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  Introduction


  This is my sixth collection of short stories, and the only one to be exclusively filled with crime stories.


  I work in a variety of genres. Some readers prefer my mysteries to my westerns; others prefer my westerns to my mysteries; and still others prefer my fantasy to either my mysteries or westerns. So in the first collections, we included stories from every field I’ve done stories in.


  Something for everybody, I suppose.


  Oh, yes, I forgot to mention those who prefer my short stories to my novels.


  Different strokes.


  I grew up in the late forties and early fifties. There were still pulps on the stands and I read all of them except those that had “romance” in the title. So I guess it would only make sense that when I started writing my own stories, I’d work in the various genres I’d grown up reading.


  The older I get, I find crime fiction to be my truest form of expression, simply because it allows me to write most directly about my life and some of the people I’ve met along the way.


  “Famous Blue Raincoat,” the title story, was based on a Chicago advertising marriage in which the husband seemed to subtly encourage a friend he was clearly jealous of … to sleep with his wife. Self-fulfilling prophecy, I guess. He was so afraid that his wife and his friend would betray him … he practically pushed them into it. He spent many a wintry dope-and-wine night telling me how it was going to happen someday, the two of them getting together. The woman I lived with kept telling him that he was making it come true through sheer karma. But you don’t tell a man who makes half a million a year (in 1970 dollars) that he should be careful. He played Leonard Cohen’s brilliant song “Famous Blue Raincoat” obsessively, thus the title for my story. His wife and the friend finally did get together, of course. It was a bit like Baudelaire’s anecdote of the man who so feared death he committed suicide.


  “The Cage” is also something that came from my life. My beautiful Irish cousin was beaten to death over a ten-year-period by her sinister and wealthy husband. She finally died of brain damage. All those years of his giving her black eyes and welts on her head took their toll. He was never charged and now lives in Europe. This story is my only possible revenge.


  “Eye of the Beholder” is a pretty good description of what my life was like during the twelve years between my two marriages. I tried a straight novel about that sojourn but never finished it. This short story is much truer to its subject and, I hope, a hell of a lot more entertaining. Navel-gazing isn’t my forte.


  “Our Kind of Guy” describes my Cedar Rapids-Des Moines-Chicago-Minneapolis advertising years. It was chosen for a Year’s Finest anthology and the editor described it as “sardonically forlorn.” I’ve always liked that description.


  There are some pure fun stories, too, especially the two Judge Whitney-Cody McCain pieces, “The Christmas Kitten” and ‘Wake Up, Little Suzie.” Now that I’m in my fifties, I’ve started to feel an old man’s nostalgia for times past, which is why I set these stories in 1958 or thereabouts.


  The rest speak for themselves. I suppose each one has an autobiographical link of some kind. Graham Greene always said that he was never able to write about a real person. He always had to reshape them and remake them in order to get them down on paper. I’m the same way.


  But I can get my feelings about the real person down and that’s what matters.


  I need to thank Doug Greene here. He’s not only my editor; he’s a friend of mine, a good man of the old school, decorous, sophisticated, and genuinely decent. He’s also a hell of a good publisher.


  Thanks also to the editors who were kind enough to buy these stories, and the readers who wrote me about them.


  Ed Gorman


  Cedar Rapids, Iowa


  May 1999


  Famous Blue Raincoat


  I suppose Chad thought I’d forgive him, the time he slept with my wife Tish, I mean. He had a kind of innocent quality about him. You never quite held him responsible for things. He’d inherited two things—a huge fortune and guileless good looks. No wonder people were always forgiving him.


  The spring it happened, I surprised him a little. I didn’t forgive him.


  It was much easier forgiving Tish. In the second year of our marriage, she’d forgiven me the nurse at the medical clinic where I work—the affair went on the better part of the winter—so I couldn’t get too pious about her going to bed with Chad.


  And the fact was, I almost couldn’t blame her. Our lives were pretty drab and we both knew it. Four years after graduating from college, we found ourselves living in the kind of middle-class housing development that we’d once laughed about, and working at jobs that meant nothing to us. We needed the security and the insurance. We clung to our mediocrity, fearful as supplicants. Instead of my dream of med school, I was a physician’s assistant; and instead of a TV anchorwoman, Tish settled for writing advertising copy for a small ad agency.


