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PROLOGUE 





 


 


 


The guards woke
the old man early,
slamming the barred door open with a jangling bang that echoed down the
corridor of the cell block. Earlier than he'd expected; he hadn't thought
judges and lawyers went to work that soon. They waited as he washed his face
and dried it with the thin jailhouse towel and thought about shaving. He'd
shaved yesterday, he decided, that should be good enough.


He moved around
the cell, slowly pulling on faded green work pants, suspenders, a white shirt
his daughter had brought, an old green work cap with earflaps. He favored his
shoulder, which was still tender where they'd taken the bullet out. Then sat on
the bunk to lace up his boots. The lawyer woman, Quintero, she'd told him to
wear a tie, but he drew the line at that. If I'd of been the kind of fella
owned a tie, I wouldn't of ended up here in the first place, Halvorsen thought.


The breakfast tray
came, the same meal as the last three days: oatmeal with raisins, toast,
coffee. He wasn't hungry, but he made himself eat the oatmeal. He was standing
at the narrow window looking out at the distant hills when the federal marshal
came for him. A big friendly-looking fella in a gray suit, but you could tell
he was a cop. Another marshal stood behind him. "Morning, Racks," he
said. "Ready for the grand jury?"


"Question is,
they ready for me?"


The marshal
chuckled and jerked a thumb at his deputy. Halvorsen held his hands out without
saying anything. The heavy cuffs dragged them down.


"Leg-irons
too. And waist-chains."


"Hell, give
me a break, fellas. I got a good thirty years on anybody else around
here."


"Everybody
gets the same jewelry, old-timer. Had a sixty-six-year-old man assault a guard
in Montana last year."


When they were
done with him he could hardly walk, but he shuffled and jingled out into the
corridor after them.


They went out the
back of the jail, the marshal holding the door for him. Halvorsen stopped for a
minute in the parking lot, sucking in the cold snow-smelling air and looking up
at a glazed sky. He hadn't seen much of it for the last couple of weeks. The
snowflakes fell toward them between the dark buildings in perfect beautiful
silence, glittering fragments chipped from the white glacier of winter cloud.
He sighed as one needled his upturned face.


It was winter. The
seasons of sun, of green, were gone. Now each thing that lived had to endure.
Or die.


"You ready?
We got about five blocks."


He cleared his
throat and nodded, recalled to the present. Snow crunched and squealed under
their boots as the marshals led him to an unmarked car. Another plainclothesman
sat in the front seat. The engine was running. "No squad car?" he
asked.


"Attracts too
much attention. Last year we had that guy was testifying against the Colombians
– maybe you read about him in the paper. We took him over in a bakery
truck."


The marshal
laughed and they got into the back seat. A steel screen separated them from the
front. He leaned over Halvorsen to fasten the belt as the driver put the car
into gear. As they turned into the street he got his hands on the crank after a
couple of tries and wound the window down. The fresh air felt good after the
closed, overheated, man-thick atmosphere of the Allegheny County Jail.


They drove through
the heart of town and turned at the Federal Reserve Bank. The car juddered
suddenly over cobblestones. Grant Street, he remembered now. He hadn't ever
gotten to Pittsburgh much, not for years now, and hardly ever downtown. The
last time he'd looked up at this massive granite building the Depression had
been on, and brown-uniformed National Guard with doughboy helmets and bayoneted
Springfields had surrounded it, holding back a sullen crowd.


"You
know," he said, "Last time I was here, Roosevelt was president."


"Roosevelt,
huh? Which one?"


He was about to
answer, angry – how old did they think he was, anyway? – when the marshal said,
"Just kidding. You mean FDR, right? Over there, Bill. Damn, there's a
bunch of 'em this time. Okay, here we go."


The car doors
opened into a sudden boil of faces, open mouths, a shouting wall of
granite-echoed sound. Strobe lights detonated blinding-bright, pinning them
with focused lenses. Two or three dozen jostling, elbowing people were shouting
at him at once in an unintelligible gabble that let no word through. It sounded
to him like a pack of hounds baying after a deer, the way they hunted down
South. He kept his face blank, moving with the marshals, who surrounded him
now. He caught a glimpse of himself on some kind of electronic screen they'd
set up: a slightly stooped, thin old man with a jailhouse pallor stalking
stiffly through the mob in faded old clothes, the too-long chains dragging on
the sidewalk.


Then the marshal
had his arm, was half leading him, half lifting him up broad granite steps
toward brass-edged doors. The snow fell harder now, whirling down out of the
white sky.


The revolving
doors hissed closed on the pandemonium outside. Halvorsen glanced back to see
faces and cameras pressed to the glass. Then he stumbled, the chains catching
on the step of some kind of walk-through machine. An impassive black woman
waved a wand over him, then nodded to the marshal.


At the far end of
a low marbled corridor he saw the others. Boulton was sitting on a wooden bench
with two men in overcoats. His attorneys, if that's what they were, looked
confident, as if they'd just had big breakfasts and a shot of something to set
them up. But something had changed in Boulton's eyes. He looked straight ahead,
as if blind to anything or anyone around him. There was the Farmer girl, too,
an older woman with her, sitting quietly in a corner. Halvorsen tried to catch
her eye but failed.


He wondered if
somehow the boy could see them too.


Quintero was
waiting for him at the door to the grand jury room, her briefcase between her
galoshes on the green and white tile floor. She was his court-appointed lawyer,
a small woman with a scarred-up face. He'd wondered what had happened to her.
It looked like she'd had a run-in with some mean dogs. But he hadn't asked, and
she hadn't said. As they neared her the marshals slowed.


The first thing
she said was, "You didn't shave."


"You goin' in
with me?" he asked her.


"I told you,
Mr. Halvorsen, persons called before a federal grand jury testify alone. You're
the first witness today. So please, just listen. Are you listening?"


"Yeah, I'm
listenin'."


"When you're
in there, don't answer any questions about your actions or even your
intentions. Just your name – that's enough to establish cooperation. You can
answer anything that reflects on Boulton. Gibson will probably start with that
to soften you up, make you feel he's on your side. Cooperate with that part if
you like, but stay alert. Because after that, when you've set Boulton up, he'll
go after you. Understand?"


"I get
it."


"When you're
asked anything pertaining to your own actions, excuse yourself, leave the
stand, and come out here. Tell me what the question is, I'll tell you what to
say, you go back in. Don't say anything without asking me first. Tell me you
understand that."


"It's a pack
of foolishness. You can't come in – "


"But you can
come out and consult with me. That's right."


"Who made up
that rule? No, forget it." Halvorsen swallowed. He wished he had a chew,
his mouth was dry.


"If you don't
want to come out, then take the fifth amendment. Just say, 'I refuse to answer
on the grounds that it may incriminate me.' This guy's smart. And whatever he
says, he's not on your side. First he'll try to scare you. Then he'll mention immunity,
but it won't be a real offer. If he was serious he'd have come to me. Don't try
to match wits with him. If you don't watch yourself he'll have a full
confession by the time you step down."


"Thought you
said this wasn't a trial."


"It's not.
But whatever you say before a grand jury can be used against you later, if you
are put on trial. Understand?"


"I
guess."


"Calling Mr.
William T. Halvorsen," said a bailiff. The marshal said, "You about
done with him, counselor?"


