was? Because if it was, there wasn’t much to be paying for for the last couple of days.
Jay half considered going up to the bum and putting the question to him. Why had it stopped? Had he pulled the plug? Or was it just a case of ‘all good things must come to an end’? Well, that warning label hadn’t come with the package. At least Jay hadn’t been made aware of it.
Some crazy ride, Jay thought wistfully. That was how he’d characterized this new part of his life at the time of its origination. Well, he didn’t think that of it now at all. Now it seemed more a speeding train that had just veered off the main track and onto a siding that went God knows where. And, he wondered in that vein, who the hell was the conductor on this line?
Sign Guy? Jay considered this as the bum came into view up ahead through the lunchtime crowd and the breaks in Broadway’s thick traffic. Was he still punching the tickets? And if not, who was?
Or was it now a runaway train?
Fuck this, too, Jay implored himself, and strode fast for the crosswalk.
On the way in he hadn’t seen that day’s sign, matters of seemingly greater importance occupying his mind right then, but at the curb now, just shy of the fat white lines that had done nothing to protect an angry bald man two days hence, Jay did see it, and it made not a lick of sense.
M U T T O N
O R
W O O L
Okay, what the hell did that mean?
It means what it means. Of course it did, Jay realized. How stupid of him! Common fucking saying. Everybody understood ‘Mutton Or Wool’.
Everybody but him, maybe. But then coins no longer came up heads for him either, so this was par for the course.
And fuck that as well.
The light changed and Jay stepped between the lines, a crowd with him. If a car was going to mow him down it was going to take a lot of people with him, and he didn’t think the bum would do that. But then, how did he know?
He didn’t, and his step quickened upon that realization.
At the far curb, where the rest of his crossing companions moved on, Jay slowed and looked the bum’s way. Just did, because he had to. Somehow he had to. And when he did he saw that Sign Guy was smiling again, some contentment returned to his countenance, and he looked very warmly at Jay, and raised his hand as he had so many times before and flashed him the V, and opened his mouth to speak, but what came out was not what was expected. It was something new. Something that sounded so...final.
“So long, brother.”



 
Twenty Four
The Other Side Of The Coin
Black blazer, no bra. That was her choice. And Jay had to admit, it worked. Lou Carrillo’s eyeballs nearly popped when he saw her. She beamed at the attention. All Jay could think was Slut.
They chatted with the Green Machine’s potential new client for a few minutes, Christine on his arm as he walked them into the depths of the gathering. He pointed out his Degas, and his Lichtenstein, and the bar when Jay asked where that was. He excused himself, telling Christine he’d be back in jiff. She swallowed the lie like candy.
He waded through the crowd and the hum of chatter that rose from it like a fog. You couldn’t hear a thing because you could hear everything. The high ceilings, Jay figured. Great look, bad acoustics.
At the bar built into one full wall of the massive living room Jay ordered a Jack straight up from a vested tender named Hal. Hal poured, and Jay drank, elbows on the bar like he might at any friendly tavern. Only this friendly tavern was twenty stories up on the West Side. And the booze was free.
After a moment he turned, his back to the bar, and surveyed the room. There was green everywhere. On necks, on fingers, on wrists. And there was the green you couldn’t plainly see, the kind secreted in wallets, those long leather jobs that kept each bill in an unfolded state of readiness. Most obviously, though, there was that kind of green in this room that you didn’t need to see, that you could feel, almost smell, that you just knew these people possessed in such quantities that they felt invincible to any chill wind life might send gusting their way. This, Jay thought, sipping quickly his drink, some strange hurt rising within. This is what I’ve been after. I have what they have.
And he had nothing at all.
“Hey, buddy!” It was Jude, his arm outstretched above the crush of guests like the fin of a jovial shark cutting the surface of a crowded sea. Bunker and Steve were with him, each already with drink in hand as they reached him at the bar. “You just get here?”
“A few minutes ago,” Jay told him.
“Did you not bring...” Jude checked hopefully.
“Sorry, Jude. Our host is entertaining her.”
“I can dream, buddy, can’t I?” Jude joked, clinking his own glass of Jack to Jay’s. “So what do you think?”
“Of him?” Jay checked, and got a nod in response. “He’s fine.”
“Fine?” Jude snorted at his friend’s ability to understate a situation. “He stinks of green, Grady.”
Jay looked around, spying the art, the decor, the sheer volume of the space. It was magnificent. And he didn’t care. “He spent some of it on this place.”
“Chump change,” Jude said, and put his glass on the bar for a refill.
Bunker stepped up, chuckling. “You should have come in the limo with us.”
“Bunk, man, it’s gross,” Steve said, his face twisted sour. “Don’t.”
But Jude was suppressing an anticipatory laugh already as Hal refreshed his Jack and his rocks, so Steve was going to lose on this one.
“You won’t believe what we did on the way here,” Bunker said. “Unbelievable.”
“Is this something else profound?” Jay asked, tiring of Bunker’s beating around the bush.
“Profoundly hilarious,” Bunker told him. “Get this. The limo picks us all up, and then on the way up here Jude tells the driver to cruise up West 89th. You know, by the spot.” He began to chuckle, some of his drink sloshing over the lip of the glass and spotting his shoes, a foible he never noticed. “It’s out of the way, but so what? So we’re there, and we’re standing in the open sunroof...”
“They’re standing,” Steve made it clear, shaking his head at revelry which he simply could not honor.
“Me and Jude,” Bunker went on. “And we’re looking up, like to see where the Old Man took the dive from, and out of nowhere the limo bounces really hard, down and then up.” A burst of outright laughter leapt from him right then. Jude was keeping a hand over his wide smile. “The limo keeps going, and we look back, and there’s this huge fucking pothole where the Old Man must’ve hit! Ha!”
Jude kept all but a giggle inside. “I said we should stop and paint a bull’s-eye on it.”
Bunker grasped the edge of the bar for support as laughter nearly doubled him over.
“They’re sick,” Steve said to Jay, and asked Hal to tidy up his own glass of Jack.
After a minute Jude patted Bunker on the back. “Okay, okay. Enough. We’re here to make an impression, remember. We don’t want Carrillo thinking we’re straight out of the frat house.”
Steve nudged Jay with an elbow right then. “Hey, no one seems to know, buddy.”
Jay knew what his friend was referring to—his, well, non-performance of the past two days.
“I haven’t heard anything either,” Jude concurred. “We kind of fanned out after we got here and tested the crowd. No one’s talking about it. So we’re okay. Okay?”
Jay sipped his drink and said, “Sure.”
And through the crowd right then Christine came, the male guests parting as she waded by, their stares chasing and groping her every seductive step.
“Hey, boys,” she said, and attached herself to Jay’s arm. She looked to Hal and ordered a Chardonnay, gazing toward the lofty ceiling after her first sip. “You could trampoline in here.”
Jude gave her an offhanded, slightly contemptuous glance, but said nothing.
Jay, though, did say something. Asked something, actually, about a bit of that day which his numbing brain saw fit to serve up right then. “Anyone have any idea what ‘Mutton Or Wool’ might mean?”
“‘Mutton Or Wool’?” Surprised, Jude’s brow crunched down. “Oh come on, farmboy. You gotta be kidding me.”
“What?” Jay asked.
“‘Mutton Or Wool’,” Jude repeated patronizingly, thinking it might jog his friend’s brain. “Sheep, farmboy. They’re either mutton, or their wool. It’s the difference between life and death.”
The difference between life and death? Jay wondered, thinking the bum had never crafted quite as serious a sign as that. Was that what it meant? And if so, what life, and what death did it pertain to?
“You know,” Steve said, ready to partake of this conversation and its less disturbing subject matter. “That sounds like something Sign Guy would put on his sign.”
They nodded, all but Jay, who was about to tell them that what Steve was suggesting was in fact the way it was when Jude spoke up first.
“Yeah, but did you see what he had today? Nothing. Nothing but a blank white board leaning against his knees all fucking day. How’s that for crazy as a loon?”
Jay stared at Jude, saying nothing, reacting outwardly not at all. But within, a sickly shiver stirred low in his chest. He breathed a little deeper. His heart began tapping a few extra beats. And his head swam with a mist of unease. Something was wrong. More than just the absence of his knowing. More than that. Something was...
...coming.
“Hey, buddy,” Bunker said to Jay, and Jay looked to him.
“What?”
“Put out a hand.”
“Huh?”
Bunker held his own hand out, as if ready for someone to ‘give him some skin’. “Put out your hand.”
Jay complied, his actions partly on autopilot, that shiver inside creeping out now and crawling up his back like a dread fear that something was coming, God, coming.
“I am in the debt of no man,” Bunker said, his hand emerging from his pocket and dropping the change he’d snagged from Jay the day before into his friend’s palm. Six coins plus one. “I repay you with interest.”
And he had, a penny now added to the three quarters, two dimes, and one nickel, all of which lay in Jay’s palm, and all of which were showing...
...tails.
Tails? Jay thought, and then thinking became virtually impossible. His hand clenched suddenly, violently around the coins.
COLD.............
It hit him like a fist, the sensation, the most terrible, burning iciness he could have never imagined. A spike of cold so intense in his gut where the mere shiver had sparkled, so numbing, that his drink dropped from his hand, the glass shattering at his feet.
COLD......COLD......
He reeled back against the bar, his mouth gaping, the hand that held no coins grabbing at his collar, knotted fingers pulling at the tie that circled his neck. His cold and constricting neck.
“Jay!” Christine yelled, his arm yanking away from her.
“Buddy?” Jude reached out to him, but Jay rolled away, down the bar, spinning round and round on his feet, wheeling away from them.
COLD......COLD......WATER!
Oh, God! He could feel it! The cold water! All around him! Rushing at him!
“Jay!” Jude shouted at him, looking around as all eyes were now on the Golden Boy, the Maker of Green, the King of the Street. Gawking at the raucous sight of the young man seemingly come apart. “Jay, what the hell is wrong?!”
At the end of the bar he stumbled to the wall, one hand still fisted around the coins, the tails, that had shown in his hand just as he was racked by this pain, this terror, this...
...this vision of death.
“Oh, God,” he gasped, seeing it swarm at him. The water, the cold, cold water, and—
THE BRIDGE......
“NO!” he shrieked, so loud, so piercing, that it drew cries from some women in the room. He groped along the living room wall, people spilling away from this lad suddenly gone mad, his friends coming after him, pulling at his clothes, his arms as he knocked vases and lamps and chairs to the floor. Kept moving, kept feeling for the way out. Out of here. Because he had to—
THE BRIDGE......A BUS......A VAN......COLD WATER
DEATH! DEATH! COMING!! TO THE PEOPLE!!! TO FORTY ONE PEOPLE!!!
HE HAD TO GET TO THEM!!!!
“NO!” he screamed again, his tuxedo jacket coming off in his friends’ hands as he pulled away from them and bolted through clots of terrified guests for the front door. “NOOOOOO!!!”
Jude stood back for a moment with Jay’s black jacket dangling in his grip, Bunker and Steve and Christine at his side.
“Jude, what the hell’s going on?” Bunker asked.
Jude turned to Christine and asked harshly, “Has he been taking any of your shit? Any pills, or anything else ?”
She shook her head vehemently. “No. I didn’t see him take... No, he couldn’t have.”
“Are you sure, God dammit?!”
“Yes, yes. Almost positive.”
Jude gave a quick look to the faces staring their way now. Faces of the people who might have brought them their money. Might have, until now.
“Dammit,” he swore, and ran for the door, Steve and Bunker and Christine on his heels.



 
Twenty Five
Tale Of The Tails
“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!”
He was outside now, on the sidewalk, across from Central Park, but it was nowhere near where he needed to be. Where he had to get. To stop it. To save them from—
COLDCOLDCOLDWATERRRRRRRRRR......
Jay felt something twist in his gut, a fiery jet in the cold grip within, the hot pain bursting like a rocket high into his chest, setting his lungs and his throat afire. He gasped for air, hand to his throat, and darted out into the thick traffic on Central Park West. Cars braked, and skidded, and honked, and swerved, and for sure right then there was no magical bum, no different angel to make it all safe. Screams rose as he stumbled across all lanes, the fisted hand of coins stabbed out in front like a blocker’s ready shield. Curses flew at him, at his stupidity. And none of it he heard, only the thundering surety in his head that there was a van, and a bus, and cold, cold water, and a bridge, and that he had to get there NOW!
“You’re gonna fucking DIE, fella!” was the last cry that rose, from a cabbie who’d rolled his window down to loose the prophecy, one which chased Jay as he ran jerkily into the dark heart of Central Park.


Miles away, miles and miles away, cold water flowed beneath a bridge on the river as a van and a bus crossed into the city.
Halfway across the bus jerked right, something very, very wrong, something so very wrong, and slammed into the van that was cruising alongside. The van’s black windows shattered as it bounced off of the bus and smashed into the steel rails that skirted the roadway, caroming off as sparks fanned behind it. The bus hit it again on the rebound, and followed it right this time, grinding the smaller vehicle horribly into the metalwork once more, testing the old steel, and breaking it finally.
Someone inside screamed. Then someone else. And more people still as the van and the bus vaulted the breached rails and leapt out from the Brooklyn Bridge and spun end over end into the East River’s cold, cold flow.



“Where is he?” Steve begged the dark and empty park, into which they had run at the direction of one very pissed off cabbie.
“Do you see him?” Jude asked, jogging forward of the rest, Christine the farthest behind, having worn the three inch heels.
“I don’t,” Bunker said, but quickly changed his reply at the sight of a form on the ground not far ahead, the stark white of the tuxedo shirt blazing against the near black of the night. “THERE!”
Bunker pointed and began to run, and the others followed, racing to their friend to see if he was all right. Wanting to get to him. To get to him fast.
But when they got close to him they hesitated, and did not draw any nearer.
Jay lay on the ground on his stomach, his arm stretched forward, hand and fist pulling at the damp earth, moving his writhing body inch by inch toward something. Something none of them could understand. His legs dragged limp behind him, useless, long sacks of flesh and bone that were dead weight and no more. His mouth opened and closed, like a landed fish searching for the thing it needed to live, and his eyes were bugged rounds of white and green stricken with soundless agony. He looked as though he were dying.
“My God, Jude, what’s happening to him?” Bunker asked, pleaded, as Christine caught up. She moved past them at first, but recoiled very quickly.
“I don’t know,” Jude answered.
“Is he sick?” Christine asked tearily, retreating against Steve, who put an arm around her.
“He freaked out,” Jude said, and Jay rolled over right then onto his back, his eyes that looked almost dead staring at the stars through the canopy of trees.
A hiss of air wheezed out of him, out of his gaping mouth, locked open now, pain and terror etched upon the face around it. His chest heaved once, then twice, then settled flat. His fist opened and the coins dripped from his grasp.
He was still.
“Is he...” Christine began to ask. Her question was answered wordlessly a few seconds later as Jay’s body spasmed suddenly, violently.
“He’s alive,” Steve said, some thin kind of smile making it onto his face. But not to Jude’s, who stared down at his...friend as though he were a loathsome vermin of some kind.
Jay rolled to his side, his legs drawing up to his chest as waves of coughs roared up from within, some forcing vomit up with blasts of cold, stale air. Dead air. His eyes were clamped tight now, eyes that had gazed at the heavens just a moment before and watched the heavens go black. Blacker than black, really. Go gone. He curled into a ball, a hacking shivering ball, trembling against the great mass of the earth. Trembling and clutching himself and crying and knowing so very, very clearly that the cold water had swallowed them. Swallowed them all.
Oh my God, he thought, dread zinging about his thoughts like wild lightning, the certainty of death, of knowing death, beating on him now like a pendulum whose relentless rhythm was surely driving him mad.
Or had already.
“What the fuck have you done, farmboy?” Jude asked him from the distance between them that would not diminish. Ever. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done with this little show?”
Bunker looked to Jude. “Carrillo’s never going to give us his money now.”
Jude chuckled dryly, humorlessly. “To hell with Carrillo. Wait ‘til the people who saw farmboy’s performance tonight start talking.”
“It’ll be a stampede,” Steve said, quite correctly.
Jude turned his back on Jay for a moment, the spun angrily back his way and kicked dirt at him. “DO YOU KNOW WHAT YOU FUCKING DID, YOU FUCKING HICK?! YOU FUCKING RUINED US!”
Into a tighter ball Jay curled, hands over his ears now, not wanting to hear Jude’s scream. Not wanting to hear any screams. All those screams, Screams that were now silent because...
...because the reaper had come.
“You mean, the business?” Christine asked, eyes puddled, her makeup streaked.
Jude looked at her severely. “Yeah, tits, the business. Your fucking boyfriend...” And another kick of dirt sputtered over Jay. “...just screwed us into the fucking ground!”
She sniffled and looked to Jay, to the mess of a man cowering on the ground, whimpering like a beaten dog.
Jude stepped close to her, his eyes enraged as he flicked the diamonds dangling from her ears. “Go ask him to buy you some more of these, tits, and see what you get.”
“Jude,” Steve protested. “Come on.”
“Fuck you, Lederer,” Jude said, and kicked another load at his very former friend, then turned his back on them all and stalked off toward the street, his head shaking with disgust and fists pounding each leg.
Christine looked to Jay once more, one hand reaching up to touch the earrings he had given her. Three grand they had cost. She caressed one of the diamonds between her thumb and forefinger and eased away from Steve’s comforting arm, and backed away further from the man who had given her some very nice things, but might not be able to anymore. Backed away, slowly, her heels pecking into the cooling earth, and finally turned from the scene and walked slowly from the park.
Bunker looked to Steve, and Steve to him, and they both looked to Jay for a silent moment, wondering why he wasn’t talking. Why he wasn’t saying anything, defending himself, explaining. All he did was lay there, in the filth, hugging himself and weeping softly. Alone. He had shut them out, and shut them down.
“Bunk,” Steve said, and his friend looked to him with perplexed eyes. “Let’s get out of here. It’s over.”
It took a minute to sink in, then Bunker nodded. It really was over. Everything.
The two of them left together, looking back once, twice, then no more, their friend a friend no more. He was nothing now. Just a bum.



 
Twenty Six
Gone And Come Again
Some hours later Jay rose from the ground in Central Park and began to walk.
His once white shirt was soiled. One leg of his pants was torn at the knee. His face and hair were matted with dirt. His pockets were empty, his wallet and keys taken while he lay in the park. He had put up no fight. There was no point.
All that remained was one thing. One thing. A thing that he must do. A simple thing that would have been hard that morning, but now was not. Not now that he’d known the terror of cold water rolling over him, holding him, squeezing him in an icy embrace that scorched every inch of his body with the worst kind of agony. Cold water that gushed into his mouth and poured down his throat, choking him as life bubbled away, forced from his lungs, his legs going numb, his arms flailing and fighting for a way out of the water. A way that was not there. That had not been there for all those people.
And that was the one thing he must do. He must know why. Had Sign Guy done this to him, or had his gift soured? Had he changed it himself? Had he needed it too much? Wanted it too much? Quested for green so blindly that the trick of his gift had turned wicked? Or had the bum tweaked his so-called donzerly light, focusing it elsewhere? On other things. On a spot of the river far from where he had been, but not so removed from the strange universe the bum had cajoled that Jay could not see the death, and hear it, and smell it, and feel it, and know it. And live it, and then live again, to remember it. To remember it all. To suffer it as long as he had memory. Had the bum done that to him?
Or (God, no, please no) had he done it to himself?
And, more frightful yet, like the heads had come back again and again, would the tails? And the death that this night they foretold?
No, no, God, please no, Jay prayed. Openly prayed as he walked out of the park and through the city. Through the neon night of Times Square, and on beyond that. South down Broadway for hour upon hour, puzzled gazes washing over him as strangers wondered just what the hell had happened to the filthy young man. A filthy young man who did pause once at a store window where a television played behind glass. A television showing scenes of death on the river. Boats and divers and helicopters, all efforts at rescue that would be futile, because what was there to rescue?
And on he pressed, knowing what he would do now when he found Sign Guy. Not confront him, nor accuse him. No. He would fall to his knees and beg him. Put his hands together and pray the bum to make it better. To fix his gift. To take it away or charge it anew, just make it not what it had become. Make it so no more death would come to him. Never. Ever. Please.
Yes, he would beg. Would kiss the ground the bum walked on. Because he could not take this. Could not. Not death again. And again. And again.
He reached Trinity Church just as the new day was a blue-orange glow in the east.
The bum was not there.
And his sign was not there.
And his can was not there, and his bucket was not there.
All there was was the breeze whistling up Wall Street, and the faint pulse of the world spinning on. And no one to beg. No one to beg that death should come to him no more.
Jay fell to his knees where Sign Guy had sat, where it all had begun, where the gift had been given, and he looked to the sky and wept at the spire, its usual beauty right then a slender black gash upon the rising dawn.



 
Seventh Interrogation
August 15...2:51 a.m..
Mr. Wright sat silent, thoughtful, his gaze set upon Jay, one solid finger tapping on the file until the percussive display ceased abruptly, the drumming digit stopping on the upstroke and straightening so it pointed at his prisoner. “What happened to you in that park?”
“I died. And then I lived again. So I could die once more.”
The finger folded slowly down. “You’re saying it kept happening, just like with the heads and the stocks. Only now it was tails and...what? Death?”
“That’s right,” Jay confirmed, his voice quiet, the long hours, the long days of the past three weeks, maybe the whole eight years before this, working on him. Possibly the hours ahead, as well. “I’d see death not long before it happened. The death of many. And I’d suffer that death with them.”
Mr. Wright slowly nodded. “And you believe that? That you died? Actually died?”
“Mister, I drown when that van and that bus went into the East River. I was crushed when a crane toppled onto a pre-school in Minnesota. I suffocated in a West Virginia mine collapse. I died in flames many times—in plane crashes, house fires, an oil rig explosion. I could feel my skin scorch and peel away from the flesh underneath as it cooked. I learned about death from the inside, and there’s no way I can prove that to you, so unless you have an EKG strip in there showing me flatlined, you’re just going to have to take my story as it comes. And then decide whether to believe me or kill me. It’s your call.”
The display of spirit seemed not to trouble his captor now, Jay thought. He seemed simply to consider it silently as any man might a reasonable explanation—even though this was beyond a line of reason that the man had been reluctant, even unwilling, to venture across as yet. It was odd. Maybe it was the length they’d come already, this far into the tale. Halfway, nearly. But to a defining point, for certain. Maybe this man felt part of the journey now. Connected to it. It seemed possible to Jay, in any case, because there was a subtle change in the man’s demeanor. In his look, a certain...relaxation to it now. As if some threshold had been crossed and some test passed.
But not a test telling enough that the cuffs were off his hands as yet.
“So you saw this thing happening on the bridge, this...accident, and you felt what those people’s death was going to be?”
Jay nodded. “Something like that. I think I felt their death coming. I felt the water surrounding me, and going into my mouth, and it was so cold, and numbing, and—“ Jay stopped, noticing that his captor’s gaze had ticked off of him, just a bit, but enough so that he seemed disconnected. “What?”
Mr. Wright looked back, came back to the moment quickly. His hands folded atop the file, fingers laced but thumbs twiddling. Was something bothering him? “Nothing. Go on.”
It took a second for the odd interruption to fade before Jay could pick up once again. “And I knew that it was coming. That death was coming. For all those people.”
“So you tried to go there?”
“I was compelled to go there,” Jay clarified. “To stop it. I could see it coming, this mass death, and I was sucked toward it. That’s how it felt, like I was being pulled to it. I don’t know, maybe it was just death coming at me, but I had to get there. I had to.”
“But you didn’t make it.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“You...died.”
Jay nodded. “Yes. I choked on water that wasn’t there. My legs wouldn’t work, but they were fine. I was clawing for the dim surface of a river that was miles away. The lights went out, and everything was black, and...”
“What? ‘And’ what?”
A knot rose in Jay’s throat, receding only when he swallowed it down. Put it away. Because it was over, right? It was never going to happen again, right? “And it had me.”
“Death?”
He nodded. “And don’t believe the brochures the gurus try to sell. There’s no light, no warmth, no sense of freedom and safety. There’s none of that.”
Now Mr. Wright swallowed. “What is there?”
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“Can you imagine nothing, Mr. Wright? Can you?”
Again the man swallowed, the table momentarily turned. “No.”
“Consider yourself lucky,” Jay told him. “It’s a million times harder to be there than to imagine it. It’s like...infinity emptied out.”
Mr. Wright looked purposely away and scribbled something in his notebook. It was a long moment before his eyes rose to Jay again.
“The stocks never came back to you?”
Jay shook his head. “It was time for tails. Death on parade.”
“Whenever the coins came up tails,” Mr. Wright said. “Why didn’t you just not look?”
Jay sniffed a gleeless chuckle. “I lost everything, mister. Apartment. Possessions. Money. Stocks. Bonds. Do you know how hard it is to live in that kind of state without ever having to be in the presence of a few measly coins? A few quarters for a cup of coffee, some nickels and dimes for a donut? It’s impossible not to have to look.”
“Could you have?” Mr. Wright asked, the question visibly troubling Jay as he considered it. “Not looked if it had been possible? If you hadn’t needed the change.”
Uh, sir, your change. I believe you are going to need your change.
Could he have? Or did he need the change?
Or did it need him?
Still so much he didn’t know, didn’t understand, after all these years.
“I don’t know,” Jay answered, wondering what reason it was that slunk around this bit o’ his existence, afraid or unwilling to show itself. Why couldn’t he not look? Why couldn’t he have run from the bum? Why, why, and why again? More why’s than you could shake a stick at, and not an answer to be had. “I really don’t know.”
“So you looked, and you saw,” Mr. Wright recounted. “You saw death coming. The death of a lot of innocent people coming.”
Jay was quiet for a moment, thinking how difficult it was to make words convey what his life had been. How vile some parts of it had been. “I know what you’re thinking. Why didn’t I tell? Why didn’t I warn? Why didn’t I try to stop what I saw from happening?”
“You tried that first time, you said. To get to the bridge to stop it. What about after that? Did you ever think of maybe making a phone call? Of warning someone?”
Jay jerked his head at the file. “If you have in there what you say you have in there, then you know I did, and you know what I got for my trouble.” Six months in the Fairfax County Detention Center was his reward for attempting to avert a tragedy, the crash of a corporate Learjet into a Baptist church in Virginia. He had tried to warn of that, had run into a police station on a Sunday yelling at the desk officer that a jet was going to crash into the Zion Fellowship Baptist Church, and that it was going to happen soon, God, soon. Told the sergeant that he could already smell the stench of jet fuel spraying over the congregation, and could taste the acrid black smoke that would be stealing life from seventy-eight people so very soon unless someone did something, and did something NOW! And to his ranting, and his wild refusal to leave the premises, the police put him in cuffs and dragged him off to a cell, where he lay for ten minutes before feeling his skin tighten and crack and crinkle, and his lungs gulp for air that had become fire and soot and things unbreatheable. Where he died and dissolved into that unimaginable nothingness, tasting its screamless terror for the eternity of an instant before gagging back to life on the cold concrete floor.
Death had come, and it had left, taking near four score lives with it, leaving Jay to answer the inevitable questions, the sorts of inquiry directed at one so plainly suspect. How did you know, Mr. Grady? That plane went down; did you do something to it to make it crash? Had you been to that airport that day? Near it? Had you known the crew? Seen them? Been close to them? The mechanics? The fuelers? Did you have a grudge against the company that owned the plane? Operated it? Cleaned it? Painted it? Do you like fire, Mr. Grady? Did you like fire as a child? Do you like to see things burn? People burn?
And without answers to satisfy, one more thing had been said. You’ll be staying with us for a while, Mr. Grady? Until we nail you or clear you.
They could do neither, and it was a judge that had finally ordered his release.
But not before those six months behind bars. With criminals. Real criminals. Killers. Rapists. Molesters. Robbers. Eating with them, sleeping with them, showering with them. Running from them, from what they wanted from him. From what they were willing and capable of taking from him. What they took from others whose screams Jay had listened to as their bodies and minds were violated. A hundred and eighty four days he had been locked in with the animals, fearing death at their hands, dreading the death that did come twenty one times during those terrifying days and nights, dragging him down to nothingness only to surface again, ready for more.
“I had my fill of jail, mister,” Jay said. “If I was going to die again, and again, and again, I wasn’t going to do it in there. I tried telling, but who listens to a crazy man?”
“Some might say I am,” Mr. Wright offered, but the barb was mild.
“Then you’re member of an exclusive club,” Jay responded.
Mr. Wright opened the file and moved through a few pages, scanning the contents with a downward look as if reading through nonexistent bifocals. The aging process had got him somewhere, Jay thought. But not in those hands, unless years could chisel muscle and bone into those menacing mounds of dexterity.
“What happened to your friends?” He looked up. “Your girl?”
“I never saw them again,” Jay answered. “I heard nothing about Bunker or Steve. Christine? I suspect she hitched herself to another star.” After all, that’s all he’d been to her: a rising star she could ride to earthly heavens. “In fact, I’m sure she did.”
“And Jude?”
“Before I left the city a few weeks later I was buying a cup of coffee, and there was a radio playing behind the counter of the diner I was in, and I caught a blurb on the news that said some guy had put a gun in his mouth and jumped out a window of a building on Wall Street, and that he pulled the trigger just before he hit. They told his name, and I wasn’t surprised.”
“Interesting way to go,” Mr. Wright commented.
“Nothing ordinary for Jude,” Jay agreed, surprised for just a moment at the concurrence that had just occurred between them. Yes, something was different about his captor now. A captor—if the cuffs hadn’t been on still—that he might have begun considering some sort of host. “I guess he thought I was his ticket to the top, and without that there was only the grind. I don’t think he could handle the grind after having what we had.”
Mr. Wright nodded through a thought right then. “You ever think of it, Grady? Checking out? Ending heads, and tails, and the visions? Saving yourself the agony? Did you ever consider it?”
“I thought about it,” Jay replied. “But I couldn’t.”
“Why?”
“That’s the golden question, isn’t it?”
“It appears to be,” Mr. Wright asked. “Still, to see death again and again and not be able to prevent it? Some might say that was an exercise in futility.”
“Do you?”
Mr. Wright did not answer. He glanced down at the file again, briefly, moving on. “You said you left the city. Why?”
“You can’t run away in place.”
“Running from death, were you?”
“I though maybe I could,” Jay admitted. “I was wrong. It wasn’t in a place. It was in me. When I figured that out after a few dozen more times dying, I just went searching.”
“For what?”
“A place where I could be a nobody. Not noticed. Not cared about.” Jay snickered dryly. “A place to die in peace, you could say.”
“And you found it in Plainview,” Mr. Wright prompted.
Jay nodded. “I wandered for two years after they released me from jail. Passed through just about every noplace east of the Mississippi.”
“So, was it a success?”
“Being a nobody? For almost six years it was. I lived with my nightmare. I died and I lived again. And again. And again. I swam in that nothingness so many times that I prayed one of the times it would just swallow me up and keep me. But it never did.” Jay paused. “Then, a week or so ago, something happened.”
“What?”
“A fat woman wouldn’t take my dollar.”
Mr. Wright’s brow bunched down. “Come again?”
“She wanted something else instead,” Jay said.
Mr. Wright closed the file and leaned forward. “What?”