  Tish once joked that Chad was our “human TV.” And in a way, he was. We’d known him in college. We’d never been quite sure why he liked us. He spent his life working his way through half the pretty girls on campus. We used to sit with him in one of the student bars and listen to his travails with women. He fell in love easily. The trouble was, he never stayed in love. When a woman treated him badly, his love was almost suffocating. But once she was nice to him, he became bored. Sometimes he had two or three affairs a month. It really was like watching a TV saga with all the ups and downs that only lust can inspire.


  Best of all, he asked our advice. It was sort of interactive. He’d come to us with this problem—“Susan’s going to see her old boyfriend this weekend, and I’m not sure how to handle it—I mean, should I tell her I’m going to break up with her if she does?”— and we would give him suggestions, which he’d almost always use.


  That was the endearing thing about Chad: He had money and looks and poise but he had absolutely no self-confidence. That was our part of the bargain, giving him our wisdom. His part was to keep the great soap opera going—this one needing an abortion, that one starting to bore him, this one (this brand-new one) exciting him so much he just knew she was the woman he’d waited for all his life. So it went, and we could vanquish our griefs and disappointments in it all. No time for fretting over mediocrity when Chad was out there bedding every beauty in sight.


  He had his breakdown the summer of our graduation. We went to see him constantly. His parents were both dead and he was not fond of his sister, so we became his stand-in family. Or at least that was how his shrink treated us, anyway. Told us all about Chad’s depression, his electroshock treatments, his almost total dependence on how we told him to conduct his life. He spent nine weeks in the sanitarium, lost fifteen pounds, and practically leapt on us every time we went up to see him. Since I had gotten a job that summer, I couldn’t visit him as often as Tish could. She went every day. When he got out of the hospital, he rented an apartment next door to ours and had dinner with us every night. He spent more time at our place than his, even during the day, with Tish.


  Then he decided to see the world. We got letters and faxes from China, Samoa, Paris, Zurich and London asking our advice on how he should handle this or that woman. Chad Atwater had taken the show on the road, as it were. Tish seemed curiously despondent, and no matter what I did or said, she didn’t seem to have much interest.


  That was when I drifted into my two affairs. I’ve had some men tell me that cheating on their wives only makes their own bed all the more exciting. Not me. I didn’t want to touch Tish. There were days I didn’t even want to see her.


  Then, five years later, Chad came back to our little Midwestern city, bought himself a condo out along the river, and settled back into our lives.


  Human TV was once again on the air.


  The first two women that spring didn’t represent any particular obstacles for Chad, and as such were pretty dull. What I’m saying is that Chad knew how to handle them without much advice from us.


  Andrea, our favorite of the two, was a high school English teacher with a fetching smile and the somewhat aggravating habit of apologizing for practically every word she said. It was a month before they went to bed—I think she probably sensed that once they began having sex regularly, he’d start looking around for the next one—and ultimately she began using us to plead with him on her behalf. She would make him the perfect wife, she asked us to tell him. She was a nurturer, she said; a nurturer; and that’s what he needed, nurturing. We advised against her, of course, when we were alone with him, I mean. Nice as she was, she wasn’t any fun, not for him, not for us. Human TV required better story lines than hers.


  Heather was a bitch but she was entertaining. She was faithless as our Chad himself, at least at first, and it was she who first played the Leonard Cohen song, “Famous Blue Raincoat,” for us. Cohen tells a story of a somewhat mysterious man who enters the life of a husband and wife and proceeds to tie them up in psychic knots. The narrator of the song, who obviously suspects that his wife had an affair with the man, asks him to come back, along with his famous blue raincoat, because their lives, despite all the pain, just aren’t the same without him.


  Heather cunningly saw that the song was a reasonable parallel of our situation with Chad. She thought it was funny. After playing it for us in our living room, she laughed and said, “Chad told me all about ‘Human TV.’ I think it’s great. I’ll try to be as interesting as I can for you people.” She was gorgeous and ruthless and we had a lot of hope for her. Unfortunately …


  Unfortunately, our advice to Chad was a little too sage. Just when it looked as if she’d never be faithful to him, we suggested that he seduce her best friend, who Chad felt had some interest in him. Heather herself had told us that she and her best friend, Jane, had an agreement—they would never sleep with any man the other friend was going out with.


  The night the deed was to be done, Tish came up with a diabolical twist: Chad had the key to Heather’s apartment, right? Why not really add insult to injury and make love to Jane in Heather’s bed?


  Which was exactly what he did.


  Heather came over two nights later and wept in our kitchen. Chad had humiliated and debased her and now she realized that she really, truly did love him after all.


  Chad slept with her a few more times and then, on our advice, said goodbye.


  A month later Chad slept with Tish.