"Remember
what I said," said Quintero, taking a fold of his shirt between her
fingertips. "Don't say a word about anything you did without coming out
and talking to me first. And good luck."


He blew out,
grimaced, and said to the bailiff, "Let's go."


 


* * *


 


The courtroom
reminded him of a church. Same worn wooden pews. The same let's-get-started
murmur from the flock. The tall man waiting up there for him looked like the
preacher. Only instead of a congregation, the jury. Ordinary-looking people,
middle-aged, mostly women, one colored fella almost as old as he was. More of
them than he'd expected. He felt their eyes follow him as they led him down
front and took off the cuffs and chains and irons. There was a chair for him at
a little table. Halvorsen sighed as he let himself down into it, rubbing his
wrists and looking around. A little man in a bow tie sat a few feet behind him,
limbering up his fingers, then tapping on a funny-looking kind of telegraph
key. Taking down what they said, most likely, because the fella tapped some
when he had to get up again and swear on a Bible.


As soon as he sat
down again the preacher-looking fella started in. Halvorsen squinted up at him
as he began, no smile or word of welcome, just: "Please state your
name."


He said slowly,
"My name's W. T. Halvorsen."


"W for
William."


"That's
right."


"Resident
of?"


"Hemlock
County, state of Pennsylvania. Live outside of Raymondsville."


"Mr.
Halvorsen, let me introduce myself. I'm Gregory Gibson, the assistant U.S.
Attorney for the Western District."


Halvorsen cleared
his throat, wondering if he should say he was glad to meet him. Finally he just
said, "Uh huh."


"I understand
you've been able to consult with a court-appointed attorney. Is that
correct?"


"That's
right."


"Good.
However, just to be sure you're clear in your mind what's going on, let me
explain what you're doing here.


"These men
and women constitute a federal grand jury. If they think there's evidence you
committed a crime, they'll vote an indictment against you. Then the real trial
takes place, where the jury decides guilt and innocence, and the judge hands
down a sentence. The grand jury has no power to punish. However, false or
misleading statements before it are punishable as perjury. Do you
understand?"


He nodded,
muttered "I understand." Was it just that he was old, that made
everybody want to explain everything to him three times? Hell, he understood
what was going on. Understood all too well.


They were going to
try to pin it all on him.


Gibson nodded. He
strolled a few paces away, as if collecting his thoughts, then came back. Now
his voice changed, acquired a threatening edge.


"Mr.
Halvorsen, I don't mind telling you we're dealing with a confused situation
here, about the events that took place on December nineteenth of last year. And
the things that led up to it.


"But first, I
want to make sure you understand the gravity of what happened. We're talking
about major damages, major impacts on the whole Allegheny watershed. Over seven
hundred and fifty thousand people, in seven counties, draw drinking water from
the river. For the past weeks they've had to depend on bottled water or
emergency supplies for their drinking and cooking needs." Gibson glanced
at the jury. "This includes most of Pittsburgh, by the way. A cleanup
effort is underway, but it's going to be slow. Estimates vary as to how long it
will be before the river is clean and usable again, but even the shortest is in
months.


"Mr.
Halvorsen, someone is liable for damages. Not just for the expense of cleanup,
not even just for fines, but for the dozens of civil suits already being filed
along the route that poison took.


"I also don't
mind telling you that my office is drawing up federal charges against you and
your co-conspirators. To make it brief, we're drawing up indictments on federal
explosive charges and on dumping of hazardous substances. The knowing endangerment
charge alone carries maximum penalties of a quarter of a million dollars,
fifteen years in prison, or both. And then there are the costs of cleanup,
which it's quite possible will run into the millions."


Halvorsen took his
green cap with the thunderbolt insignia off and put it on his lap. He felt all
their eyes on him. He wished he'd brought a handkerchief, it sure was hot in
here. The talk about millions didn't scare him. He just didn't have it, that was
all. But to spend the rest of his life walled in, never to see the woods again.
. . .


"Those are
the federal charges. I can't speak for the state charges, but they'll be at
least as serious. Subject to the decision of a Pennsylvania grand jury, you may
be charged with conspiracy, destruction of state property, a separate state
explosives charge, reckless endangerment, brandishing of firearms,
manslaughter, attempted murder, and murder. You and the others involved will
stand trial for those separately from the federal charges. Do you understand
that?"


He grunted,
"Yeah."


Gibson nodded.
"Good. Now let's return to the federal charges, and your testimony.


"Mr.
Halvorsen, I personally believe that if you testify fully and fairly about the
events of that night, it may be possible to offer you immunity on some or all
of the above charges, in exchange for your testimony against others involved in
the violation of the Toxic Substances Control Act – those being the primary
federal charges in this case. We're counting on you to explain the reasons for
your actions, and to clarify the reasons behind the actions of others. Are you
willing to help us do this?"


He thought about
Quintero's advice, and his mouth twisted. "You mean, make some kind of a
deal? I say what you want, you let me off?"


"Not exactly
like that, Mr. Halvorsen –  "


"Because W.
T. Halvorsen don't make deals like that. I'm goin' to tell the truth, y'see?
Tell you what I done, and why. And I don't need you, or that lady lawyer they
give me, or nobody else to tell me what to say."


He saw the
prosecutor's face change; become the face of a man he could trust, a fellow who
wanted to help him. "Let me see if I understand you, Mr. Halvorsen. As a
concerned citizen, you're willing to tell us the full and complete story about
events leading up to your actions on the night of last December nineteenth,
without reservations, guarantees, or any promises on the part of the government
as to immunity on any charge that may result?"


He caught a motion
from the back pew, and half expected to see Quintero, her scarred face red and
white now, waving frantically at him. He turned his head away, just in case
she'd got in somehow, and said firmly to the preacherlike man, to the silent
jury: "Yeah. I'll tell you folks everthin' I know."


"All right,
Mr. Halvorsen. When you – "


"Long's I can
tell it m'self, in my own words, without you interrupting me."


The prosecutor
looked as if he was eating something he hated. But finally he nodded. "You
have the floor, Mr. Halvorsen."


He looked at the
ceiling, at the lazily turning fans, trying to get his thoughts organized. Too
damn hot to think. Had so much to tell. About Barry Fox, and the Farmer girl,
and the doctor woman. About Ainslee Thunner and old Dan and the smooth-faced
man who'd taken his place . . . about the little girl . . . the black trucks .
. . the men who'd come to Mortlock Hollow with guns and cans of gasoline. . . .


But how could he
tell it all? Tell it so they'd understand? He felt sweat slide down his back
under the stiff white shirt. Goddamnit, he'd told Alma he hated starch in his
shirts. Maybe this wasn't smart. Maybe he was just sticking his head in the
noose. No business for a man old as he was. Man who couldn't remember right,
either forget things or else remember too damn much, see everything, like it
was happening in front of his eyes. He didn't want to be here. He hadn't wanted
to do what he'd done. All he'd wanted was to be left alone.


But they'd never
put it together if he clammed up. Quintero meant well. She wanted to protect
him. But if they didn't get everything out in the open now, it'd never get
told. Boulton and his pals and politicians would twist and shred and bury it,
like cats covering their dirt, till no one knew what was hidden where. And the
rottenness would go on, and spread . . . This was what the boy had died for. A
chance to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.


The ceiling was
white. At first it looked white as snow, until you stared a while. Then you
noticed the faint brown stains seeping through.


