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Dedication

t h e  p o w e r s




Epigraph

I am still puzzled as to how far the individual counts: a lot, I fancy, if he pushes the right way.

—T. E. Lawrence

I bet it’s a warrant for my arrest.

Isn’t it wonderful?

I’m going to jail.

—George Bailey, It’s a Wonderful Life
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Riddles

Somewhere, my father is teaching us the names of the constellations. We lie in the cold, out in the dark backyard, on our backs against the hard November ground. We children distribute ourselves over his enormous body like so many spare handkerchiefs. He does not feel our weight. My father points a dime-store six-volt flashlight beam at the holes in the enclosing black shell. We lie on the frozen earth while all in front of us spreads the illustrated textbook of winter sky. The six-volt beam creates the one weak warm spot in the entire world.

My father is doing what he does best, doing the only thing he knew how to do in this life. He is quizzing us, plaguing his kids with questions. Where is the belt of Orion? What is the English for Ursa Major? Who knows the story behind the Twins? How big is a magnitude?

He talks to us only in riddles. We climb out of the crib and learn to speak: he warns us about language with “When is a door not a door?” We grow, we discover the neighborhood. He is there, quizzing us on the points of the compass. We fall, we bruise ourselves. He makes the wound a lesson on the capillaries. Tonight we learn, in the great square of Pegasus, how far things are from one another. How alone.

He points his way with the flashlight, although the beam travels only a few feet before it is swallowed up in the general black. Still, my father waves the pointer around the sky map as if the light goes all the way out to the stars themselves. “There,” he says to us, to himself, to the empty night. “Up there.” We have to follow him, find the picture by telepathy. We are all already expert at second-guessing. The five of us are fluent, native speakers of the condensed sign language, the secret code of family.

We lie all together for once, learning to see Taurus and Leo as if our survival depends on it. “Here; this dim line. Imagine a serpent, a dragon: can you all see Draco?” My older sister says she can, but the rest of us suspect she is lying. I can see the Dipper, the big one, the obvious one. And I think I can make out the Milky Way. The rest is a blur, a rich, confusing picture book of too many possibilities.

But even if we can’t see the images of myth, all of us, even my little brother, can hear in my father’s quizzes the main reason for his taking us out under the winter lights: “If there’s one thing the universe excels at, it’s empty space.” We are out here alone, on a sliver of rock under the black vacuum, with nothing but his riddles for our thin atmosphere. He seems to tell us that the more we know, the less we can be hurt. But he leaves the all-important corollary, the how-to-get-there, up to us, the students, as an exercise.

Impressed with the truth he has just spoken, the one about the place’s one prejudice, he gives us a final glimpse of that closet romantic he will keep so perfectly hidden in later years: “For all must into Nothing fall,” he recites, the poetry lost on me until I see it in an anthology, decades later, “If it will persist in Being.” He recovers quickly, remembers the lesson at hand, and asks, “Why do you think people need to fill the sky with pictures?”

We have a few questions of our own to ask him in return. What are we running from? How do we get back? Why are you leaving us? What happens to students who fail? I have one urgent issue to pick with him before he flicks off the beam. But I have already learned, by example, to keep the real questions for later. I hold my retaliation until too late.

I feel cold, colder than the night’s temperature, a cold that carries easily across the following years. Only the sight of my mother in the close glow of kitchen window, the imagined smell of cocoa, blankets, and hot lemon dish soap, keeps me from going stiff and giving in. I pull closer to my father, but something is wrong. He has thought himself into another place. He has already left us. He is no longer warm.

We move, we uproot. We rebuild slowly in a strange place. We tear ourselves up and move again, for reasons only he understands. We strand ourselves, weave between Atlantic and Pacific, a moving target. Once, he tries to console us for the constant repotting by turning it into a geography lesson. “See? Here? Appalachia; that used to be in front of us. It’s behind us now. Give me your finger. There. We have shot the Cumberland Gap. Just like Crockett.” I care less for Crockett than for the map he’s printed on. My father is an arrow saying, “You are Here.” I need him to say, just once, clear out, where he is. Instead, he dodges with another riddle. “What’s the least number of shades it takes to fill the map so that no two bordering states are the same color?”