  I came home one rainy afternoon and found Tish curled up on the couch, looking despondent.


  “Famous Blue Raincoat” was playing on the CD player.


  She had her moods and this seemed to be one of them. I sat down on the floor next to the couch and put my hand on hers. Her hand was cold and made no effort to respond to my touch. Thunder rumbled. Rain hissed.


  “You all right?” I said.


  “I slept with him.”


  I didn’t have to ask who “him” was. For years I’d been dreading this moment, and it had come now, and in an odd way I was curious about how I’d react now that it had finally happened.


  “This afternoon?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “That was the only time?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Are you sorry?”


  “Sorry for me. I don’t want to be just one more of his conquests.”


  “But not sorry for me?”


  “You had your little nurse. But that wasn’t why I slept with him.”


  “Oh? Then why did you sleep with him?”


  “Because it was raining.”


  The thing was, I knew my wife well enough to know that for her this was a complete answer. Rain had a terribly melancholic effect on her, and sometimes lovemaking is the only defense you can put up against the vagaries of the universe.


  “You think it’ll happen again?” I said.


  “No.”


  “Are you in love with him?”


  “I hope not.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  “I could be.”


  “That’s not an answer, either.”


  “I’m afraid I might be.”


  “That’s an answer.”


  “I wish I was suicidal.”


  “I’m very angry,” I said.


  “You don’t sound very angry.”


  “You want me to slap you around or something like that?”


  “No.”


  I stood up. “What I really want to do is slap Chad around.”


  “That won’t change anything. It will still have happened.”


  “Right now, I don’t give a shit if it will change things or not,” I said, and drove over to Chad’s.


  As soon as I saw his face in his doorway, I drove my fist into his nose and watched as blood bloomed in both nostrils.


  When he’d gotten a cool washcloth for his nose, and a scotch for both of us, and when he took the chair and I took the couch, he said, “I’m sorry I hurt you.”


  “No, you’re not.”


  “I didn’t want it to happen.”


  “You’ve been wanting it to happen for a long time. One of the few women you’ve never taken to bed.”


  “I’ll do anything you want.”


  “I don’t want you to call us or phone us or write us ever again.


  He took the washcloth from his nose. “Are you serious?”


  “Very.”


  “But we’re sort of a trio.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “There’s this new woman I met. I wanted to tell you about her. See what you and Tish thought I should do.”


  “You heard what I said, Chad. No more contact of any kind.”


  I left.


  I was impotent for the next three months. Every time I tried to touch my wife, all I could think of was her in bed with Chad. She reminded me that this was how she’d felt after learning about my nurse.


  The worst thing was, of course, that she was in love with him. I’d catch her staring at the phone, or looking out the window, or losing attention while we watched TV, and I knew who she was thinking of. One day I came home early and found her sitting in the kitchen, her eyes red from crying. It was raining. They were alike about rain, how it made them so melancholy.


  One night, after coming home from the Cineplex, we made love in the car, her climbing on top of me in the front seat as we’d done back in our college days. And then we started making love again a few times a week. I just hoped she didn’t close her eyes and imagine I was Chad.


  Summer came, and then autumn, and the emptiness was still there.


  Somehow, we’d never found a life rhythm again after Chad disappeared. There were too many silences, too many nights when we went to bed and lay there silent and isolate, her dreaming of Chad, I supposed, me dreaming of the wife she’d once been.


  We heard about Chad’s car accident through a mutual friend. Three weeks in the hospital, we were told, and a decided limp for the rest of his life. And depression. Chad had gone back to psychotherapy.


  I saw him first. This was on a winter morning, all the downtown display windows rimed with frost, and he was just leaving the medical arcade. He had a limp, all right, and he had the pallor of a sick man.


  Before I could turn and hurry away, he saw me and waved. I didn’t have a hell of a lot of choice.


  “God, it’s good to see you,” he said.


  “I heard about your car accident.”


  “You know the worst thing about running into that tree?” he said, trying to make it a joke. “I was sober.” Then: “I really miss you people. I shouldn’t ever have—done what I did. I’m really sorry, and I hope you believe me.”


  “I accept your apology, Chad. But I still don’t want you in my house.”


  “Not in your house, then.”


  “What?”


  “We’ll see each other, the three of us, but not in your house. We’ll go out. I’ve got a new woman and I really want you to meet her. I know you won’t believe this but I think she’s the one.”


  “That means you haven’t broken her heart yet. As soon as you do—”


  “No,” he said. “While I was healing up, I thought about a lot of things. It’s time I settle down. It really is. Her name is Anne.”