Yeah, Halvorsen
thought. A grim faint smile of memory took his white-stubbled jaw. Yeah, that'd
been the beginning, far as he knew.


The day it had
started to snow.
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When dawn had
come that day he'd been on
the road for two hours, hiking downhill through the storm. He had on his
old-style floppy cap, earflaps tied down. Heavy army-surplus melton pants.
Plaid wool coat, the kind not even hunters wore anymore. At each step his boots
plunged lace-deep into new snow. And it was still whirling down steadily out of
the darkness, lashing his numbed and downbent face.


An invisible
pothole made him stumble. This stretch had been bad last winter, and now it was
worse. There were springs above it, on the south face of Town Hill, and when
they froze the macadam heaved and buckled like a slow earthquake. A few more
years and Mortlock Run would be impassible to wheels, relapsed to the foot
trail it had been two centuries before, when the names of this land were
Seneca.


Well, Halvorsen
thought, there's not many use it these days. There wasn't another house from
here all the way back up to Mortlock Hollow.


He was resigned to
hiking all the way out to Route Six, when he caught an orange flicker deep in
the storm. He rubbed ice from his eyelashes.


A snarl of
diesels, a creaking rumble of axles, the grating scream of steel on stone.


The lights rose
like twin suns, blinding him like a jacklighted deer. The snowplow leapt from
the blowing snow as if created from it, huge as a locomotive, yellow and black,
the colors of peril and death. Halvorsen stood half facing it, as if waiting to
be run down. A horn blatted, the warning echoing from the hills. Then was
succeeded by a rush of braking air.


The plow rumbled
to a halt. The driver stretched across the bench seat, and the passenger door
creaked open.


Halvorsen hauled
himself stiffly up steel steps into the cab. He untied his hat and flirted snow
onto the floor. The interior light showed a pepper of stubble on his cheeks, a
rime of snow on his collar. Pale blue eyes closed briefly in the blast from the
heater.


"Morning
there, Racks," said the driver.


"Hullo,
Barry."


Barry Fox eased
the truck back into gear. The blade rumbled and boomed, snow hissing off it as
they picked up speed.


"Goin' into
town?"


Halvorsen nodded.


"Almost
didn't see you. Guess winter's here for sure now."


Fox waited, then
went on. "Ever ride the plow before?"


The old man shook
his head.


"State's got
newer now, but these old Loadstars just keep rollin'. Half-ton plow" – he
gestured expansively, like a captain at his new vessel – "carbide steel,
lasts the whole season. Carry eight ton of three-to-one in the bed. Lever here runs
the spinner. Don't need a guy with a shovel like in your day. Say, she's glassy
this morning, isn't she?"


Halvorsen sat
silent, head nodding as the truck jolted and roared.


Fox said,
"Saw a big old buck out here last week. Just caught a glimpse of him
before he lined out for the brush, but looked to be a eight, ten-pointer."


"Think I know
the one you mean."


"Must be
pretty crafty, takes 'em a while to grow antlers like that. Got to wonder if
he'll make it through the season. Scary thought, you know? Wonder how we'd do,
out in them woods, people after us . . . So, you still livin' way the hell up
back of nowhere?"


"Uh
huh."


"Takes all
kinds, I guess. Me, I like people around. We just bought us a house out Finney
Parkway. Solid oak floors. Get a paycheck ahead, we'll get some throw rugs from
the Big Wheel –  "


Halvorsen said,
"On Finney? What number?"


"One-twenty-two."


"That was
Dick Myers' house."


"Yeah, Myers,
that was the name on the title."


"I worked a
lease with Dick back in forty-eight. Dottie sold the place, huh? How's she
doing?"


"She died six
months ago. No, eight."


Fox shifted and
the plow began snarling uphill. The headlights transmuted falling snow into
spinning cones of gold, the whirley lights flicked it orange. "It was in
shitty shape. Had to get the chimney pointed, do all new guttering. . . ."


As he talked on
Halvorsen sank his chin into wet wool. He remembered '48. All their rigs,
teams, tractors, worn out from the war. But Dan Thunner had driven them like
dogs, opening up the gas fields along the Kinningmahontawany. He had a sudden
vivid memory of Myers, face white as shitpaper, hauling and cursing at a length
of five-inch casing. Dick had a weak heart. Never let on to the foreman, but
the team knew and covered for him when they could. Until one day he'd pushed
himself too hard in the cold, trying to drag a fallen tree off a pony line out
near Hantzen.


The hot air licked
at his cheeks, scorched his numbed thighs through long johns. The wipers
clapped back and forth, forth and back. Snow blew through the open windows. He
blinked, then squinted. "What's that?"


"What?"


"Stuff on the
windshield. Looks like oil."


Fox shifted gears.
"I don't know what that is. Soon's I got in the hollow I saw it smeared on
the glass. Look out there, you can see it in the road."


"Where?"


"There, in
front of the blade. See it? Kind of a darkness."


Halvorsen saw it
then: a shadow beneath the new snow, two, three inches down. The polished steel
whispered into it, peeling up a foot and a half of accumulated drift and
sending it roaring away till the wind caught it and blew it back into the cab. 
He could smell the stuff, a half-petroleum tang, but with something else
beneath it.


"I sure hope
she likes this house."


"Who's
that?" said Halvorsen. He'd lost the thread, thinking about the old days.


"The wife. We
ain't been getting along too good. See, right after we got married I went out
to Beaver Falls on that new particle board factory. Had the foundations dozed
out, then the project folded. I was lucky to get my pay."


"Rough."


"You said it.
Things have changed since you retired, Racks. There just ain't nothing around
here anymore. My brother, he – Ah, Christ!"


The skids juddered
and screamed. Fox jerked the blade up. A Scout bolted past them, chains
jingling, trailing powder snow like white smoke. "Well, like I was sayin',
she and me got married, then I went right out on this job. When I come back it
was like she didn't remember me. Kind of depressing, y'know?"


Halvorsen nodded
absently, looking out. They were leaving the hollow, coming out into the
valley. Empty fields glowed sullenly on the far side of the Allegheny. Bare and
flat, they stretched off in shadowed dips and waves to a stand of dead-looking
beech and a ruined barn, sunken like a corpse's cheeks. He remembered it; past
that was a powerhouse, pumping jacks. You had to be careful up there. The
separator pits were easy to see in summer, but they were deadly under snow. On
top floated a bubbly rime of grease, dirt, small dead animals; below that was
waste oil, and on the bottom black water. If you made a misstep, if you were
alone, you might never get out. 


* * *


 


The snow was still
coming down when the plow slowed, flashers blasting the wavering curtain
orange, white, orange, and pulled over. The driver's door rasped open.
Halvorsen climbed stiffly over Fox and let himself down onto the cleared center
of the street. The younger man leaned out. "Sure this is okay?"


"You saved me
three miles. Thanks."


The door slammed
above him, and a moment later exhaust exploded. The truck grunted through a
three-point turn, denting the snowbanks. Halvorsen lifted his hand in farewell.
But as it came by him again Fox leaned out, mopping at his mouth with a
handkerchief. "So whatta ya think I ought to do?" he shouted.


"About
what?"


"About the
wife. You used to be married, didn't you?"