From a later year: my father reads to me from one of those thick single-volume encyclopedias that form the backbone of his library. I am older, sixteen, the age of overt rebellion. Now we fight about religion, politics, clothes, hair—everything except the real issue. I finally find the courage to ask him outright why he always hides behind questions. And he answers me by looking up the entry “Riddles,” which he thinks I might find informative: “At a critical time, when even a slight thing may decide the issue, solving a riddle correctly may, by a sort of sympathetic magic, help to solve the big problem, may turn the scales the right way.” My father, the last generalist, who has always instructed me that one should attempt, hopelessly, to know everything, never once tells me, point blank, why trying to know left him so fiercely alone and lost.

The summer before I go away to school, he takes me out for private counsel. We have never gone out before, the two of us by ourselves. Awkward in the door of the restaurant, he tries, against rules, to seat himself. I am suddenly struck by how odd it is to see my father out in public, with anyone else, at a waiter’s mercy. We fumble with menus, and I order something in the middle of the price range. My father claims that nothing looks good and asks for a shot of house dressing in a glass. The waiter withdraws, and my dad, hiding behind the old, sardonic humor, reveals what it is we have come here for him to say. “Don’t worry about your major. Don’t worry about grades. A gentleman passes with C’s. Just try to figure out where history has set you down.”

Somewhere my father takes us out in the dark yard. Somewhere he teaches us the names of the stars. “They are not really near each other, you understand. The points in Cetus, the Great Whale, lie hundreds of light years away from one another. They come together into these designs through optical accident.” On our backs against the already frozen ground, huddled against his heavy winter coat, we try to make out the words behind his words. We listen for the missing points, for what he fails to say.

The light goes out. We transplant, we tear up again. My father leaves us to ourselves. My mother and sisters rearrange the emptied house. We boys play a last game of catch in the early evening, in spring, in the now-thawing yard. My brother passes; the football parabolas toward me. I reach for it, full extension, and at once understand what the man’s real question had been all along. Inside each of us is a script of the greater epic writ little, an atlas of politics so abundant it threatens to fill us full to breaking. My father asks how we might find our way through all of that to a treaty.

My father has fallen away. He is fallen into nothing. For a fossil record he leaves only a few fragmentary tapes, the record of his voice straying over and exploring his one idea, a notion that cut him adrift in the world for a while and failed to show him the way back home. He leaves little else: A favorite chair that holds his impression. A closet of shirts that still wrinkle where he hunched. A few photos. Some freehand lecture notes. And the five of us, of course. The sum total of his lessons.

All of a sudden, as I reach for my brother’s pass, I know what the man was all along asking. And I will ask what remains of my family how a person could move through life repeating, every year, the old perennials, the same chestnut riddles, the adored ore, the when-is-a-door-not-a-door? Then I will tell them, straight out, the answer, the treaty: when his mind is an evasive urgency. And ajar.




1

The first indication that Pop had been seeing something more than heebie-jeebies for all those years came a few weeks before the end, when the old guy leaned over to Artie on the front porch of an autumn evening and said, distinctly, “Calamine.” Father and son had come out after dinner to sit together on this side of the screens and see November along. They enjoyed, in silence, one of those nights that hung in the high fifties but could easily go ten degrees either way within the hour. Artie staked out the rocker while his father, as usual, exercised eminent domain over the kapok bed long ago banished to the porch because chez Hobson—a twenty-year repository of everything the family had ever owned—could not take one more cubic foot of crap without spewing it all through every doorway and window.