Part Two
Round Trip
 


 
 
Twenty Seven
Hit
“Exact change, please.”
Jay Grady looked up and saw that it wasn’t Doris working the counter at Plainview, Missouri’s small and sweltering post office, and that was how it began, this change, with a strange woman’s refusal of the dollar he’d put down for his purchase.
“Sir, exact change,” the woman repeated when Jay didn’t respond, seeming annoyed though there was no line behind him. No customers in the place at all, in fact, but then there were only nine hundred and seventy three people left in Plainview, hardly enough to support the mini-mart on Carson Street, or the gas station at the intersection of Traction and Wells, and surely so few people that, in the hundred or so times Jay had come in to buy his stamps and pick up his mail, he had seen less than a dozen other people. Other than Doris, of course, and this fiendishly hot August morning her familiar face was nowhere to be seen.
“Where’s Doris?” Jay asked, scanning the woman’s non-regulation floral blouse for a name tag like Doris wore, which was how he’d learned her name. Not that he’d spoken more to her than his usual ‘One stamp’, and then a meek and proper ‘Thank you’ once the little square of gummed paper was passed over. Still, it was somehow comforting to know her name, and equally disconcerting to not find some identifier on this new lady who was not supposed to be here.
“What?”
“Doris is here on—”
“She’s out today, okay,” the woman said sharply. She was thirtyish and thick and as bitter looking as a dying tree, withering in barren soil and unable to do much about it. Likely she had worked at the Air Force base outside of Plainview, and that would explain it, her sour countenance and manner. One day a good government job unpacking thousand dollar toilet seats for the transport planes that used to come and go, or maybe sweeping and swabbing the halls of the base hospital, and the next thing you know there’s no more evil empire, and then you’re a second string postal clerk stuck in a dying town because of family or finances or whatever her damnable anchor to this place was. In any event, regardless of reason, this woman was here and not happy and was glaring at Jay as sweat glistened on her pale and pink face. “And I ain’t got no change, so if you want just one stamp you better cough up thirty two cents.”
Jay looked to the counter, to where his fingers still rested upon the one dollar bill he’d put there when voicing his request (and expecting Doris to hear it and fill it, as usual), and he knew what the strange woman was asking him to do. His gaze rose to her once again and he said gravely, “But...I just need one stamp.”
She gave him a look like he was some sort of dumbshit and said, “Look, mister, I ain’t got no change, okay? Your pal Queen Doris had to tootle off last night because her poor dear brother got hurt, or so she says. And whether that’s the gospel or not, whether she’s playing blackjack on the river boats, I don’t know and I don’t care. All I know is that she is not here and wherever she is the key to the damn safe is with her, so I can’t get you or no one any change.”
Jay could only stare back at her for a moment, his heart throttling up. “But...”
“Jesus Criminy, mister, it’s only thirty two damn cents. Ain’t you got any change?”
Change? Hell, yes, he had change. A pocket full of it. He’d just fed three sacks of cans into the aluminum recycling machine out front of the Super Suds Laundromat, and was planning, like usual, to stop by the Rev M Up mini mart to dump his take blindly into the change sorter they had next to the ATM machine right inside the door. The sorter would take it, chewing and eating the rounds of metal like some favorite meal, and dutifully spit back what bills he was due, and what change there was that didn’t quite take the total to the next multiple of one hundred. He could scoop that change up without a look, like he could here most days when Doris would slide his sixty-eight cents across. But exact change? Did this woman know what that meant? That he would have to reach into the hidden depths of his pocket and pull out some change, and that he would have to count out thirty two cents, and that to do so he would have to look at the change, and very possibly stare death in the eyes yet again? And weren’t there enough (no, too many, too, too many) times when he could not avoid having to look. Like at the truck stop up off the once thriving business loop (which served now no more a purpose than a stubborn vein feeding blood to a gangrenous appendage) where the cashier insisted on counting out one by one into his palm what change he had coming from the occasional burger he purchased there, the collection of which he would often close his fist quickly around, but not before glimpsing what was there. Before knowing what was coming. Death again.
The Plainview Grill was another difficult arena in which to tread. There he might see the tails on the lunch counter, a tip left by another or change just returned by Chloe the waitress. An errant glance there could do it. Could bring the damning vision on. And though he tried not to look, try was all he could do, because the dull glint of an old penny, or the bright spark of a newly minted dime caught his eye, there was no point in not looking, because if they were tails (and, God, so many times they were) there was no turning back. The die had been cast.
But here, in this box of a place where he came for his stamp, where he often came to buy that stamp and mail his letter and retrieve his mail, where he came to make the record which had to be made, here he had been free of the worry of dying that plagued him most every other place, and had for eight years. Here Doris would serve him, holding her hand out and he his, making the return blindly, and he would be safe. As safe as one could be with death waiting at every place where money changed hands.
But not this day.
“Hey, do you want a damn stamp or not?” the woman asked brusquely, her hands planted on her side of the counter, fingers drumming impatiently on the old wood.
Yes, he did want it. He had to have it. To make the record. To continue making the record. But...
“In about three seconds I’m gonna turn my back on you and you can go wish yourself a stamp.” Her lips pursed tight now, and the drumming grew louder on the counter. “One.”
Jay eased the dollar bill off the counter and pushed it into his back pocket. He could feel the envelope there, all ready to go but for the stamp. His hand came forward and slipped into the front pocket of his jeans, slithering down deep to where a bulge of change lay thick against his thigh.
“Two,” the woman counted, fingers thumping all together now, eight fleshy drumsticks beating at once upon the counter.
Jay’s own fingers worked together in his pocket, gathering several coins and pulling them into his palm before folding down around them, a fist coming out. A fist he stared at while the woman glared at him.
“You waitin’ for your hand to rot away, mister?” she berated him.
One finger, two fingers, a quarter, a nickel, three fingers, a penny, four fingers, a penny.
“Well howdy damn doody,” the woman said, seeing what she’d been waiting for. “Why that was so hard, mister, I don’t know.”
She held her hand out, but Jay only stared at the coins in his hand. Four coins. Thirty two cents. Exact change. And all...
...heads? Heads again? Yes, heads. Heads and...
...more.
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It came that clear, that defined. A number. A vision of a number. Not death, but a number. More than the sum value of what lay in his palm. Not the count of cents gathered there. More. A number.
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And...and still more from the heads, more that was not a dread wave of death rushing at him. Another number.


25
The quarter.


5
The nickel.


1
A penny.


1
The other penny.
But not four numbers. Not the parts in sequence. No.


25 5 1 1
Parts of one number.


25511
A large number.


25,511
And still the other one.
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Two numbers. Numbers he saw, numbers he knew, and from heads this time, from old heads that were telling new tales, and a breath left his chest, one that felt as if it had been there an eternity, because the tale being told right then was not death. Was not death.
Something had changed. Something was different. Heads like the ones that had shown him riches were speaking to him, but they were not the ones that had brought him wealth. These were speaking a language he did not understand. A language of numbers. Their song right then two numbers.
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25,511
“Oh, what the hell is it now, mister?” the woman demanded, exasperated. Her open hand turned and planted itself loudly on the counter.
An old habit bubbled up, and Jay tipped his hand to the side and spilled the coins to the counter, one, two, three, and four, and it was no shock when they finally settled that the test had been passed. All were still heads. And all were still telling him 32, and 25,511. Two numbers that meant nothing to him, but that must mean something. That he knew would mean something.
“It’s about friggin’ time,” the woman said, and swept her pudgy hand across the counter and pulled the coins into the empty cash drawer, her first sale for that day. Now she had change, and boy was she going to give Doris hell for taking the damn safe key. Boy, was she ever, she thought as she ripped a single stamp from its parent roll and slapped it on the counter right before her very strange customer. One she remembered a bit now, having seen him scrounging for cans and bottles out by the truck stop, and sometimes down where the school bus picked up the kids to take them to Drucker (where there was a school still open), shoving the discards into a gunny sack that he’d sling over his shoulder like some down and out version of Santa Claus. Yeah, well, he wasn’t that, she knew. He was nothing but a bum, and she would be glad when he had his shiftless ass away from her counter and out of the damn post office. “Is there anything else you need, mister, ‘cause I got mail to sort.”
Jay picked the stamp up and closed his eyes nervously, waiting. Waiting for it to come, for echoes of death to come, but nothing of the sort came. Just the numbers floated around in his consciousness. The two numbers, 32 and 25,511.
Chewing on them, on thoughts of what the numbers were, of what they could mean, Jay left the service counter and went the few steps to another counter, one meant for customers to address their letters, and affix their stamps, but he suspected he had given it the bulk of its use in his time in Plainview. How many times had he bellied up to it? he wondered. More than 32 and less than 25,511, to be certain. That number plus one for right now as from his back pocket he took the unsealed envelope, and briefly removed the letter within to give it one last look, folding back just the top third where he’d put the date, that morning, Wednesday August 6, 1997, and the time, 7:12 a.m. (Not a 32 or a 25,511 in there, no), the exact moment when he’d taken his pants from the chair in his room, unintentionally by the leg, and had spilled a few coins left in his pocket from his previous day’s collecting, and had watched them fall to the floor by his bare feet, spinning and rolling and wobbling until all came to rest, all tails. All tails, and death came soon from that.
But not before he scrawled on the paper now in his hand, and marked it with the time, and put it in an envelope before the agony gripped him. An envelope he now returned the letter to, and sealed, and laid flat on the high counter as he took the old pen in hand, dragging its flimsy chain across the surface as he put the address in its place. No return address, because what did that matter? Just ‘who to mattered’. And the who was:
Occupant
PO Box 12
Plainview , Missouri 65600
That done, Jay put the stamp to his tongue (a 32 on it, yes, but that was not the meaning, no, not the meaning at all) and then pressed it onto the upper right corner of the envelope and dropped it through the slot cut in the wall nearby. And at that moment, as he always did, he flashed back to the bum and his can, and the slitted lid through which people had blindly pushed hundred dollar bills. Every time (more than 32, less than 25,511) he mailed a letter, those scenes would come to him. Those scenes that were giving and taking in one.
And then he would think of that time no more. Would force it down in his memory like he was right then, and go to the wall of small metal boxes, as he did right then, and take the small silvery key from his shirt pocket and slip it into the lock to open his box.
And like all the other times there was something inside. Some things inside. Two letters, each addressed to Occupant, PO Box 12, Plainview Missouri, 65600. Two because Sunday had been a bad day. Change at the Plainview Grill, and later some spied where it had been accidentally dropped in the dusty gutter by some poorer soul, shining pretty and sinister beneath the afternoon sun. An observation tower at a fair in Kansas, gone, dropped to the ground when a motor home carrying a family of ten plowed into it, and a glass bottomed boat in the Florida Keys, thirty people aboard mesmerized by a school of sharks that were far less interesting and far more terrifying when the boat strayed to close to the shoals and settled into the drink under a blue and sunny sky.
A bad day, yes. He’d fallen before, too many times to recall, but the sharks were a first. One had grabbed him and pulled him down within sight of a tangle of floating debris that one might have clamored onto. Might have, but never would, because hundreds of vicious little daggers had torn into his calf and shook him violently as he was dragged away from the light, from the air, until the burning in his chest and the wild stinging in his leg faded to that nothingness that was no reprieve.
Jay took the letters from his box and closed it. Tomorrow there would be a new letter inside, one written that morning. One foretelling the death of two dozen barge workers at a port on the Mississippi. A gas barge that had exploded. Fire on the water. Jay had burned, and then drown.
But now, now what would happen? What would come of this knowing? Of knowing these plain old numbers that could not be so plain? Jay walked toward the post office door and wondered this in silence.
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25,511
Two numbers. From heads returned. Two numbers.
And more than that, he knew.
In time, he thought, it would come, the meaning, knowing from experience that ‘time’ could mean drunken hours sitting in the dark at an old and scratched and wonderful table in the dining room (the dining gloom, he recalled, but put that memory away as well), or a terrifying gasp of seconds at an uptown party with your drink crashing at your feet and death screaming in your head. Yes, in time. At any time. At least whatever might come next could be no worse than endless curtain calls at the grim reaper dinner theater. He hoped not. God, he hoped not.
But he could not control it, no more than he could understand it, this gift bum had given him. A gift that had been sweet, and then sour, and now...a wicked mystery.
A mystery that he could not solve by flipping mental switches, but one that nonetheless flitted about his head as he passed through the open front door and paused in the thick yellow light of day, squinting up at the sky that seemed all fire right then. No blue, just a hot and miserable brilliance that made Plainview feel the center of something Dante might have dreamed up. Away from the bright sky he looked and slipped both of the letters into his back pocket, and then from near the front door where he’d left it he hefted a bulging gunny sack from the sidewalk and over his shoulder. Bottles rattled and clinked within—more than 32, he thought, and less than 25,511. He would have to save these—a goodly collection of empties gathered along Traction Avenue where it headed out to Route 87—for Monday, when he’d make the five mile walk to the library to meet the recycling truck (the machine at the Super Suds was on an exclusively aluminum diet) that came that day once each week, except holidays, of course, when it would come the next day. These longnecks, and shortnecks, and squatnecks, and completely-broken-offnecks would just sit in the corner of the room he kept above a closed retail shop on Todd Street just off of Wells Road. The next day he might rinse them, and the pile they’d be added to, in the old and rusty claw foot tub that was less one foot and dipped harshly at the end where one put their head. That would take the smell off of them, an aroma that, after a few days of soda and beer and wine remnants mixing and stewing, would lighten your head and make you wish the only window in the room wasn’t nailed shut.
Yes, thinking about it, he would probably clean them. That window wasn’t going to open unless he did a number on it.
Or two numbers, he thought as he walked slowly up Charles Street, the sun gleaming off the windshields of the county road crew trucks lining the curb, the workers probably in town for a cold one at the Grill, maybe two or three considering how hot it must be out on Route 87 where a new skim of blacktop was being laid. Yes, one truck, two trucks, three trucks, four trucks (less than both 32 and 25,511), each one with a number stenciled on its fender. And others on the sides of their beds. Weights, and registration numbers, and psi ratings, and on and on. Number after number on truck number 35, and on trucks number 677, 83, and 65a. Numbers that Jay eyed curiously, scanning lazily for digits that might be of meaning, but knowing that none would show. If ‘truck number 32’ weighing ‘25,511 pounds gross tonnage’ was the intended meaning of the coins, of whatever pulled their strings (and his, he knew), it would have presented itself to him. He wouldn’t have to go looking.
“Thirty two,” he said to himself as he stepped between trucks 35 and 677 to cross the street. “Twenty five, five one one. I’ll be waiting for y—”
The rest never made it past his lips, because as he stepped from between trucks 35 and 677 and into Charles Street’s normally deserted lanes of traffic, the lane he had entered with nary a glance was not deserted at all, being occupied at that instant by a 1985 Honda Civic, blue, bearing New Jersey plates and missing its right rear hubcap. Nearly a ton of dated Japanese engineering that, doing twenty seven miles per hour, he barely saw as the sound of screeching tires drew his eyes left, catching sight through the windshield of a face that was not grinning at all, but which was swelled with shock as the car’s front bumper caught his left leg and sent him sprawling to the black pavement, his head thudding hard and the white hot day going dark and cool as someone screamed, as someone screamed, as someone...



 
Twenty Eight
Blue Eyes
They’d wanted him to stay, the doctors and nurses, but all the hospital’s clean white walls and beeping machines and sterile aloofness did was remind him of what doctors and nurses and all their gadgets could not do, and had not been able to do when he was eleven. And those memories needed no urging forth again, so he’d gone home, despite protestations that concussions could be serious, and a fresh fracture needed rest, calling a taxi from the emergency room pay phone and paying for the ride from Jefferson City to Plainview with the money he’d made on cans that morning, his cut and bloody jeans in a bag and a hospital gown wrapped ‘round his waist like a skirt. The crutches they gave him were third hand at best, no pad in one’s pitrest and the adjustment screw frozen in place (too short) on the other, but then he had a bill in his shirt pocket that was stamped ‘indigent’, so he could expect little more than that—that and the pain pills some county medical bureaucrat would write off as ‘service to poor’.
He arrived home near six in the evening, hopping awkwardly up the straight flight of stairs to his room, crutches and all tucked under one arm. Once inside he ditched the gown and grimaced as he slipped into a pair of cutoff gray sweats. The air was sweltry after a day of baking in the closed off space. It felt almost infected, and the old metal fan mounted high on one wall only seemed to move the pustuous air from this place to that when Jay switched it on, one worn blade ticking sharply every now and then against the cage that confined it—brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr-TICK-brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr-TICK-brrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr-TICK. The sallow shade still hid the top half of the window, waning light spilling through the waves of the ancient pane beneath that. Wavy glass, people had called it. There had been some in the windows of his parents’ barn, but that was there no more, he guessed. Probably a two story box among many that Realtors were calling houses. But enough of that, yes, enough of that because he didn’t need that hurt. There was enough of one physical humming in his leg.
He sat on the bed and thought, pain pills. Where were they? he asked himself, realizing that his own thoughts were a bit ‘wavy’ right then. Get tossed to the ground and knocked out ‘til you wake up in an ambulance and, well, you got what you asked for. He wondered if the person—a woman, he recalled somewhat foggily from the brief flash through the windshield—had been arrested. But then, who had stepped out from between those trucks? Who indeed. But enough of that person, that woman. He needed those pain pills. He wanted them, because the hum was starting to throb, and if he didn’t get something soothing down his gullet pretty soon there was going to be a drum section playing on the hunk of plaster encasing his left leg, and a chorus of screams—his screams—to accompany it.
The bag, he thought. They’re in the bag. The small bottle of Darvon was in the bag with his ruined jeans, and when he scanned the room he saw the clear plastic sack riding low in the old wingback’s sagging cushion. He pushed himself up and hobbled to where the chair rested in permanence by the window, snatching the bag before twisting half way ‘round and plopping down into the cushion’s severe trough, grimacing as the heel of the cast smacked to the floor. The extra weight on his left leg was going to take some getting used to, he realized, and hastily undid the rubber band securing the neck of the bag in a tight gather and took his pills out. One every four hours as needed for pain, it said. Or was it a suggestion? he wondered, then dry swallowed two of the tablets and let his head settle back against the faded and gaudy burgundy leaf upholstery. Sweat trickled down his face, stinging a raspberry abrasion that Charles Street had ground into his cheek. He closed his eyes and listened to the fan tick.
In five minutes he was fast asleep and dreaming of things cool, a wintry scene where carolers outside in the snow sang songs of numbers. Songs of only two numbers.


Twenty minutes later he was jarred quick awake by a knocking on his door.
His head swung side to side, and up and down, quite fast. Too fast, as his head felt suddenly superior to the forces of gravity. It floated, his thoughts swimming in a rush of painkillers and the pain they had not yet killed, only wounded, and it took another set of rapid knocks and fingers pressed hard to his temples to rise out of the fog.
“Who is it?” Jay asked the door loudly.
“Mr. Grady?” a woman asked. At least a woman’s voice, or a man with one low testosterone count. “Is this where Mr. Grady lives?”
Mr. Grady? Who the hell was Mr. Grady? He had been a true Mister once, long ago, and the unnamed rotund woman that morning had called him ‘mister’ repeatedly, disdainfully, though she had probably been told in some moronic government training course to just ‘call them mister or ma’am and hold your tongue and that’ll fix everything’. But who was this now that thought he was a ‘mister’? Who was it that knew his name? Who was it that had reason to come to him at all?
“Just a minute,” Jay told his unknown caller, then got to his feet with some difficulty, and once there had to grab hold the knob of the bathroom door to keep from keeling over. He breathed deep as his body wobbled, the mix of the drugs and getting up as fast as he had doing a number on his equilibrium. But it ebbed after a few seconds, enough that he was able to hop slowly to the door, balancing with one hand against the solemn brown walls of his room, his palm scraping over the split wallpaper seams as he traveled the ten foot distance. At the door he put his hand on the knob, then hesitated, and took a look down at himself. He was in the same shirt he’d been wearing when hit. A good sized tear had been opened on the right shoulder, and it clung to his body over a skim of sweat. His shorts were old and hadn’t been to the Super Suds in a good while. And his face, hell, he couldn’t see it—didn’t really want to hop back to the bathroom for a gander in the mirror—but all indications were that the big scrape on his cheek was likely not the only mark his meeting with the street had left him. Overall he figured he looked like crap, but then who could it possibly be on the other side of the door that he would care how he looked? And so with a twist of the dull brass knob he opened it inward.
And nearly fell over at who was on the landing atop the stairs. It was her. The face. The face behind the windshield. The face that had been shocked. That had not been grinning, though only a small and distant part of himself had, at that instant, thought even that possible. The face was here. She was here. Standing outside his door and looking at him with the bluest eyes he had ever seen, Caribbean waters and Montana sky blended to sapphirine perfection.
“Are you Mr. Grady?” the woman asked, then caught sight of the cast on his leg and shook her head, feeling obviously stupid. “Of course you are.”
“You?” Jay said, his shoulder pressed to the edge of the half open door for balance. “It’s you.”
“Yes,” she said, nodding. “I hit you.”
He stared at her, sampled her gaze, one that seemed as blue as her eyes. The blue of sadness.
“I didn’t see...” She paused, then restarted. “I wasn’t paying...” And then she quieted, and looked down at the threshold, and snugged down the cuffs of her long sleeve sweatshirt, gripping the mildly frayed ends as she crossed her arms tight. A white tee shirt peeked out from beneath the blue sweatshirt at the collar, and the blue jeans she wore were faded and seemed a size too big, maybe more. Her shoes had once been white tennies, but now sported that aged dirtiness of a pair rediscovered at the back of the closet. A crumpled looking something held her dark brown hair in a tail that jutted out a few inches from the back of her head before tailing down and ending in a narrow fan upon her neck. A utilitarian do it was, not fashion at all, the easiest of ways to groom when grooming was not a concern.
She looked, Jay thought upon consideration of the parts as a whole, like she had been through rain and wringer. Or maybe pain and wringer. Worn from both outside and in.
“You know,” Jay began, and she looked up. “I was the one who stepped in front of you.”
She shook her head. “But I should have seen you. I wasn’t paying attention. I was just...I wasn’t thinking.” Her eyes went to his cast again, then surveyed the minor damage to his face, and her expression sank from mere sadness to true sorrow. “I hurt you. I’m so sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Jay told her as her eyes began to puddle. “I was the one not thinking.” At least not thinking about the things one should be when crossing a street, unless the numbers 32 and 25,511 had been made items every safety conscious pedestrian was expected to know. “I was off in some other place and I walked right in front of you.”
She sniffled and considered him, his sincerity. Her arms drew tighter still across her chest. “I still should have—”
“No,” he said, shaking his head. “No. It was my fault. Mine. You tried to stop. I heard your brakes screeching.”
“If I’d had newer tires I might have stopped short of you. And those brakes..”
“No, you didn’t have time. It was my fault.” He felt sorry for her, mostly because she felt responsible for something his stupidity had caused. But also because of those eyes, and the sadness swimming in their beauty. “Okay? My fault.”
She did not agree verbally, but gave a small nod and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her sweatshirt. “Did I hurt you bad?”
“You didn’t hurt me.” He tapped his cast against the door, and regretted it almost instantly as a spike of pain volleyed between his knee and ankle. One every four hours? Hell, two hadn’t even done the trick. “And it’s not so bad.”
She winced with him. “It hurts.”
“I don’t have any races scheduled, so I should be okay.”
She nodded and seemed to brighten right then. “So you’re a runner? My—”
“No. It was a joke.” He saw her deflate again, and wondered why that was.
She looked past him to the small space that was his. A bed. A chair. A closet and a door that looked like it led to a bathroom, though the end of the tub she could spy in there looked awfully lopsided to be of much use. Bags piled in the far corner, the large green trash kind, with bulges everywhere about their surface and the necks of bottles poking through a few small tears. “You live here?”
“Yeah.” He glanced behind and shrugged. “It’s not much but—”
“No, its fine,” she said, interrupting.” You’ve got a bed, and a bathroom. Those are nice things to have.”
“Yours are probably nicer than mine.”
She shook her head. “My bathroom is wherever I can pull off the road, and my bed’s the back seat.”
“You live in your car?”
She nodded.
Jay snorted. “You hit me with your house?”
A laugh burst out of her, but she quickly put a sleeve-covered hand to her mouth to staunch it. It seemed to hurt her, the laughter, and very quickly all glee was gone and her eyes were threatening tears again. “I’m sorry.”
“What are—”
She waved off his question and from the front pocket of her jeans she removed something. Two envelopes. Jay’s envelopes. “These were in the street after the ambulance left. I figured they were yours.”
Jay nervously took them as she held them out. They were scuffed and dirty, but otherwise unopened. She had not read them.
“How did you know where I lived?” he asked her. This was clearly not PO Box 12, Plainview, Missouri.
“When the police were done talking to me, that’s when I saw the envelopes. I asked someone in the diner who’d come out if she knew you, and she said she did, and she told me you lived above the old shoe shop on...on...on Todd Street.” Her eyes closed right then, squeezing tears that unfurled down her tan face.
“What’s wrong?”
Tears dripped from her cheeks to the floor as she shook her head. Once more her sleeve was put to good use, dragging across her face high and low. “I just...I just thought I might find it here.” Her damp sleeve came down and she was looking not at him, but above him, with wayless, glistening eyes. “I don’t know, I thought that it was here. I mean, this town. And that because I hit you maybe you could help me, but...” She sniffled and shook her head at the ceiling behind Jay.
“What are you talking about?” Jay asked her very gingerly.
“I don’t know what I’m talking about,” she replied, as though it were an admission of complete and total failure. Her gaze slid down and settled on his chest. She seemed unable to look him in the eye. “I don’t know a thing anymore. All I do is drive around from here to there, because I think this place is where I’m supposed to be, then the next week it’s that place, and then another, and then...” Her head shook again. “And I come into your this town and almost kill a stranger.” She snickered wetly, humorlessly. “Happy birthday to me.”
Whatever it was the woman was talking about, it was consuming her, and with that Jay could sympathize. He supposed he hadn’t cornered the market on dysfunctional existence. Maybe a certain very specialized corner of the market, but not all of it. Hell, part of this was his fault, stepping in front of her car like he had. This woman obviously didn’t need any more trauma than whatever had put her in the state she was in.
“It’s your birthday?” he asked, seizing on the last thing she’d said, wanting somehow to make her not feel the way she was. It had been so long since he’d even been able to help anyone, to do something good for someone and have a reasonable chance of success at it, and it struck him as the desire to help this woman rose that it was the first time in eight years that he’d felt neither superhuman or subhuman—just human.
“Yeah,” she answered, and looked into his eyes. “My thirty second.”
His heart throttled instantly, and his lungs pulled in just that much more breath that his chest seemed to swell and recede a bit more than the moment before. But he did not react openly. His eyes did not bug, and his voice did not crack when he asked her, “You’re thirty-two today?”
She nodded.
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Okay, he thought. This could not be a coincidence. Not strange luck. No, she was here, this woman who was...
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...this very day, and she had hit him with her...
Now his eyes inflated. “Do you have your car? The police didn’t impound it, did they?”
She looked at him curiously now, some excitement welling in him. But why? “No.” She pointed down the stairs. “It’s down on the street.”
Jay swallowed hard, and now his breathing showed, and his heart was a locomotive going flat out across some desolate plain. Realization surged in him, and made the sweat upon his body tingle as though each salty drop had turned to rime. “Take me to it.”
Her head leaned toward him. “To my car?”
He nodded spryly. “Please.”
“All right,” she said, and walked ahead of him as he made the descent, taking each tread with a hop on his good foot. At the bottom she opened the old door, its inlaid glass jittering as she pulled it to its stops, giving Jay room to make it outside into the slanting shade of the Todd Street building. She closed the door and helped him to the curb, taking half his weight on her shoulder. “Here it is.”
Yes, there it was. It was old, a dozen years right then, and its once blue roof had been splotched a scaly white by foul things in the rain, as had its hood and trunk. Dings from countless hits in too-close parking spaces peppered the two doors Jay could see, the front passenger one bearing a deeper wound, a foot-long gouge that had laid the metal bare long ago and was now scabbed with a spreading welt of rust. The tires that bore it were not bald, but were not far from that state of wear either. Through the dirty side windows Jay could make out in the back seat a large brown suitcase with one missing buckle strap, and on the wearsprung upholstery a number of blankets lay folded in a neat pile. She liked her house neat, he found himself thinking.
“Is there something you wanted?” she asked him.
He looked to her and pointed in the direction of the driver’s seat. “What’s the mileage?”
She puzzled at the request for a second, but did not question it. Instead she went around the car’s front and opened the door and sat behind the wheel long enough to commit the number to memory, then came back to the sidewalk where Jay was waiting. She could have sworn he was holding his breath. “Twenty five thousand, five hundred and forty two.” She caught herself in an error. “Actually, it’s a hundred and twenty five thousand, five hundred and forty two. The little mile thing’s rolled over once.”
“But it says two five five four two on it right now?” he asked, and she nodded.
“Why?” she asked, not shrinking from the odd things he was in want of. In fact, she seemed engaged by his quest.
“It’s just...” Jay began to say, then stopped. It wasn’t right. 25,542 was not right. It was not 25,511—the other number. There was one of the pair already, cast to his knowing in the most devilish of ways, if what he was beginning to suspect was correct. Yes, 32 had been found, its meaning revealed. It was her. But the other? He was certain it would be the car. Its mileage, a convergence of her and the exact instant he was hit.
Yes, he thought, his eyes brightening. The exact instant. The exact place.
She could see his face light up, not with joy, but revelation. Some solemn revelation. “What is it?”
“Did you drive anywhere after you hit me?”
“When the police let me go I did.”
“Where?”
“I was going to the hospital to see how you were, but I didn’t have enough gas,” she explained, embarrassed. “I saw how low the needle was and I turned around.”
“How far did you drive?”
“I don’t know.”
Jay chewed on his lip, thinking. There had to be some way— “The police, did they give you any kind of report? Anything at the scene of the accident?”
They had, she remembered, and slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled the folded copy of the accident report out. “This.”
“Is there a mileage noted on there?” he asked, the moisture wicked from his mouth.
She checked. There was. “Twenty five thousand five hundred and eleven.”


25,511
The other number. Her, and it. An intersection.
“What?” she asked when his face went ashen.
Jay looked at her, fear and forgiveness in his eyes at once. “I know why you’re here.”
Now it was her heart that raced, and her blue eyes that flared eagerly, hungrily, wanting what this stranger was offering. An answer. Some reason. “Why?”
“I think you were supposed to kill me,” Jay said, the act of speaking the belief, and believing what he’d spoken, mixing right then with the pills, and the heat, and the pain to turn the world beyond his eyes to a tableau of shapes and colors and motions that seemed beyond some damningly imperfect pane of wavy glass. Edges fuzzed, the daylight spun, and to the ground he was heading when he felt two slender arms take hold of him and help him back inside.