Halvorsen looked
up at the young face, reddened with cold or embarrassment; grinning to deny
seriousness; but asking, still, for help. He didn't answer right away, thinking
not so much about what the boy had asked but why he'd asked him. As if
surviving a lifetime made you an expert at living. He'd gotten some of the oily
stuff on his face too, and on his hands when he got out. He took out his
bandanna and dabbed at it, considering. Finally he said, "Well, it's hard
to know what's in a person's heart, son. Sometimes even for them. Give it time.
It'll probably turn out all right."


To his relief Fox
didn't take it wrong. In fact he seemed to think he was joking. He laughed
again, waved, and put the plow in gear. It shuddered and rolled away, leading a
motorcade of cars and pickups that had waited patiently for it to move on.


Halvorsen stood
alone again, rebuttoning his coat, watching the smooth oblivious faces glide
past. God, it was cold. He stood trying to remember where he was going, then
turned to stare down the street.


Did he drop me in
the wrong town?


It felt wrong,
alien, like another country. He stood motionless, his mind gnawing at it. It
made no sense. He'd grown up outside Raymondsville. Danced with its girls,
gotten rowdy on needled beer in its saloons, lived here for years with Jennie.
Why, he'd been in just last month for beans and coffee and bacon.


But though his
mind told him where he was something deeper told him he was wrong.


Suddenly Racks
Halvorsen felt afraid.


The details, then.
He squinted. Pickard's Drug. Same gold-leafed sign. Only the displays had
changed since his boyhood. No longer Save the Baby, Castoria, Black-Draught,
but some new hemorrhoid preparation; inside no longer elixirs, paregoric, but
antibiotics and stress vitamins . . . beyond it the railroad embankment, that
too the same, the rusty switches, the glass globes of the crossing guard round
and red as candied apples.


But then a void, a
vacancy in the world as it once was and thus to him somehow still ought to be.
He stood blinking in the falling snow, wondering if his next blink would make
the old Erie Lackawanna station house reappear. Would retrieve from time's memory
its rosepetal brick, the arched portico of sooty gilt and lace-metal, the
porcelain drinking-fountain, the solid iron wheels of the baggage-wagons. If
another blink would bring back the vanished blocks beyond. In his boyhood
they'd been banks, producers' offices, machine shops, beer joints. From his
manhood he remembered them as thrift shops, relief offices, and from middle age
abandoned storefronts.


Then one day the
bulldozers came. The Century's editorials had talked brightly of an
assembly plant; then of a shopping center; at last, in a kind of Rotarian
despair, of low-income housing.


Halvorsen squinted
into the wind till the world wavered in tears. But nothing returned. The town's
heart was still. Dead. He wondered what would spring next from that razed
ground, sowed with sharded glass as with the teeth of dragons.


He shuddered
suddenly, and forced his legs into motion. The snow fell like soot from burning
icebergs. The Christmas decorations were already up. They hung shabby, decades
old, from the light posts. Abreast of Pickard's he turned for the Raymondsville
Hotel. He remembered only when confronted by blank plywood that it too was
gone, shot, kaput.


He stood for a
moment shivering, brain empty as a jug. Then recognized the door next to it. It
jingled gaily as he pulled it open.


"Morning,
Racks." As he stamped snow from his boots a short man, fiftyish, came out
from behind a stack of secondhand records. His hands trembled as he adjusted
his glasses; his eyes, magnified to golf balls, focused somewhere to
Halvorsen's left.


"Hullo, Les.
How's business?"


"You're first
one today. Help you with something?"


"Just come in
to get warm, thanks."


The owner busied
himself behind the counter while Halvorsen presented his backside to a nickeled
Amherst. He looked around absently. Worn washboards, a thirdhand dresser with
curling veneer. A Kelsey handpress, a bronze lamp without a shade. Engravings of
Jesus and locomotives, sepia toned men in handlebar mustaches and watch-chains,
grim busty women in black, all either faded or darkened to a contrastlessness
that made it hard for him to tell in the gloom what he was looking at.


He strolled over
to a wooden ice chest. On it, beneath a photo of the 1937 St. Rocco's women's
basketball team, were three Nancy Drew novels, a glass rolling-pin, and a
dented metal can a foot long.


"Bet you know
what that is," said Rosen, puttering up behind him. His fingers never left
the tables, the walls, as if he were hauling himself through the past by
handholds.


"Nitro
can."


"Yeah, picked
up a bunch of those when the blasting company went out of business."


"Sell
any?"


The owner
shrugged. "They'll move. It's not like I got to worry about overhead. Say,
I got one nice thing out of that sale."


"What?"


Rosen opened the
ice chest. In it was a wooden box, mitred at the corners, with a walnut handle
at the top. Halvorsen took it with both hands – it looked heavy, and was – and
turned it over. The letters were burned into the wood. Hercules Powder
Company. 50 Cap Blasting Machine. Connect Wires Only After Charge Is Set.


"Spark
box," said Halvorsen. He lowered it to the floor and drew up the plunger.
It came smoothly and he saw that the toothed metal was oiled and rustless. He
licked his little finger and then his index. He bridged that hand between the
brass screw-posts, then with the other drove suddenly down. Within the box the
armature whirred.


He smiled faintly
and straightened, massaging shock-tingling fingers.


"Probably
seventy, eighty years old. But she works, don't she? What you think it's
worth?"


"No
idea."


"I'd take
fifty for it."


Halvorsen hefted
it again, then slid it back into its copper-lined coffin. Latched it closed.
"Thanks, Les. But I got no use. Now, a bolt for a .30 Krag – that I might
scratch up a buck for."


"Sorry."


Rosen puttered his
way back behind the counter. Halvorsen lingered for a few more minutes, then
drifted toward the door. A loose board gave him away. "Leavin'
already?"


"Got some
errands to do. Then I'll probably head over't the Brown Bear, see if anybody's
around."


"Stop back
any time."


The door jangled
behind him with ominous gaiety, returning him from the safe past to whatever
year this was. He'd felt okay with Rosen. But the strangeness had waited
outside for him all this time, like a stray dog hoping for a master. Again it
stopped him, made him look vacantly down the street.


What in the hell
was wrong?


His mind found no
answer. Only the snow, the wind, the loneliness of a blighted and dying town.


Halvorsen shivered
suddenly. Was it a judgement? Over and over greedy men had torn fortunes from
these blasted hills. They'd laughed at the future. Now it was here.


But whatever was
coming, whatever he was dreading, he didn't want to meet it. He'd fought hard
all his life. He was old now. Tired. He wanted to be left alone.


Closing his eyes,
he lifted his face to the sky. To the icy death-kisses of snowflakes on his
forehead, on his neck, on his bare still-tingling hands.


Another tremor
shook him, of cold but also of something not far from terror. His hands slapped
his pockets, then fell back helplessly to his sides. Only now, too late, did he
remember that his scarf and gloves still lay on the seat of a snowplow, headed west.









TWO





 


 


 


And the snow
fell without cease. It
whispered down on silent hills; on an old man's upturned face; on the cab of a
snowplow rumbling toward the county line. Soft, heavy, endless, it hissed down
past the windows of the high school like congealed silence.


Phil Romanelli was
sealed off from it by grimy glass into a steamy classroom on the second floor.
He sat at one of three dozen identical desks. His face was too thin and his
hair too long, and his left leg was twisted like a climbing plant.