Silence had gotten them this far, and there seemed to Artie no reason to improve on it. He tried to chalk up his father’s mumbled word to an involuntary spasm in the man’s cerebral cortex, a first burst of verb salad accompanying the return of autumn. He hoped, for a moment, to hide from it, let the word fall to the ground and add to the November earthworm-stink and humus. But Artie had no place to hide from Pop that the old man himself hadn’t shown him. So he put his knuckles to the bridge of his nose, braced his face for what was coming, and asked, “Say what, Dad?”

“You heard me. Calamine. I say what I mean and I mean what I say. I plan my work and work my plan. When the tough get going, the . . .”

“Got you, Pop.” Artie preempted quickly, for once Edward Hobson, Sr., was let out of the verbal paddock, he could go all night without denting his capacity for free association. After a quarter century, Artie knew the symptoms. In the man’s present condition, it was pointless to ask him straight out just what he meant by the word. Artie tried reconstructing: Calamine, zinc oxide, iodine—nothing in that direction. Dad’s invocation was certainly not a medical request. Dad abhorred all medications. His sickness was nothing so trivial or topical as dermatitis, except that in crowds, for the express purpose of publicly shaming any other Hobson with him, he had been known to sing, “It’s no sin to shake off your skin and go dancing in your bones.”

Artie leaned back in the rocker, farther than safe. He cocked his hands behind his head and again tried to reverse engineer the train of thought behind his father’s teaser. Calamine, Gal o’ Mine, Our Gal Sal. Possibly. Probably. Who could say? In part to forestall the old man from clouding the air with additional clues, Artie announced, “Technicians are working on the problem.”

He looked away to the far side of the screens. Under the rustic, ineffectual globes of small-town streetlamps, men of the 19th Precinct, scions of Second Street, used the unseasonably late warm weather to apply a last-minute manicure of preventions to their houses and lawns before the assault of winter. One or two broke from the routines of ownership to throw listless waves in the direction of One-Oh-Three, without expecting any return gesture. Neither father nor son disappointed them.

A snatch of Thanksgiving tune, “All is safely gathered in,” flashed through Artie’s head, so he sang the line out loud, buying time. Singing made him feel incredibly foolish. He knew a glance at the bed would show his father grinning victory. So he did the only thing possible given the situation. He sang, louder, the next line: “E’er the winter’s storms begin.”

Artie thought that, with as little as De Kalb, Illinois, had to offer—absolutely nothing except the claim of being the place where barbed wire was invented—there was nevertheless a stretch of fourteen days in fall when no better place on earth existed. Even given the immediate circumstances, he was somehow glad to be here. He paled at the prospect of scrapping his whole semester for nothing—increasingly likely with each new day he spent away from the law-school books. He could not really afford this unplanned trip back home. He had hoped to put the visit off until Thanksgiving, swing out for a few days, share some hormone-injected turkey with the rest of the gene pool, maybe watch a football game with the sibs: engage, for once, in the simple holiday fare the pilgrims intended. But the old refrain had again surfaced, drawing him unwillingly back into the crisis of family: “Your father is not well.”

Artie tried to imagine his mother saying, for once, “Your father is sick,” or even, “Your father is ill.” But he could not hear her voicing either. The woman had long ago caught from her husband the contagious part of his disease, the part Artie himself had inherited: the hope that everything would still come clean if you only sit still, understate everything, and make yourself as small a target as possible.

“Ah, Ailene,” Artie mouthed, almost audibly. He wondered if Mom ever gave up waiting for the miracle cure. He probed her words the way one might test a newly twisted ankle. Not well. But Artie did not dwell on his mother’s stoic refrain. He had a more immediate test at hand. His father, perpetual high school history teacher, unrepentant grand games master, had issued a challenge: Identify the following. And Artie swore not to budge until he proved more capable of making sense out of fragments than his father was of fragmenting sense.