  That was how it started up again, having dinner, the four of us, in a restaurant. Within a few weeks Chad and Anne were dropping by our house, and within a few weeks after that Tish and Anne were having the occasional lunch and the Saturday shopping afternoon. Just as they did “girl” things, Chad got me to do a few “boy” things, like helping him pick out a new boat for impending summer, or helping him decide which riverside cabin was best to buy.


  Human TV didn’t start again until he began coming over a night or two a week by himself He was careful to make sure I was there when he came.


  At first, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear any of it, but gradually the soap operatics of it all started to draw me in. Anne, quite a stylish if not exactly beautiful, woman, had been dumped three times in the past and wasn’t sure that she ever wanted to get serious with anybody again. While Chad was wildly serious, she was cautious. She wanted her own life—nights out with her female friends, taking a night school course in fine arts, and keeping separate houses.


  Tish’s theory was that Anne knew Chad was a heartbreaker and was therefore wary of getting any closer to him. My theory was that she was just what she seemed—a very bright and independent woman who didn’t want to move in with Chad. Or marry him.


  I didn’t realize how serious any of this was until I came home one night to hear Tish screaming from inside.


  I ran in the back door to find Chad slumped over the kitchen table. He’d slashed his left wrist with my safety razor. Blood was pooled around his arm.


  “You can’t let him die,” she said. “You can’t let him die.”


  I’d been wondering if Tish had gotten over Chad and now I had my answer. In her hysteria, I saw how much she loved him, how sacred he was to her.


  I wrapped a towel around his wrist and carried him to the car and drove through several red lights to reach the nearest hospital.


  They stitched him up and gave him three different kinds of white pills.


  That night, at Tish’s insistence, Chad moved into our guest room. Given his psychiatric history, I supposed it was a humane idea. But I also knew that now I’d never get my wife back again.


  Anne changed. His suicide attempt softened her. She no longer seemed quite so sharp-edged or independent. This made me assume that she was going to give in to Chad and marry him. But no, she wasn’t.


  “She’s all I can think of,” Chad said night after night at our dinner table. It was like having a badly depressed son around the house. “I won’t ever be able to love anybody else again.”


  She watched him, Tish did, constantly, love-sick as he was himself. As long as Anne was around, Chad would never love her. I’m sure she realized that.


  “What do you think I should do?” he said to me one night as we were having dessert.


  “I think you have to break it off,” I said.


  “That’s easy for you to say.”


  “You asked for my advice, Chad,” I said. “So I’m giving it to you.


  In the old days, Human TV had been such fun.


  “What he means,” Tish said, “is that you should be with somebody who understands you and loves you and wants to be with you the rest of your life.”


  She couldn’t help herself. She got so emotional during her little speech that she put her hand on his.


  Chad looked first at her hand and then at me. He looked afraid that I’d punch him again.


  I just sat there.


  It became quite a saga, the thing with Anne. They even went to see a counselor together. But Anne wouldn’t change her mind. There would be no moving in, no marriage.


  He took to sobbing late at night, and Tish took to going in and comforting him. I tried not to think about what was happening in our guest room as the moon waned near dawn, and their voices fell to whispers.


  But one night they weren’t whispering at all. They were shouting at each other.


  I ran in in my pajama bottoms to see what was wrong.


  “I won’t do it,” he said. “That’s crazy.”


  “It’s the only way you’ll ever be free,” she said. “I’m only saying this for your own sake. Look what your life’s become because of her. You need to be with somebody who loves you, Chad. Who venerates you the way I do.” Then: “Haven’t I always given you good advice, Chad?”


  I’m not even sure they saw me peek past the dark door I’d just opened, not sure they heard me at all.


  I wondered what sort of advice she’d given him. Whatever it was, it had shaken him badly. Just as their shouting had shaken me. I was as hopelessly in love with Tish as Tish was with Chad.


  Sixteen nights later, Anne’s naked and badly mutilated body was found in a shallow woods. She’d been dead for two days.


  Chad was the first and foremost suspect. A homicide detective named Haney was at our house the night following the discovery of the murder.


  He took Chad out on the deck and they talked just as sweet spring winds came up from the woods.


  Tish found me in the TV room.


  “I was just talking with Detective Haney,” she said.


  I looked at her, leaned close so I could whisper. “He killed her, Tish. Our Chad killed her.”


  “I told him that Chad didn’t leave the house the night she died.” When I heard about Anne’s death, my first thought was selfish: Chad will be out of our lives for good now.