At last he lowered
his eyes to the note that had reached him a moment before, announced by a
pencil-prod from fat Alice Saunters behind him. Miss Marzeau had missed the
pass. He held it unopened, trembling a little.


He was savoring
the possibility that it might be from Alexandrine Ryun. His explanation, a few
minutes before, of why Jim had accepted the challenge of the island might have
done the trick. An excited twitch made his leg knock rapidly against the desk.


With infinite
care, shielding his hand behind Ed Masters' broad oblivious back, he peeled the
palm-dampened paper apart.


KNOCK IT OFF SMART
MOUTH read pencilscrawl. OR ILL TEACH YOU TO SUCK MY DICK INSTEAD OF MARZEAUS
ASS.


Phil stared at it
as the teacher droned on. Lozenge-shaped iron walls were closing on him,
glowing-hot. Though half the seats in the room were vacant, depopulated by the
first snowfall, the very air seemed suddenly solid with hatred.


He didn't know
which of them had sent the note. But he knew the type. They sprawled in the
back row with their arms folded, sniggering to each other. They made farting
noises with their hands. Technically they were his peers, but Phil had realized
long ago they were of separate species. Jockus americanus, the common
musclebrain, resisted learning as the Dutch resist the sea. While he sat near
the front in every class; could not let an idea pass without challenge; could
not accept an assertion without subjecting it to the proof of argument.


And could never,
ever, be a jock.


His eyes caught
snow again, and drifted down with it. Till they found Alex. Two rows over she
sat with chin propped on fist, a faint smile touching her lips. Her lips . . .
he stared, unaware that his clenched jaw had loosened, his mouth had fallen
open slightly. Rounded softnesses shifted beneath her sweater as she tossed
back her head, sending that long, long hair back to break in fatal shining
surf. . . .


The teacher's
voice faded to a dull ache. His eyeballs, sandpapered by the dry heat, centered
and fixed. A more absorbing drama had taken center stage, with himself – edited
here and there, but himself as everyone is most himself in dream – in the title
role.


 


* * *


 


He and Alex had
spent the evening at the Dirty Shirt, but neither liquor nor lateness slowed
The Stag. He'd parked the Firebird off the road, across a disused spur, and
they were screened from midnight travelers by brush and the solid dark mass of
the hills.


The first kiss.
She moaned. Soon she was panting.


Moonlight gleamed
tangled in red-gold hair. His fingers polished soft flesh, slow, maddening. She
leaned back, shuddering, and the moon silvered her eyelids. His fingers
considered the curve of her breast as he bent his lips to her panting mouth,
her long white throat. When his hand dropped she tensed, then gave in with a
helpless cry. Her arms came up, round his neck, and drew him downward.


The bucket seats
changed magically to a bed. Beyond the window snowflakes fell like cold manna
from an opaque sky. She wore a nightgown the texture of fog. His hand explored
beneath it, then dipped within. Her flesh was hot and smooth, like incandescent
petals.


"Phil, I want
you. I need you inside me." Her burning eyes locked with his in the
near-darkness. Her hungry mouth demanded him. His fist gathered gauzy material,
and suddenly ripped it apart. Beneath was wanton alabaster, smooth and hairless
as Aphrodite in the art books.


He took her almost
violently. Not because it was what she wanted. But because it was his desire.


 


* * *


 


Alex Ryun, the
real one, stretched up her hand. Recalled by the motion, Phil wrenched himself
back from cool sheets and scented moonlight. Here the air was dull with carbon
dioxide, suffused with a high earnest drone of literature, permeated by a glow
of hatred like the dry heat from the rusting radiators.


"That's
right, Alexandrine. The most interesting thing here is Conrad's use of what's
called a 'frame.' The opening and closing scenes are setpieces within which a
narrator tells a story. Now, why is it done that way? Who is Marlow, really?
Yes – Bethany, go ahead."


The thin eager
voice faded, leaving no mark or echo in his hormone-driven consciousness. The
crippled boy's eyes glazed over again. Helplessly libidinous as a male mantis,
they bored through the shadows that surrounded him to his inmost desire, the
fantasy, the lubricious, impossible dream.


 


* * *


 


Yes, the disease
still existed. To the surprise of people he met. It seemed they always had to
know exactly what was wrong with his leg, his hip, his arm.


He didn't remember
the onset. But the first images he could retrieve of life were of bed, doctors,
stainless steel, and pain.


At Strong Memorial
in Rochester the specialists hadn't encouraged his parents. There were
operations, they said, that might straighten the twisted leg. But there was
little chance of the boy's walking. It was Joe Romanelli who'd insisted on
surgery. Regardless of cost, regardless of the pain.


The worst
operation had been the third, when Phil was seven. Most of his leg muscles were
gone, atrophied and resorbed. The surgeon, a quiet balding man, brought
hand-puppets on his rounds. He pretended they were biting the children's
withered limbs and chests. He'd spent six hours teasing out smaller muscles
from the undamaged ones in Phil's legs, and connecting them with ligaments
cannibalized from the left arm.


After that came
endless months of excruciating therapy. Nurses and therapists, pulling like
devils in a Boschian hell, till it seemed the gleaming machines would tear his
joints apart. Endless drill to retrain muscle tissue, to reprogram his brain. A
hundred thousand calf-builders, quad-builders, and stretches.  Always
stretches. He still did them every morning. If he neglected them, even for a
day, those painfully rebuilt muscles would tighten back toward uselessness.


In a way, his
father had been proved right. He was strong. He could walk for miles. But one
thigh would always be too weak for him to move without a limp. He had to aid it
with his lower torso, hitching it forward from the hip at each step.


Now the boy who'd
outlasted the knife was seventeen. He dreamed, and knew bitterly that what he
dreamed could never happen. In his fantasies he saw himself as The Stag. Awake,
as a virgin, a cripple, and a nerd.


Which of the two
did those around him see? Did Alex Ryun see?


It was an
important question. He'd thought about it a lot. Because if he'd never be
anything more, he'd decided it might be better not to live. 


 


* * *


 


Alex had only
panties on now, and was daring him to reach across the aisle by caressing her
sweat-slicked belly, when he became aware of a change around him. He returned
unwillingly to the other universe, the one outside his head. At least, nude or
not, whether she knew he was alive or not, Alexandrine Ryun was in it with him.


Reality, he
thought. Chipmunk shit.


"And that
will be due next week," Marzeau's voice, at once dust-dry and breathless
with excitement, concluded. "Any questions?"


Despite the total
inattention of what passed for his conscious mind, Phil found that some obscure
part of his brain had retained the words before that. They were 'Four pages,
typewritten, double-spaced.' He raised his hand, conscious as he did so of the cessation
of normal classroom sounds – belches, sniggers, undertones – from the back.


"Philip?"


"Ma'am, I
caught everything about that except the subject."


"The subject
of your composition is to be an older person, preferably over seventy.
Interview the individual and record his life story in his or her own words.
This is to show you how to bring out character through dialogue – something Mr.
Hemingway was good at."


He nodded, lowered
his head. The awareness behind him relaxed. But a flame had ignited inside him.
His glance had crossed hers, just for a moment.


Had he imagined
it, or had Alex Ryun smiled at him?