He stole a look kapok-way, but Dad was waiting for him. Artie never had a very smooth motion to first, and his Dad was the greatest balk detector of all time. “Son?” Pop inquired, fleshing out the word with a sadistic, smart-ass grin. Artie filled with filial hatred, a familiar and quiet disgust at knowing that Pop always had been and would be able to see through the least of the thousand pretensions Artie needed for self-esteem. He’d lived with him too long. Pop had gotten hold of his rhythm. Worse than that: his rhythm was Pop’s, handed down. And here Artie was, trying to drive past the man who’d taught him how to dribble. Spin, fake, or weave, he would be there keeping pace, predictable to himself, smirking, Who taught you that move?

“Dad?” Artie mimicked, returning a poor version of his father’s grin. There on the kapok, head propped up off the pillow in a crooked arm, stick limbs dangling, a gut that dumped its cargo across the bed, torso decked in ratty corduroys and vintage fifties crew neck: the man was a living denial of social decorum. His face, flushed with challenge, met Artie’s in impudent amusement and dare.

“Calamine. Couldn’t be simpler. Can we conclude that the much-touted Mr. Memory is stumped?” Dad stumbled on the first syllable, but as soon as he came up to thirty-three and a third, he was almost fine.

Artie forced a laugh and put his thumbnail squarely in the chip of his right incisor. “Don’t rush the neurotransmitters,” he whistled. His recall tested out in the upper stanines, but that was with objective stuff. With Dad, one could never be sure that the investigation dealt with verifiable fact. Phantom tracers had to be followed down as well. Odds were the word was some allusion to family history. Art considered calling in Eddie Jr. to pinch hit for him; his younger brother coped with nostalgia much better than Artie, although he had lived through less family trivia than anyone. The kid could identify the reference. But Dad hadn’t given the problem to little brother. It was all Arthur’s, and he’d sit with it until Christmas, if need be.

The trick to bringing something back was to look at something else altogether. So Artie let his attention wander from the emaciated, fat man in the crew neck to the maple leaves piling up on the front lawn. The men of the 19th had long been after the elder Eddie about criminally negligent raking, but Pop stood them off, exercising civil disobedience, the only exercise he got anymore. He refused to ruffle the leafstuff until someone in civil power once again legalized burning. The right to burn leaves, Hobson claimed, was in the Constitution. The Hobsons, he told the precinct, had been burning leaves ever since they came over. He neglected to tell the 19th that the Hobsons came over only seventy years ago, but what the community didn’t know about the local opposition couldn’t hurt them as much as what they already did.

Artie focused on the leaves, on how each shed piece of maple, in ridiculous tints of flint, cantaloupe, and rose, falling in front of a lamp globe, captured a corona, flapped once to keep aloft longer, preened down the debutante runway, and made that superfluous but all-important coming-out spin. Hair by Austere. Gown by Chlorophyll. Artie concentrated on not concentrating on Pop’s secret word as if curing his father, or at least being temporarily rid of him, depended on identifying the allusion.

He was interrupted by sister Rachel, who stuck her head in through the front-room door to check on the Boy Talk. “Okay, Rach,” Artie said, drawing her in. “For ten points . . .” He held up an index finger. Attempting to imitate his father’s voice, Artie looked at her bluntly and said, “Calamine.” But he couldn’t keep the questioning out. Dad’s voice had had no interrogative. Pop’s had been pure command.

Rachel scrunched up the skin below her eyes, thought a moment, then did a search-me, Emmett Kelly look, brows grotesquely up and mouth pulled down to the right. “You two are both whacked, as far as I’m concerned.” She looked at Eddie Sr., who now lay on his left side, facing the side porch wall, ignoring his kids and taking perverse pleasure in the ellipsis game. Certain that the man couldn’t see her, Rach made a motion toward her brother, an inquiring sweep of hands around her eyes. But before Artie could respond with an equally covert gesture, Dad supplied, “Nope. Nothing yet. Your poor father has so far tonight behaved himself perfectly. Give an old guy some time to warm up.”

