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			My Livelihood

			I LOST MY dairy job and was not troubled. One of my brothers-­in-­law said he could get me into the carpenters’ union. He said he’d lend me the tools and instruct me in their use. I was tired of the dairy, all that whiteness every day, and the hairnets we had to wear. Hair in milk. Shows right up.

			But I didn’t want to be a carpenter, either. I wasn’t looking for work. This bothered the hell out of my Stella, who was expecting our second child, hoping for a girl this time. She was six months gone. Two-­thirds there, her belly was nice and round. Her cheeks were fat. My Stel is tall and took it well. She is very close to being pretty. My son’s name is Ray.

			My Stella’s father is a contractor of some renown. He told me I was lazy. Her brothers, seven carpenters, said the same thing. Ray even picked it up: Daddy’s lazy. Stella’s family makes me nervous. They are too hearty in their work, out all day driving nails. They have muscles and great tans. They told me I could be a carpenter too and called me lazy when I said no thanks. I was waiting, I told myself. I felt something happening.

			I’m thirty-­three years old. I’ve been out of work a number of times in my life. Never like this, though, Stel tells me. She’s right. I must avoid panic. I mustn’t get roped into the first thing that pays. That is the old me. I was raised to hate work but to do it. I always had to have a job. This time I’m going slow.

			The dairy told me adios April 15. My foreman called me into his office and said, “Kids ain’t drinking the milk they used to.” I didn’t have the seniority to weather such a trend, but I liked the irony; Ray Boy drinks the stuff by the ton. Me and three other guys in hairnets went out the door. One guy started to cry and shake right there in the parking lot. A young guy, married, but no kids, he went right to pieces before my eyes. I shook hands all around, told the crying guy to grab hold. I got in my car and went straight home. Me for a sandwich and beer.

			Along the way home I saw ads for things I couldn’t afford anymore. On my dairy pay I couldn’t afford most things, but there was always the chance; now, no way. The world was hung with ads, I noticed. All those deluxes beyond my reach.

			I got out of my whites at home and threw them down the laundry chute. This was a small favorite with me, the boy in me coming out. I held on to the clothes until I could get my head in the chute to watch them fall; they got smaller falling, they stayed in flight longer than I expected. It was a cheap special effect and reminded me of science fiction.

			Ray came home a little later and screamed when he saw me. I was out of place lying on the couch in the middle of the afternoon with a beer on my stomach. I gave him a hug. He said my arms smelled like cheese.

			“Where’s Mom?” I asked. He didn’t know. I took him out back and we threw the Frisbee until Stella came home.

			She brought an armload of old clothes with her. More Goodwill crap. Her face glowed with the pleasure of doing good for others. She dropped a black shoe when she came to the door to call Ray and saw me running after the flying saucer.

			“Why are you home?” she asked.

			“I lost my job.”

			My Stella wet her lips with her tongue. She carried the old clothes into the utility room and dropped them on the floor. I picked up the black shoe and followed her. She gave me a kiss. Wet salt taste. Her stomach bumping me. I felt a rising. When was the last time we’d done it in the afternoon? I was always working. Ray Boy. Something. See, I told myself, a positive thing already.

			“It’s not so bad,” I told her. “Nothing to worry about.”

			I looked outside at Ray. He was talking to a kid on a bike and throwing the Frisbee up and catching it. I suggested to my Stella, “Let’s go upstairs.”

			She stepped behind the pile of clothes. She wanted that crap between us, I guess. Her face had changed. I felt the moment getting away from me. My Stel wanted me to be afraid for our quality of life. She’d kissed me, sure, but she’d also bumped me with her hard belly. Number two, hello in there.

			“Nothing to be worried about?” she said. She was tapping one of her feet, which are big.

			“It’ll be all right,” I said.

			She was not ready for this. My Stella is the baby of her family, though she is older than two of her brothers. Stella and her mother and father and seven brothers. Her father paid for our house as a wedding present. Her brothers built it. I remember that as a hard time for me. Her brothers had something to do, they laughed at each other’s jokes. I just sat on the lumber and watched. I fetched them beers to make myself useful.