 


* * *


 


The next class was
social studies, taught by Mr. Maxwell, a slight man with restless eyes who
smoked a pipe in the teacher's lounge. Today's subject was socialism. Phil had
been looking forward to it. He'd found the dusty tomes by Wells and Bellamy in
the back stacks of the Carnegie. If socialism meant an even start for
everybody, justice and equality, he knew he was for it. When Maxwell asked for
comments on the reading his hand lofted itself before he was well aware of it.
It stalled halfway as he


recalled the note,
then continued up. He doubted whoever had passed it was in this class too.
Anyway it was too late now. I may be a mouse, he thought. But I'm gonna squeak.


"Romanelli,
enlighten us."


"Uh, I
thought the reading was kind of slanted."


"Interesting.
Meaning what?"


"Well, first
all that stuff about Utopia. Then the Communist Manifesto; then the thing by
Lenin about how terror is great. Isn't that too simple? Like, you can choose
capitalism and get freedom, or socialism and get prison camps. According to the
book, there's nothing in between."


"You don't
think the textbook's right?" said Maxwell. "Well, a hand from the
hinterland! Yes – there in back."


"Horse
puckey. Socialism, communism, it's the same thing."


"No, it
isn't," said Phil, half-turning in his seat. "Communism, the
government owns everything, socialism, just the industry and airlines and
stuff. But then the country gets run to benefit everybody. Not just people with
money, like now."


A different voice.
"What's wrong with capitalism?"


"It doesn't
do anything for the people on the bottom. Ayn Rand, I read her stuff, she's
like the capitalist prophet. But she only writes about rich, super-talented
people. How about the ones who aren't geniuses with megabucks? Who'll never
have anything, unless somebody helps them?"


"They should
get a job."


"Sure, but
what if they can't? Like here, the casket factory, it's shut down. And Thunder
Oil laid off tons of people. Is it their fault there aren't jobs?" Phil
knew he was in too deep now. But he was getting mad. "The Gerroys, the
Whites, the Thunners – why do they have so much, and old people who worked all
their lives got nothing to eat? Why, if somebody gets sick, why's their family
got to be poor from then on? Is that the way it ought to be?"


The kids around
him were silent. "Look, I don't want to start an argument," he said,
twisting in his chair. A fence of hostile or bored-out faces stared back.
"But just because it's in a book doesn't mean it's true."


"You might
have a point," said Maxwell. "But we have only a limited amount of
time. Phil, can I ask a personal question?"


"Uh,
sure."


"You're
getting hot under the collar there. Do you just like to argue? Or is that what
you really think?"


Some instinctive
caution quelled his first attempt to speak; it made him stutter before he said,
"I don't know. 'From each according to his ability, to each according to
his need'  – that don't sound too bad to me. But I guess it didn't work too good
in Russia, did it?"


He forced himself
to grin at the end of that. Foolishly.


Maxwell waited;
then, when there were no more comments, gave a weary smile. "All right –
ten minutes before lunch. Just long enough for a little pop quiz. Take out your
crayons, kids."


The class groaned.


 


* * *


 


After lunch the
school authorities surrendered to the snow. It had kept coming all morning, in
bursts and flurries, and when Phil came out it was drifted to his knees. The
wind bit at his face, pushed its icy muzzle down his neck. He zipped it out of
his jacket, hugging his books under his left arm. Ahead of him kids hurried
toward their parents' pickups or four-wheel-drives, some toward cars of their
own. He didn't bother to look. It made him too depressed. His dad's car had a
cracked block, hadn't run for years, just sat in the yard rusting.


Christ, he
thought, Haven't we taken enough? Why do I got to be poor too?


He was looking at
the way the snow had bleached Candler Hill to a faded, ominous gray when he
heard the door clack open again behind him. He turned; slower than the rest,
he'd thought himself last to leave the locker-lined corridor.


"Well, hell,
if it ain't Professor Crip," said "Bubba" Detrick, grinning down
at him.


Behind Detrick's
red-and-gold bulk was another boy, a senior. Mooney, the bullet-headed
shotputter, also in varsity colors.


"Let's go
over behind the gym, buds."


"What for,
Bubba?"


"What do you
think for?" Detrick looked left and right, then gave him a shove that
looked effortless but that sent Phil flying. Books hit the snow chuff, chuff,
chuff, burrowing from sight like frightened woodchucks. "Come on, jerk, we
got deep international issues to discuss."


Behind him, not
speaking, the senior stood huge and immobile, screening them from the other
students. "Move out. Behind el gym-o, Romanellito."


"Look, I
don't want to fight you guys."


"Whoa! That's
a relief. I told the Brick here, you sure we want to mix it up with that guy?
We piss him off, he'll hand us our assholes on a plate."


Behind the school
the wind came hard and cold across the buried expanse of the football field,
the goal posts like abandoned colossi in a white desert. When they were no
longer visible from the lot Detrick moved close. He lifted Phil by the collar
and breathed Juicy Fruit into his face.


"We had
enough a' your wiseassin', Romo. Romo the Homo. I warned you in comp, but you
done it again in Maxwell's class. You got no right to criticize America, buds.
Not around us."


"I wasn't
criticizing America."


"Shit you
weren't! No, don't explain. We don't need to suffer through it again."
Detrick shook his head wearily. "Okay, like I said, we already warned
you."


The punch blasted
low into his gut. He gasped and dropped the last book. The ball player hit him
again, a careful backhand to the nose, then just below the breastbone. A sheet
of light leapt up between him and his body. He dropped to his knees, unable to
breathe or see. Mooney pulled him up and held him while Detrick took a few more
free shots.


Phil was dangling
from the shotputter's arm when Detrick said something. "What?" he
mumbled, through something slick and salty on his lips.


"I said, got
'nything smart to say now?"


"Yeah, I do.
My dad – "


He stopped.


"Yeah, your
dad, what? He's gonna come after us for roughin' you up? Hey, I doubt it,
jerkoff. We know Pop the Cop. We know he's a lousy drunk too. You send him
around any time."


"Fuck both
you guys," Phil said. He hated it when he started to cry.


Pain ripped
through his head like a bullet. He tried to scream, but before he could Detrick
slammed a ball of snow into his open mouth.


"Listen up,
Crip. There ain't no reason you're here. People like you, they oughta put them
all away someplace so we don't have to look at them. So do the rest of the
world a favor. Keep your fuckin' teeth zipped and stay out of my sight. There's
a lot worse shit can happen to you than getting slapped around a little."


"Bubba?"
A girl's voice, calling from the lot. For a moment Phil thought he recognized
it.


Detrick turned his
head. "Gotta go," he said to Mooney. "Think that'll give us a
little peace and quiet?"


The shotputter
jerked his shoulders. Detrick released Phil's ears and he fell into the snow,
face down.


"Wait a
minute. He breathin'?"


"You
breathin', Crip? Say something."


A boot probed for
his kidneys. He tried blindly to roll away.


"He's
okay."


Bubba, shouting:
"Comin', darlin'!"


"Anytime you
want to talk more of that shit in class, have a ball," he heard Detrick
toss back over his shoulder. "You want to be a troublemaker, hey, that's
fine with us. It's a free country. Just remember, we'll be right behind you."


He lay there for a
long time, watching his blood melt slowly into the perfect cleanness of the
snow. Perfect cleanness. Perfect cold. Cold as steel. He closed his eyes, but
it seemed like his mind went no further than that.