 
Twenty Nine
Confession
He didn’t even know her name, this woman he had accused of attempted murder, though to him it would rightly seem a mercy killing. This woman whose blue, blue eyes and troubled face hovered above him now as he lay in the bed she had helped him to.
“I think you almost passed out,” she said when his eyes fluttered open and stayed that way for a moment.
“How did you get me up the stairs?” Jay asked, the world crisping up again.
She lifted his head and adjusted the pillow beneath it. “Life on the road toughens you. Plus you weren’t all the way out.”
Jay shifted on the bed, and winced aloud when repositioning his casted leg. “Damn.”
“Bad?” she asked, standing near the bed in a way Jay remembered his mother doing when he was sick as a child. A way very like that.
He took the bottle of painkillers from the rickety table next to his bed and popped the top. “Can you get me some water from bathroom?” No dry swallowing this time, he decided, thinking maybe that was why the other two pills taken near an hour ago now hadn’t stopped the hurt. Maybe there wasn’t enough liquid in his stomach to aid in the dissolving and absorption process. He hadn’t had anything to drink since before getting hit. Nothing at the hospital, and nothing once home. He hadn’t actually thought about needing water, even with his body sweating out buckets this day, but then his mind had been on other things. On two numbers. Two numbers that had brought this nameless woman to town. “There’s a glass on the sink.”
She left, and he heard water run, then a glassful be dumped, and run again, and dumped again as the maternal thing made her rinse his glass out. Finally she returned with it brimming. “Here you go.”
Jay already had two more pills in his palm, figuring that the two already in him needed dancing partners. It was only fair. Besides, if this didn’t deaden the pain, he was going to knock himself out in trying. He tossed the pills in his mouth and downed them with a swallow, handing the glass back to the woman whose name he still did not know. That was fixed easily enough. “I want to thank you, but I don’t know who to thank.”
“Mari Gates,” she told him. “M-A-R-I. Rhymes with safari.” She put her hand out. He shook it gently, and she pulled it back against her chest, snugging her sleeves down over her wrists.
“I’m Jay, Mari,” he said, precisely enunciating her name. She grinned pleasantly, and for the first time it struck him that she wasn’t sweating. She was in a damn sweatshirt and jeans in a hotbox of a room and there wasn’t a glimmer or a glow on her face. “Aren’t you roasting in that?”
She shook her head, that kind of quick shake that begged no more talk of the subject. “I just think cool.”
Jay scooted up against the headboard, his face scrunching at the sharp ache as he moved, sitting mostly now. He gestured to the open foot of the bed and she sat, keeping both hands on her lap and her sleeves gripped tight in loose fists. She seemed the epitome of nerves right then, a teenage girl on her boyfriend’s bed while his parents were home, eyes darting about everything in the place but him, but that was not the situation at all, and it was not long before she had trained her very blue eyes on Jay once again.
“Why did you say that down there?” she asked. “About me being here because I was supposed to kill you.”
Jay snickered wanly and shook his head at his knees. “If only I could make it sound sane enough to understand.”
“Sane enough?” Now she snickered. “It sounds like we share a problem.”
He looked up to her. “What do you mean?”
“One day four months ago I was sitting at home, at the table in the kitchen, and I was staring at a cup of coffee I’d poured like an hour before. I hadn’t even taken a sip. It had grown cold in my hands. And then...then I went and I got my old suitcase from the garage, and I packed some clothes, and I threw it in the car and I started driving. Just driving. I didn’t know where. But...”
“This is the insane part coming, right?” Jay prompted her, and the smallest bit of relief crept onto her face in the form of a weak but pretty smile.
“But I knew that there was someplace I was supposed to be,” she said. “Is that vague and ‘out there’ enough, or what?”
“Not out there at all,” Jay said.
“So I was driving,” she continued. “These last four months I’ve been driving. I’ve been everywhere, it seemed. I’d get these...these feelings that I was supposed to go a certain way, or take a certain highway, or stop in a certain town, and I’d follow those feelings and end up in places just wondering why I was there. That was the hardest part, you know: not knowing why I was there, or why these feelings were...pushing me. Or guiding me. Can you understand that? Even a little?”
Jay nodded to her question, her plea. She had her own ‘why’. “Yes I can, Mari.”
His acceptance eased her nerves, and a dozen or so knots unwound from her shoulders right then, relaxing her posture. “And so this morning I was on the Interstate, and I was driving along, and I saw a sign that said ‘Plainview—forty miles’. And that feeling came. It came really strong, and so I followed the signs and drove into town. I can’t explain it, but the feeling was really strong—I mean really strong. I thought for sure this was where I was supposed to be. The place. And I was driving down the street, looking every which way for something that might tell me that, yes, this was where I was supposed to be. Just looking, and then...”
“I came along,” Jay said, and she nodded.
“So is why you thought I was supposed to kill you more insane than that?”
He thought on that, but focusing was a little hard. The pills were just starting to kick in, and the fuzzy edges were coming back bit by bit. “Maybe a little.”
“So go ahead,” she told him. “Tell me how crazy you are.”
How to tell, he mused. How to tell. Though...
...though maybe it was best not to tell at all. Maybe he could show.
From the bed table he took the letters she had retrieved for him and handed them to her. “Read what’s in these.”
She took the envelopes and put them on her lap, cinching her sleeves back down as she looked at the address. “Why does it just say ‘occupant’?”
“Because it felt strange enough mailing them to myself. I just couldn’t bring myself to write my name on the envelope.”
She looked to him, confused. “You mailed these to yourself?”
“Yes.”
“What’s in them?”
His head eased back on the headboard, his eyes blinking tiredly at the ceiling. “Confessions.”
She puzzled at that answer briefly, then looked back to the envelopes, examining them. Both were postmarked Plainview, Missouri. He had mailed them here. To himself from right here. And the date on the postmarks was from this week, the same for both. Why? Why would he do this? And what did he mean by confession?
She decided it was time to find out, and opened the first letter.
Sunday 8/3/97 3:51 pm local
A boat near Marathon Key—it’s called the Shanker—is going to hit a rock and sink in a school of sharks. 30 people.
I’m sorry.
Jay Marcus Grady
Her gaze slipped away from the single page in her hand, thinking, remembering. There had been something about a boat of tourists sinking in the Florida Keys on the car radio. And it was Sunday night, wasn’t it? Still, what did this have to do with confession?
“Which one is that?” Jay asked, his eyes half closed as he stared at the old skin of paint peeling away from the ceiling.
“It’s about a boat sinking. This was on the radio. Why did—”
“That was a bad one,” Jay recalled, cutting her off. His words were thick and low now, each drifting from him with a hint of slur. “Sharks. Never sharks before. Never killed by sharks before. I don’t like sharks. Go ahead, read the next one.”
Her gaze came off of him reluctantly. She opened the next letter and read.
Sunday 8/3/97 11:12am local
There’s a fair near Junction City Kansas, and there’s an observation tower that is going to get hit by a motorhome. It’s going to collapse. 28 people.
I’m sorry.
Jay Marcus Grady
“Falling,” Jay said, speaking almost fondly. “Falling is nothing. That tower was only a hundred and fifty feet high. That’s nothing.”
Mari held both letters, one in each hand, her gaze shifting between them. “I still don’t understand. How is this a confession?”
Jay chuckled breathily, the Darvon fog rolling in fast now. “You know, if you were inclined to do such a thing, and you checked the times on those letters, you’d see that they are before the time those things happened. Before, sister, what do you think about that?”
“Are you saying that you...predicted these things?”
“More than that,” Jay said, then pointed somewhat limply toward the closet, its door half blocked by the mound of his bagged bottles. “At the back of the closet, on the floor, there’s a box. Go get it and have a look.”
Mari stood and went to the closet, pulling its door open amid a jangle of bottles sliding within the disturbed bags. She knelt and, in the dark space, found first something soft—an old sleeping bag—and then by touch alone the square cardboard box that she had been directed to. She took it in hand and closed the closet back up before returning to the bed, standing at its foot now as Jay watched her, his head lolled to one side.
“Go ahead,” he urged her.
She set the box, a fairly worn brown thing that was heavy without being HEAVY, on the bed where she’d been sitting, the form of her rump still pressed into the mattress that had seen better days. It was the size you’d expect something like a small microwave to be shipped in, but there were no markings of any kind on its exterior. The top was four flaps folded sequentially to overlap one another in that way she had never been able to master without getting a nasty papers cut. But opening this box was easy, as the flaps had softened quite a bit from use, it appeared. She peeled back one, then two, then three, and then the last stubby flap, and she could see plainly now what the box held.
“Impressive, isn’t it?” Jay asked. “Or depressive. Is that a word?”
Mari reached in and pulled two handfuls of envelopes from the box. She held each bunch up to her face, some of the envelopes fanning like a hand of cards so that she could see that all were addressed as the first two she’d read, to ‘occupant’, and all were sealed. She looked over them to Jay. “All of these?”
He nodded, his eyes barely slits now, the throb in his leg just a pulse that seemed gloriously inconsequential.
“These are like the other two?”
“Guilty,” Jay said.
‘Guilty?’ Was this what he was talking about when he said ‘confession’? “These are all things you predicted? Bad things?”
“Very bad things,” he agreed, adding emphasis.
“So you’re, what, confessing in these letters that you knew these things were going to happen?”
His sideways head shook, one cheek bumping the headboard. “No, that I made them happen.”
The letters drained by ones and twos from her grip back into the box. “This is your insane part coming, right?”
He managed a druggy smile at her quickness. “You see, I got this gift from someone. This ability to know things. To ‘predict’ things, as you called it. I used to pick stocks with it—at least I thought I was picking stocks.” His head came off of the head board and faced her straight on. “But then it changed, and I wasn’t seeing what stocks to pick, I was seeing death. Lots of death. Things like what you read, like what’s in that box. And that’s only the last six years, since I’ve been in Plainview. Before that...before that I hadn’t accepted the truth of the matter. The truth that I’d been clued into long ago.”
“What truth?” she asked, trying to follow him. A gift? Knowing? Stocks? Death?
“That seeing the future makes it real,” Jay said, recalling the way Sign Guy had put it. “Does a vision cast a coming reality in stone?” He nodded, and a sheen spread across his tired eyes. “From experience, Mari Gates, I can tell you that it does. In my damnable case it does.”
She thought on his admission for a moment, the insane part of his story, and though she did not know the truth of it, was his belief in it anymore crazy than her own aimless journey guided only by feelings?
“You believe you caused these bad things to happen?” she asked him, and his eyes closed as he nodded. One of his hands slipped from his lap to the bed and she thought he had drifted off.
But he had not, and he began rambling. “That’s why I think you were here to kill me. To run me down. You were supposed to put a stop to it. Right there, at number two five five one one. Bang. Squish. Just like the bald man, only it wasn’t him doing it this time. It was...” And his eyes opened a bit in some mini revelation. “...maybe it was me. Kind of a roundabout suicide thing, no? A little poetic justice. Kill by the tails, die by the heads. You know?” His head shook, his eyelids dropped almost fully now. “Of course you don’t. Why would you? You can’t understand it, ‘cause I can’t understand it.” His chin bobbed down to his chest, bouncing back up, the leg that had been afire now just a numbed length of damaged flesh and bone beneath its sheath of plaster. “What do you think about that?”
“I think that the medication might be making you think some things,” she said. Not that she didn’t believe him, or believe that he believed, but he was obviously right on the edge of going under, weighed down by the pills he’d swallowed. She wondered if he’d followed the directions, but resisted the urge to ask, and to look at the bottle herself. She was not his mother.
“Poor man’s truth serum,” Jay told her, his words wet and bulbous now. He slid slowly down the headboard until he was flat on the bed again, his head cradled in the pillow Mari had fluffed for him. “Makes baring the soul that much more manageable.”
She was sure now that he was losing the battle to stay awake. “Would you like me to go so you can sleep?”
“I can sleep without you going,” Jay muttered, then added disconnectedly, “I wonder why I didn’t die?”
She looked down at the box on the bed, at the gathering of confessions within, at the record of deeds he believed he had wrought. “Jay?”
He bubbled up from sleep. “Hmm?”
“Can I read through the letters? Can I open them?”
He waved a hand at her, his whole arm flapping like the dead appendage of a marionette. “Doesn’t matter now. No more tails. God, no more tails please. Open away. Open away.”
She took the box from the bed and sank into the embrace of the wingback chair, putting the letters at her feet. It was quiet, a very still quiet but for the whir and the tick of the fan, and the deep breaths of the man who believed she was supposed to kill him. And despite thinking cool, she was not, the bulk of her sweatshirt trapping the stale heat of the room against her. But she could live with it. Besides, there was a window to let in some air. She stood and went to it, working the twist lock atop the lower sash, and pushing upward. Hard upward, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Doesn’t open,” Jay said from behind her. She turned. His eyes were shut, but he was not quite gone yet. Just way, way out of it. “Never has opened. So how could you just leave your home like that?”
The question caught her off guard, like his query about her roasting had, and she wanted to talk about this as much as that. “There was nothing there for me.”
“No family?” Jay asked woozily.
“No,” she said, and pulled her sleeves down to her palms. His head moved in a small way, maybe a nod, and then he was gone again.
Mari sat and thought cool, and took several letters from the box and put them on her lap. She expected no answers in them, mainly because she believed one of her questions had been satisfied. Her journey, the feelings that drove her, guided her, they had brought her here. To a man whose life was no less torn than hers. Maybe a little more, as he had suggested. But here she was, striking him down with her car, and was sitting in his room about to delve into the depths of some torment that had brought him to believe that he was responsible for the deaths of...(and she glanced at what lay on her lap, and what remained in the box)...countless people. And amongst all the strangeness that no ‘traditionally sane’ person could ever comprehend, she realized that one truth, that one answer, because the feelings were no more. There was no urge to move on. This was where she was supposed to be.
But that begged the question, Now what?
Jay sucked a deep, loud breath, and Mari looked to him, wondering not on that new question, but on the possibilities of what he believed.
She looked down at her lap and picked up one of the envelope and peeled back its flap. And then she began to read.



Jay stirred just past nine, not waked fully, and glanced toward Mari. She was not in the chair now, but on the floor, her back rested against it. Two neat stacks of envelopes straddled her, one opened, one unopened. One spanned the valley between her crossed legs, the single page it usually contained in her hands as she studied it.
“Which one is that?” Jay asked, and she looked up from it.
“A ferry is going to sink,” she said, his glassy eyes upon her. “I remember this from the news. It was three years ago.”
Jay nodded. “Up in Maine. It was going to an island, but it hit a fishing boat and they both sank.” He looked away from her, to the ceiling again. The fog had parted only briefly, and was curling tight around him once more. “Seventy two people died. Water filled their lungs. It was cold but it burned.”
She folded the letter and put it back in the envelope, then moved onto the next as he seemed to drift off again.
“Don’t sleep in your car,” he said from the deepening fog.
“What?”
“If it gets late, there’s a sleeping bag in the closet. I used it before I got the bed at the Salvation Army store. It’s closed now.”
“I don’t want to impose,” Mari said. It had been a long time since she’d slept under a roof not made of metal and hanging upholstery.
“The floor’s not bad,” he told her, then he was Darvon’s guest once more.
He settled into a sleep and she read on. Treaded death’s record into the night. Twenty confessions, thirty, forty, past midnight, past one, his breathing slow and steady, the lamp she’d set on the floor to read by burning soft white light on each letter. Fifty, sixty, in no true order, not arranged for convenience, death here and death there, fires here crashes there, past two in the morning to three, past seventy letters until there was one that Mari Gates opened that she could not move past. She read it. Then read it again.
Then she looked up to the bed with blue eyes afire.



 
Thirty
Mama Bear
It was the sound that dragged Jay up from sleep at just past three in the morning, taking him that first tentative bit toward the waking world. Glass breaking, his floating mind thought. Yes, glass breaking. It was a realization that might have pulled him all the way from the fog, but another thing altogether interceded.
Something pounced upon him.
“BASTARD!”
His eyes snapped open in that way that only fear can make one wake, the tornado siren screaming or the earth beginning to shake in the dead of night. But this was not that. This was not that at all, he knew, when he saw Mari atop him, straddling his chest, her legs pinning his arms and a look of perfect hate in her raging blue eyes. To his throat she held the business end of a broken bottle, stale beer dripping to his neck, the liquidy ticks making him think of the blood pulsing just scant millimeters from the jagged points. His blood. In her other hand she held a piece of paper, and even in the light cast upward from the lamp on the floor he could see it was one of his letters. It was crushed in her fist, and she was thrusting it at his face like a declaration of guilt.
“YOU GOD DAMN BASTARD!”
He couldn’t read what was on the letter through the maddened creases her deathgrip had pressed into it, but then he did not need to see the words to suspect what they were. What they were to her.
And in a sad and crazy way, he thought, it all still made sense, and seemed even more apropos this way.
Her blue, blue glare seethed at him, and she seemed the sum of a world’s loathing right then. She pressed the points of the bottle roughly against his throat and said, “December Thirteenth, last year—sound familiar? Huh, Jay Marcus Grady? Ring a bell?”
It did. Dates always did. But he did not respond. Despite her asking, he knew no answer was required. Or wanted.
“I remember it,” Mari said, her voice not so loud now. Above normal, but in that way an animal growls to warn just before a strike. The only difference was that animals did not hate, could not hate, and at that moment as she sat pinning this man to his bed, she hated. Yes, she hated. With all the fury of the cheated she hated. “I remember it exactly. Would you like me to tell you about that day? Hmm? Would you?”
Again, he made no reply, as none was needed.
“I was on a plane that day,” Mari began, her face lowering toward his so he would know the depth of her enmity for him. “I was on a plane with my husband, and with my little boy. My four year old son.” Her blue hate glistened right then. “My family. We were coming back from a trip to Minnesota, to the Mall of America, a really silly kind of vacation, you probably think.”
He didn’t, but made no effort at sharing that.
“Just my small family and our stupid little vacation. We had fun there, you know? The rides, the sights. But it was over, and we were coming home, and we were landing, only...”
Burning, and the roar of metal ripping, and the screams, God, the screams, and his arm afire, and the smoke, and then the nothingness, Jay remembered. Yes, he remembered. Flight 1601, left wing hit the runway, the 757 cartwheeling. A hundred and ten people had died. Except...
...except how could she have been on that plane? She was alive.
“We crashed, and everybody was dead,” Mari told him, accused him, tears welling now and dropping one by one from her blue eyes to his face, bathing him in her anguish. “My husband, my son. My little boy. Dead.”
Jay swallowed, the bottle’s edge pricking him as the bitter ball rolled down his throat.
“Dead,” she repeated, as if imploring him to understand what that meant to her. How much of a hole it had opened in her soul. “All dead. All dead but me.”
The last statement sounded almost a question, the way she spoke it, as if she wanted to know why that was. Why had she lived? Why was she not with them?
“I lived,” she said outright, perplexed by the fact. She pressed the bottle harder against the tender, vulnerable flesh of his neck. “I’m alive. Why?”
“To do this,” Jay said, finally speaking, and a bit more the shattered bottle pressed just below his Adam’s apple.
She glared at him through her agony, her loss, her hate, and she knew what he meant. The car had not done him in, so now it was time to finish the job. To fulfill some prophecy he had deduced from her age and the mileage on her Honda.
“Go ahead,” he told her, with all the sincerity he could ever have known. He wanted it to be over. He deserved this. Deserved to be thrust into his own personal nothingness. The coins had decreed it, so it must be done. He closed his eyes and said, “I’m sorry. I never wanted it to happen.”
Mari sniffled, her chest heaving beneath the sweatshirt, an adrenalin rush of hate and vengeful urges driving her, pushing her, telling her that he deserved it. That he had killed her family. That he was the one. That he was the reason she was here. All very proper things to feel, to think, except for one thing. Something he had just said.
She kept the bottle to his neck and asked, “What do you mean you never wanted it to happen?”
He opened his eyes. “I didn’t.”
She straightened a bit, easing back from him. All but the bottle. “You didn’t want any of it to happen?”
“No,” Jay said. “How could I?”
Now the bottle did move, a hair, away from his neck. “If you didn’t want to kill any one, then...then why would you?”
It wasn’t a question of ‘would’, or ‘should’, he thought. It was a question of ‘could’. Wasn’t it?
“How...how can you kill people if you don’t even...” She stared at him, perplexed, the anger in flux for that instant, rallying back and forth between belief and doubt. He did it—he couldn’t have—he did it—he couldn’t have. The bottle pulled back some more, doubt gaining. Wonder gaining. “I can’t understand how that could be.”
He watched her body tip back further, until she was upright astride his chest, the bottle still at his throat, but its threat now was tentative at best.
“No,” Mari said, looking at him, at the letter in hand, at the bottle, and then off toward the dark corner of the room near the door. She shook her head. “No, this can’t be it.”
“Just do it, Mari,” Jay quietly urged her.
She shook her head and pulled back completely, getting off of him, standing now half hunched at the side of the bed, the bottle in hand and held out his way but not at his throat anymore. Not ready to hurt anymore. “No, this can’t be the reason. Not to kill you. I haven’t driven all over half the country to come here and kill you. No. That just can’t be it.”
Jay hardly moved at all, just his eyes following her as she backed toward the chair and settled into it, the bottle in hand, still, but now clutched to her chest like some implement of defense. He touched his throat and felt the dampness of old beer, and the slick warmth of his own blood.
“No,” she said again, to herself mostly. She looked at the letter in her hand and let it fall to the floor. Then the bottle she put on the window sill. “I’m supposed to be here, but not to kill you. I don’t care what you believe. I know I’m not supposed to do that.”
Jay’s head raised a little right then. “Then why did you find me? Why did we find each other?”
Mari pulled her legs up into the old wingback and wrapped her arms around her knees. She looked at him, the skim of spent tears gleaming in her eyes. “Not for this. Whatever it is, not for this.”
He rubbed his throat, the thin film of the blood she’d hardly drawn greasing his fingertips. She was alive, and he was alive. His death had not come as he’d expected, as the heads had foretold. Only...
...maybe they hadn’t foretold that at all.
“Go back to sleep,” Mari told him, seeing his eyelids flutter as he stared off at something, in thought maybe. In regret. Or relief. “It was all a dream. Just a dream.”
A dream, Jay thought as his head sank back into the pillow. All a dream. Her lie was wishful, yes, but what a perfect lie. If only it all, all of the past eight years, could be just a dream. A dream, and not the waking nightmare that it was.
His eyes closed, and his breathing deepened, and Mari could tell the medication was still working on him. She had yanked him from its hold, but now it had him back, and that was good. Let him sleep. Let him forget. It should not have happened in the first place. He had not killed her family, in spite of what he thought. He could not have. Even if he did have the power he feared, she could not see it in him, the want of setting death upon others. He was not a killer. And neither was she, she now knew.
But they were something. Together for some reason. Yes, some reason.
She left the light on and hugged her knees tight, thinking ‘some reason’, ‘some reason’, ‘some reason’, until her eyelids grew heavy and she sank into a dream where a little boy laughed and a bigger boy clapped and all the world was right like it was long ago.



 
Thirty One
First Light
Sound roused Jay again, this time at nine in the morning, but when he opened his eyes this time there was no wild woman atop him, just sun streaming in the window and Mari there by the chair, stuffing the envelopes back into the box. He propped himself up, and realized right then that the painkillers had worn all the way off, gasping loud at the streak of fire that zinged up his shin.
Mari turned when she heard him. She pulled her sleeves down and crossed her arms nervously, wondering how he was going to remember what had happened. How he was going to react.
“Good morning,” she said, and he nodded as he tried to get to a sit. She went to him and put a hand under each arm, helping him so his back rested against the headboard. “There.”
“Thank you.” He noticed as she stepped back, cinching her sleeves down as she seemed obsessively to do, that the front of her sweatshirt was dark with dampness. It was going to be a hot one again, telling by the box of intense yellow light slanting through the window (top and bottom windows, he saw, realizing she had let the shade all the way up), but as yet it was still pleasant. Dawn cool, his mother had always called it, that chill of early morning that faded slow as noon drew closer. The dampness could not be sweat, not yet, and besides she just ‘thought cool’, didn’t she?
Mari noticed him staring and spoke up to explain. “I washed up in the sink. I only saw one towel and I didn’t want to use it when I knew you’d need it.”
“Oh,” Jay said, understanding. Her hair was down now, not in that scrunchy kind of thing that had gathered it like a rubber band. Now that implement circled her left wrist like a bracelet. “Did you sleep?”
“A little. Listen, Jay, I want to do something.”
Her eyes seemed bright this morning. Blue bright with energy, the sadness and rage that had tinged them in the night them a distant, receding storm. “What kind of something?”
She pointed to the box. “I made sure I put all the letters back in the right envelopes, so they matched with the postmarks. That’s important to you, right? Kind of the point of mailing them to yourself?”
“Right,” Jay said. He hadn’t explained it to her in detail—at least he didn’t remember doing so, though he might have considering the way the pills had hit him—but she had put two and two together to figure out that the postmark would affirm the date of the vision inside, and his notation of the exact time on the letter itself would have to stand on its own. It wasn’t a perfect system, but it made him feel that at least he was making the record, so that one day people might know what he had done...without wanting to do any of it. Right, he thought. A question of could, not would. Right. Right?
“Well, I was wondering if it would be okay if I took these with me?”
“You’re leaving?”
“No. No. Just for a while. A few hours. I want to try to...figure something out.”
“What?”
She thought, then shrugged, cinching her sleeves down immediately. “I don’t think I’ll know what I’m looking for until I’m looking.”
“Looking at what?”
“When I was driving into town I saw this building that I thought had a sign on it that said it was a library. But there were no cars in the parking lot, so I thought maybe I was wrong.”
“No,” Jay said. “You weren’t wrong. It is a library.”
She snorted. “Is it nice?”
“I’ve never been inside it,” he answered. Just in the parking lot when the recycling truck came by. And right then he realized that the sack of bottles he’d been carrying when he was hit was probably gone. Picked up, thrown away. Then again, he had wanted to be dead not so many hours ago, so what the hell did some bottles matter now?
“So?”
“Oh.” He looked to the box, then to her. “Does this have something to do with last night?”
Embarrassment flushed her face briefly, and she nodded. “I don’t know how to apologize for doing that. For trying to...”
“So you don’t believe me?” Jay asked.
“No. I don’t believe that you killed anyone. I don’t believe you’re capable of that.”
“Am I just crazy then?”
She smiled. “You and me both, maybe. So, can I take the box?”
“Sure,” Jay told her, wondering what it mattered. Something to her, at least, and he figured that made it worthwhile. “Be my guest.”
Mari lifted the box and hugged it to her hip under one arm. “You’ll be okay here?”
“You mean where I live?”
“I’m sorry, that’s just the mother in...” And she stopped there, the unexpected path she’d taken her thoughts one she was not ready to travel. Not yet. “Listen, why don’t you come with me?”
“Me?” Jay asked, glancing down at his attire as though some strictly enforced dress code might bar his entry into the library.
“Just change your shirt,” Mari said, touching the loose flap of material torn free of the garment’s right shoulder. Her doing, she knew, and apologized with a look as her hand drew back. “Come, please.”
“I don’t know. There’s no reason for me to go, really. I mean, if you have something to do...”
Mari’s eyes swept the brightening room. “It’s going to be hot again today. That’s the way it looks. And that library looked new to me, so it’s got to be air conditioned, don’t you think?”
“Probably,” Jay allowed.
“Nice and cool,” Mari predicted, tempting him. “You could use some time in a cool place after yesterday. Just enjoy not sweating for a while and read some magazines while I do what I’ve got to do. What do you say?”
Coolness. A manufactured respite from the fiendish day and what it could do to the room in which he lived. How the sun above could cook this old building, yessir. There was a reason to go.
But also there was her wanting him to go, and in the end it was that that made him acquiesce with a nod and the beginnings of a smile.



 
Thirty Two
Promise
The death of communism had practically destroyed Plainview.
Not that the quiet town smack in the middle of America’s heartland was some center of Red sympathies gravely wounded by the sudden end of the cold war. No, quite the opposite had been the case in years prior, in fact. Plainview was as red white and blue as places came. It did it up fine on the Fourth of July, with a parade down Traction Avenue past store windows decked with bunting of the nation’s colors, and old men in VFW hats saluting each time Old Glory passed at the head of a band, or flying high from a tractor, or fixed flat and proud on the side of the town’s two fire engines. And on Veteran’s Day it was picnic time at Harry S Truman Park, where the town’s fighting men of old would be feted with a barbecue and a high school band concert that would play on into the night. On Memorial Day the town remembered fallen heroes with flowers and tears. On Thanksgiving thanks were given for life, and health, and the privilege to be living in a country so free, so grand.
Yes, Plainview celebrated and honored all things American. But she did more than that. She served in defense of her mother country. In its struggle to keep the Evil Empire at bay.
In the early forties, Whistle Creek Airfield, ten miles from Plainview, was a small Army Air Corps base used in the peacetime training of new pilots. By the end of that decade, with one war over and a new, very different kind of ‘warless’ conflict beginning, the old airfield had been expanded and renamed Whistle Creek Air Force Base. Primarily a center for the winged service’s large transport aircraft, Whistle Creek also boasted a medium size military hospital, a warehousing facility, and an Air Force research lab, all but the lab (a wholly military operation) employing over three thousand of Plainview’s citizens at the height of its operations in the mid-eighties.
And then the wall came down. The Berlin Wall. And soon the hammer and sickle was no more. And talk of something called a ‘peace dividend’ was in the air.
But a hollow dividend it was for the residents of Plainview, who watched as Whistle Creek lowered Old Glory for the last time in the summer of 1993. The base was no more, a casualty of the New World Order. Talk of converting it into a regional airport, or an industrial park, or of privatizing its hospital amounted to no more than wasted breath. The once mighty base was padlocked, its buildings boarded up.
Nothing would ever be the same in Plainview again.
The jobs were gone in a flash, and they weren’t coming back. Seemingly overnight the town’s population shrank from near ten thousand to less than half that. By late ninety-five, only a thousand or so residents remained in the devastated town. Their local representatives in government cried foul, and demanded relief for a people that had served their country so long, so well. And in Washington the people’s voice was heard. Heard loud and clear, and Plainview was given what her national leaders thought would make things right once again.
It built the near dead town a library.
And no ordinary library, mind you. A two story showpiece of resources and technology it was, twelve million dollars worth of books, and computers, and reading rooms, and a parking lot with a hundred white-lined spaces right off Route 87. A sight to behold, it was. And, best of all, the Washington boys had said as they thumped their chests, The Leland Gardner Municipal Library had brought much needed jobs to the town. And that it had.
Ten whole jobs. Three librarians, four clerks, a janitor, a gardener, and a night watchman. The night watchman even lived in Plainview. The others commuted from Jefferson City, and Boonville, and Marshall, and other places that were most definitely not Plainview. Because who in their right mind would want to live in Plainview? Let alone build a damn library there.
And so there it sat, hardly used, for who was there to use it? Most thought it a grand waste, but Mari Gates was not thinking that as she steered her sputtering Honda into the library’s lot and took a space facing the gleaming white building. No, to her this monument to government stupidity held promise. The promise of some answers.
“God, does this bring back memories,” Mari said as she turned the engine off. The old motor hacked for a moment, then silenced. “College, late nights, cramming. The curse of the procrastinator.”
Jay nodded and opened his door. Mari came around and helped him out, getting his crutches and the box of letters from the back seat. They walked side by side up the wide bluestone path toward the building’s inviting glass entrance, Mari keeping her pace slow despite her eagerness to get inside and get to what she had come here for, Jay crutching gingerly along, though it was not his temporary disability that was retarding his gait. This place had triggered memories for him as well.
“My mother used to take me to the library,” he said, recalling the old stone building in West Porter. A depression era work project it had been, put up by men whose pre-crash trades had likely not been anything in the field of construction. Strange angles and sloping shelves populated the boxy structure, and the fools had made the minor mistake of installing mostly windows that did not open. When summers got nasty, the place could heat up like an oven and go toe to toe with the worst of days in the room he lived in now. But it had been a special place, still. ‘A window to the world’, his mother had told him, further explaining that all the mysteries of the ages could be answered in a library if one just knew where to look. “Story time when I was really little, like four or five, and then once I was in first grade I’d go once school let out in June for the summer reading program. Did they have that where you grew up?”
“I didn’t go to the library unless I had to,” Mari admitted with a wistful chuckle.
“You missed out,” Jay told her. “The summers were great. I mean, it was hot as hell in the place sometimes, and my mom was a busy lady, helping my dad with the farm and all, but she still got me down there, and saw that I picked out good books to read, and helped me once we got home with words that were too hard.” They moved up the path for a moment in silence, Jay recalling the time. Savoring the memories. The good time. “At the end of the summer the library would give out awards depending on how many books you read, and I always made myself read ten books, because you got this really impressive certificate with a big gold seal on it for that many. It probably cost a dime a dozen at some stationary store in Madison, but let me tell you, my mom had every one of those certificates framed and she hung them in the front hallway so anyone coming in would see them. And she’d point them out, too.”
Mari was smiling, and had been all the while Jay talked. “It sounds like she really loved you.”
He nodded somewhat sadly and looked up at the building whose entrance they had almost reached. He could feel Mari’s hand on the back of his arm, helping him along, and he flashed right then on his mother’s hand wrapped ‘round his, walking him into that old and crappy and wonderful box of a building in his hometown where there had been books, and magazines, and the hushed tones of children sounding out words. And on occasion the wet rustle of the night watchman snoring as he napped with an open paperback held limply on the bulge of his gut. It had been a good place, in a good time. A good and finite time.
“They’re not around anymore, are they? Your parents?”
Jay shook his head, and Mari’s touch moved up his arm a bit to the curve of his shoulder.
“We don’t have to talk about that,” she said, and Jay looked to her, realizing that she, of all people, could understand. He felt good and sick at that all at once. “Let’s just get inside.”
“Okay,” he said, and entered first as Mari held the door for him.



 
Thirty Three
Answerland
A woman of maybe fifty and a man likely half her age stood behind the main checkout counter just inside the library’s front entrance, both practically gaping at what was coming their way—patrons.
“Hi,” Mari said as she and Jay reached the counter, her voice hushed down in that way that all people were compelled to speak when visiting what her husband used to jokingly call the ‘abused book store’.
“Hello,” the woman said, lowering a pair of smallish bifocals from her gray eyes and letting them hang from the chain around her neck. She smiled at Jay and Mari, eyeing them curiously, their bedraggled appearance maybe drawing her attention, or possibly the good sized box held on the scant shelf of the young lady’s hip. But at least she could speak; the young man next to her seemed frozen in place, astounded by what stood across the counter’s fine dark wood from him—people.
“Yes, do you have old newspapers on microfilm?” Mari asked, hefting the box up each time it threatened to slip from where she’d wedged it between her arm and body.
The woman behind the counter nodded and pointed slowly upward. “We have the major dailies before this year on microfilm. Any others you can probably access using the computers.”
“Great,” Mari said.
The woman smiled wide at them. One of her hands fiddled with her glasses where they hung against her bosom. “Paul here can show you how to use the computers, if you need. If you’re not familiar with the Internet.”
Mari nodded gratefully. ‘Paul’ could only still stare.
“Excuse me.”
The woman looked to Jay. “Yes?”
He adjusted his stance on his crutches, trying to keep his cast off the carpeted floor, even that comparatively mild surface strumming the ache that was raging once more. “Is there a water fountain I could use?”
Mari seized on this quickly. “Your leg?”
Jay nodded.
“You took a pill when we left. It still hurts?”
The woman behind the counter set her glasses upon her nose again when she heard the word ‘pill’.
“It comes and goes,” Jay told her. On the ride out to the library it had been mostly gone. Now it was coming, and coming good.
Mari turned to the woman. “It’s pain medication for his leg. Do you have a drinking fountain?”
The woman’s head bobbed high in a nod of realization. “Oh, yes. Of course.” She pointed toward a back corner of the ground level. “Just past the reading lounge and outside the restrooms.”
“Thanks,” Mari said, then touched Jay about the arm. “I’ll take you back there.”
He shook his head. “No, you go do what you have to do. I’ll take my pill and flip through some magazines.”
“We have a fine periodicals section,” the woman told them, and Mari nodded a thanks for the info.
“You sure?” Mari asked Jay.
“I am. Go.”
She considered it still, even after his insistence, but finally acquiesced and hefted the box high once more. “All right.”
“Paul will show you to the research section,” the woman told Mari, and Paul finally made moves approximating a real, live human being, coming all the way around the counter and leading Mari to the wide staircase that stepped up to the open landing of the second floor. She looked back once there, but the woman below was standing all alone.