			Stella had been raised in a world that was a happy place. All lines were plumb, all nails were straight. Her grandfather was dead a year, flattened by a slipped ton of bricks, before Stel was told. She was not prepared for a husband out of work. I saw her start to cry. Her mother’s tears. It was the lone soft spot in the men in Stella’s family, and that spot was mush. Don’t use it too often, I could hear Stella’s mother coaching her, dry-­eyed. Use it sparingly and it will hit home every time.

			I took a step forward, kissed my wife, and smiled. I would not be bullied. If she kept it up, I’d go outside and play with Ray.

			“Pretty soon . . . pretty soon,” my Stella sobbed, bringing one of her big feet up through the pile of Goodwill crap, filling the air with it, “we’ll be wearing this stuff ourselves.”

			I GOT INTO a poker game with some of the dairy guys, and though I won $122 I went home sad. All that dairy talk, it made me miss it. Tales of women on the routes. Stray things that dropped in the milk. A driver named Del was being sued for running over a champion Afghan. He laughed and said the dog looked like an old flame, and that was why he went after it, but still he was being sued. They let me play but I didn’t belong. I imagined they were mad because I was ungrateful enough to win, too.

			My Stella saw me sitting at home and decided I was sad and bored. She dragged me along on her Goodwill rounds. “It will do you good to get out of the house,” she said. “It will lift your spirits until you find another job.”

			“My spirits aren’t low.”

			“Yes they are,” she told me.

			At every place we stopped she worked the fact of my unemployment into the conversation. I’d stand out by the car and she’d point at me, and I’d wave and smile. She might have asked for something in my size. She used me as an example of the type of person all those rags would help.

			When I asked her not to tell everybody I’d lost my job, she answered with words that even made a little sense. “These ­people are very successful, and you never know who might offer you a job.”

			We stopped at the Blatt house. Mrs. Blatt was going to donate an old set of golf clubs to Goodwill. I offered to buy them from her for ten dollars.

			“You’ll do no such thing,” my Stella protested.

			“Here.” I folded the bill in Mrs. Blatt’s hand. I saw it in her eyes: charity was fine, but profit was holy. “You can get rid of the clubs,” I told her, “and make a little money.”

			I slung that bag of jangling sticks over my shoulder. ­“People who need Goodwill don’t have time to play golf,” I told Stella. “They’re too busy looking for firewood.”

			I took my clubs to the public course the next day. The new ball I teed up reminded me guiltily of an egg that should have been on Ray Boy’s plate, and that reminded me of my joblessness. But then I hit the ball and it swooped out of sight. The feeling was solid in my hands. A motion down the fairway caught my eye. My ball landing. It hit and rolled, it might have gone forever but the ground was damp. I set off after it. I played thirty-­six holes that day.

			I NEVER WAS an athlete. My father owned a grocery and I went to work for him when I was seven years old, cheap help, a roof over my head and a dollar allowance a week making me, in my father’s words, “rich enough.” I worked in that store for an hour before school, then after school until we closed at seven, and all day on weekends. I was ringing sales on the cash register when I was nine years old and all the kids my age were outdoors hitting baseballs or shooting free throws. These kids came indoors in winter, red-­faced, to buy gum or oatmeal cookies, skates hanging from their necks. Their taped sticks and black disks were exotic tools to me. I was a flop in gym. I once brained myself getting under a fly ball and probably survived only because we were playing softball.

			One day, I was fifteen, I stopped to watch the golfers on my way to work. For more than two years they had been building the course, and all that land hadn’t meant much to me. I had seen the yellow graders and the scalloped dents filled with sand and the troops of Mexicans brought in to lay rolls of sod. It had meant nothing to me. I clerked in a grocery for my old man.

			Then the golf course opened. I was passing by and saw a guy on the tee, and I watched him whip his club around and smack that ball a mile, though I couldn’t see where it landed. The guy watched it and watched it, then slid his club into a bag and covered it with a tasseled sock.

			This was golf. It looked like something I might like. There were no moving balls to hit or control. I would not be required to be quick, or to do something instantly for the good of the team. But I didn’t dare tell my father. I had a job; that was all I needed. Eighteen years would pass before I would tee it up.

			I have two brothers, three sisters. I think that’s part of why I fell in love with Stella; she understood the big-­family life. All of us worked in the store. My mother, too. When my sister Diana got up the money and nerve to leave and was planning to move to Phoenix, my old man snuck into her room the night before she was to leave and cut up her bus ticket. Diana avenged this by upending every pyramid of cans in the store at the height of the Saturday rush. A terrific racket. We watched and cheered and refused to restack them. We never came closer to open revolt.