  “But he did go out,” I said. “And he did kill her.”


  “That doesn’t matter.”


  “It doesn’t?” I smiled sadly. “You got what you wanted, didn’t you, Tish? Anne’s dead, and Chad’s all yours. All you had to do was convince him to kill her.”


  “If you want to stay my husband,” she said, “you’ll tell the police the same thing I did.”


  Which I did.


  Haney must have dropped in on us ten times over the next few weeks. He didn’t believe us; he was angry; he even hinted that he might charge us as accomplices. But he couldn’t get us to change our story. By summer’s end, they were making love again, Tish and Chad. At least they were sensitive enough to use the guest room, rather than our bedroom. My first impulse was to get angry, of course, and go to the police and tell them that our alibi had been false. But I would lose Tish forever. My second impulse was to confront Chad. But he was so psychologically beleaguered—he talked to himself; he had terrible nightmares; he was constantly asking Tish to check in the closets to make sure monsters weren’t hiding in there—that I couldn’t say anything without looking like a terrible bully, even to myself.


  Not long after that, Chad had his little experience of running down our nice quiet residential street without any clothes on.


  He was in the sanitarium for four months this time. He went into deep analysis, he received several experimental drugs for depression, and he took more than two dozen electroshock treatments. His psychiatrist kept the police at bay, allowing them only occasional visits. The detectives still wanted to prove that Chad had murdered Anne.


  And then Chad had the sort of luck Chad always had. The police took into custody the serial killer they’d been looking for the past three years. His specialty was women in their mid-twenties. Beautiful women in their mid-twenties. Like Anne. They charged him with eleven homicides, so what was one more? They blamed him for Anne’s death, too, and closed the case.


  Two weeks before Chad left the sanitarium, he told us about Molly. She was a ballet dancer who’d had a complete breakdown and had been in the asylum for more than four years. He’d fallen in love with her. And she was in love with him. There would be no games this time, on either side. Within a few months, they’d be married. There would be children, and a nice normal life. He was sure of it. But for all he told us about her—that sense of candor he always had—I sensed that there was something about her past he was holding back. Why had she been put in the sanitarium, anyway? Chad never told us.


  After his release, Chad moved back in with us. On that first Saturday night, Molly came to dinner at our place for the first time. She was lovely in a delicate, troubled way; she was all wonderful facial bones and tiny tics of eye and mouth, and she was so wrapped up in Chad it was almost painful to see. Because it was clear, at least to me, that Chad was already losing interest in her. I’d overheard him on the phone the other day, using his best seductive tones. He’d found somebody else to play with on the side.


  Tish, too, must have sensed that Chad was already bored. She didn’t resent Molly the way she had Anne. She was friendly to the woman in an almost sisterly way.


  Molly came around many times, of course. She ate dinner at our place probably three or four times a week. The more she talked about their marriage, the less Chad even bothered to look at her. He’d taken to going out late at night. Obviously, he had another woman. And just as obviously, Tish was angry about this other woman. I was awakened one dawn by Tish and Chad arguing bitterly in the living room. When I came out to see what was going on, Tish fled from the room in tears. Chad sat up late in his room playing “Famous Blue Raincoat” again and again.


  The next day, I started inquiring about Molly Stevenson. I did it very discreetly, of course, with the help of a friend I had at the credit bureau. They can find out virtually anything about you in a very short period of time.


  Spring came, and so I thought it would be nice to have my first lunch with Molly outdoors, at an open-air café next to the river. She was startled when I called, and not really all that enthusiastic about going, but I hinted that there was something important about Chad we needed to discuss.


  We liked each other, and I think she was surprised. I was able to make her laugh a lot and she seemed to appreciate that a great deal. I told her how much I liked her, and I also told her that I didn’t want to see her get hurt. And I started giving her little warning hints about Chad. He hadn’t, it seemed, mentioned most of the women in his background.


  There were many more lunches filled with laughter and tics of eye and mouth. She took tranquilizers constantly and sometimes suffered little moments of shuddering, as if she were about to have a seizure of some kind.


  A month into these lunches, I told her about Tish and Chad sleeping together. I also told her that I thought it was still going on, and that Chad couldn’t even be faithful to Tish. He was also seeing another mystery woman on the side. I emphasized that I wouldn’t be telling her any of these things if I didn’t care for her so much.


  She smashed her wineglass against the edge of the table and then picked up a jagged piece of glass and slashed it down her very lovely cheek. Then she put her head down on the table and wept.


  The call came two weeks later, late in the night.