The water fountain was right where the woman (was she the librarian? or a clerk?) had said it would be, just beyond an open circular space that was dotted with wide, comfortable chairs and long, downy couches, side tables next to some and plenty of footstools to go around. A triangular sign suspended perfectly from the ceiling branded it the Calvin Callanan Reading Lounge, and a small plaque affixed atop a permanent stanchion heralded the achievements of the late county bureaucrat who had worked so hard to bring this ‘place of learning’ to the people of Plainview. Right, Jay thought as he passed it, thinking that maybe some other chest thumping civil servant might want to bring some people to the town of Plainview. Now there would be a trick.
But the real trick for him now was getting a small white pill down his throat to douse the fire building below his left knee, and to that end Jay crutched his way through the landscape of comfortable furniture and partly down a wide and open hall to the dull steel drinking fountain mounted on the wall. He popped a Darvon into his mouth and bent awkwardly forward on his crutches to get a good swallow of cool water. With a fast gulp relief was on the way—he hoped.
That done he dropped the pill bottle into his shirt pocket and made his way back to the reading lounge named for good ol’ Cal. He had his pick of the litter, and chose a big, cushy chair to settle into, letting his crutches lean low on the square wooden table separating it from a couch. A couch, Jay thought, giving the long and inviting sofa a good look, but deciding that even in a place as deserted as the Leland Gardner Municipal Library it would not be proper to just stretch out. Though in a while he was fairly certain he would be wanting just such a place, with one Darvon in his already and another one on its way. The chair would just have to do, he thought, feeling the firm fluff of its leather-(leather?!)-covered arms. Well, do it would he figured, and took a deep breath of the cool, almost chilly air, and lifted his cast to the footstool just in front of his—
“Damn!” he swore—softly, he hoped—and reached with both hands for his left knee. No reason to make a grab any lower, as he couldn’t scratch through the plaster to get at the hot throb that had spiked right then as he clumsily let the hard wrap over his heel down just that much too forcefully onto the stool. Jesus, it hurt, and all he could do for a moment was squeeze hard on his knee until the pain ebbed back to a state of mostly annoyance. Once it had he let his upper body flop back in the chair. Into the embrace of the spongy cushions and their stiff, slick skin. He sat there, just sat there, waiting out the pain. Waiting for pill number two to take hold and drag the hurt all the way down, and maybe him with it. Well, if that happened, so be it. Who was there to mind if he drifted off and ripped a snore or two through ol’ Cal’s reading lounge? No one, and Mari would get him when she was done. Finished with whatever she was driven to do.
Yes, driven to do, he thought once again, though with alternate and different meaning this time. And with that meaning his mood grew suddenly dim.
Driven. Yes. She had driven here, all the way to Plainview, and it had not happened. What the coins had foretold had not come to pass. He was supposed to be dead, and two opportunities had passed now that should have had said result. And at her hand, a woman whose family he had slaughtered among countless others, a woman who had been guided here by ‘feelings’ as mystical as Jay’s coins were to him. Yes, she was supposed to be here, to stop him, Jay thought. But it wasn’t happening.
And it surprised him to feel the way he did—confused. Out of touch with what was intended. For so long he’d seen the coins, long ago heads that brought him all the green he had dreamed of, and since then tails that had cast death wantonly about, and with either he always knew what to expect. But now? Now the heads had returned, and were imparting him numbers. Numbers that pointed to Mari being here and to her car hitting him at that very place and time. And what else could that mean? If it hadn’t been meant to kill him, then what? Simply to get his damn attention?
Jay scoffed at that, dismissing it with a snort.
But in the quiet and closed spaciousness in which he sat, it came right back.
To get his attention? Why? For what? Jay sat there, staring at the almost pristine carpet beyond his casted leg. Stared and considered that possibility, the implications. And what were the implications? She was here for some reason, to get his attention and...and...
But nothing came after that. He didn’t know. She was here, had gotten his attention—if that was the deal—and now...now...now what?!
Jay shook his head. God, this was so damn strange. Nothing coming to him, only a portion of the knowing, and no more. Just that bit. He felt like half an equation—
Half an equation, he thought. That made...sense? Didn’t it. Her here for some reason, their paths crossing, the return of the heads marking the point where their paths, literally, had crossed. She plus he? Her plus him equaled...
Equaled something. Something, if this was the case, that he could not know alone. Nor she. And here they were, together, two halves of some whole, one could say. Some whole. Yes.
In the deserted stillness that surrounded him, the idea seemed to thunder.
It felt...right, Jay thought. It felt right. There was a symmetry to it. Her, him. Except...
...except to believe that it was as right as it felt, he would have to believe what she’d told him. That he had not killed her family. Had not killed any of those people. That his confessions were not a record of remarkable crimes. Yes, he would have to believe that if their coming together was to be right, and if he did cast responsibility off of himself, then what had been happening these past eight years?
It was easier to blame himself, he realized, than to look past for new reason.
But was the easy way out the right way?
The bottle of pills felt very suddenly present in the pocket over his heart. He took the container out and looked at it, more than half full still. They would be an easy way out. But he couldn’t. And then he realized something, a truism so simple that his eyes actually bugged when it surfaced in thought. There had been many easy ways out he had not taken. Long ago he could have turned his back on the bum, but he hadn’t. He’d felt some need to stay in his orbit. And the coins, the tails that later told of death, and cast him into the reaper’s vicious maw, he could have not looked, but he had. He had done things for the past eight plus years that...
...that in the end had brought him right here, to this place, to that spot on Charles Street where Mari (rhymes with safari) Gates’ equally strange life and his had intersected.
No, the easy way out was wrong. Had always been wrong. He might want to believe that he was responsible for the death of so many, but to do so would now be a truly easy way out of something...something bigger. Something more, as Mari had put it.
“My God,” he said softly but aloud, understanding it now. Not all of it, but the start. The two numbers. “God Almighty, I did need something to get my attention.”
And Mari Gates and her rattletrap blue Honda had done just that.
There was more to this, he now knew. There were two halves to this equation. And that meant...
...that meant that out there, somewhere, there had to be an answer. Some answer.
His eyes tracked upward, toward the ceiling, a barrier on the other side of which Mari was, on her own search for some answer right now. Jay had a very strong urge to take his crutches in hand and lever himself up from the chair and make his way fast up to tell her what he’d just realized, but just his first tentative move toward that endeavor, leaning forward and away from the chair’s comfortable back, squashed any thought of carrying things any further.
Darvon number two had made it to the races.
He slumped back and let his head fall against the cushion, his face angled at the ceiling now as the fog began to roll in. His left hand fumbled with the bottle of pills, getting them back into his shirt pocket, and his right settled onto the rounded top of the armrest, fingers caressing the leather like the pelt of some favored beast. His eyes batted open and closed, open and closed, the recessed lights above winking on and off as each blink took them temporarily out of the equation. He was going down fast, ready to drift, ready to let another narcotic sleep steal his consciousness away, willing even to surrender, and so he let his eyes finally close and the hand that had fumbled with the pills (the glorious, glorious pills) settle to his lap and did nothing as his right hand slipped from the armrest and...
...and thumped against something resting on the side table.
Jay brought his head up, straightening in the chair, and took from the table what his slipping hand had landed on. It was a book.
A ‘book’? was his first reaction, maybe a strange thought in a library, but not this library. This meant that ol’ Calvin’s reading lounge had gotten some use, by at least one soul before Jay had come. And what had this previous person seen fit to peruse?
Jay snorted merrily at what exactly the book was—an encyclopedia. The Book Of Knowledge, it was called, and an older version it appeared from the wear apparent on its faux leather cover. He examined its spine. The letter S from 1976. An old one. A very old one, and he wondered why a library so modern would have such a dated piece of reference material. Maybe specifically because it was dated, he theorized, guessing that someone might want to see how things were presently presented in such and such a year. But this far back? Heck, he could remember a book just like this, actually a lot like this, that he had flipped through a long time ago in his junior high school library as he searched for a subject for a report due in history class. He had wandered up and down the aisles containing Roosevelt Junior High’s very modest collection of books, wishing that something would jump out at him.
And it did—sort of. There, kind of poking out of line from the rest of the encyclopedia set, was this one volume, and he took it in hand and opened it up and began turning through the pages. And though he was looking just for a subject on which he could fill two pages of lined notebook paper semi-intelligently, he had found much more. He had found a dream—a dream back then at least. The stock market. Wall Street. Brokers. Buying. Selling. Commission. Money. He devoured what that book had to say about the financial world, and had written three pages about it, and had even told Carrie all about it on their way home that day. Yes, that one book poking out from the rest had started him on his way to New York, and Wall Street, and, he supposed, if one carried out the line of related events far enough, right here to the very chair in which he sat. Funny, wasn’t it? Funny.
As was the volume he now held in his hand. S from 1976. There might even be something about the stock market in this one, he thought, and turned the stout front cover back to get at the inside.
And as he did, something slipped out and onto his lap. He picked it up. It was a news clipping, some story cut from a paper whose name he would never know, the rectangular swatch of fading gray newsprint barely longer than his hand. And as he held it up he noticed that there were more clippings just like it in volume S of the 1976 Book Of Knowledge, many of them, each stuck between pages throughout the book as if someone had been using them as place markers.
Jay held up the one that had slipped out first and read it.
Perfection Times Five
Joel Mozinga—Staff Writer
Sandymount, Tennessee—The sign out front of the Wonder Bowl Lanes on Knollwood Road still proclaims it as the place where future PBA champ Frank Coombs bowled three perfect games back to back in 1966, but that may need some changing if the home of the Sandymount and Platte spring and summer leagues is to keep up with the times. Friday night, it seems, five—count ‘em, five—league regulars bowled perfect games. Yes, that’s five in one night.
Eat your heart out, Frank Coombs.
One of the blessed regulars, Janice Lewellyn, a longtime member of the Mid-City Motors sponsored team, said that it was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. “People were hooting and hollering, and some folks were even coming in from off the street because there was so much noise.”
Wonder Bowl Lanes manager Les Runkle confirms that the crowd grew as the evening wore on. “When Charlie Cowan finished his, and then Janice threw hers, well, we started filling up.” By eight o’clock Tommy Evans and Myra Braxton had also knocked every pin presented to them down, the records show. Manager Runkle says that by eight thirty it was a madhouse. “Buzzy Flynn was on his last ball, and man he sent that thing down the lane like a rocket. And he don’t usually throw that hard, but this time all the pins didn’t just go down. They went flying. Man, there was nothing like it.”
With league season just underway, who knows what...
Five perfect games? Jay thought. In one night? What were the odds of that?
He suddenly suspected that maybe someone had left this clipping in the book by mistake, that it was a souvenir of a very special happening, so he slipped it back in and turned back a few pages until the next clipping was plain to see.
The Perfection Shootout
Joel Mozinga—Staff Writer
Sandymount, Tennessee—Who is the best? That is what throngs of bowling fans in the Sandymount and Platte communities are wondering. Four weeks of perfect games have passed into the record books, with Janice Lewellyn of Platte and Tommy Evans of Sandymount still throwing strike after strike as their once blessed equals have fallen back to the realm of the occasional spare and very ordinary scores. And with the spring league winding down, the want of a champion beyond a team victory is at a fever pitch.
And come this Friday night, the communities of Sandymount and Platte will know just who the best is. Five hundred dollars, donated by Midland Savings, will be the prize in the eagerly anticipated ‘shootout’ between Janice and Tommy. But also at stake are bragging rights for either Sandymount or Platte, each of which hopes to be able to say that its favorite son or daughter is the most perfect of the perfect.
But if Janice and Tommy keep bowling like they’ve been it could be a long, long night at the Wonder Bowl Lanes.
Manager Les Runkle says those wanting to watch this historic event should come early so...
These people took their bowling seriously, Jay thought, and slipped that clip back to and moved onto the next...
Oh, man...
Shootout Becomes One
Greg Smith—Editor
Sandymount, Tennessee—What should have been a friendly competition between two superb athletes degenerated Friday night into a bloodbath that left six dead, including Joel Mozinga, who had been covering this story in recent weeks. Witnesses say that all was fine in the match between Janice Lewellyn and Tommy Evans until Evans threw a gutter ball in the eighth frame and Sandymount residents began accusing a Platte fan of breaking their man’s concentration by coughing at an inopportune moment. From there, things quickly got out of hand.
“Someone from the Platte side told the Sandymount side to shut up,” Sandymount Police Officer Dwayne James said. “And then the Sandymount side started shouting back. And then someone threw a bottle, and then someone pulled a gun. Then someone else did. And right then we had people dying.”
Spokesman Lucy Fredericks of the Coroner’s Office reported that three people, including Janice Lewellyn, died from gunshot wounds, one person was beaten to death with a bowling ball, another one with a bowling pin, and Tommy Evans was killed after Platte fans dragged him into the parking lot and tied him to the bumper of a pickup truck that then dragged him repeatedly up and down Knollwood Road.
“Carnage,” Sandymount Mayor Mike Randolph reacted. “All because some outsiders from Platte had to get drunk and stir up trouble.” The mayor of Platte was one of those killed in the melee.
State officials are expected to step in and...
Christ. All over bowling? Jay shook his head. Six people dead. Unbelievable.
He put that clipping back in place and took a gander at the next one.
Jumpin’ Jack’s Casino Bankrupted
Gladys Pitt—Community News
McCone, Nevada—There’s not much in the small northern Nevada town of McCone. Just a few gas stations, stores, and a motel where travelers heading up or down Route 95 can stop for the night. And there’s Jumpin’ Jack’s Casino. Or at least there was.
Wednesday night last week the neon frog that had leapt high on Jumpin’ Jack’s sign for thirty five years jumped no more. He had just croaked. As had the whole casino.
“One night,” Ollie Booth said, his eyes still red after nearly a week to digest what happened. “It all happened in one night. Gone. Just like that.”
That one night was the Monday before the frog stopped jumping. According to witnesses and casino employees, in the span of three hours no fewer than sixty two spins of the roulette wheel came up as winners against the house for big money. The casino’s eight blackjack tables suffered similar losses, as well. By the time casino management got on top of the incredible run of bad (or good) luck, dozens of gamblers were besieging the money cages demanding their winnings. Police had to be called when it became clear that Jumpin’ Jack’s could not cover the losses.
State regulators are expected to...
Jay snickered at the clipping, wondering what the person who’d put these things in the book had been up to. Collecting bits o’ the weird? Some research project? Or maybe they had just been trying to pass the time. Surely there could be no—
(jay)
—more meaning to these scraps of past history.
But it did make interesting reading, and so he read on, moving through the remaining ones quickly now, taking in just the headlines, reading things such as
Jury Verdict Leaked In Fallmouth Murder Case
Mistrial Declared
and,
Three Time Lottery Winner Goes Crazy
Tortures And Kills His Family Of Nine
and,
Miss Mississippi Pageant Contestant Disqualified
After Disrobing On Stage During Talent Competition
and others. All—
(Jay)
—quirky and sometimes tragic stories of the most odd things happening to people. Strange, Jay thought as he moved through to the last scrap of—
(JAY)
—newsprint.
West Porter Couple Killed In Collision
He felt his eyes swell in their sockets. He read—
(JAY!)
—it again.
West Porter Couple Killed In Collision
It did say what he thought it said. West Porter Couple... He read on.
Buddy Svendsen—Staff Writer
West Porter, Wisconsin—Tragedy struck yesterday at the intersection of Flynn and Woolsey in the West Porter business district when a car driven by Walter Grady apparently ran a red light and was broadsided by—
(JAY!!)
—a police car from neighboring La Salle, resulting in his death and that of his wife, Jean. Their young son Jay sur—
(JAY!JAY!JAY!)
—vived the crash, and the two La Salle officers were injured. Both are recuperating at Langdon Memorial Hospital and are expected to recover fully.
Authorities say that the La Salle unit had its lights and siren active at the time of the collision, and that it had the green light. They are at a loss to explain how Grady could have—
(JAY!JAY!COMEON!JAY!)
—not been aware of either the traffic signal, or the La Salle unit’s warning devices, which were active as it pursued a car stolen by—
(JAY
JAY
JAY)
.....by.....by.....
“JAY!”
And suddenly Mari was there, leaning over him, one hand clamped to each of his biceps.
“Wake up, Jay. Come on. Come on.”
‘Wake up’? Did she say ‘wake up’? Why would she be saying that, urging him from sleep, when he’d been awake and fine just reading the—
His hands were empty. He stared at them, blinking hard. There was no book in them. No Volume S of the 1976 Book Of Knowledge encyclopedia. No news clippings poking from between pages. No nothing. It wasn’t there. He opened and closed his hands once, hands that had just a few seconds before been holding that book. They had. Hadn’t they?
“Jay, are you awake? Are you?” Mari asked excitedly, her voice restrained in a hushed shout. The box of his letters rested on the floor at her feet, its flaps tucked shut.
Awake? Yes he was awake. Now he was awake. Was that all it had been? A dream? Had he been asleep? Lost in the Darvon fog?
“Jay? Jay?”
He looked up to Mari. She beamed at him, her blue eyes glinting not with tears this time, nor even sorrow, but with spirit. Her lips were pulled and curled into a wide smile that seemed the release of a thousand kept smiles, some joy that had come in unexpected ways to free its imprisoned expressions. She was up. Damn up about something.
“Jay, are you awake? Talk to me. Come on.”
“I’m...” A dream? It had been just a dream? “Yeah, I’m awake. I must have dozed off.”
“Jay,” she said, putting her hands to his face now, one pressed gently to each cheek. “You are not going to believe it. You’re not. It’s amazing.”
“What?”
She started to say something, but shook her head almost giddily. “I am starving, Jay. I haven’t eaten all day. I just got so into that...” And her fired gaze blazed at him. “Oh, God, Jay, it is amazing. I’ll tell you, but we’ve got to eat. I’m famished.”
Starving? How could she be starving this early? And what did she mean about not eating all day? “If you want breakfast, I’ve got a hot plate under the bed.” She was shaking her head already. “We can stop by the Rev M Up and get some—”
“Breakfast?” she reacted, letting go his face and bouncing spryly down to a squat before him. “It’s after four, Jay. I want some real food.”
“Four? Did you say four?”
She nodded. “How long have you been napping?”
Wonder bloomed on his face. “I don’t know. I must have just dozed off after I took my pill. I didn’t even know. I thought I was... Mari, I had the weirdest—”
“Jay, I am positively starving. Aren’t you?”
He wasn’t, really, but he nodded anyway. If it was four in the afternoon, he should have eaten by now. He looked at his watch and saw that it was just after four, which meant she was right, and which meant that he had almost certainly been (asleep? entranced?) out of it for six hours. Six hours! If not more.
Mari vaulted up from her squat and leapt a few inches off the ground, spinning in mid air all the way around like some cheerleader gone mad, and landing facing him again, standing now, some energy within her surging right then. “Oh, God, Jay, you are not going to believe it!”
She had not held back any of her voice on that proclamation, and from between the stacks of books a woman emerged. Not the woman from the counter, no. This one was older than her, and wore a knitted shawl over her bony shoulders to beat back the library’s ever-present coolness, and it was an equally bony finger that she put to her lips and shushed Mari firmly.
“Sorry,” Mari said, smiling and cringing, the zing within her hard to contain. “Sorry.”
The bony old woman receded back into the stacks after giving the boisterous patron a last, stern look for good measure.
“Mari, what is this thing that’s got you so excited?”
“You’re not going to...” And she hushed her voice down when it seemed threatening to rise. “...believe it!”
“Believe what?”
“We’ve gotta eat first,” she said, and put her hands out to him. He took them, and she helped him to stand. He gathered his crutches from the table (the table where no encyclopedia had been, it now appeared obvious), and she the box from the floor, wedging it under her arm. “There’s a diner, right? By where we met?”
Met? Okay, he thought, that was a different, if true way to characterize their ‘coming together’. “The Plainview Grill.”
“Right. Good. That’s good. That’ll be great. Good.” The words flew from her like bullets from a Tommy gun. She gripped his left arm with her free hand and began to ‘help’ him toward the exit. “Come on. We’ll eat, and I’ll tell you all about what I found.”
“What did you find?” Jay asked as he was nearly dragged down the aisles of books, trying hard to keep up and keep upright at the pace she was setting.
“It’s so amazing,” she told him as they moved past the front counter once again, heading out this time with the woman staring at them no less curiously over her bifocals. “I can’t wait to tell you, but I am starving. We’ll eat, and I’ll tell you. Okay?”
Okay? Like there was any choice in the matter, he thought as she scooted him out of the building and practically tossed him into the front seat of her Honda.





 
Thirty Four
Salvation
He had always come alone, and had always taken a seat at the far end of the lunch counter in the dim part of the place, but this time he was with someone, a woman, the very same woman who had nearly run him down to dead, and he had taken a booth with her right near the front door, and when the woman had waved for the waitress with some impatience and ordered for them both—hamburgers and fries and cokes—with nary a look at a menu, well, Chloe Alkan could only lay a nosy and suspicious look upon them through her small round specs.
Jay felt this, and couldn’t meet the gaze she kept upon them even as she took their order to the grill.
Mari saw his reaction and motioned for him to look at her. “Ignore that, Jay. Have I got news for you!”
“You’re so excited,” Jay observed, wondering how a library could bring on the state of near euphoria powering his lunch companion, when all it had done for him was spawn old memories that had twisted into some crazy dream. The encyclopedia, the accident. And all those other vignettes ala newsprint thrown in for, what, spice? Courtesy of the painkillers, he figured, but it was still weird. Cosmically weird. And that last clipping that his numbed brain had conjured—what was that? A taunt? A reminder? Or just medicated neurons firing wildly.
“You would be, too, Jay.” Then she reconsidered what she’d just said. “You will be, too, Jay. You will.”
“What, Mari? What is it?”
“It all came together at the library, Jay. Well, the biggest parts of it did, anyway. And I was right.”
“Right about what?”
“That it just couldn’t be what you thought. I just knew that. I couldn’t have come all this way just to kill you. You couldn’t have killed anyone because you didn’t want to. I didn’t know what it all really meant, but once you let me read your letters I did know something—I knew what you knew. Your confessions to yourself. All the things that you thought you made happen.”
“I’m not sure about that anymore,” Jay told her, speaking his revelation of that morning. The one that had preceded the fog by a hair.
“Good, because that was not what happened at all, Jay. At all.”
Their cokes came, Chloe leaving with a long, prying look once again, and Mari took a long draw on the straw that sank deep into the glass of crushed ice and soda.
“Then what was it?” Jay asked with quiet eagerness, putting his hands ‘round the cool, sweating glass but not drinking yet.
“Jay, I started with what I knew. With your letters. The dates, and the times, and what had happened, and I looked up all sorts of news accounts of the tragedies. That library is amazing, Jay. Some big cities would kill for something like that, with the computers, and the microfilm, it was so easy to find things out. I’d put information in the computer and I’d be looking at the New York Times for this date, or the Des Moines Register for that date. I looked up each one of the things that had happened, Jay, and I compared the times on your letters to when they had actually happened—Los Angeles is three hours after east cost time, right?”
He nodded, and now took a sip.
“I had to figure out all the times ‘cause yours were all Plainview time. This is Central Time, right?”
“Right,” he said. He hoped the sugar and caffeine she was sucking down right then weren’t going to amp her up any more than she already was, because whatever was in her head was moving at miles a minute, just a bit faster than her mouth.
“So I looked them all up, and your times were just a little bit ahead of the times the things actually happened. You did know they were going to happen. You had it right, Jay.”
His heart sank a bit. He did not want to have it right. Because couldn’t that still mean...
“You had it all right except for one thing,” she said, her blue eyes raging with deep, deep delight right then. “The number.”
“The number?”
“Your number was wrong, Jay. The number you put in your letters. The number of people who were going to die.”
“The number?” he said again, perplexed. He had been so certain. He had known how many people were going to die. Exactly. Were the tails wrong? “I don’t understand.”
“You were one off,” she told him, putting her coke down and reaching across the table to take his cool hands in hers. “One off. If you said thirty people were going to die, only twenty nine did. Forty eight, it was actually forty seven. Do you understand?”
He understood what she was telling him, sure; what he had known was off by one life. But other questions raged from that revelation. Other questions he did not have time to entertain because Mari requested something of him right then.
“Jay, tell me about it. About the visions, or whatever they were. I mean, you said something the other night when you were all drugged up and I was reading the letters. You said that you’d never been eaten by sharks before, but that falling from a hundred and fifty feet was nothing? What did you mean by that?”
Okay, he thought. Now she was getting into rough stuff. Things he had committed in short form to those letters she had researched precisely so he wouldn’t have to think about them anymore. But now she wanted him to, wanted as she held his hands, her thumbs rubbing slowly, reassuringly over the rise and fall of his knuckles. Wanted as her blue eyes urged him on, emoting that all would be okay. She was here. He could tell her.
And he did.
“This is the really, really insane part coming,” he warned her, but she only held his hands more tightly. He swallowed, his gaze moving from her to the tabletop and back very frequently as he spoke. “A long time ago I could pick stocks, with that ability I mentioned. You see—really insane thing coming here—I’d get change sometimes, and all the coins would come up heads, and from those I’d get this...knowing. Which stock to pick.” She was still holding his hands, and still watching his as she spoke, and not a hint of shock or disbelief had come to her face. “And then one day, one night, actually, the heads turned to tails. And something new came from the tails.”
“The visions of death,” Mari said, and Jay nodded.
“It would hit me,” he began, looking her in the eye now, and he matched her grip upon his hands. “Like a wave. It would pound into me, the death that was coming for those people in the vision. I felt it all. Their pain was my pain. Their agony was my agony. I drowned with them, I burned with them, I fell with them. I knew their death, and in knowing it I died with them.” He paused there, testing her reaction, but she only waited for him to go on. “I died, Mari, and then I lived again. I know that’s impossible, but it happened. It happened again and again. Whenever there were tails I knew death was right around the bend.
“Then yesterday the tails were gone, and the heads came back, only this time they were showing me numbers. Thirty two and—”
“Two five five one one,” Mari interjected, her deduction getting an affirming nod from Jay.
“You remember,” he said.
“The day I turned thirty-two my car hit you when the mileage read twenty five thousand, five hundred and eleven. The mark of death for you, right?”
“That’s what I thought. I believed, Mari, really believed that I had killed all those people. Your family was among those people. Last night especially when you had the bottle at my throat it seemed even more true, more intended.”
He stopped, and she waited, looking at him, making certain he had told all he would tell before she spoke. “But, Jay, don’t you see now what was really happening?”
He shook his head.
“You weren’t killing, Jay. You were saving. Saving one life from certain death. You were dying for that person. You were suffering the death meant for them, so that they could live.” A wet sheen spread over her eyes now. “So that I could live.”
“I did what?” Jay asked, dumbfounded by what she was saying. By what she was proposing. This thing that was the complete opposite of all he had believed, of all he had feared the past eight years.
“Jay, when the plane I was on crashed, I knew I was going to die. There was no doubt in my mind. All there was around me was blackness, and noise, and screaming, and heat. And then flames. I couldn’t find my husband, or my little boy. I felt the heat, and the flames came at me, and I got burned.” She let go his hands then and pulled the left sleeve of her sweatshirt up, revealing the inside of her forearm. It was a long strip of gnarled and plasticky skin, twisted and discolored with a sickly, inhuman shine upon it. And for a reason he did not know, Jay reached out and very, very gently put his fingers to it, feeling her wound, her scar.
Mari eased her sleeve back down and took the hand he had touched her with in hers. “Jay, I was a dead woman, and then I felt myself getting out of the fire, and out of the wreckage, as if something was pulling me to safety. And now I know that that something was you.”
Creases stretched across his brow, lines of doubt, of puzzlement. Lines of desire, the desire to believe. He had saved?
“You saved one person for each letter you wrote,” she told him. “More even, for each time before you started ‘confessing’ your crimes. Only there were no crimes, Jay. Only acts of salvation.”
“I saved you?” Jay said, not truly doubting, just thunderstruck by the presentation of a new reality he had lived without knowing.
“You saved one person from each of those terrible tragedies, Jay. All of the things that happened were things that didn’t have to happen. The cruelest kind of death—unnecessary death. The articles I read said that each and every one of the things that happened were either proven human error, or strongly suspected to be human error. Utter wastes of human life, Jay. Life like my husband’s and my son’s.”
Chloe came to their table again, bringing their orders on two plates and setting a bottle of ketchup between them. Mari stared hard at her until she was gone.
Jay shook his head slowly at the table, digesting what he’d been told.
“It’s true, Jay,” she said to him. “And isn’t it a better truth than the lie you believed?”
“Of course,” he said. How could it not be? “So this is why you found me?”
“I don’t know,” she said, letting go his hand with one of her own and slipping a fry past her lips. “To ease your pain, to make you see the truth, to—”
“To get my attention,” Jay interjected.
“Yeah,” Mari agreed, smelling the food now, her hunger gurgling in her stomach. “I got it, didn’t I? You mind if I...”
“Go ahead,” Jay told her, and she dug into the food as though she hadn’t eaten in days. And maybe she hadn’t. How easy could life on the road be? And her jeans were a bit big on her, weren’t they? Yes, but...
...but why would she have been put through all that to come and set him straight? Why set him straight at all? Was it over? Not his part in this, but the realities of the big wide world? Were there to be no more senseless tragedies? Were no more people going to die in that way?
Of course more people would die senselessly. That was life. Bad things happened in life. So why stop saving? And why had anyone been saved at all? It was life after all, and death was a part of that. A cruel part, even.
So how could this be it. Bing, bang, boom, thank you for your good work Mr. Grady, you can punch out now. What, was there some rotation or something? Would someone else jump in? Were there other crazy bums about who passed out magic to others just so it would bend and weave its way to some kind of knowing that would save people? Was it that?
God, Jay thought, feeling like Mari had the night before, this can’t be all it’s about.
“Aren’t you hungry?” Mari asked him as he stared at the food. Hell, she could eat for both of them, she was sure.
“No, I am,” Jay said, taking a few fries at first, putting his worries away for the moment to get some food into his body. A body that had subsisted on water and Darvon for over twenty four hours now. Yes, there were questions still, but he was hungry, damn hungry he realized when the taste of the fries hit him, and he dove into the meal.



Ten minutes later, their plates cleaned of all but the smallest crumbs (Jay had even pecked the bun’s wayward sesame seeds from his plate with the moistened tip of his finger), Chloe was back at there table with the check. Jay’s eyes ballooned. He didn’t have a cent on him. All the money from his can collecting the day before was still in the hospital bag with his tattered jeans.
He looked to Mari. “I don’t...”
She reached into her pocket. It was she who had dragged him here, after all. Her hand came out with a pair of bills, a five and another five which she laid atop the check as she smiled sweet-sweet-sweetly at the rude and sour face of their waitress, who left shaking her head.
“Is she always like this?” Mari asked.
“I never notice,” Jay answered, and he hadn’t. Usually in here he avoided looking at anything. Lest that anything be a gathering of tails. But now, did he have to worry about that anymore?
“Do you feel better?” Mari asked him. “About all of this?”
Jay thought for a minute, his face belying the fact that, if he did, there was something still not sitting right with him. “If it’s true, and I do think that you’re right, that I didn’t kill anyone after all, then I can’t settle myself with why it would end now. Did senseless death decide to take a holiday?”
Now Mari’s expression changed, cooling a bit. She had been so enamored of the beauty of her discovery that what remained in its wake had not occurred to her. “I didn’t think about that.”
“You said something about there having to be more to this. Maybe there is still more.”
“What, though?” Mari asked, looking away from Jay for a moment as Chloe the sourpuss brought her her change. She reached for it, ready to leave just a nickel for a tip (a too generous tip at that, she thought), when Jay’s hand wrapped suddenly around her wrist. Her eyes snapped back to him and saw that his face had tensed, all the muscles about it edged at some readiness, and his tired green eyes were gaping at the...
...at the change.
She looked and saw it, too.
The nickel she’d planned to leave Chloe as a tip, it was a head. As were the nine coins that lay with it.



 
Thirty Five
Mile Marker One
“Jay,” Mari began warily, “the really, really insane thing is happening.”
“I know,” he said, letting go of her wrist and gathering the coins into his fist. He held it up a bit and let them all fall.
Mari sucked a fast breath when she saw that the nine coins, the three quarters, one dime, one nickel, and four pennies, had come up heads again when they settled after the fall. “Jay...”
“There is more,” Jay said softly to the coins, his voice almost a whisper. More.
She looked to him, fearful, their moments of pleasant revelations swept away by the coins, by what they could mean. “Heads are good, right, Jay? Heads don’t mean...”
“No,” he said, his voice very even as he stared at the—


70
The number zapped him as it came, a small shudder zipping through his body.


27
But the second one did not, appearing in his knowing as gently as the moon coming from behind a cloud. His attention had been got already.
“Jay?” Mari could see it, see something on his face, in his eyes. In the way his whole body had jumped there a second ago. “Jay, what...are you seeing something? It’s not bad, is it?”


56
Another number came.


287
And another.


40
And...
846


0001
...more.
Jay shook his head, mildly stunned by what had come. By the number of numbers. How many numbers had come? Six? No, seven. Seven numbers that he could still see. Still see, yes, but how long could he remember them?
“Mari, do you have something to write with?”
She instinctively patted her pockets, though nothing of the sort useful for what he was requesting was there. She needed a pen, or a pencil, and something to write on. Something like...
She scooted fast out of the booth and ran to the counter where the waitress stood with her back to the room. “Hey!”
Chloe turned around, surprised.
“Give me your pen.”
“My pen?” Chloe reacted, glancing down at the Bic clipped to her apron. “Now why would I give you my heyyy!”
Mari had already tired of the incensed refusal that had begun and would surely drag on, so she simply reached over the counter and snatched the pen for herself. “Back in a jiff, love.” She blew Chloe a loveless kiss and hurried back to the booth.
“Okay, Jay. What?”
“You have something to write on?”
Noooo, but... She looked around, hearing dear old Chloe complaining to the cook about some bitchy little customer with that crazy guy, and decided one of the throwaway menus tucked behind the salt and pepper shakers would do. “Got it. What am I writing?”
“Seventy.”
“Seventy,” she repeated. A number. It was a number. He had said something about seeing numbers. Her mileage, her age, and he saw them when heads came up. And with these heads there was another—
“Twenty seven.”
“Twenty seven,” she wrote, thinking more than just one, obviously.
“Fifty six.”
“Fifty s—”
“Two eighty se—”
“Slow down,” she told him, and finished writing 56 on the back of the menu, right next to the beverage prices and the warning that the management would not be held responsible for lost or stolen articles. “Okay, two eighty what?”
He went through the rest, 287, 40, 846, and the strangest one, 0001. Mari wrote them all, and when she was done she looked to him. “Any more?”
Jay picked up the change again and dropped it. The nine coins scattered randomly, heads, tails, just ninety four cents laying on the table.
“It’s not heads anymore,” Mari said.
“We got what we’re supposed to have,” Jay explained. “Their job is done.”
Mari looked down at the numbers scrawled on the back of the paper menu. “This is all new to me, Jay. Would you mind telling me what we got?”
“We got numbers.”
“I see,” she said, nodding, scanning what had been ‘gotten’. “What do they mean?”
“I don’t know,” he said, now uncomfortable in that state of ignorance. The last time he hadn’t known what the coins meant he was just about killed. And now, with these seven numbers, what was the thing they were pointing to?
“Am I supposed to go out and hit some more people?” Mari asked him, a bit of gallows humor to cut the mood. She clicked the pen shut and held it up in the air. A few seconds later she felt it snatched away without ever seeing Chloe approach.
“They mean something,” Jay said. “They always mean something.”
“Almost any something,” she said, taking a good long gander at the numbers. “I mean, I’ve seen more numbers in the past four months than...” Her eyes came up to Jay, blue and shrewd, like the quiet pulse of a firework’s light just before its thunder struck.
“What?” Jay pressed, after her keen silence lingered on.
“It can’t be that simple,” she said, to him, to herself, to nothing and no one in particular, just a pronouncement of wonder to be taken as it was. “Can it?”
“Can what?”
“Come on,” she said, and slid quick out of the booth, that energy showing again.
“Come where?”
She took his crutches from behind the booth and held them ready for him. “C’mon, c’mon. I’ll show you! I’ll show you! Hurry!”
He did, and she had him on his feet and the awkward crutches stuck under his arms as fast as a mother might when hurrying her hobbled child off to school. They made it to the big glass door before Mari stopped and turned back, leaving Jay half in the day’s ebbing heat and half in the air conditioned cool as she returned to the booth. There she scooped up all but a nickel of the change and scooted back to Jay, leading him outside and to her car at the curb.