			Why did we stay and work there so long? It was part of our training. All of us realize that now. My father hated that store. He told us so often how he hated it that we hated it, too. Now none of us can stand the things we do for a living. To the old man, work was a curse. Now it is to us, too. We may like the money, or maybe the ­people on the job, or the end of the day, but none of us gets anything from the actual work. It makes me angry. My father had no right. This is one reason I’m not looking right now.

			Diana finally got to Phoenix and became a cocktail waitress and hooker. I’ve seen pictures of her taken there. She’s a pretty girl, though I don’t recognize her as my sister. She says she hates her jobs. Rachel is a nurse and hates it. She writes me long letters from Boston, filled with complaint. She hates the old man’s ghost for what he gave her. That ghost has driven us all away. Me here, Rachel in Boston, Diana in Arizona, Tim in Paris, of all places, Rosie in Vancouver. Vic owns a bait-­and-­tackle shop in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, on the shore of Lake Superior, and hires kids to run it for him. He told me they rob him blind, but he accepts this as the price he has to pay to be able to stay away from the place.

			My father died when I was twenty-­one. My mother sold the store and split the proceeds evenly among herself and her children. It made a nice lump, and it is this, to some extent, that feeds my family now. Vic bought the bait shop with his share. Rachel put hers into nursing-­school tuition.

			My mother took her share and moved to New Orleans. I visited her once and she made me cry, she was so content. She lived in a large apartment that had a thousand plants, French doors, and a thin strip of balcony you could stand on and smell the Gulf of Mexico. She cooked a ton of shrimp for us. She played Bingo every night. She sat in that smoky room and inhaled deeply. She was good. She claimed to have increased her inheritance by a fourth. I liked that she had her groceries delivered by lanky black boys eager for the good tip she was known for. She’s still there.

			So my father’s death and the store’s being sold was my first taste of being out of work. I stashed my inheritance and panicked. I took the first job I could find, going to work in a factory that made gizmos for detecting police radar. I sat on a high stool under perfect light doing the same four steps over and over again. It was boring work and I kind of liked it the first three hours. But the business was on the rise, and automation came along and did my job better. Last hired, I was first fired. That was only fair. A second time I was out of work.

			I knocked around a few years. I worked odd jobs and tested my reactions to losing them. It was like giving myself increasing jolts of electricity to see how much I could stand. The longest I went without work, without looking for work, was three weeks. I started waking up depressed, bathed in sweat. I knew I had to find work right away. It was not lack of money that drove me, but something deeper. It was the values of my father, what he had nailed in me with all those hours in the store. Hating work was in my blood.

			I’M A GLIB guy when I have to be. Getting a job has never been a problem. I come across as earnest, reliable, eager to do the job. I knew that once I started looking I’d find something right away. When I was twenty-­five, I took a job working for the city at a recycling center, real moron’s work that paid $7.70 an hour, a king’s ransom. My job was to sort all the crap ­people brought in to have recycled, weigh the stuff, and throw it in the respective dumpsters to be hauled away. We took in only glass bottles, aluminum cans, and newspapers.

			We paid twenty cents a pound for aluminum cans. A tall young lady with a kind of obsessed look on her face argued with me one day that our scales were off, that I was cheating her. I explained that the scales were accurate, that she’d have to trust me, but that if she wanted to complain, she could go up to the village hall and talk to them. She said she just might. I weighed her cans and wrote out her receipt. I watched her walk to her car, an emerald Lincoln Continental, and maneuver her body into it. She had large hips, breasts, and feet and was almost six feet tall. She didn’t seem comfortable with all she had been given. It looked like too much for her to handle. I guessed she was twenty or twenty-­one and would learn to be graceful later. Of course, this girl was my Stella.

			She was back in a week with more cans, bags of them stuffed in the trunk and back seat of her Lincoln. I asked where she got them all.

			“Along the highway,” she said. “Everywhere you look. ­People can be such pigs.”

			I asked if that was how she paid for her car, smiling to let her know I was flirting.

			“My daddy bought my car for me.”