  Tish, who was still up waiting for Chad, no doubt, took the call and then let out a scream. I padded out to the living room and took her into my arms. I’d never heard her sob that way. She seemed to be having convulsions of some kind.


  Chad’s lawyer asked us to handle all the funeral arrangements and I was happy to.


  The District Attorney put Molly back into the hospital, until he could decide if he was going to agree with her lawyer that she wasn’t competent to stand trial.


  Tish started sleeping with me again. Not making love, you understand. I assumed that was a ways off as yet. The memory of Chad would be too fresh and painful. But she did let me hold her, and I was grateful enough to let her use me as she wished, as father and brother and friend rather than husband and lover.


  One night, when the past seemed to aggrieve her particularly, she lay next to me in the moonlight and said, “I just wish Chad had known about her background. God, he never would have gone out with her if he had. I mean, the way she killed her first husband when she found out he’d been unfaithful to her.” Then she fell to sobbing again.


  You really can find out an awful lot about people from the credit bureau.


  I always think about this when I go to visit Molly in the sanitarium. This time, she’s up on the third floor where the violent patients are.


  The last time I saw her, she said, “I really want to thank you for telling me the truth about him. I really do want to thank you. I was making a fool of myself over him.”


  Some nights, Tish plays “Famous Blue Raincoat” again and again. Those are the hardest nights of all to take because the song is a measure of how distant she still is from me. And every time the song plays, the distance is just that much greater.


  A few weeks ago, I had a couple of drinks after work with the nurse I had the affair with.


  We ended up late that night out in her car, wrestling around like high schoolers in my back seat.


  But when the moment came, I just sat there with my head hung low, and felt nothing. Absolutely nothing at all.


  Black Sheep


  1


  A good face is important, sure, as are good breasts, nice ankles and wrists, and a tight bottom. Not to mention good breath and not wearing anything flashy or trashy. But you also have to be able to talk to them. A lot of guys forget that. Because, frankly, a lot of guys just aren’t as sensitive as Bill Avery. You have to be able to talk to them and they have to be able to talk to you. Especially when your life takes a terrible turn all of a sudden. If you can’t talk to the girl you’re seeing on the side, you may as well just pay for it and get yourself a hooker.


  Today, Bill needs to talk. God, how Bill needs to talk.


  The place for the conversation is Tiffany’s bed in her apartment in the Windward Hills apartment complex. To Bill, who lives in a very nice new Tudor out in a very pricey new development, this place is sort of pathetic—toilets that won’t flush the first time; water stains on the dining room walls; and not a single new car in the parking lot. But he’s magnanimous about it. Tiffany is a small-town girl from Oskaloosa who came to Cedar Rapids and went to business school and then went to work for the law firm where Bill is about to become a full partner. He can identify with Tiffany because he came from the west side and went to all the wrong schools and instead of a degree from Yale or Princeton, which the senior partners always discuss proudly, he ended up at the U of Iowa. Nothing wrong with that, of course. A fine school. But still.


  So they are in bed—this is after work and he’s supposedly working late, that’s the word he gave his wife anyway—and it’s snowing in the dusk and in the apartment above them somebody is playing Nat “King”


  Cole Christmas songs and Bill Avery feels very, very sad. So sad, in fact, that he wasn’t all that good in the sack tonight.


  For which he apologizes for the tenth time.


  “Oh, gosh, Bill, I don’t expect a stud service.”


  “But I came and you didn’t.”


  “Well, I remember a night when I came and you didn’t.”


  “You do?”


  “Yes. One night when you were drunk.”


  “Oh.”


  “So let’s just say we’re even.”


  “Really?”


  “Sure,” she says. “But you really want to talk about your brother, don’t you?”


  “My brother?”


  “Sure. Are you surprised I remembered he was getting out?”


  “Yeah. Yeah, he is. The Governor wanted to let a bunch of model prisoners out right before the year two thousand. Good public relations and all that bullshit.”


  “You heard from him then?”


  “No. But I can feel him here. You know that feeling? How you can feel somebody in the same town?”


  “Oh, sure.” She kisses him. She has warm, silken flesh. She is sweet in every sense.


  “Who’s really pissed is my wife.”


  “Well, gee, he served his time. And it was just a robbery. Nothing violent, I mean. He served his time and she should give him another chance.”


  “That’s the bad part of marrying into a good family, I suppose.”


  “What is?”


  “Oh, you have to be so concerned what everybody thinks. Sharon’s afraid everybody at the firm and all her friends at the country club will find out that I have a younger brother who just got out of prison. That I have a younger brother who’s been stealing stuff all his life.”