She made him stand near the hood, leaning forward on the old crutches that forced a right side list to his posture, and wait as she moved clothes and some blankets and his box of letters around in the back seat until she had what she was searching for.
“Here!” she announced excitedly, showing him the flat and haggard road atlas before splaying it out on the blotched roof of her Honda.
Jay moved close to see just what she was doing.
“I mean, it is so simple,” she said, flipping through the dog-eared pages until she had the place of their presence. She pointed at a spot. “Right here, here we are.”
The tip of her index finger covered the hills south of Plainview. “Okay. So?”
“You haven’t done much driving, have you?” she commented more than asked, her finger moving on the atlas’s page now, along the roving thick lines and thin lines of black and gray and blue and red and green. “Well let me tell you, I’ve done more driving in the past four months than I care to remember. This little atlas, it became like my bible. And one thing I learned out on the road is that everywhere you look there are numbers, and I further learned that every road it seemed had its own.”
“Its own number,” Jay said, connecting it now.
“Look.” She laid the menu to the side of the page, obliterating St. Louis and all of Illinois. “The first number you told me was seventy. Right up here...” Her finger traced back and forth along a thick green line running east/west. “That’s Interstate Seventy. And I’ll bet,” she began, her eyes scanning the page, “that if we follow it out we’ll see a twenty seven.”
“How do you know the numbers are in order?” Jay asked.
“How do you know they’re not?” she countered, her eyes sweeping east on I 70 until the menu blocked her view. “Let’s check this way.” She reached for the menu, but Jay stopped her, putting his hand upon it, keeping it in place. “What?”
He shook his head, and his gaze deepened with a far off look about it. “No. Leave it there. Everything happens for a reason. Go west.”
After a moment she nodded and began tracing the slim length of I 70 as it tracked across the state, then she turned the page and followed it into Kansas, across the Sunflower State until almost its straightedge border with Colorado, and there her finger stopped and she said, looking wondrously up at Jay, “You were right.”
He bent a little closer and looked. Her finger was on the intersection of I 70 and State Route 27 at Goodland, Kansas.
“This is weird,” Mari said.
Jay snorted at her comment. “Now it’s weird?”
She smiled, then turned back to the atlas, a new dilemma rising. SR 27 went both north and south. “Now which way?”
He shrugged. “Your turn.”
She followed the route north, but it seemed to die at the town of Haigler just across the border into Nebraska, no connection with a 56 along the way. So south it had to be, her finger retracing its way until it was zooming across miles and miles of Kansas prairie as put to paper. Almost out of the Sunflower State once more, and then she found it, US 56, just past Elkhart, Kansas, where the grassland became Oklahoma. “Got it.”
Jay looked, seeing that US 56 slanted both south and west, or east and north, one way to New Mexico, the other back through Kansas. But just a inch or so distant on the map—maybe forty or fifty miles as a real crow would fly over real earth—there was the number 287, just short of a place in Oklahoma called Boise City. “There,” he said, his own emotions building at this thing that seemed a quest in miniature, the mystical numbers steering their attention somewhere. “See?”
Mari nodded agreement, her finger marking the intersection of US 56 and US 287. She turned the page and repositioned her mark on the junction, and again the direction question arose—Colorado to the north, or Texas to the south. But it was a question that did not go long unanswered, because enough of the bordering states to the south and west were visible that a fat green line not far to the south in the Lone Star State caught her eye. “Interstate Forty,” she said, and her finger sailed over a corner of the wide Texas landscape down to Amarillo, where US 287 met up with the mighty I 40, cutting west and east across the page. “See it.”
“Right,” Jay confirmed, and put his own touch to the spot now, hopping still closer on his right leg and keeping that side’s crutch wedged in the crook of his arm. “And on to eight forty six.”
“Eight forty six,” Mari repeated. “East or west?”
“I don’t know. Try west. We could have just come south to get anywhere east.”
She looked sideways at him. “You sure it works that way?”
“I don’t know how it works. This is as new to me as you.” And he thought, ‘two halves of an equation’, her plus him. He had the numbers, she recognized what they were. And at the end of where they were pointing, was that the equation’s answer?
“Okay,” Mari said, and traced out along I 40, checking each intersecting route, highway, road, river, stream, flipping several pages over until the Interstate terminated in the desert near Barstow, California. “Well, it’s not west. “ So back to Amarillo it was, then out of Texas and across Oklahoma, and Arkansas, and into Tennessee. When her finger reached Nashville she stopped, shaking her head at the map. “This doesn’t seem right.”
“No eight forty six?”
“No, and it’s like all the way back past Missouri.” She tapped her finger on the home of the Grand Ole Opry, thinking, something not sitting right about the number either. “And there’s another thing—have you ever seen a road numbered that high?”
“A few,” Jay said. There was a county road 999 not far from where he’d grown up, and every once in a while some high school kids would go flip its sign upside down just to freak people out. And others, he could vaguely remember. But she was mostly right, it was an awful high number. Almost out of sync with the others. And then, of course, there was still that zero-zero-zero-one, which no way was a road. They still had to deal with that.
“I can’t remember seeing one that high,” she told him.
“So you think it’s not a road?”
She thought for a moment, then nodded, agreeing with her gut. “I think it’s not a road.”
Jay turned the pages back to their last point of reference, where the 287 and the 40 met in the heart of Amarillo. “Something in Amarillo?”
Mari stared at the map, at the roads and highways and interstates lacing a web of colors across the page. She focused finally on Amarillo, looking for a number on the map near it. Maybe a road that didn’t intersect I 40, or a hill elevation, or something, but there was nothing like that, just those damn little red numbers between each mileage tick......
“Mileage,” she said aloud, her head snapping toward Jay. “It’s the mileage! The mileage of the route on the map! Look!”
He saw the small red numbers, but they accounted for only the mileage between points on the map. “How do you know?”
“It has to be!” Mari said excitedly, then bent and pushed half of her body through the open passenger window of her car and reached into the back to take something from Jay’s box. When she was standing again she had a pencil in hand. “Watch!”
She hunched over the map, working her way backward from the spot where US 287 and I 40 came together, tallying the mileage ticks up every fifty miles or so and noting them on the back of the menu. Back through Oklahoma, and Kansas, and into Missouri she counted, stopping on I 70 just north of Plainview. She combined all the small totals, and frowned at the result. She bit her lip, her gaze shifting off the map and to the hood of her car, and there it came to her. Just like the mileage on her car when Jay first made her tell him, something didn’t add up. There it had been too much, because she had driven since hitting him. Here it was too little, because Plainview was not on the interstate. “How far from here to I Forty?”
“From Plainview?” Jay thought on that. He actually knew it, having asked a trucker once how far a walk up Route 87 it would be, because he had thought that collecting cans and bottles along that stretch of highway might be fruitful. As it was the walk was prohibitively long. Fifteen miles the trucker had told him. Fifteen on the dot. And that was what he told Mari.
She smiled, doing the simple math in her head before putting it onto the now completely scribbled-upon menu, which she showed proudly to Jay. “Eight hundred and forty six! I told you!”
So it was eight hundred and forty six miles from Plainview to the junction of US 287 and I 40. What did that mean? What did that mean to them? Was the answer in the last number, the oddest of the lot? 0001?
“Now this last one,” Mari said, as if reading his thoughts. But she could not do that. Only some bum who’d given him this gift-turned-curse-turned-something could read minds. That and more. “Zero-zero-zero-one?” She looked to him. “That’s no road.”
“It’s not mileage, either,” he told her.
“It doesn’t even sound like anything,” she observed. “Why would you have three zeroes in front of a one? What’s that?”
What indeed? Jay wondered, he and the other half of this crazy equation stumped. Zero zero zero one. Four numbers that were one number. But what kind of number? Well, what kind of numbers were there? Start there. Thee were roads-check. There were miles-check. Odometer readings-check. Ages-check. Years-check. Money-check. Time-check. Temperature-check. Radio frequen—
Time.
“It’s time,” Jay said.
“Time for what?” Mari asked, her eyes glued to that one number noted on the menu that still eluded them.
“No,” he said, and motioned so that she looked his way. “The number is time. Twenty four hour time. Military time.”
Her brow scrunched down. What was he talking about?
“My father told me about it when I was little. He was in the army. You know, oh-one-hundred is one a.m., but thirteen-hundred is one p.m.” He waited, and saw some recognition come to her as her forehead flattened and those blue eyes lit up. “Thirteen-thirteen would be one-thirteen in the afternoon. Get it?”
“I get it,” she said, nodding. She had heard this somewhere, too, in a movie or something. Was it Top Gun, or A Few Good Men, or what? The military guys talked like that when telling time. Oh-two-fifty this, and sixteen-twenty-something that. Yes, she did remember. Understand, not really (why couldn’t they just say ‘two fifty in the morning’ made no sense to her), but she remembered. “Yeah. Time.”
“Zero-zero-zero-one,” Jay said to her. “That’s one minute past midnight. The first minute of a new day.”
“Right.” They had all the numbers now, what they all meant! “Right!”
She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him without thinking that he was still basically a stranger. But she didn’t care. They had figured it out! The numbers! They knew what each number meant!
But...
...but not what they all meant. Together.
Mari pulled back from Jay, who seemed a bit stunned by her unexpected embrace. She, though, was simply perplexed once again. He could see that plainly in those perfect blue eyes.
“One minute after midnight, an eight hundred and forty six mile route to where two roads meet Amarillo, Texas,” Mari said, as if reciting evidence in the most baffling of cases. She cinched her sleeves down and crossed her arms. “What does it mean?”
Jay looked at her, and that look was all that it took. That look and all that had happened since she had come. The hit, the letters, the bottle, the coins, and now what they had—or what they had been given. Directions. Directions and more, because there was reason for everything. Even the smallest thing, like a moment. A moment which seemed very clearly now to be a time of departure.
“It means we’re going somewhere,” he told her, and the confusion in her eyes melted away until she was nodding slowly to what he had said.





 
Eighth Interrogation
August 15...3:48 a.m.
A knock at the door to the small white room stopped Jay right there.
“Come,” Mr. Wright said, sounding the part of a drill sergeant telling an underling to, ‘yes, get on in here, but make it fast’.
The door opened inward, the same door through which Jay had been ‘squired’ to this latest part of the extraordinary thing that his life had become, and in came a man in plaid shirt and casual olive chinos, brown loafers on his feet, looking as if he had been called away from his family dinner to complete some task. He gave Jay a glance, then went to Mr. Wright and held a single sheet of paper out to him, directing his attention to a particular spot.
“No, no,” Mr. Wright said, irritated. He pointed to a different part of the paper. “That’s the one. Look there.”
The man nodded and headed back to the door, giving Jay another quick look before closing it behind.
“Who was he?” Jay asked. “Was that paper about me?”
Mr. Wright settled back where he sat and laced his fingers beneath his chin. “So you were going to Amarillo?”
No answer, Jay thought. Though the man’s demeanor toward him had changed, it was still quite plain who was asking and who was answering the questions. “Not really. Amarillo just happened to be where those two roads met and the miles ran out.”
“And you left at midnight, huh?”
“One minute after,” Jay said, making that correction. Because for everything there was a reason, even that one minute.
“And she just went along with all this? After knowing you, what, a day?”
“Like minds,” Jay said. “Something had touched both of us. Brought us together. Sent us on our way.”
“Two halves of the equation,” Mr. Wright offered, and Jay nodded. “You developed that kind of trust that fast, did you?”
“I think we did.”
The man nodded against his knuckles, but not in affirmation. “Then why didn’t you tell her about Sign Guy? All you said was that someone gave you a gift.”
Jay shifted in his chair. “I didn’t want to talk about him. He was in the past. He’d just given me the gift—I was the one that twisted it all around. Made it different things.”
“You believed that?”
“Then I did,” Jay said.
“So why not tell her?”
“She didn’t ask.”
“I see,” Mr. Wright said, nodding again. “Did she ever?”
“Eventually.”
“But more came before that.”
Jay nodded. “A whole lot more.”
Mr. Wright drew a deep breath and bellied up to the table again. “Okay, then. Let’s move it along. Move it along.”
Jay smiled at his captor’s choice of words. “You sound like her.”
“Mari?”
“Yes. We’d gone back to my place from the Grill, and we packed some of my things, and then she sat down in the chair and I laid down on the bed and, well, I guess we hadn’t gotten enough sleep. Or enough good sleep. My nap at the library turned out not to be very restful.”
“So you nodded off, did you?”
“Out like two lights,” Jay told him. “I woke up to her shaking me, telling me to get up, and that we had to ‘move it along...





 
Thirty Six
Zero Minute
...move it along, Jay. C’mon.”
His eyes were open, but she was shaking him so strongly that it took longer than usual to focus. “I’m awake. I’m awake.”
Mari let go and ran into the bathroom. She closed the door until just a crack of light stood straight up the jamb. He heard the hard toilet seat come down, and as he sat up and swung his legs over the bed’s edge the soft sprinkling sound of her doing her thing trilled out with the light. He tried not to listen and pushed himself up out of bed, preferring not to use the cumbersome crutches in the sparse confines of his room. What time was it? They had fallen asleep, drifted off like logs on calm waters, neither knowing the other was out, he suspected, since he had no memory of any talk of setting the wind-up alarm clock ticking quietly on the bed table. It had been light the last he could remember, but now the world beyond the stacked panes of wavy glass was yellow on black, the streetlight down the block casting its sallow beam upon the dark night. He looked finally to the clock—11:48. Thirteen minutes to zero hour. Or would it be zero minute? Jay wondered. Or simply their minute. The minute given to them by the heads.
He moved around the bed to the closet as the toilet paper roll spun beyond the door, and the gush of water spilling into the bowl a few seconds later and the faucet running a few after that signaled that Mari was done. From the floor near the closet he picked up the clear plastic sack that the hospital had so conveniently given him, as for the immediate future—a future whose limits he hadn’t a clue about—it would be his traveling bag. Mari had taken his jeans and the change from it, rinsed it, and packed for him an old pair of khaki trousers, some socks and underwear, one pair of shorts, two tee-shirts and one sweatshirt, and tossed in his deodorant stick for good measure. Holding it now, Jay thought the bloated container looked ready to burst his wardrobe for the near future all over the floor. The rubber band round its neck was hanging on for dear life.
“You ready?” Mari asked as she came out of the bathroom, her hair pulled back in that scrunchy thing once again. In her hand she held the roll of toilet paper, more than half full. She noticed Jay staring at it. “Experience from the road—go into any public restroom prepared. The alternative is not pretty.”
Jay grimaced. “I see.”
She held it out to him. “You need to do anything before we go?”
“No, I’m fine.” He opened the closet and took his jacket from its hanger, slinging it over his shoulder before coming back around the bed to the table beside it. His bottle of pain pills was there, and he popped the top and swallowed just one with a sip of the water left over from his last dosing, when just returned from the grill. More than five hours, it was, and his leg wasn’t too awful bad. Into its own sort of groan, it felt like, some low rhythmic throb aching aloud beneath the plaster cast. Not bad at all, he thought, and closed off the bottle and slipped it into the pocket of the jeans he’d changed into before laying innocently down much earlier. Not sleeping attire, to be sure, but then he hadn’t intended on dozing off. Hadn’t six hours at the library been enough? Apparently not, it was now clear.
“We have sixty three dollars and twenty nine cents from you,” Mari said, zipping the fanny pack she’d retrieved from the car before their unplanned nap. “And a hundred and sixteen dollars even from me...plus anything that’s in my ashtray. That should be enough.”
“To Amarillo, sure,” Jay said, and reached for his crutches.
“You don’t think it’s going to end there?” she asked, coming up to him with the fanny pack and the roll of TP in hand.
“Mari, I don’t know if there is an end to this, and even if there is, I’m not sure I’d know what it looks like.”
She looked at him firmly, reassuringly, and said very wisely, “It won’t look like heads or tails, is what I think.”
After a second’s consideration of that Jay nodded. “You may be right. But what about you? What’s at the end of this for you? What makes things right for you?”
She didn’t even have to think on that, the answer formed months ago in the infancy of her travels. “Some purpose, some reason. For me living more than for my family dying. If I can get to Amarillo, or anyplace past that, and know that I lived for a reason, a good and true reason, then I can go on.”
That was a tall order, Jay thought. He wondered if the coins would, or even could, deliver. If not, then this woman with the bluest eyes he’d ever known had been dragged in the cruelest ways into something she might not be ready for. He hoped it was not that. He hoped that for this thing there would be a reason, that good and true reason she was looking for. God, he hoped for that with all that he was.
Mari looked past him to the clock. “Eight minutes. Should we synchronize watches?”
It sounded like something out of a bad war movie, where the commandoes were just about to blow up Gestapo headquarters. But, Jay had to admit, it did make sense. If this journey they were about to set out on required a precise starting time, then that pointed to ‘time’ being important. Why that was, he was fairly certain they would find out. He held his left arm out and twisted it to put his wrist by her right, their watches aside each other, both of the old but familiar clock face type, with hour and minute and second hands moving at their individual paces. Except...
“Jay, do you see that?”
“Yes,” he said, his left arm against her right, their watches touching, hour and minute and even second hands already in sync. In perfect sync, the slender second hands ticking in precise, exact rhythm with one another.
“Spooky,” Mari commented, and pulled her hand away, cinching her sleeve down again.
“I guess it’s supposed to be us,” Jay said, tucking his bag o’clothes under his left arm now.
“I guess so,” Mari agreed.
Jay looked back at his room, in a way that made Mari believe he was thinking he might not be back there again, but it was not that at all. This was just a place, and he had nothing here, just three bags of bottles that hadn’t yet been cashed in. It was just a waypoint on a longer, sporadic journey, he realized. Not a place he had run to, but that had beckoned him. So that ‘one minute past midnight’ could happen.
“Would you turn off the light?” he asked Mari, and she did, and then they left, she helping him down the steps as the door to his room clicked shut behind.



They put Jay’s things in back and stood on the sidewalk and stared at each other, the dilemma obvious to both of them. Who was going to drive?
“I’ll take first shift,” Jay said, holding out his hand for the keys.
“You’ve got a broken leg,” Mari reminded him.
“Left leg,” Jay countered. “It’s an automatic.”
“How long has it been since you’ve driven?”
“Over eight years, but the gas is still on the right and brake is still on the left, isn’t it?”
“Do you have a license?”
“You’re worried about legalities?”
She considered that, but still shook her head. “No. I can drive us.”
“Those directions we have don’t hint at anything approaching a stop until Amarillo, so my guess is we’re supposed to go straight through. Eight hundred and forty six miles, Mari. I don’t think the point of this trip is for one of us to kill both of us because they got tired and drove into a ditch.”
She considered that, too, but this time acquiesced. Partly. “I’ll take the first shift.”
“We switch in a few hours, though, okay?”
“Okay.” She opened the door for him and stowed his crutches across the clothes and blankets and other necessities of the road, then waited for him to find a comfortable position in the semi-loose right front seat. Once he was in she hurried around and got behind the wheel, checking her watch. Two minutes to go. Time enough for one last thing, she thought, and twisted her body to reach to the back seat and fish something from Jay’s box of letters. When she was facing the wheel again she had a yellow legal pad and a pencil in hand.
“What’s that?” Jay asked, inquiring not about the pad but the writing, masses of tight, fast scribbles, upon its front page.
“I made some notes,” Mari said, flipping that page back, and the next one, and on and on, until she reached a clean sheet. “At the library I wrote down all I could find out about the things in your letters. My own little research project.” She looked to Jay. “It was funny. Remember Paul? Well, I asked him if I could have a few sheets of paper, and he brought me three whole pads. And a box of pencils. Can you believe that?”
Jay grunted. “So what are you doing with it?”
“A new project,” she said, then squinted at the odometer to record their starting mileage, 25,572, and the moment they would depart. Then she stuffed the pad between the front seats and put the pencil in a hole in the dash where the knob for the A/C had been. “Keeps it handy,” she told Jay, then put her key in the ignition and started the car. Or started the car sputtering, as it were. Sputtering and coughing, the old motor surging and finally settling into a loud, spastic beat, sounding afflicted with some human respiratory condition almost. “It’s better when it gets moving. It doesn’t like sitting still.”
Jay checked the time. “Fifteen seconds.”
Mari put her foot on the brake and shifted to D, flipping her headlights on as an afterthought. “Say when.”
The seconds receded, ten, then five, then two, and then one. “Now.”
Her foot came off the brake and eased down on the gas, the aging Honda stuttering away from the curb, a dark cloud of exhaust tinged to brown by the yellowy streetlight unfolding behind it. At the end of Jay’s block, where Todd Street and Groveland Way met in an intersection controlled by four flashing red lights, Mari slowed but did not stop, and made a U turn to head back toward Wells Road, which would take them to Traction Avenue, and then to Route 87 out to the interstate. They passed Jay’s home, just a room above a shoe store that had died with the Red Menace, and he did not look at it at all. He only looked ahead, because that was where the tomorrows were.
“Oh, I guess I should mention something,” Mari said as she turned onto Wells, slowing even less at that flashing red.
“What?”
She grimaced unsurely. “It really only does fifty.”
“Miles per hour?” Jay asked, taken aback. They were going to be on interstates, for Christ’s sake. With trucks doing maybe seventy, or more.
“Sometimes even fifty five if the road’s really flat and it’s not too hot or cold,” Mari added. “On the downhill it does great.”
“Wonderful,” Jay said.
She flashed him a cheesy, overdone smile. “See, I knew you’d see it my way.”
They drove on, and were putting west down Interstate 70 just twenty minutes later.



 
Thirty Seven
Less Than Random Acts Of Kindness
They had putted past Kansas City and almost to Topeka when a white gush of steam began venting from under the Honda’s hood near three in the morning.
“Damn,” Mari swore, quietly, but loud enough that it roused Jay, who had dozed off an hour before.
“What is it?” he asked, waking to the sight of white clouds hissing past the windows. He straightened himself and looked across to the instrument cluster, knuckling the sleep from his eyes. The temperature needle was climbing fast. “Mari...”
“I know, I know,” she said, slowing and steering the car toward the shoulder just past the Y where a small road merged with the Interstate. Litter and gravel and roadside debris churned up by the Honda clicked off its fenders until it finally came to a stop, a haze of steam billowing around it now. Mari turned off the engine and turned on the hazards, and then she gave the steering wheel an angry thump with the side of her fist. “Dammit!”
Jay was surprised by her outburst, and watched her get out of the car and stand to its front staring at the foggy mess jetting from under the hood. She seemed ready to cry, he was certain.
Then, though, she was not looking at the car anymore, and was instead looking over the roof of the Honda to something beyond it as a white glow grew on her face. She wiped her eyes as Jay turned halfway in his seat and saw what had stolen her attention. A car was coming up the small road that merged with the interstate, and even past the harsh beam of its headlights he could tell that it was slowing and that its four-way flashers had come on. It glided to a stop a few lengths behind the Honda, and Jay got out as Mari came to his door.
“This is scaring me, Jay,” Mari said, then reached in to get his crutches as he leaned on the roof. The headlights of the vehicle behind them went from high beams to low, and as he fit the crutches beneath his arms Jay could see that it was a pickup, its engine idling with powerful smoothness and its own hazards winking along with the Honda’s.
“Don’t worry,” Jay said, the assurance quite blind he realized. He had no idea who this was, and the hour and the remoteness of the spot they’d been unfortunate enough to break down in was making the moment no less unsettling. “It’ll be fine.”
Mari stuck very close to him as the door of the big pickup opened and a tall, thin figure emerged, cutting a lanky black hole across the glare as it approached them.
“You folks break down?” the man asked them, pushing his ancient straw cowboy hat back on his head.
“Radiator or something, it looks like,” Jay said, and the man nodded. He had that stern, competent look about his face, that thing he could remember from childhood. It was the way the farmers of Dane County looked from before dawn until after sunset, that ‘get the job done’ attitude that his father had tried to muster, with some success. This man, though, was that attitude in walking talking life, Jay thought, and considering his choice of wheels and their place on the landscape, it was a fair bet, he decided, that the fellow who had stopped knew the feel of the good earth beneath his boots and under his nails.
Mari, though, could sense none of this and kept a soft grip on Jay’s elbow as visions of some lone prairie madman doing them in drummed in her head.
“It’s notta good place to be stuck,” the man told them, crossing his arms, sinewy poles covered by a cool plaid cotton. “I could take a look at ‘er, if you’d like.”
“That’d be nice,” Jay said, and Mari squeezed his elbow hard, disapproving.
“I’ll just get my flashlight,” the man said, and left them for a minute.
“Jay, we don’t know him, or anything about him,” she said, making him look at her. “He could be getting an axe right now!”
“What are we going to do, Mari?” he asked. “What?”
Then the man was back, moving around the opposite side of the Honda from them, a long black pipe-like flashlight in hand. “All right if I pop the hood?”
“Sure,” Jay told him, then crutched his way beyond the front of the car to watch, Mari almost attached to his arm, her blue eyes slitted from the headlights slicing across the Honda’s roof.
The man came to the front after popping the release and felt under the slightly risen hood for the latch. He found it and raised the hood, stilting it up with the metal pole hinged to the frame. Steam drifted out and swirled around him as he shined his light onto the engine. He leaned down, brushing a clear path through the steam with back and forth swats of his thin and tan hands, and seemed to focus on one spot where a gout of the white vapor was rising. He stood again after that and turned toward Jay and Mari.
“Just a hose, looks like” he told them, but it might as well have been the whole damn transmission where their resources were concerned. He wiped the dampness of the condensed steam from his right hand and held it out to Jay. “Gus VanDerPool. I’m pleased to meetcha.” Jay shook it, then he tipped his hat to Mari.
“I’m Jay, this is Mari.”
“Ma’am,” Gus VanDerPool said, acknowledging Mari, showing even a glint of teeth to her. “You know, I’ve got a can of water in the truck, and I’m purty sure I got a hose clamp and some scrap in the tool box, so if you’d like I could see if maybe we could mend this up and getcha on your way.”
Mari brightened at his offer, letting go of Jay and pulling her sleeves down. “Thank you. Really. Thank you very, much.”
“The same from me, sir,” Jay said. “Lucky for us you came by. Especially this time of night.”
“Mornin’,” Gus VanDerPool corrected him. “You can thank my brother for that. I’m headin’ up to Gretna to give a hand with his crop. Early work, ya know.”
“Well, again, thanks,” Jay said, and then backed a few yards away to half sit against a berm of earth piled along the highway. They watched their gentle savior go back to his truck and search noisily for something in the big tool box fastened between the sides of the bed. A moment later he was back at the front of the Honda with some tools, the clamps and scrap piece of hose, and a five gallon can of water. He bent into the engine compartment and began to work, his flashlight balanced atop the battery.
“I’m sorry,” Mari said to Jay, and he looked from the repairs in progress to her. “I get scared.”
“It’s okay,” he told her, fairly sure he understood. “Is that why you got so upset when it broke?”
She nodded and looked off, that sure sign of emotion rising. “Charles took care of everything. Always made sure the oil got changed, and the tires got rotated, and the brakes got done. If something broke, he just fixed it. He could make anything better. He made my life better. He made me feel safe.” She shook her head at the starry darkness above the fields opposite the interstate. “I hate not feeling that way.”
Jay put a hand on her shoulder as a few tears skimmed down her cheeks.
“Just a needy woman, I guess, huh?” Mari said, sniffling a chuckle and wiping her eyes.
“Everyone needs,” Jay said.
She looked to him. “Really? What do you need, Jay?”
His gaze averted now, scouring the dry earth at his feet. The hand he’d had to her shoulder settled back to the crutches that lay against the berm at his side. “I need my life back. I need to not be held hostage by a bunch of coins, or whatever it is that’s behind them. I don’t need another chance at life—just chance back in my life.”
She nodded at him, and then looked to the man tending her broken car. “Should we give him something for helping us? Some money?”
Jay glanced at Gus VanDerPool, his busy hands wrenching something amidst the fading drifts of steam. “We probably should. He may not take it, but we should at least offer.”
“Hey,” Mari said, nudging him as she sniffed the last bit of emotion from her face. “How did you make it?”
“Make what?” Jay asked, turning to her.
“It. A living. What did you do besides collect those bottles for change?”
“That’s all I did,” he told her, to her obvious wonder.
“You made enough to live on? In that small town?” She doubted him with a narrowing stare. “What was your rent?”
“I don’t pay rent.”
“Excuse me?”
“It was an arrangement,” he told her.
“What kind of arrangement is free rent? Where do you sign up for that?”
He shrugged at her mild astonishment. “When I arrived in Plainview the old man who owned the shoe store under my room was about to shut it down. A lot of people were already leaving town because the military base out at Whistle Creek was closing bit by bit, and his business was drying up. He was moving to Minneapolis to stay with his niece—temporarily, he said. But who would come back to a dead town? Anyway, he saw me hanging around by Truman Park, and he pretty much knew like everybody in town that I didn’t have a place to live, and—”
“You were living on the streets?” she asked, surprised and sad at once.
“In stairwells and in the park,” Jay explained. “But that wasn’t for long. A few weeks at most. Then the old man asked me if I’d stay in the room above his store and make sure no one trashed the building.” Jay snorted. “Like there was going to be anyone left to turn into hoodlums.”
“So he just let you stay there?”
“Yes he did.”
“And you found enough bottles and cans in a dead town to pay for food, and clothes, and electricity, and water?”
“Yes I did,” Jay replied, wondering what she was driving at, because she wasn’t just interested in the way he supported his meager lifestyle.
“Don’t you find that funny?”
“What?”
“That there were enough cans and bottles just thrown away to support you, and that you got a place to live rent free? I mean, could you have stayed in Plainview if either of those things didn’t happen?”
“No,” he answered after a pause, starting to see what she was getting at now.
“The very place we came together is the same place you got a free place to live and enough recycling to feed yourself. God, there’s all these little things that point to this being so ‘meant to be’, do you know what I mean?”
“I guess so,” Jay said, truly seeing it now. Sure, cars and trucks would toss bottles and cans as they drove along roads, but would they really have chucked that many? As many as he had found and redeemed over the years? Because if not, wouldn’t that mean this was a much bigger thing than even they were imagining? Wouldn’t it?
Jay was suddenly very, very intrigued by what might be waiting out Amarillo way.
“Done, folks,” Gus VanDerPool said, standing in front of the Honda with one foot on the bumper and the five gallon can balanced sideways on his knee, spilling water into the radiator.
Jay and Mari got to their feet—and crutches—and went to him.
“Just a little bitty tear in the hot hose, the one comin’ out of the block,” he explained as water filled the radiator and splashed over the engine, cooling it and drenching the dirty asphalt beneath. “The clamp and the scrap went on there fine, and it should hold ya ‘til you get the hose replaced.” A little more seriously he looked at them now. “You prob’ly oughtta have all them hoses looked at, ‘cause they’s graying up a bit. Old, ya know. Could be time fer a change.”
“We’ll do that,” Jay said, but he had no idea when or if the chance to heed the advice would come around.
The radiator brimmed finally, and Gus VanDerPool lowered the water can from his knee to the ground, capping it and then the radiator, making sure the latter was screwed past the point where it would pop off once the engine temperature got up again. He tucked his tools in one back pocket, his flashlight in the other, and closed the hood. “Well, yer all set to get on.”
Mari stepped up a bit now. “Would you let us give you something for your trouble? Pay for the part, or something?”
“Weren’t no trouble,” Gus VanDerPool said. “And the clamp, sheesh, I got a box of ‘em in the shed at my place. Pack rat, my woman says I am. Me, I say for everything there’s a reason, and don’t that make a lot of sense right here and now?”
“It does,” Jay said, a prickle of cold racing up his back. “I couldn’t agree more.”
“If you all wanna repay me, though, do the Christian thing and pass the kindness on. G’night to ya, folks.” He tipped his hat to Mari, then Jay, and lifted his can and headed back to his truck.
They stood there until he was back in his truck and had pulled around them onto the interstate, tossing them a wave through his passenger window before heading off into the dark morning.
Mari looked to Jay, and it was he who said it this time. “Spooky.”