Rachel, herself an in vivo variant on their father’s black humor, shook her head in resigned admiration, mildly amused at Pop’s once more raking them over the coals. Artie paled, again beaten. He looked at his sister. She shrugged and said, “Calamine, is it? Can’t help you, Boy Scout; the tall trees will show you the way.” She crossed to her father and sat on the bed next to him. She turned him over like a five-pound sack of turnips, gave him a painful, therapeutic pinch on the deltoids, and asked, “Throw up?”

“‘Throw up?’ Is that an inquiry or an order? ‘Throw up?’ That’s exactly the kind of question your mother always asks. These little, two-word interrogations that I’m supposed to answer intelligently. Give it to me with syntax, will you? I can handle it. I’m an educated man, you know.”

She jabbed him in the solar plexus and smiled. “Sure y’are, buddy. So’s my old man. Have you regurgitated yet this evening, sir? How’s that?”

“No, I haven’t regurgitated. Do you want me to? I can give it the old college try.”

“Stop harping on college already. I promise to go back and finish as soon as they start granting degrees in dilettantism.”

She rolled him over on his belly again, launching him wallward with an affectionate shove. But Eddie Sr. rolled right back around, saying, “And I promise that as soon as I throw up I’ll bring you a sample.”

“Gaaa. That’s disgusting. Definite lowbrow humor. When did you grow up, the Depression?” But despite her faces and her jabs at the man’s midsection, Rachel was, as always, enjoying herself immensely. She was at her best with their father when he was his most boorish. Then she could deride him with lines like the Depression one, hold up his own favorite hobby horses for ridicule.

Nor did she pick only on the sick; she went after Ailene, too, whenever she got the chance. Rach never let her mother forget that day, ages past, when the woman reprimanded four ingenuously foul-mouthed children who had come home full of the joyful discovery of dirty words. Appalled at the naifs, Mother had demanded, “Who do you think I am, one of your alley friends? I’m your mother, you know.” Now that the four kids were grown, Ailene could not say the word potty without Rachel jumping on her with, “Who do you think you are, one of our alley friends? You’re our mother, you know.” And their father: their father was their father, as he was tonight again intent on proving.

Rachel folded a pillow over the old man’s face and left him where he lay. On her way back inside, she made a point of stepping on her brother’s big toe and grinding it into the carpet, grimly warning, “Only you can prevent forest fires.” At the door, she turned and said, “You deal with him, Artie. For a change.”

“Terrific,” replied Artie, who had been dealing with him the only way he knew how. But he was glad at her exit. With Rachel gone, he could think more clearly. Truth was, his sister’s burlesque left Artie as queasy as Dad’s own. For all her insouciance, Rach could not pinch the word out of the man. It had to be removed by incision. Artie had it almost worked out, that calamine rub. The only thing preventing the recollection was his own reluctance to rebleed. But the alternative to remembering was worse. He turned in the rocker to look at Dad. “We are young,” he said.

“Warm,” said Eddie Sr.

“We are very young, and all together. Sometime in late summer.”

“Very warm,” said his dad.

“We haven’t moved to Illinois yet. But I think we’ve left the Brook Street house already.”

“Exactly. Getting hot.”

“And the kids have something. Some illness. The kids always had something, didn’t they? Whoever invented childhood diseases must have been able to retire early.” He looked to his father for an encouraging word. But he had already exceeded the usual seldom. The man had returned to the old arm crook and challenging silence.

“It was for us. The calamine was for us, wasn’t it? Wait a minute. It wasn’t disease. Here it comes. I’ve got it. Aptos. That summer in California.”

It came out of Artie in one piece, the pain of the excision far greater than the pleasure the unrecoverable moment had once given. Intact in front of him, transplanted to the Second Street front porch through a contest of personalities that Artie should have been wise enough not to enter, was the image of a summer from the Hobson past, a seaside vacation from years before.