  “Oh, this wasn’t the first time he stole stuff?”


  “No, just the first time he went to prison.”


  “Oh.”


  “Kind of a career criminal, then, huh?” she says.


  “No, not a career criminal. He just—takes stuff I mean, it’s not like armed robbery or anything.” He thinks back. “When we were in grade school, he took twenty dollars from the desk drawer of this teacher. And when we were in high school, he stole a hundred dollars from this cash box at a school dance. And then a year later, he took a couple of real expensive watches from gym lockers at school.” He sighed. “Then he took that necklace at Mrs. Parker’s. And that’s the one that put him in jail.”


  She holds him. Tightly. “God, you’ve had to go through so much with him. I mean, both your folks dying when you were only seventeen and you having to raise him and all. I just hope he appreciates it enough to stay out of trouble this time.”


  He nods. “God, so do I.”


  “I had a cousin who went to prison once.”


  “Really?”


  “Uh-huh. He worked in a bank and embezzled. Over in Rock Island. It was funny.”


  “What was?”


  “Oh, he was this real straight-arrow when he was in Iowa but as soon as he started living on the other side of the Mississippi—he changed; changed completely. That’s when he embezzled, when he moved, I mean.”


  He smiles. “He just moved across the Mississippi and he changed?”


  “I know it sounds weird but that’s just what happened. Honest.”


  “You’re nuts, you know that?”


  She kisses him again. “Comes from not being very well educated.” And laughs. She’s much smarter than she seems to realize; and it always makes him feel bad for her, how she’s always putting herself down all the time. She and Glen have the education thing in common. At least she went through high school and business college. Glen never even got through high school.


  Suddenly, he feels claustrophobic. They’re tangled up in covers, their body heat is searing him. He needs cool air. He needs to be alone. He disentangles himself and walks over to the window and looks down at the parking lot. All the clerks pulling in now, their cars heavy with snow on their roofs and trunks and hoods, big lumbering white bears in the cold Midwestern snow-blown darkness. That’s who lives here, clerks. Shopping center folks. When Bill was growing up on the west side—God, was it really thirty years ago now?—wearing a tie to work was a big deal. You wore a tie to work you were somebody special. Today, you wear a tie to work it doesn’t mean anything. Just ask one of the clerks.


  The lot is filling up. People are slipping cardboard windshield screens under the wipers. The swirling snow is getting heavy in the burning amber glow of the parking lot lights. All the clerks are hurrying to get inside. He isn’t being very nice, thinking of them as clerks.


  “You thinking about Glen?”


  “Yeah.”


  “You nervous about seeing him?”


  It is an alien planet he finds waiting for him. The snow is coming down harder than ever. In the streets giant yellow creatures with wild burning


  “Yeah.”


  “He loves you. Remember when you let me read those letters of his from prison that time? He really looks up to you.”


  “Yeah, he does, I guess.”


  “Talking about how your Dad would be so proud of you and all. God, I was really crying when I read that, remember?”


  “Yeah, I remember.”


  “Maybe Sharon would like him if she gave him a chance.” That always surprises him, the way Tiffany talks about Sharon as if she’s a good friend they have in common.


  “Not Sharon.” That’s the funny thing. He would have been much better off marrying somebody like Tiffany. Farm girl. No pretensions. Sweet. But what did marrying a Tiffany prove? Anybody could go out and marry himself a Tiffany. But marrying a Sharon … marrying a Sharon meant getting accepted into the best law firm in the city; marrying a Sharon meant inheriting a substantial amount of money and property when her father died; marrying a Sharon meant that most people at the club feared you a little. And he likes that. He doesn’t exploit it—well not often, anyway—but he likes it, a west side boy like himself watching these major players pay him a bit of fearful deference. You don’t get those kind of benefits when you marry a Tiffany, no matter how sweet-natured she is.


  He looks at his watch. ‘Well, I’d better be going.”


  “Oh, God.”


  “What?”


  “Just the thought of you going.” She holds her thin white arms out to him, entreating, the way one of his own little daughters would. He finds the gesture profoundly fetching, and oddly moving. She really wants him. Sharon and he are long shut of wanting each other; long shut.


  They spend their last minutes just holding each other in the perfume-sweet heat of her bed; he closes his eyes and it is wonderful, the woman-smell of her, the tenderness of her, that odd fetching little laugh of hers. At moments like these, he can disappear inside her, just vanish utterly, no will or ego or memory of his own, and tonight he needs badly to vanish.