			She kept returning with cans all that summer, and when I drove home I always was surprised to see any cans along the road, I was sure she had gotten them all. She had an anxious face. She was eager for something, and late in July I began to have dreams that it was me. I asked her for a date the next time she was in. She agreed and volunteered to drive. We went miniature-­golfing and had a pizza on our first date. On other dates we necked in her wide back seat. She was clumsy with her size only until she got in my arms. Then her grace and invention were startling. She began driving me to and from work; on occasion, we scouted the highway together for cans, though I lacked her prospector’s lust. The first time I took her clothes off I was amazed at all that was involved. My Stella, big, smooth-­skinned riddle. We were married in a year. Ray Boy soon followed. I was making $10.11 an hour at the recycling center and hating it so much it had the feel of a career. Then about a year ago my Stella came home and told me her father knew someone at the dairy, that he could get me a job if I was interested.

			I PLAYED 180 holes the first week of May. My Goodwill clubs were in sorry condition but I didn’t mind. After I scraped the crud from their faces they worked fine. When I wasn’t on the course, I was practicing in my yard with plastic golf balls.

			The pro at the public course where I played told me my swing was “a natural” and that it could really be spruced up with a few lessons. I had no use for lessons. If I was taking a lesson, that would mean less time I’d be out on the course actually playing. I was afraid to take golf seriously. I was afraid I’d learn to hate the game.

			The pro told me I was lazy. “You have to put some effort into it,” he told me.

			“Effort,” I said, “implies resistance.”

			I hit the ball long and straight from the first. I didn’t lust after scores like so many guys who were out to break a hundred, then ninety, then eighty. I was living on that fascination for the game planted eighteen years earlier when I’d seen that guy hitting his drive on my way to work. I was playing. It was a strange thing: work and play. Some days, if I was short or didn’t feel like spending my money on a round, I worked it off in the pro shop washing balls, cleaning clubs, or filling driving-­range buckets for Dave, who ran the place. When I did finally get out on the course, I wasn’t ashamed of my clubs or my shoes (which I paid two dollars for at a garage sale; they fit perfectly but one was missing a heel cleat). I had a sport. And when my playing partners had to quit to go back to work, I could play all afternoon.

			June came. The summer was dry and hot. I could feel the greens quickening by the moment. My Stella’s face got fatter. I was in the front yard practicing my nine iron when one of my brothers-­in-­law appeared. This one was named Jack. He was about forty years old, with thick forearms, a tan, and a cigarillo in his mouth.

			“How’s she holding up?” he asked.

			“Just fine.”

			“No leaks?”

			“Stella?”

			Jack broke off a laugh and walked up to the house he had helped build. He smacked the wall. “No, man! Our house. A damn fine job we did for you.”

			“The house is fine,” I assured him. I had seven plastic balls lined up at my feet. One by one I would hit them down the yard. I looked forward to Jack leaving so I could get on with it.

			“Stel tells us you’re still out of work.”

			“Stel tells everybody that,” I said. “I expect to see it on the news.”

			“Been a while, hasn’t it?”

			I swung smoothly through the first ball and it floated away with a faint snick! sound. I liked Jack best of that hopeless knot of carpenters I had married into. He was the oldest, and the only one to thank me for the beers I fetched while they built our house. Not much of a swap, I know, beers for a house, but I appreciate good manners wherever they occur.

			“We’ll be OK,” I said. “Thanks for your concern.”

			“You got any prospects?”

			“Prospects for a job? I haven’t been looking too hard.”

			“You’ve got a pregnant wife in there, pal,” Jack said.

			“No. She’s not home.”

			He grimaced. Me, the smart ass. “What do you do with yourself all day?”

			“I play a lot of golf. You play?”

			“No. Look, how about being a carpenter? We can get you in the union.”

			“No, thanks.”

			“Dad said he can call in a few favors. It’s good money. The work is seasonal, sure, but when you work, the money is damn good.”

			“I can’t even hammer a nail, Jack.” With the softest tick! I sent the next ball away down a sweet, high path.

			Jack dismissed my ineptitude. “That can be taught. Any asshole can drive a nail. We’ll lend you some tools until you can get your own. With a little pull from Dad we can even skip your apprenticeship. You’ll start right off in the serious money.”