 
Thirty Eight
Hitching The Hard Way
Missouri and half of Kansas lay behind them, swallowed by a night that had become a day that spread like a warming blue haze upon the endless plains ahead. Jay drove now, the sun a swelling yellow oval in the rearview. Mari slept beside him, curled into a fetal ball, her face pressed close to the passenger window and her two hands clutched together below her chin as if in prayer. Every so often he would glance at her, would see the misty rounds of her breath left on the window, and then look back to the road that seemed all theirs.
The miles rolled onto the odometer with almost transparent ease. Ticking another tenth, another half, another whole down the interstate. Marking their slow progress as the Honda valiantly carried them on, semis and old cars and new cars coming up fast and zipping around them in the right lane. But they were moving, progressing, following directions. Following the will of the coins, Jay thought. Whatever they wanted. Whatever they said. As long as this all would end. For that, anything. Anything.
He turned again to Mari and thought, For her as well, for her as well, and then back to the flat black ribbon ahead he looked. And when he did, something caught his eye. Something small, something dark, something moving. Something not far in the distance traveling along the right shoulder of the interstate. A person, he now could tell, with one arm extended toward the lanes of traffic, the classic hitchhiker’s walking pose. And he and Mari thought they had had it rough when the radiator hose blew some hours before. This small person in head to toe dark clothing was out in the middle of prairie-nowhere, almost to some metropolis called Ogallah, and was thumbing for a ride from cars and trucks doing seventy plus in the fading dawn. Lotsa luck, Jay thought.
But that was cruel, wasn’t it? It was a realization that struck him as he drew nearer this dark person, who was now very clearly a female dressed up and down in black. A female who looked back as the sputter of the approaching Honda reached her, her face a pale orb broken by aphotic eyes and a mouth painted the depth of pitch. She looked like a spectre upon the highway. And she looked to be no more than sixteen.
...do the Christian thing and pass the kindness on...
Gus VanDerPool’s terms of repayment rang in his head right then, as did a sense of concern for this young thing out upon the road all alone, and so Jay put his foot gently to the brake and steered to the shoulder not far past the hitchhiker.
As he passed he noticed her hand ill equipped for what had been tasked, for it was missing its thumb.
Mari felt the car slow and vibrate onto the shoulder, and woke from a deep slumber. She stretched, and yawned, and sat up in the seat. Through the windshield she could see they were pulling off the highway. As they came to a stop she asked sleepily, “Is it my turn?”
Jay twisted and looked through the back window. The young girl was trotting toward them, a purse-like bag as dark as the rest of her swinging from one shoulder. “No. I stopped for a hitchhiker.”
Mari pepped up, that fear rising as it had before Gus VanDerPool turned out not to be an axe murderer. “A hitchhiker. Jay...”
“She’s just a kid, Mari. Look.”
Mari did, turning right just as the girl reached the car. She knelt and looked in through the glass at her would be co-riders. She didn’t smile, or if she did the black of her makeup simply smothered the bright expression then and there. Her nose was pierced, two studs passing through over a small ring that looped in and out the left nostril, and two more small silver rings adorned the left side of her lower lip. Her left eyelid sported a silvery-blue ring as well, and beyond that it could not be said if any more of her anatomy had been skewered, as from the high buttoned neck of her shirt to the thin soles of her made-for-show boots, she was wardrobed in things the color of dreamless sleep.
But her eyes, both of them thought. Her eyes were deep forest green, a soothing and distant hue that seemed to bubble up from the lightless look and manner about her.
When they had stared at her for a moment or so, the girl made a rolling motion with her hand, which Mari heeded, cranking the window down.
“Hi,” Jay said across Mari. “Where you going?”
The girl shrugged and studied them for a moment, focusing on Mari mostly. “Is he a rapist or anything?”
Mari shook her head, but that didn’t seem to convince the girl, so she looked to Jay.
“Are you a rapist?”
“No.”
“What are you?”
He shrugged. “Unemployed.”
Back to Mari she looked. And looked. And looked. “So can you like unlock the back door?”
Mari nodded quickly, not frightened anymore. Just taken aback by the old, almost sinister youth of the girl. She reached back and unlocked the door while Jay twisted to get at the box and the clothes and the blankets and his crutches, which he stuffed as far to the left of the car as he could, making a small space for the young girl, who got in and heaped her bag atop the clutter. She closed the door and settled into the seat.
Both Jay and Mari stared back at her.
“I’m not a Satanist,” the girl finally said, perturbed.
“No,” Jay said.
“Of course not,” Mari agreed.
The girl shook her head. “What is it with people in Kansas? You dress original and they think you drink baby’s blood and dance inside pentagrams.”
“I’m not from Kansas,” Jay said.
“Me either,” Mari said. “I’m from New Jersey.”
The girl nodded. “I was there once.”
“Really?” Mari reacted, enthused.
The girl’s look moved from Jay to Mari to Jay, and she asked, “Are we going to like go anywhere?”
“Sure,” Jay said, and turned back to the front. He waited for a semi growing in the sideview mirror to pass, bucking the Honda with a wash of turbulence, then took the Honda back onto Interstate 70 heading west.
Mari put a hand out to their rider. “I’m Mari. This is Jay.”
He smiled at her in the rearview mirror.
“Hi,” the girl said, then looked out the window at the golden fields still in the morning calm.
“What’s your name?” Mari finally asked.
“Astrid,” the girl said to the countryside, then asked Mari, “Could you roll your window back up?”
“Oh. Right.” Mari cranked it back up, the glass squealing the last few inches, then turned back to the girl. “Astrid. That’s a pretty name.”
“Some guy in Topeka asked me if I was a vampire when I told him my name.” She snickered without smiling and watched the wheat whiz by. But not whiz very fast, she realized, and looked at Jay in the rearview. “Is this as fast as this thing goes?”
“Afraid so,” he apologized. “You in a hurry?”
Astrid shook her head.
“Where are you heading?” Jay asked.
“I don’t know,” she said, then looked between Mari and the rearview. “Do you guys know if there are any Buncha Burgers in Kansas?”
“The fast food places?” Mari asked, and shook her head.
“I don’t know,” Jay said, adding his reply.
Astrid looked out the window again. “I’ve been dying for something from a Buncha Burger.”
“They have those where you’re from?” Mari asked.
Astrid nodded at the fields and the bluing northern sky above them.
“Where are you from?” Mari asked, making the next logical inquiry.
“Mars, most people in this pisshole state would say.”
“I take it you’re not planning to settle down here,” Jay said, and a too-brief little girl smile flashed out at the prairie.
“You have a pretty smile,” Mari told her, and Astrid looked away from the scenery to her.
“Really?”
Mari nodded. “You have straight teeth. I had to wear braces.” And she flashed the smile that had cost her parents thousands.
“My mom had really nice teeth,” Astrid said. “She died a few years ago. Breast cancer.”
“I’m sorry,” Mari told her.
“That’s okay. I remember her smile.”
“That’s where you got it from, I’ll bet,” Mari said, feeling the exchange fix between them. Maybe not forming any sort of bond, because why would that be necessary, but take on a more pleasant tone. A more real tone, with less suspicion and none of the teenage aloofness she could remember dishing in her own wild years.
“Your name’s different, too,” Astrid said.
“Jay?” Jay responded from the front seat. “Yeah, I know. My parents stole it from the alphabet.”
Astrid smiled again, putting her hand to her mouth to staunch a giggle. Her left hand, and then Mari could see what Jay had seen—that the girl’s left thumb ended in a nub at the lowest joint, a thin scar tracing over the termination point.
“It’s no big deal,” Astrid said. She had caught Mari staring at her hand. “One opposable thumb is all you need. I just use the left hand for scratching.”
Jay smiled in the rearview. “You’re quick.”
“All us vampires are,” she said, and fell into a fit of adolescent giggles.
When the fit had run its course, Mari asked, “How’d you lose your thumb?”
“How’d you get your name?” Astrid parried.
“Misspelled at the hospital,” Mari told her, drawing a shocked look from Jay, to which she said, “You’d better make sure you don’t drive us into a ditch.”
“Misspelled on your birth certificate?” Astrid asked, and Mari nodded with a big tight-lipped grin.
“My parents say ‘y’, the nurse put ‘i’, and, well, they kind of liked it.”
Astrid nodded, smiling. “That’s cool.”
“So...”
She held up her hand less its useless opposable thumb. “Bus crash.”
“Bus crash?” Mari parroted.
Astrid nodded and looked back out the window. “Just one of those things, you know.”
“Bad?” Mari asked.
“I was the only one that lived,” Astrid replied, and the car jerked almost to the shoulder as Jay looked back at her. “Yo, the road’s up there, Jay.”
He turned back to the front, but not before exchanging a wondrous glance with Mari.
“You were the only one that lived?” Mari checked, and Astrid nodded.
“We had a competition out of state,” she began. “A cheerleading competition. Yeah, I know, ‘you were a cheerleader?’ A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away I was. So we were on our way back home, and the driver lost control people were saying later, and the bus went off the road and into a dry quarry.”
Mari glanced away from Astrid for just a second, spying the box, her mind working, trying to recall. “Where was this, Astrid?”
“Pittsburgh. Go Steelers.” She thrust a thumbless fist in the air and said, “I still got it.”
“A long time ago?” Mari asked, mining for information without being obvious. To her left, Jay’s fingers were working hard on the wheel. This was just too weird.
“One year and one month ago last Monday,” Astrid said. “You know, the papers called me the miracle girl. Said it was a miracle because I only lost my thumb.” She snorted disapprovingly. “A miracle would have been if all my friends had lived. I was just lucky.”
Mari glanced sideways at Jay, and saw his face go ashen at Astrid’s comments.
“Anyway, after that my grandma was like a total psycho. I was living with her after my mom died, and after the bus crash she was freaking, thinking that I was going to die every second. She wouldn’t let me do anything, and when I got my navel pierced she threatened to send me to a convent, and like I’m not even Catholic...hello?”
Mari’s eyes were wide, drinking up the tale, pieces of which sounded familiar. She wondered if Jay could recall this tragedy, and what this was doing to him, and she reached to his arm and put her hand there, squeezing his bicep easily as he drove.
“So I split. I stayed with some friends, and then one of them put some moves on me, and I like told him I don’t put out for low life wannabe jocks, and from there I just kind of moved around. And I’m still moving around, just trying to get out of Kansas now.”
“Sounds rough,” Mari commented.
“Life on the road, Mari. Just life on the road.”
How true, Mari knew. And how sad this girl had to know this so young. But how young was ‘this young’? “How old are you, Astrid?”
“Almost sixteen,” she answered, with an honesty that troubled her an instant later. “You’re not going to narc on me, are you? Send me back?”
Mari shook her head. “Is Astrid your real name?”
“It is now,” she said, offering no more than that. She looked past Mari to a clump of buildings astride the road up ahead. “Is there anyway we could stop soon? I gotta pee.”
“Sure,” Jay said, nodding without looking into the rearview. “Anything you want Astrid.”


While Astrid donned her sullen teenage persona and strolled into the McDonalds to take care of business, Mari went quickly through the box of letters and the notes she’d taken at the library and arranged them on her lap. When she’d found what she was looking for she turned to Jay, but he was just staring out the windshield. “Jay?”
He looked to her. “Saving one life doesn’t sound so noble anymore.”
She took his chin in hand and made him face her. “She’s alive, I’m alive, and neither of those things would be the case if it weren’t for you. Okay?” But it still didn’t seem okay. “So what that your not the kind of miracle worker that little girl would wish for? She is wishing, Jay. That is what matters.” She took her notes in hand and held them out. “And so is this.”
He saw two letters atop the sheaf of lined yellow pages. One had to relate to Astrid’s special event. “I remember what happened to her, Mari. That bus groaning as it went over the lip of the quarry hole and flipped over and over before it hit bottom. These jagged rocks were slashing through the metal skin like knives, shredding everything. I was cut, my legs, my face, my chest. I was laid open like a fish and watched the blood pour out of me like the water at Niagara Falls.”
“But she only lost a thumb,” Mari reminded him.
“And all her friends,” Jay reminded her.
“All right, all right. Will you feel sorry for yourself later, please? She’ll be back out soon, and I don’t think she needs to hear about all of this.”
“Okay,” Jay agreed. This wasn’t about him. It was about them, and some as-yet unknown thing ‘out there’—wherever that would end up being. “You’re right. Go ahead.”
“Okay, try and follow this,” Mari began, showing Jay her notes. “This is the event that she survived. The date matches, and the description, and her age at the time would be right. The papers only had her name listed as K.S. Libby. Nothing on what that meant. So this girl in the car has to be her—another person you saved, Jay.”
“Should I say spooky again?” he asked, but Mari only stared at him. “Okay. I’m listening.”
“You saw her thumb? She has a scar. And I don’t mean ‘the wound’. I mean a mark of what happened to her. Of what she survived.” Mari touched her left sleeve. “A mark like I have.”
“So?”
Mari showed Jay another letter, a very recent one concerning the tower collapse at the fair in Junction City, Kansas. “I don’t know why this didn’t connect. All I can think is that this letter was one of the first I looked into at the library because it was one of the first ones I read, so there were a lot after it. More than a hundred. And it kind of got buried in my head.”
“What got buried?”
“The name of the man who survived when the tower fell.” She pointed to her notes now. “His name was VanDerPool, Jay. Gary VanDerPool, thirty eight, of Gretna, Kansas.”
“Gus’s brother?”
Mari nodded emphatically, that energy driving her again. “The one he was going to help with his crop. It said in the news reports that...” She read from her notes. “...that ‘Gary VanDerPool is expected to recover fully, though his right eye could not be saved’. His right eye, Jay. His mark.”
Jay took the sheet of notes and flipped through them, page after page after page, the record of the lives he had saved, of the lives that had been...marked? “Mari, what are you saying this means?”
“Jay, we’ve now crossed paths with two people who are connected to what you’ve done—one directly, Astrid, and one indirectly, Gus VanDerPool. Gus fixed my car, the car that is carrying us to Amarillo, and Astrid...”
“What about her?”
“Well...I don’t know about her yet, but there can’t be any other explanation, Jay. The people you saved are somehow influencing this journey.”
“Gus and Astrid are two people, Mari.”
“Two that we know of, Jay. That gas station attendant back in Topeka, he had a limp.”
“He sold us gas, Mari. Just gas.”
“But he was there. He sold us gas right then. I’m not saying for sure he was a survivor, but if he was it would make sense. Keeping us moving. On time, or whatever sort of schedule we’re destined to be on. Just like with Gus...” Her eyes gleamed. “Like with Gus and that minute.”
“What minute?”
“That minute after midnight,” she told him, the totality of it coming to her just then, from that place in her gut that had steered her to Plainview. Weird. It was so completely weird, all of this. Weird and wonderful because man! didn’t it have to mean something purely good now! “Think about it—if we’d left a minute earlier, right at the stroke of midnight, we would have broken down a minute earlier. A minute in my car on the interstate is more than half a mile. We would have broken down before where Gus got on the interstate. He never would have seen us, or helped us. We might still be sitting there.”
Jay absorbed that for a moment, the grand smallness of it, so vast in scope yet so personal in execution, and when it sank in he nodded to Mari. Mari—the other half of the equation. Seeing things that he didn’t. Or couldn’t. Maybe even wouldn’t. Maybe because after so many years at the mercy of the coins and what they foretold, this journey required someone who could keep him going, make him look past that mystical script that was reworked every time heads or tails came up. Maybe she had not only gotten his attention, maybe she was going to keep said attention focused as well.
The realization made him feel weak, and tired.
“For every thing there is a reason, Jay,” Mari reminded him. It was what he needed to hear right then. And it was the last they could speak of secret matters, as Astrid aka K.S. Libby was coming out of the McDonalds with a drink carrier and a brown sack in hand.
Mari gathered the letters and her notes and pushed them back into the box.
“Hey, I got some coffee and hash browns,” Astrid said pleasantly as she climbed in the back, just a kid talking again. “My treat. For the ride.”
She passed out the coffees and food, and closed the door. “All in.”
Jay sipped his coffee, taking just a tiny bit of the steaming liquid, and put it between his legs so he could drive.
Mari reached over and took it carefully into her own hands. Jay looked at her, his cheeks flushing red.
“I’m not getting fresh,” Mari assured him. “You just don’t catch the news, do you?”
“Burn your thingy right off,” Astrid said from the back seat, and giggled with her mouth full of hashbrowns.
“Hot,” Mari told him. “I’ll hold, you drive.”
“Can I handle my hashbrowns, do you think?” he asked Mari, and she pushed the golden brown potato patty into his mouth like a cigar.
Astrid ate up the show from the back seat, and Jay took them back toward the interstate.





 
Thirty Nine
The End Of One Line
For almost a hundred miles after their potty and food stop at Mickey Dees, Astrid detailed for Mari and Jay the wonders of Buncha Burger, reciting the whole menu as she remembered it from her home town location, down to how many packets of sauce you got with the chicken strips—not that she hardly ever ordered those, being a burger kind of person, if they knew what she meant. For so long did she dwell on the Mega Buncha Meal—which was three all beef patties on four buns, with pickles, onions, mustard, ketchup, and three strips of fried zucchini—that Jay suggested that maybe her calling in life was to open a franchise.
A franchise for very disturbed customers, she added, and they all laughed at a that.
After that Mari had asked if she wanted to go as far as they were, Amarillo, and Astrid said sure, that there was a good a chance as any that there was a Buncha Burger there, to which Mari told her flat out that she had Buncha Burger on the brain. A few more laughs, and then it quieted. Astrid dozed off, and Mari offered to switch, but Jay said he was doing fine, that driving was keeping his mind right, and his thoughts off of his keg, which was throbbing again even after two pills that day. He wasn’t groggy, she thought, but made him promise that if he started feeling that way he would give up the wheel. He agreed, and they drove on.
They drove through the plains and the gently hilled lands of western Kansas, prairie that looked like a golden flag unfurling as the wind danced across it, south on State Route 27, across small streams where the afternoon sun fired sparkles on pure waters. They saw deer vaulting barbed wire fences and prancing for distant trees, and coyotes dash across the roadway ahead, and they passed coyotes who had tried but not made it in time. There were hawks in the sky and wisps of clouds far above, and there were green tractors that seemed to be floating in vast seas of growth. It was good country. Country that looked good, felt good.
“Jay?” Mari said as they neared the border with Oklahoma.
“What?” His eyes were ahead now. Just ahead, not taking in the scenery.
“You look sad. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” he told her, maybe lying, maybe not. ‘Not’, he figured, if remembering good things that made one sad really caused no irreparable harm. He thought not. “Just thinking back a long, long time.”
She smiled, and left it at that, and the car was a sweet silent ride until near seven in the evening when they neared Amarillo.



“Astrid, wake up, honey,” Mari said, reaching back to pat their young companion on the leg. “We’re just about there.”
“Interstate Forty is just three miles ahead,” Jay said. They were on the 287, which right there was a combination with the 87, and their time on it was draining away fast. Signs for I 40 and the civic center were passing, as were long streams of cars zipping by what their drivers must have thought was the slowest damn thing ever on the highway.
In the back Astrid stirred, but didn’t come out of sleep, so Mari tapped her again, causing the young girl to swat at the annoying hand. “All right already. I’m awake. I’m awake.”
“Should I just get off by I Forty?” Jay asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” she said, and looked into the back seat to see Astrid finally sitting up, her dark-rimmed eyes drooped halfway shut still. “Morning, honey.”
“Morning?” Astrid asked, then sleep fell away enough that she got the humor. “I feel like I’ve been sleeping all day.”
“Half the day,” Mari informed her, and pointed to the sun setting low out the right side windows. “It’s after seven.”
Astrid held the palm of her thumbless hand to her mouth and breathed against it. Her face soured. “Do you have any gum?”
Mari did, and dredged it from her purse. She passed Astrid the whole pack. “Here. Keep it. I’ve got another in here somewhere.”
The girl peeled the shiny wrappers from two pieces and pushed them into her mouth, chewing down on them hard and fast, wanting results right then, thank you very much, then she took her bag from the pile of clothes and blankets and put it on her lap, shoving the gum inside and making sure she hadn’t left anything on the seat or the floor.
“I’m going to get off up here,” Jay said. Plains Boulevard, it was, and though still a ways from the junction with Interstate Forty, he did a bit of quick mental math with the odometer’s present and previous readings and figured that they were pretty darn close, within a mile maybe. And once off 287, it would be about on the money.
“You can just let me off at a store or a gas station,” Astrid said from the back seat, seeming antsy, Mari thought. But then again, thirteen hours in a small, slow car with two people twice your age might tend to drive a young girl half way insane.
“Sure thing, honey,” Mari said, liking the feel of saying that word again, if only to a sweet girl she had known for a very short time. Honey. Honey. Honey. It hurt a bit to say it, but not in a bad way. Never in a bad way. Not then, not now.
Jay took the rumbling car off the highway and turned right toward a brightly lit row of buildings along Plains Boulevard. Their windows were down and the coming night was warm, but not as warm as the days before in Missouri, and Astrid pointed out at a cluster of shops just past a gas station on the left. Jay slid over two lanes and into the turn pocket, pulled a tight one, and stopped in the parking lot right outside a taco stand.
“Are you gonna be—” Jay began to inquire, but she was already out the door and a few feet away, bending to look back at them through Mari’s window.
“Thanks a lot, guys,” Astrid said, smiling tightly and giving them a wave before starting away from them.
Mari looked back to Jay, and he to her, both a little stunned by the abrupt departure. Had they done something? To offend her? Anger her? Even just bore her to some state of revulsion?
“I don’t understand, Jay,” Mari said, and he seemed about to reply when his eyes tracked off Mari and out the window. She looked that way as well.
Astrid was back, crouching there, just outside the window, saying nothing, hardly even looking at them, just an awkward glance here and there. After a moment she brought her bag to her front and reached in. She pulled out the fanny pack in which Jay and Mari had all their money and held it out toward the car.
Mari took it, her face sagging in shock, her gaze hurting.
“I saw you pay for gas the last time we stopped, and I...”
Jay was leaning forward now, and a bit Mari’s way to better see the young girl.
Astrid just stood there for a moment, silent, as Mari put the pack on her lap. She had tossed it behind the seat out of habit, the same way she tossed her purse there, only this drive she had kept her purse up front to give the girl more room. She must have just forgotten about the fanny pack.
But Astrid sure hadn’t.
“I didn’t take anything. You can count it if you want.”
Mari stared at her. Just stared at her.
Astrid stood and turned, walking a few feet before stopping and facing the car again. “You know, my real name is Kay Sara,” she said, for some reason that was only apparent to her. Maybe to answer a question asked hours before. Maybe to give something she didn’t have to, to try and make up for what she’d almost done. “My mother named me after some song some old singer sang. Kay Sara Sara, or something like that. Ever hear of it?”
Jay nodded, but Mari did not move. Did not speak. All she gave the girl back was a look, her blue eyes darkened with heartache.
“I’ve heard it,” Jay said, and to that Kay Sara Libby nodded with her wet eyes shining. She looked off toward the sunset and bobbed nervously on her feet. After a moment he told her, “I hope you find a Buncha Burger.”
The girl nodded crisply, biting her lip, and she looked back to Mari one last time, and then she could stand it no more and turned away and walked off into the night.
Mari watched the girl leave, and leave them for real this time, gone.
“Mari?”
She turned, but looked out the windshield instead of at Jay.
“She brought it back,” Jay told her, seeing what she was feeling. Not knowing it, but knowing that something was there. Something he could not understand because he had not known the joy and the pain of having children, and losing them. “She didn’t take it. She couldn’t.”
“I guess it all can’t be a picture postcard along the way,” Mari said, her gaze fixed forward. “Maybe just the end.”
“Right,” Jay agreed, wondering just what kind of ‘perfect’ they’d settle for after all they’d been through.



 
Forty
Paging Mr. Grady
They sat in the parking lot and waited for almost an hour, giving it time. This ‘thing’ time. Time to give them whatever there was here after nineteen plus hours and exactly, as it turned out, 846 miles. But nothing came their way.
Jay bought them tacos and drinks at the stand right before them, but the change was as random as the sparkle of the stars just winking on in the darkening heavens above.
They ate in the car, and then decided to wait no more. Nothing was coming. Mari’s gut told her that, while it was the coins that convinced Jay. There was nothing more to do. They decided to check into a motel.
Not far up Plains Boulevard they found a place with a vacancy that Friday night. The Dillo In Rillo Motor Inn it was called, its sign a huge gray armadillo whose right eye winked red at the traffic every second or two. Jay parked, and crutched his way into the office, getting a room with two beds on the ground floor. The pool gate was locked at ten, the desk clerk told him, and the TV had HBO and The Nashville Network. No nudie shows, though, and Jay told him that was okay.
Mari closed up the car and gathered their things, and when Jay returned from the office they went to the room together.
It was clean, and quiet, and the air conditioner hummed pleasantly as it fed cool air into the room. Jay showered first, taking care with his cast, and then Mari slipped into the tub, leaving the door open a crack so they could talk as she soaked and Jay stared at the television.
Right around nine thirty she asked a question that Jay at first misunderstood.
“How long has it been for you?” Mari asked from the bathroom. Jay could just see her head, lolled back against the top rim of the tub.
“Eight years,” he said, thinking on it quickly. “I mean, I’ve caught a glimpse of it here and there, but it’s been that long since I really sat down and watched.”
Her head tipped left toward him. “Huh?”
“I haven’t watched a whole show in eight years,” he said again, spelling it out more clearly this time.
“No,” she said, laughing. “Sex. How long has it been since you’ve had sex?” She chuckled some more. “Leave it to a man to mix the two up.”
“What makes you ask about that?” he inquired, wondering if she could see the color of his cheeks from in there.
“A man, a woman, a motel room,” she said, as if checking off ingredients. “It’s only natural.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” he said, and tried to concentrate on some dance show on a network called TNN—that Nashville thing, must be—but that got hard because the girls’ skirts kept flying up as their partners twirled them, or as they twirled all alone in long lines.
“So, how long has it been?”
A woman, a man, motel room, he thought. Maybe that was an equally good reason to not get into the subject. Not that he wanted her, although she was attractive, and he guessed the converse was also a point to accept, that he also didn’t not want her. She was pretty like Carrie had been pretty, only afraid to show it. Glancing at her now, seeing just her head, and the smooth line of her shoulders, and even that one damaged arm as it hung over the tub’s edge, he could tell she was beautiful. Delicate features, like some fine doll, thick hair that shined and shimmered and looked just as good pulled back in that scrunchy thing she sometimes wore as spread free all upon her shoulders. She didn’t have to try to look good, he finally decided it was, because her...allure came from more than what one saw. It came also from what one didn’t see. No unnecessary accouterments, no flashy jewelry, no push up bra. He hadn’t known her when she wasn’t like she was now, but he felt fairly certain that she was not all that different in what she was then. Less damaged, of course, in so many ways, but no less real.
“Jay?” she asked after waiting for a reply long enough.
“What? Sorry.”
She wrung water from the washcloth onto her neck and chest and said, “You don’t have to answer that. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” he said, and changed the channel to a local bible thumper show and left it there with the sound turned low. “I just haven’t talked about that in a long, long time.”
He wondered if the way his second ‘long’ had come out was suggestive.
“I understand,” she said. “I just was thinking about it. I miss it.”
Jay nodded at the white-haired man on TV warning of Armageddon and dark angels that would come upon the earth to crush righteousness and the ways of the lord. “I see.”
“Do you miss it?”
So she suspected he wasn’t getting any regularly, was she? Well, she was righter than rain on that one, he thought. Try eight years right. Miss Plastic Fantastic herself had been his last, and he barely remembered that. He’d probably been coked up, and boozed up, and all around fucked up. Funny thing about it was, he remembered the drink somewhat more than the screw, and maybe that was because that’s all Christine had been, a convenient pair of perfect legs to wrap around him whenever the urge struck. He’d never made love to Christine, nor she to him. What they’d done was probably even a little less than sex. More like rutting. Scratching an itch. God, he couldn’t even remember kissing her while in the moment.
“Jay?” Mari said again.
“I’m sorry. Do we have to talk about this?”
She shook her head slowly and flipped the tub’s stopper with her foot. The water began to gurgle away. Her left hand reached over and nudged the door so that it almost closed, and he heard her feet slap wet on the tile floor.
A few minutes later she came out in a long sleeved tee shirt and shorts, her hands working a towel over her hair. The preacher was exhorting silently, shaking his bible at the camera. Jay had finally just pressed the mute button.
“Nothing on?”
He shook his head.
Mari finished drying her hair and shook it out, bending full forward so her hair hung down, then standing straight and whipping her head back so that her damp and dark mane flung as a whole and hung down against her neck and back. She sat on the bed and looked sideways at the TV, one hand reaching up to fiddle with something bulging small and hidden by the tee, just beneath the sag of the collar.
“What’s that?” Jay asked, catching her off guard. Her hand came quickly away.
“Nothing,” she said, glancing at him and then back to the TV. Sin, the preacher was mouthing loudly. SIN! It seemed almost a command without the sound.
It looked like a necklace or something, Jay thought, the thing beneath her shirt. Maybe something special from her husband, secreted like her burnt arm had been, and still was. Something private.
And what did it matter, really? Jay decided. People were entitled to their secrets, as entitled as they were to giving them up, if so inclined. He would leave it at that.
But not something else. “Mari?”
She looked to him, hands folded and pressed tight between her bare legs. “Yeah?”
“She could have kept the money, you know.”
Mari nodded, seeming to have settled that subject a bit in her own head. “I know. In a way that might have been easier.”
Jay thought he understood. “She would have been gone.”
Again, Mari nodded. “And just some cliché. A teenage runaway stealing to stay alive. Like this...” And she thought for a moment. “Like this she seemed so lost, so unprepared for what she was doing. That makeup, that look. The way she turned into a regular kid when you got her laughing. She had this armor thing going that wasn’t going to hold up. And that hurt to realize that, because I knew she’d be getting hurt. She was a show, Jay, and she didn’t even know how to start the second act. She should have kept the money and just got on with being what she had to be out there. God knows what she’ll have to do now for food, or a place to sleep.”
Jay nodded, but he had been wrong. He hadn’t understood at all.
“She’ll make it,” he said hopefully, and Mari nodded and bounced up from the bed.
“I’m gonna get a coke from the machine down by the ice. You want something?”
“Seven Up,” he said.
Mari went to their fanny pack where it lay on the immovable dresser and took some change. Half jokingly she turned to Jay and held it up in the air. “Shall I?”
“It’ll come if it comes,” Jay said, and she left to get the drinks. He took the opportunity to ready another Darvon for the fast (he hoped) trip straight to wherever it traveled to deaden his leg. It was doing better than some hours before as he drove, but still that damn ache was thumping. He thought that the cast was doing more harm than good, giving the throb something to reverberate against as it was. And somewhere on their short jaunt across the Oklahoma panhandle he had started to think that, using Mari’s theory about the people he’d saved, he might also have a mark from this ordeal—his leg. Courtesy of her. And as she came back into the room he was going to mention it to her, but he never got the chance.
She had a coke in one hand, his Seven Up in another, and she was looking at him in a funny sort of way.
“What is it?”
“Uh, the change in the machine...I think it’s for you.”



 
Ninth Interrogation
August 15...4:19 a.m.
“It was for me,” Jay told Mr. Wright. “Six heads just waiting for me.”
Mr. Wright puzzled visibly at something. “I thought you said she took change to the drink machine.”
“She did,” Jay confirmed, smiling a little.
“So why did she get change back?”
Now Jay just smiled, and Mr. Wright opened his notepad and wrote something down. Jay went on as he did.
“That change sent us three hundred and seventeen miles west up Interstate Forty at eight fifty one the next morning to where county road number six joined up with it. We stayed in something I can only describe as an adobe motel hell. We ate Twinkies and made deviled ham sandwiches from stuff we bought in Albuquerque at a stop for gas. The next morning Mari dropped the fanny pack while we were leaving and eight heads showed themselves. That afternoon at three we left Correo, New Mexico, and drove seventy nine miles further on Interstate Forty into the San Mateo Mountains. The grade was hell on the car. It took three hours to get that far.”
“What was there?”
“Edge of the world,” Jay said. “The continental divide. We parked at a turnout and watched the sun go down, and we ate some more junk food and sipped sodas, and we bundled up that night and slept in the car.”
“Comfortable?”
Jay shook his head. “I took three of those pills and I was still in a world of hurt. I just bit down and tried to sleep.”
“Did you?”
“I think I finally drifted off about three. I’m not sure. Whatever time it was I didn’t get to sleep very long.”
“Why?”
“Someone came knocking.”