A summer in a bungalow by the ocean: perhaps the best vacation the family had ever taken together, their only extended trip besides the ongoing one, the one Pop now took them on. They had had the whole summer, and three months to young children is time without end, time stretching endlessly in all directions. Pop patrolled the cottage in a cotton T-shirt and straw hat and any of a number of fifties checkered pairs of shorts: a T-shirted, checker-shorted, four-kidded Crusoe playing camp counselor and lifeguard and quiz master all at once, using any antic, however unforgivable, to soup up and egg on the progeny.

SUMMER OF SLATE and unseasonable shale, tones and halftones, relentless in their regularity, all the way out to Monterey. Dad paces the captain’s walk, hands behind back, bellowing in that unmistakable bass, “Many brave hearts are asleep in the Deep.” He orders Eddie Jr., not yet six, “Down to the mess with ye, and back with a grog if y’will, Master Stubb.”

“Yie, yie, Cabin.”

“And have Mr. Starbuck report above decks.” Mr. Starbuck is Artie. But Artie is not around to play. Artie’s over bay side, standing over a horseshoe crab, the legs and all the working underparts exposed. He explains to Rachel how he has read somewhere that this thing is a living fossil that has been around since the dawn of life on earth and hasn’t changed at all while every other form of life has been steadily improving. “Well, if it’s that old, we better not kill it,” Rachel says, matter-of-factly. And transcending the ordinary sadism of children, they let it go.

Lily is still active with her paints, and this summer keeps, for the first time ever, an earnest diary: “Today was very foggy. The fog was so thick you could cut it with a knife. (This is a figure of speech.)” Eddie Jr., playing at surf casting, accidentally lands an eighteen-inch striped bass. Had he known there was any chance of his actually catching such a thing, this silvery creature gasping on the beach, he would never have pretended to fish in the first place. It is hard to say whether boy or dying fish blanches more. Mother cleans the animal in the sink for dinner. The family makes the most of things, and eats. Dad explains there is no escaping the food chain. All things turn their trim function on this forgiving earth.

Dad is Ahab, up and down the beach searching for a certain piece of driftwood, while mother, his perfect foil, never leaves her bungalow chair for fear of getting sand in her knitting, the articles of winter practicality she makes merely by clicking sticks through mounds of Canadian wool. At the end of each row, Mom puts down her handiwork and sings a little something herself: “By the sea, by the sea, by the beautiful sea.” Only she sings “You and I,” instead of “You and me,” because of the predicative nominative, which is good grammar.

She goes indoors and hides when Ed takes the kids swimming. Eddie Jr. makes a mighty effort to tell her: “It’s not swimming, Mom, it’s body surfing.” And one does it like this: open the chest, breathe deep, then push, push a little more, wait for the back swell, then get out in front, feel the curl breaking a bit, and glide easy and stroke, the whole force of the ocean behind you. Only don’t get too far out in front or you will get crunched and crunched bad, tossed over and over into the churning sand, unable to tell which way is safety.

When the whistle blows (the fat man is up on shore, T-shirt, shorts, beaten-up straw hat, roving the terrain like a pro) it means everybody out of the water and count off. One two three four. Four children present and accounted for. The whistle goes off every few minutes; Dad carries it on a lanyard Mom has made for that purpose. When Rachel complains, “Can’t you see that we’re all here without this numbers thing?” he makes the JDs count by twos, and the next time by threes, and that’s education. That’s what he does for a living. Eddie Jr. says: “It goes up by four each time! Let’s stay out here till we get to googol.” And Lily, showing off, says “Googolplex.” And they invent names for what numbers come next.

Mr. Starbuck gets taken out to sea in an undertow. He remembers thinking distinctly: “I should have known. The stream of white bubbles is the giveaway.” And when being swept out to the Aleutians seems certain, he looks back to shore, and thinks: This is my family. That’s our summer rental cottage on Aptos. We’re on vacation. I was born in Saddle Brook, New Jersey. Counting by eights is the hardest. Many brave hearts are asleep in the Deep. Mom runs down from the bungalow, out of her chair at last, and Dad takes off his T-shirt and hat and runs too. His belly is already a monster, but his legs and arms have not yet reached the extreme emaciation of later years. Just as he is about to surrender and drift, Artie remembers something. He swims parallel to shore, instead of toward it, and when he clears the undertow, he is strong enough to crawl back in.