			“You’ve given us enough already,” I told him. I settled myself over the next ball. Jack momentarily ceased to be. I hit it nicely. “This house,” I said, “and I know your father gives Stella money. I can’t take another job from you, too.”

			“Is that so terrible? Taking something from your family during hard times?”

			“Yeah, Jack. It’s gotten to that point.”

			“It’s not easy getting into the union. The waiting list is a mile long.”

			“Let someone in who wants to be a carpenter.”

			“It’s true, I guess, what Stel says.”

			“Probably,” I agreed.

			“She says you’re lazy. She says you like being out of a job.”

			“My Stella speaks the truth.”

			MY STELLA GAVE us a daughter on a steamy August morning. Cecilia Joan was a big girl like her mother, coming in an ounce shy of ten pounds. I laid my hand on Stella’s wet forehead and put my ear to her chest to listen to her heart. She had worked hard. The baby was red and creased. We took our mothers’ first names, flipping a coin to determine the order.

			The elevator dumped a load of carpenters. We heard them coming and Stella laughed. She rolled her tired eyes at me and hooked her lank hair behind her ears. She knew I’d be leaving soon.

			Her father led them in. He carried a giant stuffed panda.

			“So here’s the numbnuts who’s too good to be a carpenter,” he said. “Too good to be helped out by his family that works up a sweat on the job.”

			“Daddy!” Stella protested.

			They filled the room with the smell of pine. Shavings hung in their hair. Their pants were functionally adorned with loops and slots to hold the gizmos of their calling. They had brought fragile nightery and bluebird mobiles.

			“Mr. Out-­of-­Work don’t know what a sweet deal he blew,” Stella’s father pressed.

			I kissed my pretty wife goodbye. Her forehead tasted of salt. Already her face looked not so fat.

			“See you, boys,” I said to the carpenters, and made my way through them to the door.

			I met three strangers and we went out. I played my round to an eighty-­nine. The others finished in the high nineties and low one hundreds. These men were quick to anger; they beat themselves. I counted a half-­dozen times when each of them could have made a run at me, but I knew they wouldn’t. Over the summer I’d learned to read my opponents by the hunch of their shoulders or the smoke from their ears, and to know when another bad shot was about to emerge to compound their anguish. I waited for these moments and threw a bet their way just before they shot. They would straighten up, glare at me, and accept. They hated themselves for being less than perfect; now they had bet on it. A vein of cash ran from their brains to my wallet.

			Toward the end of the day, I waited in the pro shop drinking lemonade.

			“Didn’t do much today,” observed Dave.

			“Too hot,” I agreed.

			“Too hot for anything.”

			“Hey, Dave! I’m a father!”

			Dave smiled at me. “No shit?”

			“Second time around,” I said. “But undeniably no shit.”

			“That’s great.” He shook my hand. “You got any cigars?”

			I patted my pockets. “Sorry.”

			“That’s a screwy tradition anyhow,” Dave said. “The father’ll be paying out the nose all his life. He should be the one getting the see-­gars.”

			“Amen,” I said.

			“So what can I give you, Dad?”

			“New set of sticks?”

			“Be serious, Dad.”

			“A free round?”

			“Play on, Dad.”

			I found a foursome. We moved over the course through a cooling dusk. Bugs swirled in the pro shop’s lights. I was pushing up the fairway on my thirty-­sixth hole of the day. I planned to shower, have a beer, then get Ray Boy and go visit his mother and sister. I felt pretty grand. I was on in three. Nobody could stop me from winning money on the round. And nobody said I couldn’t win a little more.

			My opponents had been at work and had come to catch the late-­afternoon reduced fees. They played the front nine as though still in suits and ties. They bitched about their work between shots. They expected too much. Their anger increased and I skimmed it like cream.

			On the eighteenth green I turned to one of them, a guy named Herb. He could not believe he trailed me by seven strokes. He was on in three, too.

			“Ten to whoever gets down from here first?” I said.

			“Yeah.” He jumped at the chance.

			I let him go first because I liked to savor any day’s last putts. They always made me a little sad. What promise did I have I’d ever play again? Away from the game I was just another guy out of work.

			Herb jerked his first putt eight feet past the cup. I easily rolled mine within a foot. I tapped in to get out of his way. No problem, he went wide. I swear his eyes were glowing.