Than the cold blue
steel of his father's service .38.









THREE





 


 


 


"Oh,
there you are,
dear!"


Jaysine flinched,
jerked from reverie. At the door of her station Marybelle Acolino cocked her
head, watchful as a crow. She realized she'd been daydreaming in her chair.


"Your two
o'clock's here, dear. Don't you think you should be out front to greet
her?"


"Yes,
Marybelle," she said, but she thought an ugly word.


Her two o'clock
looked pale and scared. When she closed the door on the wind she stood
waiting-still, one gloved hand to her mouth. Her eyes darted like a trapped
sparrow’s about the busy hot interior of the Style Shoppe.


Jaysine moved
toward her, fitting a smile to her lips. Beyond the swagged curtains the day
was sliding toward dusk. She felt a spurt of anxiety about the storm, icy
roads. Brad had said he'd be over tonight. Lord, let him get here safe, she
thought.


"Karen?"


The girl turned,
startled. Her eyes fixed whitely on Jaysine's; her smile was tremulous.
"That's me. Are you the – ?"


"Yes. Come
on, let's talk in back."


As they passed the
other customers her new customer glanced fearfully at them. Toweled, awaiting
rejuvenation under the whining dryers, they ignored her. Most were three times
her age. They're always so frightened, Jaysine thought. What do they think I'm
going to do to them?


Still smiling, she
closed the door to her station. "Now, why don't you just sit down, Karen?
And we'll discuss your little problem and how I can help." 


 


* * *


 


Jaysine Farmer saw
herself as too short, not blonde enough, and too involved with chocolate and
crullers. Her face was full behind Anne Klein glasses; her hips were what the
magazines called "generous."


She'd grown up in
Four Holes, a mile from the New York State line. Her grandfather had started a
dairy store there in the twenties. Till she was sixteen she'd expected to spend
her youth behind its counter, mining out Rocky Road and Mint Chocolate Chip with
the aluminum scoop, making change, and flirting not too obviously with the
customers, until Someone came to take her away.


Then business fell
off. When the store failed, her father, a silent man, shot himself one night
out in the barn.


After they sold
the farm the family split up. Brothers and sisters gone to Richmond and
Atlanta, two into the Navy. Now only she and her mother were left, her mother
still practicing Science in the old house and the store itself bulldozed into
oblivion when they widened the road going north.


She'd used her
share of the money for a year at Johnstown College of Cosmetology. All the
courses were interesting: Personal Hygiene, Hairdressing, Dermatology, History
of Beauty. But halfway through she'd read a book on Permanent Hair Removal.
About how electrolysis was not just a job but one of the healing arts. And
curled up that night in her rented room, looking at the awful before and
miraculous after pictures, she'd suddenly known that there, not in fixing hair
or doing manicures, was her profession, her calling, and her fate.


 


* * *


 


As the girl laid
her purse and coat aside Jaysine noted the growth on her upper lip; the
shoulder-length hairdo, swept forward to hide her face; the dark, slightly oily
complexion.


She gave her a
moment to look round the station. The only private one in the Shoppe, it was
paneled with imitation walnut, dark, professional, rather than the frantic pink
of the main salon. She'd decorated it too: a vase with silk nasturtiums,
pictures of a covered bridge and of Jesus at Gethsemane, and a cypress plaque,
Gothic-lettered with "Today is the first day of the rest of your
life."


And best of all,
Eterni-Sealed on woodgrain plaques in front of the operating chair, her diploma
from Johnstown and her R.E. certification from the Pennsylvania Society of
Electrologists.


"Is this your
first experience with permanent hair removal, Karen?"


"That's
right."


"Well, let me
tell you a bit about our procedure," Jaysine began, leaning forward. Eye
contact. "Now, there are four things everyone asks. So to save us both
time, I'll answer them up front! First of all, it doesn't hurt. Second, hair
removed by electrolysis will not come back. It's not like waxing or tweezing or
shaving. The root will be dead, you'll never see it again.


"Third, how
long will it take? I can't answer that before we talk about your specific
needs, but by the time you leave today we should have a timetable for your
treatments. The same applies to the cost."


The girl nodded
submissively. "Now," said Jaysine, lowering her voice, "How can
I help you, Karen?"


"I'm kind of
hairy all over, I mean my arms and things. So is my mother."


"I think you
look very attractive," said Jaysine, though of course she'd noticed the
upper lip right away.


"It's my
bikini line."


"The lower
abdomen?"


"Yes."


"How high
does it extend?"


"Higher than
it should." She colored. "I've been taking it off. But when I'm,
intimate with someone, you can tell. You know. My boyfriend used to say he
liked it. But now he doesn't – say nice things any more."


Oh Lord, Jaysine
thought. She loved her work, but it dismayed her sometimes, the emotional
freight her customers dragged in with them. It was funny. If you had an ugly
behind or lousy fingernails you didn't waste time on shame. You fixed them, or
diverted attention with accessories. But hair, body


hair, seemed to be
different.


"It's
natural, Karen. Unfortunately, what's natural isn't always what's beautiful.
Why don't we take a look at what we're dealing with."


She made her voice
businesslike and the girl responded to it, straightening and stopping her
sniffle. Jaysine tilted the chair. Karen lifted her skirt, peeled down her
panty hose, and gazed without any trace of expression at the ceiling.


"Would you
move your legs apart, please? Just an inch, please."


This was no bikini
line problem. The pubic hair formed not a triangle but a diamond, with heavy
centerline growth all the way up to the navel. Heavy growth on the thighs too.
She pulled up a pinch of skin. Fortunately Karen had shaved rather than tweezing
or waxing.


When Jaysine
looked up her two o'clock was weeping silently. "Can you do
anything?" she whispered.


"Look
here," said Jaysine. "Sit up. See where my finger is? We're going to
take away the hair from here up. Plus all this on the inside of your legs. Make
it go away forever. How's that sound?"


Karen nodded.
Jaysine turned briskly away and began opening drawers, laying out her
equipment.


"This here is
the electrolysis machine. I place this tiny needle right into the hair root and
press the pedal down with my foot. When we're finished the hair slides right
out. I'd like to have you come in twice a week. Karen, I'd say in about three months
we'll have your problem down to nothing."


"That would
be good," the girl whispered, and for the first time hope showed in her
eyes. "I'd like that very much." 


 


* * *


 


Later Jaysine
stood outside her station, wiping her hands. The astringencies of alcohol and
aloe vera sliced the perfumed air. Marybelle wasn't there. She dabbed at her
nose; she'd felt a little feverish for the last week; but it hadn't developed
into a cold or anything. Sighing, she perched the tissue on an overflowing
wastebasket. Letting her hand fall to her side, she looked down the double row
of chairs.


The salon was
twice the size of a living room, five stations, with the sixth partitioned off
for her. In the infinite multiplication of mirrored walls hundreds of ample
women in white smocks bent over shrouded bodies. Hanging plants stretched off
into a curving jungle, leaves swaying beneath the overhead fans. At each chair
the operator had taped pictures of her children and inspirational knickknacks
from the Hallmark. The stands overflowed with brushes, curlers, nail polish,
pumice stones. Tall glass jars held combs angrily erect in bluegreen Barbicide.


"You want
this frosted, just a bit? Here on the side or down the middle? That's very
stylish, yes."