He lies on the beach like that striped bass for a while. But soon Artie jumps up and proudly explains to his mother the parallel-swimming trick that just saved his life. Something he’d read in a science magazine, and it worked just like they said it would.

The morning after an especially rough surf, four sore kids lie bedbound in collective grief greater than any the world has seen since Lily got them all the chicken pox from some kid in the alley. Each has been crunched by breakers many times over, and their sand-pounded sores threaten to fester. Mom yells something supposedly not at Dad about how if Edward won’t drive up the coast for medicine, she’ll get the Rambler and go herself. Dad tries using the battle-scars line, the one about how “Wounds are the price of freedom.” Then he tries “Shake it off,” which is psychology, and he gets about 40 percent of Eddie Jr. to come over to this way of thinking. But the older kids tell both parents to be quiet and let them die in peace.

When all four give up on the chance of any salve coming to them in this lifetime, only then does Dad explain to them, whispering at first, then chanting, louder: “The Sea will provide.” Something mysterious and convincing in the litany draws the four of them up short for a minute, just listening. “The Sea will provide.” He leaves his children and goes down to the beach, combs it far out of sight, and returns triumphantly twenty minutes later, toting a flask washed up from a foreign coast, labelless but watertight, delivered up in the nick of time, drifting in for just such wounds: calamine.

ARTIE FORCED HIS father’s one-word chunk of history to the surface. But far from being cathartic, the story of medicine from out of the sea disconcerted him even more this second time around. Nothing appealed to him less this evening than the idea that his life, his father’s, the family album, had all been easy once. The interval of lost time came and visited on the front porch, saw the mess it had made, and instantly disowned its offspring.

Artie looked at his father, stripped of whistle, and then at his own thin arms and legs, so unlike the ones that had pulled him out of the undertow. He had accomplished nothing in the intervening years except the steady conversion of early hope into adult confusion, with no indication of how the one had become the other.

Pop mumbled, kapok-muffled. “Good man.” He sounded sicker than the three days’ symptoms warranted. “Knew you had it packed away.” Artie focused on the note of congratulations, ignoring the overtones. He decided that he had accumulated a hefty enough bank balance of contrition through the years to justify his gloating, just this once, over the strength of his memory. Recalling that lost summer, reminded of how his father had always combined just such taunts, pedagogy, and oracular beachcombing to produce balm out of nowhere, Art looked away again onto the silent lawn and let a feeling of All Clear come over him.

Maybe Pop’s disease was something harmless, after all. It wouldn’t be the first missed diagnosis in history. Whatever ailed the old lifeguard, Artie decided, the fellow sharing the porch with him this evening was still a good person. His heart filled with a magnanimity toward Dad that ordinarily rarely bothered him, and Artie at once wanted to do something special for the man.

“Come on, big guy. Let’s go inside and deal some cards.” Among Ailene, Lily, Rachel, and Eddie-boy, they could easily scrape up another partnership. Dad often said he’d made sure to father sufficient children always to be able to make up a table. Bridge allowed him to hold forth on statistics, to comment on the psychology of intimidation, to wheedle Lily or Ailene. And in this way, Artie could test his longstanding hypothesis that nothing administered to his father’s perennial illness as well as setting up a dangerous cross-ruff. Nothing restored him to health like going down heroically in Three No Trump.

Artie stood and moved for the door. Lawn and streetlamp, a seaside summer, had taught the two of them all they were going to learn this evening. It was time, Artie felt, to return to the small consolation of family. Art was two steps to the door when he heard something that dropped him in place and overhauled his evening plans. His father was calling his name, but in another man’s voice.