  2


  Amber eyes scrape the snow. Growling trucks drop sifting sand. Here and there cars are stuck, obstinate little animals trying to fight their way out of the grip of huge snow drifts they skidded into. There is beauty, too, of course, the moth-like way the large damp snowflakes flutter around the streetlights; the occasional pair of lovers, walking hand in hand in beatific harmony down the dark and snowy streets, their long scarves trailing behind them with perfect grace.


  He keeps sliding around. He is not, in fact, an especially good driver and usually does the wrong thing in crisis situations. Such as slamming on the brakes when he’s starting into a slide on an icy street. If he’s not careful, he’ll end up one of those cars buried in a snow drift.


  He should go home. This is uppermost in his mind: should-go-home. He’s been spending far too much time lately with Tiffany. But the way he goes home from her place, he always comes very near the neighborhood where he and Glen grew up. He usually resists the urge to drive past the old places, but tonight—God, of all nights, the roads being what they are—tonight, inexplicably, he can’t resist.


  Snow shrouds everything, lends beauty even where there is none, gives the rusting cars parked along the street an antique rather than junky look. The snow does the same for all the houses. During daylight hours, these places are scars of smashed windows and tilting front porches and falling down garages and neon APT. FOR RENT signs on weather-rotted front porch columns. But the snow softens all this for the eye, rounds all the edges, hides the cancer that daily devours wood and siding and paint and shingle and concrete. The snow even absorbs all the sounds that would normally be heard in this neighborhood—kids crying, couples arguing, mean hungry watchdogs barking—so that a curiously dignified silence befalls the streets and alleys.


  Then he sees it. Little square box on the corner of 1st Street and 8th Avenue. Fuzzy neon glow of beer signs somewhat diminished in the snow. When you grew up in this neighborhood, this was the place you always dreamed of. The tavern where the really cool guys hung out. They had neat cars and neater women and they knew how to fight and how to play pool and Briney, the guy who owns the place, even gave them their beers on credit.


  Even though Bill always wanted out of this neighborhood, Briney’s tap was still a big deal for him. It was the place he bought his first legal beer. Drove back from Iowa City the night of his twenty-first birthday and went right to Briney’s; and Briney, which he did for anybody who was celebrating a twenty-first birthday, Briney gave him a free pitcher of beer. You were somebody when Briney gave you that free pitcher of beer—somebody in the neighborhood anyway—and for all his success, Bill thinks back to his boyhood now, not with his usual resentment and distaste … but with true pleasure. Memory is a con-artist, of course, but for this moment he allows himself to be conned … he is twenty-one and on the hardscrabble streets again and inside Briney’s everybody whispers about him. That kid’s gonna make it; smarter’n a god damned whip; too bad his brother Glen didn’t get any brains. Poor little guy’s dumb as a post. Bill was one of the real stars of Briney’s for a year or so back then; and he enjoyed it, he really did …


  The cars in the lot all wear snow-skins. Their drunken drivers will have to spend several butt-freezing minutes scraping off their windshields. And then they’ll wiggle and waggle home, having to be careful, you slide into a parked car or something with liquor on your breath and a cop makes you take one of those breath test deals … in this state you can kiss your license goodbye for two, three years, especially if you have some kind of prior …


  Briney’s: clack of pool balls, cries of country western jukebox, revolving Bud clocks in the gloom above the bar, smells of cigarettes, beer, whiskey, disinfectant, urine. He remembers a night when two guys got into it over pool and one kept banging the head of the other against the edge of the pool table until half the people in here thought he might be dead. What he notices most is the lack of young women: in the old days, so long ago now, it seems, and he’s not yet forty, in the old days going to Briney’s was as big a thing for the girls as it was the boys, and this meant the sexiest most stuck-up girls in the neighborhood, too. But not anymore. The women are older now, sliding into middle-age, their bodies fighting the g-forces of the grave that make them so unrecognizable. In the old days, the girls in Briney’s had the faces of poetry; now they have the faces of bad, flat prose.


  Briney himself is behind the bar, washing glasses. He watches Bill walk from the front door to the bar. A few other people start watching, too.


  “Hey, Briney, how’s it going?” Bill says. He’s a little nervous, which he resents. It should be Briney who is nervous about seeing him. It’s Bill who drives the BMW, it’s Bill who belongs to the country club, it’s Bill who went boating last summer with the mayor. But there’s an obstinacy to the people in Briney’s. A guy like Chucky O’Day, he starts making these tire gizmos in his home
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