			They paid me my due in the twilight. Herb had to write me a check (he kept his checkbook in his bag, as though he suspected something about himself), and I accepted it gracefully. Another guy paid me in quarters.

			All this money amazed me; my livelihood was seasonal, like carpentry.

			A coin fell through my fingers while I was putting my earnings in my wallet. I left it there on the green for a fellow player to mark his ball.

		

	
		
			 

			Bill Boston

			HERE IS BILL Boston, long rumored dead, advancing with a beautiful woman up the wide avenue. Hooper sees him coming and, awkward with disbelief, turns toward a window full of ladies’ shoes and handbags. In the mirror of the glass, Hooper watches Bill Boston and the woman pass behind him. Bill is laughing, and the woman looks warmed and delighted by her talent for making him laugh. They are holding hands.

			Hooper follows. The woman has long legs. She is wearing flat sandals, and her bare toenails are painted coral. A burgundy silk skirt dances around her like a loose circle of worshippers. Her hair is a soft gold cut one length. Her squared shoulders shake when she laughs.

			But Hooper studies Bill Boston more intently. His thick body is less the wedge of muscle Hooper remembers. The neck is thinner, sunburned, and finely creased. The heavy chest that used to drive straight through tacklers is succumbing a little to gravity, and the waist is pushing out. But he walks with the jauntiness Hooper remembers. The sleeves of his pinstriped shirt are rolled up, and he carries his suit coat hooked on a finger over his shoulder. And Bill’s hair has not changed—­so blond as to be white. He still wears it shaped tight on a stony skull. When he played football in high school, he told Hooper he wanted to feel the game through his head—­the pinch of his helmet, the blows taken and imparted. Hooper follows the handsome ­couple, hanging a half-­block behind, his hands curled around coins and car keys in his pockets, too stunned and shy and embarrassed to approach.

			It was in a letter from his mother that Hooper got the first word of trouble in Bill Boston’s life. Tucked like a sliver of glass among the gossip and idle information was the news that Bill was very sick. That was eight years ago, not long after Bill and his family moved away. In her next letter, she wrote, “Billy had cancer and underwent surgery that was not entirely successful. He lost his beautiful hair. He saw what he had become, so he decided to take his life. That is what I’ve heard.”

			Hooper had a hard time believing it. “Mother,” he wrote back, “that’s a strong story for having no concrete basis in fact, as far as you know.”

			“I believe it,” his mother replied. She said that the news had come from a woman whose daughter once loved Bill Boston, long ago. She was a girl Hooper’s mother wished had loved Hooper instead. This girl was now married, the mother of two beautiful little girls, and, Hooper’s mother reported, “she cried like a baby when she heard about Billy, or so her mother said.”

			Hooper answered, “That is a convincing detail,” and since he could neither confirm nor deny the report—­since he had no contrasting evidence firmer than strong memories of his friend—­as far as he knew, Bill Boston had killed himself.

			CLARINET MUSIC IN summer would slide across the lawn from Bill Boston’s room into Hooper’s room. In winter Hooper saw into Bill’s room, saw him with his lips on the reed, his big hands moving deftly over the long tube of black, with its stops and valves like configurations of frozen silver. Hooper strained to hear. The music bumped up against the cold windows of Bill Boston’s room, packing the room tight, until finally Hooper would grow frustrated and telephone. “Play Rhapsody in Blue,” he would request.

			“It’s your dime,” Bill Boston would say, and would set the phone down and play into it—­a singular broadcast.

			BILL BOSTON HAD an unfortunate first step, his coaches said; it kept him out of a Big Ten backfield. But he had drive and never fumbled. He held the football with as much care as his clarinet, enfolding it like a child, transporting it. By his third step he was going full bore. Hooper watched in envy and awe at the opponents hitting and caroming off Bill Boston’s advancing form. And at that point of inevitability, when the odds were too lopsided and opposing players hung from him like huge, bruised fruit and he was going to be tackled, Bill Boston dropped his stone head like a ram and skewered to the ground any poor guy in his path.

			One day he told Hooper, “I’m going to Brown.”

			“Will you play?”

			“Yes, they want me. I can play football. Be in the band. Be a student.”

			Hooper had nothing to say. His own life lacked the momentum of Bill Boston’s. He would get out of high school with nothing waiting for him. He had no idea what he was going to do.