 
Forty One
Rousted
The sharp tapping on the window jarred Jay from a shallow, uncomfortable sleep just past six thirty on a damn chilly Monday morning at this smaller version of the top of the world. Frost dusted off from the inside of the driver’s window as he rolled his body flat beneath the steering wheel and brought the seatback up, each tap causing a bit more of the frozen condensation to puff off the obscured glass. Jay breathed and gathered the blanket around his shoulders, a cloud of white rushing past his lips and to the windshield, where a thin film of ice crackled as the warm breath hit it. The tap came again, something hard against the glass, he thought, and finally he cranked the window down just a crack.
A State Policeman stared down at Jay through the crack, standing just behind the front door a bit.
“Good morning, officer,” Jay said, but the officer only made a little rolling motion with his hand—the same way Astrid had when first coming to the car—and Jay obliged by cranking it down all the way. The cold morning rushed in in a gust and woke Mari.
“Jay? Damn, why’d it get so—”
“You folks know it’s illegal to camp overnight at an interstate wayside?”
Mari woke quickly now at the strange, authoritative voice, and looked past Jay to see the officer bending to look in at them. Two slabs of dark, mirrored glass obscured his eyes.
“Camp? Oh, officer, we weren’t—” But Jay didn’t get to explain any more than that.
“Could you both put your hands out in the open and keep ‘em there,” he requested, though the way his hand curled ‘round the butt of the pistol on his hip made it very clear he was not asking. He was instructing.
They obliged quickly, Jay grabbing the icy steering wheel that stung his palms, and Mari sitting awkwardly up without raising the seatback and putting her hands on the dash.
“As I said, camping at an interstate wayside is a violation of the law, and it appears to me that you’ve been here overnight, which constitutes camping, sir.”
Jay nodded. “I just meant that we didn’t plan on this. We got tired.” It was a lie, but better that than the truth and a quick trip to some mental ward. “And we couldn’t go on. It was bad planning on our part.”
“You have Jersey plates. Where you headed?”
“California,” Mari answered past Jay.
The officer looked into the back seat, shining his light there though the sun was already up. Then he looked back to Jay, or in his direction, because where the man’s eyes were aimed was a reflective mystery. “Any drugs in this car?”
As he was about to shake his head, Jay realized that, well, there were. “Yes, officer. Prescription painkillers for my leg.”
The officer’s flashlight tracked the gray dimness beneath the dash to where Jay’s legs were. His cast poked free of the blankets and practically glowed under the beam.
“Busted it recently, did you?”
Jay nodded, trying to keep a pleasant face on. “It’s still clean. I figure another week and I’ll have to put a coat of paint on it.”
The officer’s head bobbed a bit in agreement, then he said, “Could you step out of the car for a minute. Just you sir.”
The urge to ask why was strong, but Jay fought it back. He would do what was requested, and get this over with, and get on the way. Away from here, from this cold place where his leg was aching and a cop was hassling them. From where the damn coins had brought them, bit by aggravating bit. Why couldn’t it just be over and done with? Here, go here, do this, okay, thanks, mission accomplished. Thank you. Here’s your life back. But no. No, it wasn’t like that at all. Wasn’t turning out like that in any way. They were being pushed along, pushed along, teased and tricked along long stretches of American road toward God only knew what. Or when!
“Sir?” the officer prompted, and Jay got himself out of the car, Mari watching worriedly from her seat.
Jay hopped mostly on his right foot as the officer directed him to the back of the car and told him to put his hands flat on the trunk and spread his legs as best he could, with the cast and all. As it was the mere act of putting that hunk of plaster to the cold ground sent a hot spear up his leg.
“I just want to satisfy myself that you aren’t carrying any contraband, sir,” the officer said as he patted Jay down and reached into pockets where bulges drew his attention. He first pulled the bottle of Darvon from the breast pocket of Jay’s jacket, examining it closely. “What’s your name, sir?”
“Jay Marcus Grady.”
The officer set the bottle on the trunk deck and reached into the front pocket of Jay’s chinos. Next to the bottle he dropped what he’d removed, a meager handful of change. Change Jay had received in Albuquerque for the junk food, and had not put in the fanny pack for some reason.
Or maybe for this specific reason, he suspected, as he saw the five coins showing heads to the bluing sky, and in them saw numbers.
The officer’s hands came off of him, and he told Jay he could turn around and stand however was comfortable, with the cast and all.
“I hope you understand my caution, sir,” the officer said.
“I do,” Jay told him, but the numbers were flashing in his head, almost monopolizing his thoughts.
“We get people coming through here, come up to the top of the world to get high on contraband substances, and, well, we’ve got to stay on top of that. But I can tell you’re not under any influence, except maybe of the cold, and the long drive, so you best get in the car and get your heater cranked up and head on to sunny California.” The officer smiled a real smile right then and removed his glasses, and revealed a deep purple scar that looped around his left eye, the pupil of which was cast off at a slight and unnatural angle. “I hear it’s nice out there.”
“Me too,” Jay agreed, then gathered his change and his pills and hopped back to the car.
When he was inside and had the window rolled up, Mari seemed surprised. “Aren’t I driving?”
“Huh? What?”
“He’s letting you drive without a license?”
“He didn’t ask for one,” Jay told her.
“But every cop, that’s the first thing that they—”
He saw the knowing swell in her gaze, and he nodded. “He has a mark.”
“I guess that shouldn’t be a surprise.”
“No,” Jay said. “You ready to write?”
Write? He had said ‘write’? “You got something?”
“When he checked my pockets. There was change in one that I forgot about.”
Mari dug the paper on which she’d been keeping their directions and mileage tally from the pocket of her pants. For a while it had stayed on the legal pad, but she’d started to worry that if they picked up another hitchhiker, well, the person might get nosy and might ask and that would be a fun little dance to do, wouldn’t it? So she’d put it away, and now she unfolded the few sheets on one leg of her jeans, and took the pencil from its hole in the dash and wrote what Jay told her. When he got to the time she looked quick to her watch.
“Zero six thirty eight, Jay. That’s in like ten seconds.”
The cop behind them beeped, and Jay stabbed the key fast into the ignition and turned it. The old motor turned, and turned, and tried, and tried, and coughed a few times before getting its breath and starting to pulse. Sickly, to be sure, but running it was. Jay shifted into gear and rolled the window down once more to look back before entering the road, as the sideview was frosted over. He thumped the rime from it, and steered onto the interstate. Behind them the cop made a tight U and headed back toward Albuquerque.
In just minutes they were coasting, gravity pulling the Honda down the mountains, and something else pulling them somewhere. A something and a somewhere that Jay was beginning to give less and less a damn about.



 
Forty Two
Doubt
They drove that Monday 221 miles, first west on Interstate 40, then a short jaunt up State Route 264 to US 666—the devil’s highway.
The number creeped Mari out a bit, but Jay just drove on, saying little, thinking much more. Thinking how much he was now hating the coins, despite what good or glorious things they might had caused him to do. Because now...now he had the distinct feeling that they were being toyed with. That their time was being wasted. North again they were heading, when back in Kansas they could have just continued west without a trip down Texas way, and would be ahead of the game now.
Though maybe ahead was not what was intended, he knew. Knew, sure, but didn’t like. No, didn’t like it at all.
As they pulled into Monticello, Utah near noon that Monday, he was half considering chucking the whole thing and telling the coins they could fuck themselves.
The next day, as they left Monticello after a night in a motel and another spot of telling change at a coffee shop where he’d eaten little of his breakfast, Jay decided to do just that. Enough was enough.


“Jay, it looks like we’re going to end up in a place called Skipjack,” Mari told him, plotting their route on the atlas in her lap. Up Route 191 they were heading, 87 miles up it to where it met Interstate 70, the same road they’d begun this journey on back in Missouri. They’d left at four, or sixteen hundred hours to be true to the coins, and had only eighty seven miles to travel that day. Less than two hours. A short hop to...to whatever came next, she thought. She only hoped it was a fast eighty seven miles, because Jay wasn’t looking good. His leg was killing him, she could tell, and he hadn’t taken a pill yet that day. Not that she’d seen, anyway. He’d only insisted upon driving, and had kept his eyes fixed ahead, saying hardly a thing, just like the day before, only now she suspected he was working something over in his head. He had that kind of look to him.
And that look intensified as they passed through Moab, and his hands began to flex on the wheel, and when Mari asked him a question once, a simple inquiry about what looked like a fog up ahead, he had taken a slow, slow breath and told her it looked like a dust storm. Told her like he was suppressing some anger. But what could he be angry at?
She didn’t know, and had no more time to think about it, when, ten miles out of Moab and maybe ten from their destination, he heeled the car into a hard left turn and steered off of the highway and onto a sandy road through the scrub.
“There!” he screamed, looking up as if through the Honda’s roof. “There! What do you think about that?! Huh?!”
“Jay!” Mari yelled to him as he drove the car over ruts and bumps, small plants and large plants, its old frame groaning and banging with each bump it took. “Jay! What are you doing?!”
“I’m doing what I want!. Not what they want! Not what the God damn coins want anymore!”
“Jay!” she yelled, pulling her knees up and covering her face as he barreled along the dry and rutted road, the dust storm he’d identified for her coming upon them now, or they upon it, its gritty cloud and blasting winds enveloping the car in a crystalline haze that whined like a jet as it scoured and pecked at paint and glass alike. They could see almost nothing ahead, even in full daylight, all that was beyond the windshield and to either side of the car a dusty brown radiance flying by in the tiniest of pieces, but still Jay pushed on, his eyes staring madly at the tan nothing outside.
“No more! No more, dammit! You don’t run the show anymore! You hear me?! DO YOU HEAR ME?!!!”
“JAY!!!” Mari shrieked, catching sight of the high mound just as it was at the front of the car. The Honda hit it, and vaulted upward, landing hard and stopping, its nose pointed down and its rear seeming up in the air.
The jolt tossed both of them forward against their seatbelts, which they were wearing, though the restraint could not prevent her from thudding her head fairly hard on the roof as the Honda had gone airborne.
The engine died of its own accord, and Jay shook off what he could of the impact. The anger raged full in him, more now than before, because if this little bump was some reminder of who really was in charge, then there was more to be said about that. Yes there was, and with that he flung open his door and rolled out of the car, kicking the door shut with sand whirling all around and pushing himself up to stand on his good leg and bad. He made a fist and thrust it at the murky brown sky, because wasn’t that where the powers of the universe lay, or had he been lied to in Sunday school?
“Come on! Come on! Is that the best you can do?!” The sand ground upon his skin, and into his eyes and his mouth, and he had to shield his face with his free hand and spit the grit from his lips so he could breathe. But it did not stop his tirade. “Is THIS the best you can do, whatever you are?! Is this it?! Play with the car and kick up some dust?! HA! You are NOTHING!”
Jay took a step, his fist still to the unseen sky, the roar of burdened wind in his ears, and his foot caught on something. He looked down, squinting against the onslaught of sand, and saw a dark band at his foot. He put his cast to it. It was hard. And just beyond that one dark and hard band was another. And another. And...
He spun back toward the car and saw a distant pinpoint of light picking through the storm, and he saw where the car was now—hung up on a set of railroad tracks.
“Oh, Jesus. MARI!”
He hopped fast to the car, falling once as one of the wooden ties tripped him up. But he got up and made it to the door on his knees, and pulled at the handle to get in. But it would not open. He looked at the lock plunger, and it was down. But he hadn’t locked it! He hadn’t!
But something most clearly had.
“MARI!” he screamed, pounding on the glass. He could see her inside, her head bobbed down as if she were asleep, and though that was frightening, what he saw past her out the opposite window was worse. The light that had been just a pinpoint, it was bigger now, swelling like the moon falling down. Coming at them. A train was coming right at them.
And he can’t see us, Jay thought. Not in this storm he couldn’t.
He pushed himself up as the sound of the train engine rose in the distance above the steady thunder of the wind-whipped storm, and without any hesitance he drew his fist back and thrust it hard through the driver’s side window. It shattered inward in shower of glass blocks. He unlocked the door and jumped behind the wheel, Mari seeming to come to as he turned the key to crank the engine.
“Jay? Jay? What’s...” Her words drizzled away and she lifted her head, touching the knob rising above her forehead. Touching that and wondering what was going on. What Jay was doing. And what those sounds were, the wind and that other one.
She looked right out her window and screamed at what was there. What was coming. “JAY!! A TRAIN!!”
He had the engine going and the car in gear, but it was going nowhere, its motor just whining high as he stepped on the gas. Had something broken in the abrupt stop? The driveshaft? No, it was a Honda. A front wheel drive, and the front wheels weren’t catching! They were on the rails!
He flung his door open again and put his casted foot out, digging the heel against the near rail. He dropped the gear selector into R and gunned it as Mari wailed at him. He gunned it and pushed with all of his might and screamed out in agony as his broken leg went afire. Screamed and pushed, the light coming now, the train almost there now, almost on them now, and pushed, and pushed, and pushed, just needing to get those front wheels to grab some sand and pop over the far rail and the near one and then they’d be safe.
“JAY, GOD, PLEASE!!!”
“ALL RIGHT!!!” he howled, but not to her. To someone, or something, as if submitting, and gave it all that his battered leg could stand and more, and the car slipped back, an inch, then two, the coming light hot and white and gleaming off Mari’s screaming face, then three, and four, and the car bucked, one wheel catching, then the other, the Honda lurching backward and over one rail as Jay’s good leg mashed the accelerator, and then jolting over the last rail and slipping madly down the berm upon which the track had been laid.
The world before them turned white, then black, the a flutter of dull colors and flashes of light as the train zinged by, boxcar after boxcar cutting the storming day into pieces.
When it had passed, the storm seemed to follow it, skipping low across the desert toward the south.
Jay and Mari could only breathe for several long minutes. It was she who spoke first.
“Promise me, Jay, that you’ll never doubt the coins again. You’ll do what they say. Promise me?”
He swallowed, and nodded, and wiped the sand from his eyes. He could see the power of this now, and it was a thing he could never have imagined. “I promise.”
She hugged him, and after a moment more they nursed the Honda back to the highway.





 
Forty Three
Debt Free
They made it to Skipjack just after eight that Tuesday night, and were lucky to get there at all. The car was pulling hard right the whole way, making Mari fight it to stay on the road. She had taken over for Jay once they’d gotten back to the highway. His leg was in bad shape, and had taken three of the white pills almost forty minutes to settle the sharp throb to something he could stand. By the time they pulled into the small town just off the interstate, Jay was grogged up, and Mari didn’t even ask him what he thought they should do. She found the first garage that still had a light on and pulled right in.
Ten minutes later she was getting Jay out of the car and onto his crutches, taking her purse and stuffing the fanny pack in it.
“Where are we?” Jay asked, his eyes swiveling left and right in his head like wobbly green marbles.
“Skipjack,” Mari told him, and kept an arm ready at his waist as she got him walking.
“Where are we going?”
“We need food,” she said. “You especially.” She also thought he needed a doctor, but the mechanic had told her the nearest one was in Moab. No plan there, it was clear.
“Where...where’s the car? Why are we walking?” He shook his head and tried to focus, and found that if he really concentrated he could. It was something like treading water, he discovered, almost as if he could keep his head above the fog the lower half of his body needed desperately right then.
“The car needs some work,” Mari told him, and guided him up the sidewalk. “We’ll find a diner and get some food.”
Jay looked to the sky. It was almost black. “A mechanic at this time of night?”
“He said he’d do the work.”
“What work?”
“Some kind of joint must have broken when we hit the tracks,” she explained.
“Jesus, Mari, we hardly have any money left after the motels and food.”
“It’s okay, Jay. You don’t worry. I took care of it.”
She took care of it?
She TOOK CARE OF IT!
Visions of his mother and how she’d acted after stopping those times at Chuck’s Filling Station flooded into his present memory. He knew what his mother had done. Not then, but later he had. What she had done for old Chuck, the sick grease monkey bastard! And now this! And Mari!
Jay stopped dead on the sidewalk and grabbed both of her arms, his crutches falling away as he balanced on good and bad leg both, pain nothing now. Not a damn thing. “WHAT DID YOU DO?!”
She pulled against his grip on her upper arms, wincing, fearful at what was raging behind his eyes right then. “Jay! Let me go!”
“WHAT DID HE MAKE YOU DO, MARI?! WHAT DID HE MAKE YOU DO?!”
“What are you talking about?!” she screamed back at him. Eyes in passing cars looked their way, but no one intervened.
Jay’s chest heaved with anger, old anger and new blended to something that was pure, white hot hate. His stare burned at Mari, burned for her. Burned for a time long gone now.
“What is with you, Jay?!” she demanded, and he finally let her go. Her arms jerked back, but she did not run.
When he spoke now, it was not in a yell, not with fire bellowing forth, but from a fire long smoldering within. “What did you do to get him to fix the car? We didn’t have enough money. What did me make you do?”
“He didn’t make me do anything, Jay! I chose to do something!” And then she reached down through the collars of both shirts she wore, sweat and tee, and pulled into view a simple gold chain. “I gave him what was on here, okay. The engagement ring Charles gave to me when he was down on one knee in...” Tears began to well, but she staunched them and went on. “...in Boston when he asked me to marry him. Okay? I traded that to get my car fixed. All right? Does that answer your suspicions?”
She turned and walked away from him, up the sidewalk in the direction they’d been heading. Jay could only swallow his stupidity right then, swallow it and let it burn in his gut like a bitter pill he knew he deserved, then he knelt to the ground and gathered his crutches and went after her.
It took some doing, but he caught her up at the corner of the block. “Mari. Wait. Please, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
She stopped, but couldn’t face him right then. “I know what you thought I’d done.”
“It was stupid. I had no right.”
“I would have, you know,” she said, and now turned toward him, having let it out. “I would have if it would have kept us going.”
“You would do that?” Jay asked, incredulous.
“I’d do what it took, Jay, to find the end of this. To get my reason.”
He could only stare at her with awe, knowing so much, and knowing so damn little about anything. His gift meant nothing here, in this moment, because this was true. True...loving. Of a kind he had never understood until now.
“I understand,” he told her, and he wished so desperately that he could say that to another right now. But that he could not do. All he could do was go on.
“Are you hungry?” she asked him, her voice a bit quieter now, as if she didn’t know what to think of him, or didn’t know what he might think of her now. But he did not look away, she noticed, nor did his eyes brim with any disgust for what she had said. No, his gaze seemed to go soft just a bit as it lay upon her, as if he were being gentle, wielding it with care.
“Starving,” he told her, putting the moment behind. Going on. Going on in a better way. “Where should we eat?”
They both began to look, up one street from the intersection and down another, and it was odd but not unimaginable that at the same instant they saw what they did. And then each looked to the other, and it was plain that their old young friend Astrid had played the part given her quite well.
“Buncha Burger,” Jay said, looking back to the glowing front of the fast food place just up the block.
“Buncha Burger,” Mari agreed, and they headed that way.





 
Forty Four
A Bag From Julio
They took a booth by the window and ordered burgers and fries, and they ate and they waited as they had outside the taco stand in Amarillo. They waited, but nothing came.
Jay popped another Darvon when the pain started humming again, downing it with the last of his soda.
“It still hurts?” Mari asked.
“Like a you know what.”
She sipped from her water and paid when the check came, and she could see Jay’s face grow tired and knew what he was thinking. When the change came back on that small brown plastic tray, it was going to be heads and it was going to say, get a move on. And when would that end? she knew he was wondering, and now she was beginning to wonder the same thing as well.
The change came back and the waitress took their plates, and when they looked they could see six shiny dimes, each one of them heads.
Jay’s brow furrowed at what he saw in them.
“What is it, Jay?”
“Two numbers,” he said, and she took the folded trip record from her pocket.
“I need something to write with,” she said, but Jay reached over and put his hand on her before she could get up.
“It’s only two,” he said, and two was...different.
“Just two?” she asked, the oddity of that striking her. Time, miles, and roads. That was a minimum of three. At least it had been all along. So if now it was different then... “Jay, this could be it.”
“Maybe,” he said. Wondering. Especially if one of the numbers was what he thought it was.
“What are they, Jay?”
“Zero five hundred,” he told her, marking an early start the next day.
She nodded. “And.”
“One thousand five hundred and fifty.”
“One thousand five hundred and fifty?” she repeated. What could that be? Mileage, sure, but which way. North? South? West? East?
“Mari, how far have we come so far?”
She looked to the record she’d been keeping, then back up to him before really checking as she got it, too, and then she did verify what they both suspected it was. “One thousand five hundred and fifty miles.”
He nodded. “It’s taking us back, Mari. Back to Plainview the same way we came.”
“But why?” she asked, almost pleading, this making no sense at all. None. “Why come all this way just to go—”
“Hey, buddy.”
The man’s voice came from the booth to Jay’s back. He turned from Mari and looked that way, catching sight of long stringy hair and the top of a denim jacket. “Pardon?”
The man turned halfway where he sat to look at Jay now, showing both he and Mari a face that looked like it had been put through a combine. Half of it was a hollow gouge, scars stitching shinily up the valleys that formed its landscape. His left eye protruded severely from lids that seemed more like lips sucking it into his skull, the whole socket in which the organ was set just an irregular blue bump that looked as if it had been pasted upon his head by some haphazard creator. Half his mouth was stuck shut, grafted that way, Jay thought, and when he spoke it came from the right side like talk from the snappy gangsters of old.
“You’re late.”
“What?”
“Julio said you’d be here an hour ago, man. An hour. I’ve been sitting across at the Dairy Queen waiting for an hour, man.”
Jay almost protested further, but knew he should not. This man bore the mark. He was part of the play. “I’m sorry.”
The man looked nervously around, then back to Jay. He eyed Mari suspiciously. “Julio didn’t say nothing about no broad, man.”
“She’s okay,” Jay said. “She’s with me.”
Again the man checked his surroundings. It was clear he was uncomfortable, maybe even paranoid. As he was looking toward the waitress at the register he said, “You ready?”
For what? Jay wondered, himself quite nervous now. “Yeah. I guess so.”
The man shifted where he sat, and began to stand, and as he did one of his hands slipped over the back of the booth and dropped a paper bag on the seat next to Jay. He walked off slowly, nodding to the waitress at the register, and then left into the night.
Jay looked down at the bag, which had thudded firmly on the cushion. Something heavy was inside it, a suspicion that was confirmed when he picked it up but kept it low on his lap, out of view.
“What is it?” Mari asked.
Jay himself looked around now to make sure he wasn’t being watched, and then slowly peeled back the fold at the top of the bag and parted the sides. He stared at what it contained and said nothing.
“Jay, what is it?”
He looked up to her, his heart racing, this whole thing something very new once more. Something new, and terrifying. “It’s a gun.”





 
Tenth Interrogation
August 15...4:43 a.m.
“The car was ready at ten thirty,” Jay told his captor. “We put the gun in the trunk and parked on a little residential street and slept. Well, Mari slept. I couldn’t. I couldn’t think about anything but that gun, and what it meant. And what we were supposed to do with it.”
Once more, right then, there came a knock at the door.
“Come,” Mr. Wright barked, seeming annoyed at this second interruption when it appeared some end was in sight. The same man as before came in, holding a single sheet as before, and he held it in front of Mr. Wright and didn’t even bother pointing to it. And as he held it there, Jay felt the weight of the man’s gaze upon him. An almost fascinated gaze. But why would it be that?
After a moment Mr. Wright took the paper from the man’s hand and studied it, slowly, with great care, as if in awe of some great revelation of the universe—the unified field theory completed, or even the explanation of how the bumble bee took flight. And when he seemed to have finished he looked to Jay, for a long time just looked at him, and then up to the man who had brought him this document. “Are we sure about this? It’s been checked? I mean, checked?”
“It has,” the man said, never taking his eyes from Jay.
Mr. Wright folded the paper in half and slipped it into the file, then said to his underling, “Unhook him.”
The man came around the small table and stood over Jay, who hadn’t connected what was being said. “Your hands.”
Jay brought them up, and watched, bewildered, as the man took a small key from his pocket and removed the handcuffs.
“Thank you,” Mr. Wright said to the man, who left with the open cuffs jangling in his grip.
Jay rubbed each wrist, massaging the gouges pressed into the tender flesh. He was no longer bound. But what did that mean? Was he free to go? Or free to continue?
This man had been hard, and this man had tested him, but he also had listened. And listened to it all. Almost all.
“Do you want to hear the rest?” Jay asked.
“If you’ll tell me,” Mr. Wright replied, and that was just what Jay did.





Part Three
The Sign
 


 
 
Forty Five
Home Stretch
They took turns driving, and only stopped for food, and gas, and when nature called. The Honda was still the Honda, top speed of fifty, maybe fifty five in the cool night hours, but the mechanic in Skipjack seemed to have taken care of whatever the car’s ailment was. The only true problem besides speed was a headlight, the left one, which had apparently gone out—maybe in the short off road nightmare Jay had taken them on—and which got them pulled over in Texas by the Highway Patrol. The officer warned them of the defect, and accepted their assurance that they would have it fixed as soon as they returned home. He didn’t order them from the vehicle, didn’t ask for a license from Jay, who was driving, and never knew that there was a gun in a paper sack in the trunk.
Spooky, Mari might have termed that encounter, but ‘spooky’ didn’t seem to cut it anymore. Things were beyond that, now. With a gun in the trunk and orders back to Plainview, a feeling of imminence had set upon both of them. They hardly talked, but as they putted back across Kansas just before noon on Thursday, nearing Topeka with Mari at the wheel, she up and tossed a question at her companion of the past week.
“Jay?”
He was gazing out the window, taking in the sights of the farms that would soon give way to the buildings of the state’s capital, and he was trying to recall how it had looked when he was a boy. His home, a place not unlike this, wide and open and busy, but unhurried. And he had left that. He had chosen to leave that, to go to the big city, a place where he had made his fortune and seen both his dreams and his nightmares come true. A place where all of this may have started, and it puzzled him now why he had ever gone there in the first place, and he found it very interesting the next moment when Mari went ahead and asked what she was going to ask.
“Where did you get your gift?”
He looked away from the green and gold prairie to Mari. He hadn’t told her more before, that first night when making his confession, just saying that it had been given to him, though he could have explained it all. Maybe he hadn’t because he feared then it would make him seem just that little bit more crazy, enough to drive her away. And maybe it would have; he would never know. He simply had glossed over it, and she hadn’t asked. But now she was. Well, she had bared her scars, so he could bare his.
“I gave a bum some change,” he began, and talked all the way through Topeka and almost to the Missouri border. When he was finished, Mari smiled at the road ahead for a long time.
“When you were a kid, did you believe in magic?” she asked just across the Kansas River as they entered Missouri after a nearly a week away.
“Sometimes. I had one of those magic sets that guy sold on TV. Do you remember those?”
She nodded, reminiscing nostalgically. “I remember.”
“It didn’t work,” Jay told her. “But I kept trying. I spilled more milk in that newspaper cone than I probably ever drank.”
Mari snickered. It was good to laugh, especially now. Their destination was ticking closer, mile by mile, and who knew if they’d feel like expressing joy at that point. The gun in the trunk didn’t point to such a resolution at all, she thought.
But for now, until that other moment came, they had this. They could talk. And even feel happy.
“I never thought I’d believe in magic when I grew up,” she told him.
“You can’t call this magic,” Jay said. “You can’t call it anything. It just is.” He straightened quickly in his seat, adjusting his leg and biting through the pain. The Darvon was gone, but it had left the hurt behind. The best he could do was not think about it. The endless fields and thoughts of Wisconsin had been distraction enough, but now he needed more. Talk. Just some talk. “Tell me something.”
“What?” Mari asked.
“Anything. Just tell me something. Something happy.”
Something happy. That was a tall order, she thought. The happiest times in the last six months had been in this car with the man who was asking. Strange times, sure, but often happy as well. Did he want to hear about that? Noooo. So she went back, aiming farther than the time where her life had stopped and then started so darkly again, but to her amazement her recollection did not reach so far before those terrible moments. Barely an hour in fact. But still it was a happy time.
“You know, my husband, he could debate about the stupidest things.” She sniffed a laugh and shook her head slowly at the traffic heading out of Missouri’s half of Kansas City. “On the plane, you know, before...”
“Sure,” Jay said, listening intently now as she began to share, and share something he had no inkling would come forth. He was thinking he might hear stories of her high school prom or the like, not a vignette from the short while before her world was torn asunder.
But then again, if there was a good moment then, wouldn’t that be one likely imprinted with the greatest force in the treasure chest of memory?
“Well, they were showing a Three Stooges episode on the flight, and you know how at the end of things like that, whether it’s a movie or a TV show, or whatever, they put the little copyright thing, and the year. Well, Charles would always go off on that. Just rant and rave and demand some sort of explanation from whoever happened to be around right then—usually me—why they had to use Roman numerals.”
Jay chuckled at the silliness of it. “Why did that make him nuts?”
“He’d say, ‘Why don’t they just use numbers, regular old numbers, or did we get taken over by Rome or something?’ It was hilarious to see him like that, because there was no cooling him off. He wouldn’t have been happy until the United Nations abolished every I, V, X, C, and whatever else there was in favor of ‘real numbers’, as he put it.”
“L and M, too, I suppose.”
“L is, what, a hundred?” she asked.
“L is fifty,” Jay told her.
“Charles hated L and M, too. M is five, right?”
“No, M is a thousand. You’re thinking of V.”
“Right. Well, Charles hated them all. I bet if he could have he would have volunteered to erase every Roman numeral from every movie ever shot and write in his ‘real numbers’.”
“Mari,” Jay said, and waited for her to look his way. “You were married to a nut.”
“Tell me about it.” Her cheeks puffed and her eyes brightened at the brake lights ahead. “He was a good nut, though.”
To Jay it sounded like he had been. A good and lucky nut to have been with this woman.
“Your turn,” Mari said. “Tell me something.”
“Something happy?”
“No, change of subject.” She bit her lip and tried to think of one, like a child might when conjuring road games during a long trip. “One wish.”
“One wish,” Jay repeated. “One wish what?”
“You get one wish—what do you wish for?”
“Ten more miles an hour out of this car,” he answered, and Mari chuckled.
“No, seriously. One wish. Just one. What would you use that one wish for?”
She was serious, he realized. She really wanted to know. Well, she had shared, and shared freely, so it was only right that he did. And he didn’t even have to think more than a second to know what his wish would be.
“To know why my parents had to die.”
The remnants of happiness drained from Mari’s face and she glanced at Jay. “You don’t know how they died?”
“No, I know that. They died in a car crash. I’d like to know why.”
She looked back to the traffic ahead. “Are you sure there is a ‘why’?”
He shrugged mildly. “For the longest time I believed that it was because they found themselves poor, and that being poor put them at that intersection at the wrong time. But now... I think that was probably an easy excuse to make.”
“What if it was just ‘because’,” Mari proposed.
“At least I’d know,” Jay said, and right then Mari had to brake hard as traffic slowed quick up ahead, the city not all the way gone yet. The sudden motion caught him off guard, and his cast slid forward on the worn floorboard carpet and jammed against the firewall. He yelped in pain.
“Jay, I’m sorry!” Mari said, reaching over as she steered with the traffic that was moving again.
“Not your fault,” he said, and curled up toward the door, pulling all of his body that wasn’t pure hurt right then into a ball. He closed his eyes and listened to the road buzz by below them.
“Why don’t you nap, Jay. It’s only a couple hours ‘til we’re back. I can take it the rest of the way.” She glanced at him. “Jay?”
But he was already gone, asleep or passed out from the pain, she didn’t know. And she didn’t think it mattered.
But it did, because as they arrived in Plainview those two hours later, just after five in the evening, and as she turned onto Wells Road and then onto Todd, she did not notice—nor would it likely have mattered to her if she had—the upturned five gallon bucket sitting near the curb out front of the barber shop at the intersection of those two strips of blacktop.





 
Forty Six
Something Old, Something New, Something Dead With Eyes Of Blue
Mari actually had to wake Jay, nudging him hard after they had pulled up in front of the building. She carried most of their things upstairs, but Jay insisted on handling the bag with the gun. When he got it inside he took it out and saw that it was loaded.
“Can I take a bath in that thing?” Mari asked, looking uncertainly at the lopsided tub.
“It works,” he told her. “Some parts just get more water than others.”
She shrugged an ‘okay’ and got clean clothes from her big suitcase, which she’d lugged up to the room rather than leave it in her car, an almost unconscious act she realized once it was laying at the foot of the bed. Like she was staying, or something.
Then again, she’d wondered after that, where was there she had to be once this was done?
Whatever ‘done’ meant.
She went into the bathroom and closed the door almost all the way once again, leaving just that fine line of radiance up the jamb. Jay went to the window and pulled the shade halfway down, and as a week’s worth of stale, heated air scratched at his skin he momentarily considered putting his fist through the lower pane as he had through the Honda’s window on the tracks, except this old wavy glass would surely lay his arm open and make such a red mess that he’d be glad to be dead. But dead he couldn’t be. Dead he didn’t want to be. He looked longingly at the bathroom door and listened to the water run, and Mari hum.
It was stupid feeling this way, he thought, worried about the next moment and that gun now resting on the bed table, and wanting that next moment to come because he would spend it with her. Might spend it with her, he corrected himself. It wasn’t good to get ahead of matters. Not good at all.
But that didn’t stop him wanting that next moment, and it did not stop him wanting the woman singing Sonny and Cher tunes now beyond his bathroom door.
So what could he do? He could clean up, that’s what he could do, he decided, taking in the mess that had moved from the car to his room. Clothes to be put away, or at least piled so that they could be taken down to the Super Suds come morning. Blankets to be folded. Jackets to be hung. It was plenty to do while Mari bathed, and it would keep his mind off his leg, so he got down to it and started with the clothes.
He squatted mostly on one leg, his cast jutting out and forward so he looked like a Russian dancer frozen in mid step, and took a pile of their clothing and lifted it to the bed, planning to sort it there. Buried within it, though, was the fanny pack, and washing that would be a waste, not to mention detrimental to the very few dollars they had left, and so he took it in hand and slung it across to the chair where it landed quite safely in the sag of the cushion. Then he turned back to the clothes, getting his jeans and hers pulled from the mound before something caught his attention. A sound. A sound he knew.
He turned slowly toward the chair, his skin tightening all over, and saw what the sound was. A coin was on the floor, had fallen to the floor, and was rolling his way. A penny it was, and as it neared his feet it leaned to one side and began circling before him, as if in a holding pattern Waiting.
For what, he learned next.
From the worn depression in the chair’s cushion, another coin came, rolling slowly up from the pit and then over the top to drop to the floor, where it rolled toward Jay. And then another followed suit, and another still, and finally one more, until there were four coins, all pennies, wheeling toward the one already at his feet, and when they arrived they fell into line and circled with the first of their number, tracking round, and round, and round once more until all at the very same instant tipped to the side and showed...
...and showed tails up at Jay.
His mouth went dry at the sight. Dead dry.
Oh God, no. Please no.
The fear leapt from a place he thought dead. Dead a week now. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t. The tails were back. Back!
But...but where was that knowing? That knowing that death would come? As he looked to the coins he could not see death, all he could see was...was...
...a number.


5
Just a number. Another ordinary number. Just...


5
Just that. And what did it mean?
It means what it means...
That recollection chilled Jay, but that was all it was—memory. What he had to focus on now was this number.


5
And what did it mean to him? To them? He glanced at the gun on the bed table and wondered, too, what it meant for that?
Tails, he thought. Tails. Before they had signaled death. Might they again? Once more his gaze was drawn to the gun, then back to the coins which he knelt to pick up, grimacing. He held them in his fist, and noticed how the bed table lamp shone light that gleamed off of the gun.
In his fist he felt the five pennies tremor.
His breath rushed in, then out, and he squeezed the coins tight. Tight so they could not move, but they did, and finally he dropped them into his empty shirt pocket and sat down on the bed.
Death? Death? Death? That word rang over and over again in his head. Did the tails still mean death?
The coins shook against his chest and he slapped his hand hard over them.
Death? But what death? There was no vision of it rushing at him. No sense of impending doom. No body counts, no flames, no falling. No nothing. Just the number...


5
...bigger for some reason in his knowing of it. Just that big number, and the gleaming steel revolver on his bed table.
Had death come back, but to be dispensed?
The five pennies shuddered, and he held them down fast.
Not seen, but dispensed? By him? With that gun?
And they writhed in the confines of the pocket as Jay held them over his thudding heart.
Dispensed to something somehow related to the number...