"So then he
said, my son, he said the F word. And I don't care how old he is, I taught him
not to talk that way around his mother. And I took and hauled off on him. I
tell you it taught him some respect."


"This strand
here's the final color. Does that look like what you want, dear?"


Jaysine walked
toward the front. Her feet hurt. She felt hot, and wondered for a moment if she
was getting sick. She wondered how the older women, Marguerite for instance,
could stand it. At least she could sit when she was working. But Marguerite,
tan support stockings bulging like sausage casings, stood chattering
bright-eyed as a jay from eight A.M. till six and seven at night; and her
sixty-eight years old. It was a wonder, that was for sure.


"Hello, Mrs.
Teach."


"Hello,
Jaysine. I was telling Marguerite here, I told her to go right to the hospital
with it."


"What's that,
Mrs. Teach?"


"My daughter.
She's been getting bad eczema . . . she breaks out all the time. On her face,
on her arms. I don't know why, when she was a teenager her skin was flawless,
just flawless."


Jaysine murmured
something consoling and slid past toward the waiting area. She'd just let
herself down, sliding the weight down with a sigh, when the door jingled open.
She jumped up, but it was too late; Mrs. Acolino came in, carrying two lidded
cups.


"Jaysine,
dear. Don't you have any more customers? Why aren't you helping the others? How
about this lady. Miss, what can we do for you?"


"I'm here for
your special pedicure. See, I got the coupon out of the paper." The old
woman looked up through cunning eyes, offering the scrap.


"Miss Farmer
here will take care of you. Give Leah a break, Jaysine. Trud-ee! Here's your
coffee!"


Jaysine hated
doing pedicures, but Marybelle made her do them every chance she got. She knew
why. It was the profits from the electrolysis booth. Marybelle had promised her
half after six months, but here it was nearly a year and she was still only
getting thirty-three percent.


Jaysine pried the
customer's boots off, then peeled free torn knee-highs with black soles of
solid dirt. The feet were a mess. The cuticles sheathed the brown-ridged
toenails almost to the ends. Worse, it was all too obvious she hadn't washed
her feet in ages.


"What are you
doing?" the woman snapped.


"This is a
bath for your feet."


"I come for
the pedicure. I want the pedicure."


"You get a
foot bath first. There's no extra charge."


At the corner of
her eye she sensed Mrs. Acolino's blue smock. "Is there a problem,
Jaysine?"


"No. No
problem, Marybelle." The old woman looked unpleasant, but didn't
contradict her.


Marybelle went in
back, carrying her coffee. Hot soapy water and an antiseptic bath improved the
atmosphere somewhat. Jaysine eyed a splendid set of varicose veins while
waiting for the cuticle softener to work. At last she tossed her hair back and
got down to work, humming, pushing dead skin back with the orange stick.


The old woman
muttered something.


"What did you
say, ma'am?"


"I said, it's
a wonder a pretty girl like you isn't married."


She could hardly
believe her ears. "What do you mean by that?"


"You know, no
ring and all. How old are you, girl?"


"I believe
that's my business," she said, thinking, Shave the corn down? Forget it.
These feet weren't going to any cocktail parties. She selected a fresh stick
and began working under the nail. That hadn't been done for a long time either.


The old woman
shifted, then suddenly cried out.


"What's
wrong, Miss?" Marybelle was there instantly, glaring sideways at Jaysine
while she bent over the customer.


"She hurt me.
She's diggin' in with that stick – "


"Jaysine,
can't you be gentle! You know you can cause infection if you get too far up
under the nail. I know you don't like to do pedicure, darling, you think you're
above it."


"No, I don't,
Marybelle, I – "


"Miss, I'm
sorry, I don't know what's on her mind today. Some man, probably. Would you
like another operator?"


"She'll do,
but she got to take it easy. I'm an old lady," said the customer, humbly;
but Jaysine caught the tyrannous spark in her eyes. She glared after Marybelle.
What did she mean, that crack about men? 


 


* * *


 


Two hours later
she stood outside, inhaling the icy wind with relief as she pulled on her
mittens.


The Style Shoppe,
her workday universe, shrank to one door out of thirteen between Main and the
creek. Her apartment was a block away. She stepped up onto the embanked snow,
piled waist-high by the plow, but it was too soft to support her. Her flat Red
Cross whites disappeared, numbing her ankles through the hose. She muttered an
ugly word. Well, she'd have to change anyway, before he got here – 


Thinking about
Brad made the air suddenly warm. Humming, she swung along as above her the
streetlights flickered, buzzed, then detonated copper light into the dusk.


After a hot bath
and a half hour in front of her vanity, she perched on the window seat and
looked down at the sidewalk. Then lifted her nails, scrutinizing them like a
diamondcutter. She wasn't sure she liked Revlon Sunset Russet. But her hair was
perfect. Marguerite had bobbed it, highlighting where it lifted off the
forehead and sweeping it to one side to lengthen her face. The earrings were
two-inch hoops made of old demitasse spoons. Daring, but she liked the effect.
She'd made them herself.


She glanced across
the room to a small workbench. A vise and anvil, a buffing wheel. A pitch bowl
and an annealing pan made from a wok. Above the bench were racked saws and
files, various punches, her other silversmithing tools. Her latest project lay
on it, half-finished. She got up and put it away, in a drawer. It was a pair of
drop-cast cuff links, which she was setting with a banded gray agate.


The things we do
for men, she thought.


She went back to
the window, waving her hands slowly, reviewing the status of dinner.


She was looking at
her watch when the midnight blue two-door emerged from darkness. It slid past
half-buried cars toward her block, slowing as it breasted where a pickup had
just pulled out. But went on. Turned the corner, its exhaust glowing like
evaporating gold in the clear icy air of night on Main Street, Raymondsville,
Pennsylvania.


A few minutes
later she started at a buzz. Her heels clattered down the stairs. Watch that
loose step . . . She swung the door wide, shivering at the blast of cold.


A sudden vacuum
pulled their bodies together. Her skin tingled where his car coat, dewed with
melted snow, crushed her breasts, her belly. Snow glittered on his hair. Her
hands curled into his back. "Brad! I'm so glad . . . I was starting to
worry."


"Hi, babe.
How've you been? Jeez, let's get warmed up, here."


In the apartment
he pulled a bottle from under his coat. "Dom Perignon. Ever tried
it?"


"Who are you
kidding? If we have a good week at the Shoppe I might drink a Straub's."


"You're not a
beer woman, Jay. You're a champagne girl. Get us some glasses, babe."


As they came
opposite the kitchen nook she detached herself and unwrapped the bottle.
Started to put it into the fridge. He stopped her. "It's chilled enough.
I'll open it in a minute. Come on, let's sit on the couch."


"Dinner
first."


"I said, the
couch." He mock-growled and she squealed as his arms took her off-balance.



 


* * *


 


The veal was
overdone, warmed too long, but the rest of the meal turned out fine. The wine,
too, was what she'd come to expect of Brad Boulton: nothing sweet, nothing
cheap: just the best.


She watched fondly
as he devoured apple crisp with handwhipped cream.


Brad was the
tallest man she'd ever dated. His face was square, with no softness at all in
his jawline, no fat, like so many men his age. His eyes were light gray; she'd
had to return three lots of agates before she was satisfied she'd matched them.
With his dark hair the combination was striking. She hadn't known men's
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