			“I once thought I could play in the NFL,” Bill said, “but I don’t want to fool myself anymore. I could probably hang on at some football factory, but what’s the point? I couldn’t be in the band. I wouldn’t play regularly. I’m not quick. I’m steady and I have heart. But I tapped the last of my talent this year. I won’t get any better. Time to move on.”

			He went to Brown, and on Sunday mornings Hooper would see lines of small type in the back of the sports pages devoted to East Coast football results, and, frequently, to Brown and to Bill Boston, local boy. In his very first varsity game he rushed for ninety-­one yards and two touchdowns in a 37-­28 loss to Colgate. Then no word for several weeks, until Bill Boston ran for eighty-­seven yards and a touchdown in a 10-­0 win over Bucknell.

			He came home for Christmas with a small mouse under his left eye. His grades arrived after the New Year—­five A’s.

			“I’m in love, Hoop,” Bill said. They drank beer in a little club in town where jazz was played.

			“She’s older than me,” he said. “Her name is Susan Lockerman. She’s gorgeous. She’s in med school. She plays the piano. I met her when she worked off and on as our trainer.”

			Hooper had nothing to counter with: no love, no passion, no good news, nothing he cared about. “She talked me into going into medicine,” Bill said. “It’s what I’m going to do, Hoop. It’s what I wanted to do all along, I believe, and never knew it. She was placed in my path to meet and fall in love with and show me what to do.”

			Hooper said nothing. He looked beyond Bill Boston into the smoky pockets of the club, at all the ­people who would be there the next time he was in; Bill Boston was passing through on his way to better things. Maybe Bill understood this, too—­that he had moved beyond this part of the world. He didn’t say much the rest of the evening, and they said a brief good-­night on the sidewalk outside their houses. It was the last time Hooper saw Bill Boston until he appeared on the street with the beautiful woman.

			BULLETINS OF SUCCESS reached Hooper from the newspaper and from his mother. Bill Boston rushed for 1,017 yards and fourteen touchdowns his senior season at Brown. The Colts drafted him in the eleventh round, but he declined to attend their camp, instead enrolling in Stanford medical school and marrying Dr. Susan Lockerman.

			Later came word of Bill Boston’s illness. Later still, word of his suicide. Hooper did not have the courage or the energy to seek out the truth. He was contented. He lived a life of diminished resistance. No heartaches. He had a wife, a son, a job selling business forms. He met his father one night a week to play cribbage and drink beer.

			His parents had split up earlier. His mother surprised him by being the one to leave town. Her letters came sketched on florid sheets of stiff paper posted with gay, lively-­colored stamps. His father refused to read the letters but always asked how his mother was.

			One night, Hooper told his father, “She says Bill Boston is dead.”

			“That’s a damn shame.”

			“I wonder if it can be true.”

			“You don’t just make up a story like that,” his father said.

			“No. You wouldn’t think so.” But Hooper still had a hard time believing it.

			LIFE ROUNDED OUT for Hooper. Sometime in his thirties a conviction seized him that put a small spark in his heart. He had grown to love his work. Three years in a row he was his firm’s top salesman. The small gold spindle presented to each year’s top salesman became known as a Hooper. This fact marked his life with a kind of immortality. He would live on. He mourned Bill Boston’s rumored passing at that moment; he had no one from his past to tell.

			On a sales trip to Chicago he ran into the woman who as a girl had loved Bill Boston—­the woman who had supposedly been the original source of the news of Bill Boston’s death. She greeted Hooper with the same diffidence she had shown him in high school. They talked to each other for a good five minutes—­dancing in their tracks, for it was a cutting winter wind they stood in—­without mention of Bill Boston. Hooper longed to ask this woman whether she knew for certain that Bill Boston was dead, but after they waved and walked on he imagined she didn’t know, and held the same desire to know shielded behind her heart, like a last match. Then he supposed that she knew the truth and did not need to ask him, and Bill Boston’s death struck him again.

			That year, he won his fourth Hooper in five years. His boss, at the awards banquet, claimed to have calculated that if all the receipts and stationery and bills of lading and inventory forms Hooper had sold in his eleven years with the company were stacked atop each other they would rise 311 miles into the sky and be visible three states away. Hooper laughed along with everybody else, but he was thinking of Bill Boston—­that he was not alive to know about the bit of greatness
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