5
...?
The coins wriggled and shook and he finally squeezed his hand around them, bunching the material of the pocket in his fist. And that was when Mari came out of the bathroom.
He swore his heart stopped when he saw her.
She had finished her bath, the water now gasping away down the drain beyond, and she stood before him toweling her hair, a long sleeved orange jersey all she had on. It hung down to her knees like a nightshirt, clinging to the parts of her form that were still damp, but these Jay did not notice. No. It was all he could do to see anything but the huge white 5 emblazoned on the jersey’s front.
“You gonna wash u—. Jay?”
He gaped at her wildly, not believing what this was. Not believing that this was what it had all been about. It couldn’t. It couldn’t!
But coins vibrating in the depths of his fist disagreed. Oh yes, they disagreed.
“What’s wrong, Jay? What are you holding against your chest? What’s in your hand?”
He shook his head. No, no, no. He couldn’t do this. He wouldn’t do this. There was no reason!
For everything there is a reason...
Not for this! his mind screamed out. Not this! Not her!
She stepped toward him, but he backed away, into the bed table, one hand going back to the gun, as if guided there. As if it was supposed to wrap around the grip, and feel the steel, and curl a finger over the trigger...


5
NO!
He fought it, but took the gun in hand. Took it and lifted it behind his back and secreted it down his waistband and under his shirt.
“Jay, for God’s sake, tell me what is wrong!”
She came closer, and he backed more away, not wanting to be near her now. Not wanting to be anywhere near her now. He grabbed his crutches and hobbled to the door, the pain in his leg not even an afterthought.
“Jay!”
“Stay here,” he told her. “You hear me? Stay here! Don’t come near me! Whatever you do, stay away from me!”
“Jay, what—”
But he was out the door, and hopping madly down the staircase. She ran to the window and watched him crutch quickly up toward Wells Road.





 
Forty Seven
Ask Max
Jay was halfway to Wells Road when he stopped and took the coins from his shirt pocket and flung them across the street. They skidded over the asphalt and slid into the gutter against the far curb like a mass toss in a penny pitch. He stood, his back leaning against the front wall of the long-closed dress shop, just between the two big windows where showy frocks had hung in better times, and he watched where the pennies had come to rest. And rest they did, not moving at all anymore. Cast among the dust they now were, to be found or swept away, and neither mattered to him. Or to the coins, he suspected, because they had done what was required of them. They had marked him a target.
He shook his head hard again, shutting his eyes tight and trying to squeeze the thought from his mind, because it could not be. NO!
Off the wall he pushed, and started moving on the crutches again, the hard and deadly thing pressing at the small of his back. The thing that Julio had given over, though who Julio was, and for whom the weapon had been intended, he did not know, or care. It was with him now, in his waistband right now, well within reach at a split second’s notice now, and he had to be away from Mari, who had made him promise never to doubt the coins again. Ever.
And he had promised.
So now he could not doubt. He could only defy. And so he ran, or moved as fast as a half lame man could toward Wells Road. And once there? He had no idea. Farther, he thought. He would just keep going until what was fated did not have to be, because he could not kill Mari.
5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5
“NO!” he screamed aloud as the cacophony of numbers, of that number, batted about his consciousness, rushing at him like death had from the tails prior incarnation. Wordlessly they were taunting, chanting kill her, kill her, kill her, kill her, kill her.....
And from them he ran on, good leg and bad leg and two wooden poles carrying him down Todd to Wells Road, away from the instruction, the order, the fate. Away, and once to Todd and Wells he moved on, crossing the intersection at a diagonal, not even looking, wishing once again that some errant driver might just mow him down like Mari should have to save her own skin. But nothing came, nothing stopped him, and he made it to the far side of the intersection and stopped, out of breath, crashing shoulder first into the light pole right there. A few feet away the barber pole outside Max’s Clip Joint corkscrewed blue and red stripes up and away, the motion a dizzying show that he could not look at any more, and so he hung his head and sucked air as fast as he could. Hung his head as sweat dripped from the point of his nose to the pale sidewalk below, splattering dark rounds of moisture on the pavement right next to—
He jumped back from what was resting at his feet, landing against the bubble-like fender of an old Ford pickup parked at the curb.
No. A new ‘no’ now, one more urgent, yet more reserved. One borne of knowing, and fear. One that with all of his soul Jay wished he could make true. A ‘no’ that explained so many things right then. A ‘no’ that posed new questions, too. No.
But it was what he saw, and no number of denials could change that. It was right there, hard and real, an upturned and empty five gallon bucket with the Ganello pitted black olives label upside down on its side. It cast a shadow from the waning sun, and so it was real, not just an illusion. This was not Broadway and Wall, but it could have been. It was not the summer of 1989, but what was time, anyway, but the distance between things that were bound to happen?
It was here. He was here.
But where?
“Hey, buddy, would you mind gettin’ off my truck?”
Jay looked to the voice, the old voice of Max the barber who had never cut his hair and called everyone who passed by his shop buddy. He steadied himself on his crutches and came away from the truck.
“Thank you,” Max said, though how much real ‘thanks’ was in there was debatable. He turned to go back in his shop, but Jay stopped him with a question.
“Do...do you know who this...this bucket belongs to?”
Max looked back, at the bucket, and then to Jay. “Nice fella.” The old thin man with big glasses and a small head surveyed the block up and down. “Don’t know where he is. Been out here usually ‘till about eight or so.”
“Doing what?”
“Playin’ his harmonica for change. You know the routine.”
He certainly did. A slightly different routine, maybe, but the particulars likely hadn’t changed that much.
“How long’s he been here?” Jay asked.
“Oh,” Max said, thinking and rubbing his chin. “A few days now, I think. Showed up about Monday, I think.”
“He’s been in town since Monday?”
“Think so. Why, you know him?”
Jay gave a shallow nod. “I think I might.”
“Gave him a clip on Tuesday, I think,” Max said. “Called me Max like he knew me, or somethin’. Told me he was squatting out by the old tire plant. Hard times, you know.”
“Yeah,” Jay said. “The tire plant. Up on Traction?”
“Way up there, you know. The one that closed, you know.”
“Right,” Jay said. “Thanks.”
“If you see him, say Max’ll watch his stool here.” And Max let loose a dry laugh at what he said, some humor in it to him and him alone, and then he went back inside. And Jay?
Jay was moving for all he was worth up Wells Road toward Traction.





 
Forty Eight
Peace, Nothing
It was almost nine when Jay reached the road to the once proud Jefferson Tire & Rubber Plant, an industrial machine that had employed six hundred people making the small rubber rounds on which airplanes took off and landed, and nothing else. Now, though, there was little left, the mighty presses and ovens and cutting machines that hummed and fired and made the place alive having been sold and shipped off en masse to a place in Venezuela where six hundred others were making the presses and ovens and cutting machines work. Just a shell was left, a big rusting steel shell, with holes cut away to the sky, the pieces scavenged by locals and likely sold for scrap, as had been large sections of the chain link fence that once surrounded the forty acre site. Now it was open, open to the world.
But only two inhabitants of that planet need be here this night, Jay thought, and felt for the gun at the back of his pants. There. Ready. All that was needed was a willing finger to pull the trigger.
And Jay knew where that could be had. No farther than the end of his arm.
He came up the road and over the rise that hid most of the plant from Traction, a thick cake of dust covering the path where workers had come and gone in American cars, but where now there was but a single set of shoe prints, heading in and out several times. Back and forth, to town and back. Well, come back again, Jay thought, and flexed his index finger around the crutch’s grab handle. Getting ready.
It had been him, the bum, the crazy fucking bum all along. How? Why? Fuck those two questions, Jay told himself. Fuck any questions and any answers, and fuck anything else but that bum in his sights, because oh, yes, someone was going to die tonight. Tonight, tonight, tonight. Blast that crazy fucking smile off his face, all right. Tear him a new nose, inside out. Fuck him. FUCK HIM!
Just outside the rusting red skeleton of the dead plant’s main building, Jay stopped, standing on a skim of dirt that covered a parking lot where hellos were once said and goodbyes were once said, and, oh, look, there were footprints tracking across the filth on the lot, and so another goodbye would be said right here this night. Goodbye, Sign Guy, bum, you crazy grinning fuck, or whatever you are. Adios! Bye bye!
That’s what it would be, and Jay was going to be ready, and so he reached to the back of his pants for the gun that would never kill Mari, that would instead kill the thing that had done this, done this, somehow done this, and he was about to pull it and have it at the ready when a light glowed on the rise between Traction and the plant. A light coming up the road. The light of a car coming up the road. A car that crested the rise and was coming at Jay with just one headlight shining.
“Dammit, Mari! No!” He left the gun in his waistband and tossed the crutches aside, and hopped and hobbled toward where the road met the lot, waving his arms at that one white radiant eye, but the car reached there first and stopped in a skid that sent a cloud of dust rolling toward Jay. A brown and gray cloud of dirt and rust that came at him, and surrounded him, and washed past him so that once again he could see the—
“Couldn’t let me have my fun, could you,” the bum said as he came out of the car’s driver’s side, the hat-topped silhouette he cut unmistakable as he passed before the lone headlight and went to the passenger door. There he stopped after opening it and looked to Jay, his form just a blot on the night, the hat atop his head straight and that smile beaming, Though Jay could not see it he knew it was beaming, oh yes. His hand went back and curled round the gun’s grip. But why did he have Mari’s car—
Because he had Mari, Jay realized when the bum dragged a form from the passenger side and walked into the brightness the lone headlight was casting.
“Had to screw with my fun, didn’t you?” the bum said, and flung Mari to the dirty ground at his side. She was bound, hands behind her and legs at the ankles, and something had been tied around her mouth as a gag. Her eyes were open and wild with fear, and it was then that Jay drew the gun and pointed it at the bum.


5
Jay winced at the force of the number as it hit him, what it was and what it meant exploding in his head like a small atom bomb. The gun dangled for a moment in his grip, jittering uselessly at the ground.
“Got that loud and clear, did you? Good!” And then the bum took Mari by the hair and brought her to her knees, exposing the white number blazing on her jersey. “There’s your target, young fella. Right there. So take care of it.”
“NO!” Jay screamed at him, and brought the gun up, keeping one hand over his ears in a useless attempt to keep the numbers out. To keep the bum out. But that would not do it, because there was no hole that led to one’s mind. Just paths through the ether that were marked on no anatomy map. If he wanted in, he could be in. And, well, he was way, way in, Jay now knew, and had been for sometime. “I won’t!”
“Won’t?” the bum repeated incredulously, shaking Mari by the hair. “Won’t? Have we forgotten what happens when we don’t listen to the coins?”
And from Jay’s right side there rose a roar, and a gush, and fine pieces of sand washed over him, and when he turned his head that way the train was right there, on top of him!
Only it was not. It could not be. It was only in his head, courtesy of the bum. It had been real once, but was now only a memory, and memory could not hurt you—it could only drive you mad.
“I won’t!” Jay screamed again, and the bum knelt next to Mari.
“He refuses,” he said toward her face. “He thinks some train is going to come again and that he’ll be able to get out of the way, but that’s not going to happen, is it?” And he twisted her hair so her head shook from side to side, her terrified eyes wide at him. “You know what’s going to happen, don’t you?” Up and down, now, he forced her head, making her nod. “And should we tell him?” A nod again at his hand, and the bum looked back to Jay and pointed to the north with his free hand. “Interstate Seventy, young fella—know it?”
Jay sidestepped unsteadily right, putting the hand that had covered his ear in front of his eyes now, trying to shield the car’s light. His other hand held the gun out straight once again, pointing it at the bum. The bum so close to Mari. The bum who was quoting the rules of the coins, and was moving into the section on consequences for non-adherence.
“Of course you do,” the bum continued, standing again and stepping away from Mari, who stayed on her knees sobbing into her gag, her blue, blue eyes pasted on Jay, as if begging him. Begging him to make this stop. “Well, young fella, out there on that interstate right now, coming this way, is a bus from the Great State of Kansas, or the ‘pisshole’ state, as I’ve heard it called...”
Jay ignored his knowing, his almighty knowing, and kept the gun on him, his finger on the trigger, trying to make it pull, willing himself to make it pull, but...
“...out there tooling east on good ol’ I Seventy is a bus. A school bus.” Mari looked the bum’s way now, and Jay stopped his shuffle out of the light. “Forty little kiddies off to a summer camp in Arkansas. Fun, fun, fun. Except....” And he pointed again, somewhat easterly now toward the north. “Except coming the other way is this big ol’ gasoline truck. And you know what? Gasoline is flammable. And you know what else? The driver of that truck must really like his job, because he’s getting this big ol’ smile on his face. And you know what smiling drivers of gasoline trucks do, don’t you?” His hand came down. “They cross the median and hit school buses full of little kiddies head on. Can you say...barbecue?”
Jay shook his head. “Why are you doing this? Why did you do all of this?”
“Because you stuck your damn nose into my fun, that’s why!” the bum exploded, stabbing a finger at Jay. “You just couldn’t leave it alone, could you? I was having my fun, bus crash here, a midair collision there, and you had to ruin it! You had to stick your donzerly light out and snatch life out of certain death! I gave that to you to pick stocks, boy, not interfere with me!” Now the bum gestured at Mari. “And this! All of the little people you saved. Picking the ones that would somehow bring us together again. How you did that I have no idea, but that you even tried pisses the hell out of me! Who do you think you are?! You are not running this show. I am running this show.” And his arms spread wide toward the sky, as if in his grasp the universe could be held, and held close. “The whole damn show!”
“You are running nothing,” Jay said, the gun pointed at the bum, dead on now, but still...still he couldn’t pull the trigger. Still he saw...
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...blaring in his head.
“You are only partly correct,” the bum said to him. “Because you, young fella, are controlling a part of this show. You, you see, have a task to complete, and if you do not, there’s gonna be a hot time on the interstate tonight. That is what you are controlling now, young fella. The lives of those children and a few inconsequential adults. Shoot me, boy,” the bum challenged him, spreading his arms wide as if nailed to a cross. “Shoot me and cook up some babies.” One of his fingers straightened at Mari. “Shoot her, and they live. She has the sign, boy, and you know it. You know it. That finger won’t pull that trigger if it’s pointed at me, ‘cause I ain’t got the sign. It’s not on me anywhere. Do you see it?” The bum mocked checking himself, then pointed harshly at Mari again. “Do it, you spineless little child! Put those six bullets through that five on her chest! Every one of them! Do it! Save those children, because that gas truck is getting closer, and closer, and that driver’s grinning up a storm. Do it! Now!”
Mari’s eyes pleaded with Jay, but what did she want him to do? What?
“Do it!”
Fits of tears flooded Jay’s eyes, and he inched the gun toward Mari. She began to nod.
The bum wanted it. Even Mari wanted it. Their reasons divergent, to be certain, but all to the same end. Shoot the mark, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, and save the children. Children Jay could not see, but that he knew would be there. The bum, or whatever he really was, was beyond the measure of cruel necessary to conjure such an act. That bus was out there, and the gasoline truck too, and here was his target, a target begging with her eyes to be sacrificed so that the children might be spared. And Jay stood there beneath the dark heavens and hated himself for what it was he feared he might do. Might have to do. But...
...but still could not.
The bum saw this, sensed this, and went back to Mari, kneeling at her side and gripping her hair once more. “He’s having some trouble, me thinks. Don’t you?”
Her puppeted head concurred with a nod.
“Well, let’s see,” the bum said, mocking thought on the matter. “Maybe we can make the choice a bit easier for him. Throw in a bonus. Sweeten the pot.”
The gun jittered in Jay’s grip, pointing just away from Mari.
“I know. I have a good idea.” The bum twisted Mari’s face toward him. “We’ll give him what you’ve already got...if he just does what he has to do.”
“What are you saying?” Jay demanded, shouting.
The bum kept Mari looking his way. “Now, by now you know why your family died.” He nodded mock sympathy as her wet eyes raged at him. “Yes, me. Might as well give credit where credit is due. But...” And now the bum looked to Jay, and turned Mari to face him as well. “...I wonder if the man with the gun would like to know why his family died. Hmm?”
Jay swallowed hard, his nostrils flaring with each gasp of breath that passed in and out them.
“How’s that for a bonus, eh?” the bum asked. “You can save a busload of little kiddies, and have your greatest question answered. How’s that for a deal?” And again he released Mari roughly, letting go of her head with a shove that almost toppled her. “And all you have to do is put one, two, three, four, five, six little bullets into that five on her chest. That’s all.”
But how could he? How? How?
“Do it,” the bum told him. Ordered him. “Do it. Save them. Get your answer. Do it.”
Once again, Mari began to nod, and Jay leveled the gun at her, looking through tears at her. At her plea, her silent plea to do it. To save the children.
“Yes!” the bum cheered, and then glanced to his rear. A thin glow was skimming the rise between them and Traction. “Now! Kill her!”
Jay’s finger began to press against the cold curve of the trigger, his muscles working but his mind, he was certain, ready to spilt into as many pieces as there were stars in the sky. He wanted Mari to live, wanted those children to live, wanted to know what the bum could tell him. He wanted it all, but he would trade it right then for a piece of the nothingness he had known not so long ago. Just to not be. To not be capable of this, party to this, a slave to this.
But he was, and his finger pressed that much more.
“Good,” the bum said, his voice coming down, coaxing now, urging now, the skim of lights now a half oval of brilliance almost atop the rise. “Go ahead, brother, you can do it. Let those children live. Have your answer. Go ahead. Yes. Go ahead.”
And Jay saw it now, from the glassy corner of his eye, headlights coming over the rise and at them. One set, two sets, three and four sets, coming fast.
“Gotta be soon, brother,” the bum urged him gently, and Mari was nodding, and Jay’s finger flexed off then back onto the trigger, ready to do what he had to do. Ready to kill the bearer of the sign. The sign that was five.
His finger began to squeeze down, the headlights racing at him, the whole lot aglow now, and Mari nodding and the bum nodding, too, saying, “Yes, brother, good, brother, save those children brother, yes. Know. End the mystery. Know why they had to die.”
Saying that yes, and bringing his hand up as he had so many times in front of Trinity Church. Bringing it up and smiling his smile and saying those words as the peace sign flashed. “Peace brother.”
Peace. The two fingers. The V.
V!
With quick and precise speed the gun moved with the motion of Jay’s upper body and swung at the bum, taking dead aim, Jay smiling now, the bum’s grin withering, and each of them looking at those two fingers that were spread to a V.
Jay squeezed the trigger fully once, the gun bucking in his grip and the cylinder spinning a fresh round to the ready, and twice, sending that killing spot of lead on its way, and three times, hitting the bum with each shot and sending him reeling, backpedaling onto the hood of the Honda, and as he slid down to the ground at its front, Jay stumbled over to him, looked down upon his gasping form, and put the last three bullets in his head.
And then the lights were upon him, and all around him, and he was thrown to the ground, the gun ripped from his hand, and he looked for Mari as a knee smashed his face to the hard asphalt, splitting the inside of his lip, but he could not see her, only feet, dozens of feet, and he heard radios crackling and things being said as cuffs were put on him and a blindfold put on him, and the whole of his body was tossed into a trunk that shut out the noise and made his world double dark and convinced him that he was going to die.





 
Final Interrogation
August 15th...daybreak
The room was still and quiet but for the hum of the lights. Jay’s gaze settled toward the table, while his captor’s could not be dragged from him at that moment.
“Her story,” Jay said, looking up now. “The happy moment she shared. Roman numerals. I wouldn’t have made the connection if she hadn’t told that story. I wouldn’t have seen the V as a five. He wouldn’t have had the mark.”
“He always had the mark,” Mr. Wright suggested, but Jay did not react to the awesome truth of that fact. Instead, he posed the question he’d waited through the hours to ask.
“Who was he?”
“Who?” Mr. Wright shrugged. “As far as I know he had no name. He took them on and shed them like hurricanes do.” The man’s blue gaze sparkled at his choice of words. “I guess that’s actually a good way to think of what he was—a psychic hurricane. Popping up somewhere with one name, playing his insane games with peoples’ lives, doing some damage and then disappearing. And then he’d show up in another place, with another name.”
“He did things before?” Jay asked. “Before he did all this to me?”
Mr. Wright nodded. “In places like Sandymount, Tennessee. McCone, Nevada. That beauty pageant in Louisiana.”
“The clippings,” Jay said breathlessly. “But that was...”
“A dream?” Mr. Wright wondered. “A pretty dead on dream, because those things happened. Those people got hurt. That Miss Louisiana contestant, she slit her wrists that night. And the lottery winner, well, the clipping you ‘dreamed’ had it pretty close, but like the paper you can pick up and read it didn’t tell the whole story. That bum gave a man named Theodore Spivey a gift something like what he gave you, only it had some unpleasant side effects.”
“He killed his family,” Jay recounted aloud. Recounted from his ‘dream’.
“And tortured. Only the papers didn’t say what kind of torture.”
“What did he do?”
“Well, his wife, he tied her in a chair and poured drain cleaner down her throat, and his kids, well, he cut them to bits and fed most of the pieces to stray dogs at the town dump.”
Jay grimaced, then the grimace went slack as a mental connection fired. “He asked me about that. About stuff like that.”
“Side effects of the medicine he was dishing out?” Mr. Wright nodded. “Wondering if you’d hacked Carrie to bits and all. He might have been surprised that you hadn’t. Or maybe not. Who knows.”
“Him,” Jay said, and Mr. Wright could not disagree. “But how do you know so much about him? Why do you know so much about him?”
“It was my job,” Mr. Wright replied. “I’ve been hunting him for going on twenty five years.”
“Hunting? You mean chasing, don’t you?”
“You chase what you want to catch,” Mr. Wright explained. “You hunt what you intend to kill.”
“Why were you hunting him?”
“You know all that he is capable of, and you have to ask that?”
Jay shook his head. “Why were you hunting him?”
Mr. Wright took a moment, it seemed, to craft his reply. “It was my job.”
“To kill him?” Jay reacted, the murky truth of what this man was, and wasn’t, coming clear now. “You aren’t anything like a police officer, are you?”
“You saw him put smiles on New York City cops’ faces and steer them around him. Do you think the boys in blue were up to the task of shutting him down?”
Jay didn’t, and he understood. Without comprehending, he understood. “What are you then?”
Mr. Wright considered the question before answering. “Your guardian angel, some might say.”
“But you were ready to do away with me and dump my body in a ditch,” Jay reminded him. “Why? Why me? Why did you have me restrained and thrown in that trunk?”
“Grady, I’ve been on this bastard’s ass since he played one of his funny games on the wrong person and the powers that be told me sic em! I’ve seen the aftermath of the damage he can do, and every time but this one he’s slipped away just before me and my team could flip his switch. What he did, what he was capable of doing, was impossible, Grady. Impossible. But somehow he made it all happen.” Mr. Wright leaned closer to Jay, laying his stout arms upon the table. “I tell you, I wasn’t sure he wasn’t the devil, Grady, and then I see you kill him. And that made me wonder just what the hell you were.”
Jay digested this through a few breaths. A few breaths that seemed more precious now that just minutes ago. “You would have killed me.”
“In a heartbeat,” Mr. Wright confirmed.
“But you didn’t. Why?”
“Your story. Certain information that became available.”
Jay motioned to the file. “What you put in there. That paper that made you order the handcuffs off.”
“Among other things, yes.”
Jay shook his head, the void left empty by the tale he’d told filling very quickly now with things equally fantastic. “You had one hell of a job, mister.”
“Well, it started out a job,” Mr. Wright began. “Twenty something years ago when I started after him it was just that: a job. After a few times seeing the wreckage of lives in his wake, it became my crusade. Then, eight years ago, it became personal.” Right then the man put his massive, work-chiseled hands to the table’s edge and pushed himself away from it. But there was no sound of chairlegs squeaking across the floor, just the whisper-smooth rustle of thin tires on concrete as the wheelchair that bore him rolled into view. He gripped the large rear wheels and maneuvered himself around the table until he was facing Jay from just a foot or two away, nothing between them but the atrophied twigs that were his legs. Black straps held the useless limbs together and to the chair. Jay gawked at them openly. “One night I was coming into Manhattan in a van that was rammed off the Brooklyn Bridge by a tour bus.”
“You...” Jay said with wondrous doubt. This was too much. Too...perfect. Almost as though events had been scripted to this incredible convergence.
“I was the only one of my people to survive,” Mr. Wright told his savior. “Broken back and noodles for legs, I made it out of the wreckage and to the surface of the river. It was inconceivable that I lived. Until now.”
The water, Jay remembered. Cold, cold water that had stung his throat, his lungs, and had choked the life from him as he writhed on the ground. The first death to befall him. The death meant for this man.
“I was coming for him,” Mr. Wright went on. “Might have finally gotten him if he hadn’t thrown that bus at me.”
“He knew you were coming,” Jay said, still in awe at the power that had shaped his world. Yet with that power there was still some mystery. “But how did you know to find him?”
Mr. Wright reached back to the file and retrieved a single page, a photocopy of a New York Times article and the accompanying picture, this one taken the day the bald man had been run down. The photo taken by surprise, the one that caught Sign Guy’s face in the shot. The one that had ripped the smile from his mug like a scab. “We kept our eyes on the papers, usually just to pick up on out of the ordinary happenings that he might have caused. Imagine my surprise when one of my people brought me this the day before we were chucked into the East River.”
Jay was quiet for a moment, then all he could say was, “My God.”
“Then for eight years he dropped off the radar. All the things he was doing then, just accidents. Tragedies that people get used to hearing about. No one would ever wonder why that pilot flew his plane into the ground, or why the bus driver drove into that quarry. Hell, until you started talking I thought I was in an accident on that bridge. I never saw the driver of that bus, but now I’ll bet he was smiling. That pilot, too. And Astrid’s bus driver. You see, none of these things pointed to him. I was beginning to think maybe we had gotten lucky and the bastard had stepped in front of a train, or something. Then...” Now it was Mr. Wright that quieted, all that had passed seeming due a reverence of sorts. “Then, on Wednesday, I’m sitting in a Denny’s in Baltimore, having breakfast with some boys from the office, and in the next booth I hear this guy talking to his brother about a trip he just got back from. He’s talking loud so I can’t not hear. I mean loud loud. Anyway, he’s showing his brother pictures, and he’s telling him what each one is, and I guess this guy has a thing for small towns and stuff, and he likes to drive through them and take these artsy kind of blurry black and whites from his car as it’s going by, and so he starts saying, ‘And this one, right here, Mikey, this is some bum in this town in Missouri, and I got this great shot of him sitting on this five gallon bucket just playing his harmonica, and did this guy have a smile! Whew!’ I tell you, Grady, I nearly shit right there. I remembered the Times picture that had brought me to New York, him on that bucket, just smiling away. It was incredible. Too good to be true, we thought, but when we got the pictures from this fellow we could see it was him. Blur and all, it was our guy. And that fellow in the Denny’s...”
“He had a mark,” Jay said, and Mr. Wright nodded confirmation of that mystical addition to the mix.
“He’d lost most of his hearing a few years before in a mine explosion that only he survived. What would you say? Spooky?”
“Very,” Jay concurred.
“From his pictures we got Plainview, and once we got there we had a talk with Max the barber and we found you. And him, as it turned out. Though by then finding him was a moot point. You’d done our job for us.”
Jay sat there for a moment, all that this man had told him filling his head, his thoughts, testing the mental circuit breakers that had survived the telling of the tale. They were still holding, but by how much? How close had he come to doing the bum’s bidding? He brought his hands up to the table and laced them together, squeezing hard, the horror of that end that had not come haunting him. Haunting him because part of that end he had wanted.
“Grady, are you all right?”
“He really knew, didn’t he? He knew why my parents died.”
Mr. Wright stared at Jay for a long moment, saying nothing, breathing slowly, steadily through consideration of his savior’s inquiry, finally reaching back to the file one last time and retrieving a single sheet of paper that he’d folded not long before. He opened it, flattening it as best he could on the uneven landscape of his lap, then handed it to Jay.
As his eyes set upon it, all the wonder that had bedeviled Jay these many years seemed to triple upon itself, all other things thought fantastic paling now. Paling in comparison to what he saw on the paper in his hands. It was a copy. A copy from a newspaper. A copy of a news clipping, all of which was dreamily familiar.
West Porter Couple Killed In Collision
Buddy Svendsen—Staff Writer
West Porter, Wisconsin—Tragedy struck yesterday at the intersection of Flynn and Woolsey in the West Porter business district when a car driven by Walter Grady apparently ran a red light and was broadsided by a police car from neighboring La Salle, resulting in his death and that of his wife, Jean. Their young son Jay survived the crash, and the two La Salle officers were injured. Both are recuperating at Langdon Memorial Hospital and are expected to recover fully.
Authorities say that the La Salle unit had its lights and siren active at the time of the collision, and that it had the green light. They are at a loss to explain how Grady could have not been aware of either the traffic signal, or the La Salle unit’s warning devices, which were active as it pursued a car stolen by one Anton Green, who was wanted for questioning in a confidence scam reported to have bilked area senior citizens out of thousands of dollars. LaSalle and West Porter authorities confirm that Green evaded pursuit and capture after the accident, and is still at large.
He read through it once, then again, before looking up to Mr. Wright with the most perplexed look upon his face. “I don’t understand. This says nothing. Just who the police were chasing. I could have found that out. I probably did know that when I was a kid, I don’t remember. My Aunt probably told me. What does this have to do with what the bum said he could tell me?”
Mr. Wright tapped the top edge of the paper as Jay held it. “Hurricane Anton, Grady.”
Jay puzzled at that statement briefly, then an ashen mask spread over across his face.
“Him, Grady. It was him in that car.”
A hard swallow bulged down Jay’s throat, stealing all the moisture from his palate. “Him? The bum? Sign Guy?”
“Yes,” Mr. Wright confirmed, and the paper slipped from Jay’s grip and fluttered to the floor. “The police were chasing him, and he did not want to get caught, I suspect. I also suspect that your father never knew he was running that red light, or that there were any lights and sirens rushing toward that intersection. If you’d been able to see his face I would bet my life that he was smiling, Grady. Smiling big, and wide, and ignorant of what was happening until it was over.”
“He...he killed them,” Jay said, stating the obvious and fantastic truth. The answer to his ‘why’. The...reason? for all that had happened. “He killed my parents.”
Mr. Wright nodded. “And you killed him. You put a stop to him.”
“This was all about...vengeance?” Jay asked, troubled by that. Troubled deeply by that.
“You can call it that, or you can call it justice,” Mr. Wright suggested. “Or you can simply believe that at least one old cliché rings true—what goes around, comes around.”
That was very thin reasoning for an event, for a collection of events, and lives, and deaths, that spanned so long a time and so many places. A thing now more inexplicable than ever. A force impossible to fathom. Whose genesis could now be marked, whose beginning was known, but...
...but was all that had begun so long ago at that intersection in a small Wisconsin town now over? Really and truly over?
Jay looked to the damaged man who had brought him so many truths in so short a time and begged that question with his eyes before ever voicing the wonder.
“Yes,” Mr. Wright told him. “It is. It is over, Grady.”
The years of hurt, and loss, and searching, and running had built a reservoir of things in Jay that would not drain right then. Could not drain right then. He could not slap on a pleased and relieved smile like the happy mask some wore courtesy of the bum and forget all that had come to pass. In time, maybe, but the key now was that there was time. All the time of all the days until the sun set on his life one final time to let memory swallow the bitter past. All the time he would need.
“It is over,” Jay said to Mr. Wright, the words a pronouncement now, not a spoken doubt.
Mr. Wright nodded, and smiled, and put his hand out.
“Thank you,” the man said, and Jay took his hand. “Thank you for what you’ve done, and thank you for my life.”
They shook hands for a few seconds, held their grip for a few beyond that, and then they let go. Mr. Wright wheeled himself backward and tapped on the door. “You can go, Grady.”
Jay stood with some effort, holding onto the table, but very soon the same man who had come twice before returned with his crutches. Jay took them, and steadied himself, and though his leg hurt it did not seem to matter as much. There was space for that pain now.
Two other men stood out in the hall beyond Mr. Wright and the bearer of crutches. They were obviously waiting to assist Jay in leaving, but he crutched his way to the door and then paused. He looked down to the man in the wheelchair, the man whose life he had saved, and the man who had taken a chance on a story and, in the end, spared his. “Is Mari all right?”
“She is,” Mr. Wright told him, and then Jay left, the two men who had earlier dragged him into the room now helping him toward some sort of freedom that might be strange, and frightening, but that would also be good, because what else could freedom truly be?





Epilogue
Adrift
The men led Jay to a door and let him out into the cool morning air, and then closed it behind him. He was not alone.
Mari was there, standing away from the building. A building beneath what he now saw was Whistle Creek Air Force Base’s long empty control tower. A place that Jay knew would be abandoned once more before the night fell full away. She was staring at him, still wearing her nightshirt, and over that a green coat that someone had given her. Her feet were bare, and so were her legs, but she seemed more than content to be just looking at him. To be near him once again.
Jay crutched himself to where she was waiting. He said nothing to her, and she nothing to him. They simply began to walk away from this place, down a road that stretched out as a stripe in the lightening distance.
After a while Mari put her hand upon his where it held tight on the crutch, and her other slipped into the coat’s warm pocket. It froze in there for a second, and she stopped on that spot, as did Jay, who watched as her hand came out with a smattering of coins. She held them out to him and he took them, held them for a moment, and then let them drop, starting down the road again before the small metal rounds had settled. They clinked dully behind as Mari walked with him, her hand on his again, and for an instant wonder tugged at Jay (were they heads? all heads? or...), but he did not look back. Would not look back.
“Where are we going?” Mari finally asked, looking at Jay as he stared purposefully ahead. Straight ahead down a dark road that ran toward blue morning slumbering on the horizon.
“I don’t know,” he answered, and smiled at the hint of new day coming. He didn’t know what lay ahead, in the new day, or the next day, or the day after that, and he found that imprecision and the promise of more so very comforting. It was life, the way life should be. The way it would be for him, finally, once more. “I really don’t know.”
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