“Arthur,” he said, and, “Son.” He spoke the words sharply, each syllable rising up eerily by spectral fourths. He barely whispered, as if too big a twitch of the vocal cords might pitch him over a ledge that had just opened up underneath him. Something is happening, his father’s voice telegraphed. Something I do not want to go through by myself. At the same time, the tone carried an awful fascination, as if a frightened rare animal had appeared from nowhere in the dark yard, one that Dad wanted Artie to see without scaring.

A salt-pillar glance back over Artie’s shoulder confirmed the worst. Pop lay on the displaced mattress, on neither one side nor the other nor even face down as Rachel had left him, but unnaturally on his back, shock-side up, staring up at the ceiling as if reading something there. He clearly saw something, a picture, a scene of terrifying and unnameable wonder, etched on the white boards.

Before Artie could do anything to arrest it, the awful moment was on him. The air turned metallic as he breathed. Time thickened and molded over. Artie’s thighs refused to move, and he felt an overwhelming desire to sit down and do nothing, pinned at the bottom of an ocean of atmosphere. He had seen Pop’s attacks before, more than once. But this time, the hidden horror in his father’s voice blew his composure apart. Artie, from infancy, had a secret terror of sirens at night, of how easily they reduced the givens of the world to nothing. Now, sirens clanging on all sides, his courage crumpled and his equanimity stripped off smoother than steamed wallpaper, with nothing but gaping plaster underneath.

Averting his eyes from the white-wood ceiling, Artie assumed a matter-of-factness he did not feel. He returned to bedside, exhaling a bit of air in the closest motion he allowed himself to breathing. When he felt a small patch of earth resolidify under his feet, he risked a look at his father’s face: the man’s saucer eyes squeezed into a wince so severe that Art imitated it involuntarily. Dad’s hands clenched the rattan bed box, keeping his discarded body from falling farther.

How could Artie have thought a bridge game possible, and only seconds before? He would now be lucky to get the body upstairs and in bed without going to pieces himself. He loosened his father’s clamped knuckles, saying, “Okay now, okay,” although his father had by now gone under, eyes closed, and could hear nothing. Gradually, Artie started to believe his own attempts at solace. He sat at the foot of the bed and stroked his father’s flinty shins. He repeated one more “Okay,” which became an “Oh, Dadimo.”

He was all at once taken with the urge to sing a refrain of “Many brave hearts are asleep in the Deep,” but he was unsure if the joke would be in good taste, even the already-questionable taste he’d inherited from the man in question. He said instead, “The Sea will provide,” offering a little crumb of comfort, although his father could no longer hear him. He pinched a row of Dad’s hammer toes until they turned red, counting off, as he grabbed each in turn, “Eight, sixteen, twenty-four,” and a hesitant “thirty-two.” Then he grabbed the man’s torso and held on. As the fellow would not be able to feel him for some time, no one would be the wiser.
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Not surprisingly, the four kids split widely on a diagnosis. Spread over the spectrum as on every other issue, they were not yet, early in November, even unanimous on whether Pop really needed diagnosing. As in all complex matters, the four Hobson baby-boomers, although identical genetic material raised in the same household with militantly unfair equality, swore by four radically different verdicts of what, if anything, was wrong with Pop.

They seemed to agree secretly never to reveal outwardly that they were blood relations, variations on a theme. Sixteen years earlier, when Arthur was only nine, Lily eight, Rachel seven, and Edward, the caboose, just two, Ailene carted all four in the two-toned Ford to a photographer’s shop in Teaneck, New Jersey, and came away with a montage of four oval faces in a frame, the kind still rampant in the early sixties. A duplicate print hung in the photographer’s shop window for a few seasons, drawing smiles from passersby who thought they could see in each pronounced forehead and high cheekbone an uncanny familial persistence. Among the aunts and uncles, the game was to pick out, from the fourfold photograph, who had whose eyes and whose cheekbones. This favorite holiday talk made Rachel crack the same joke annually from age eight to fourteen: “If I’ve got Pop’s nose, I better give it back before he blows.” What passed for sense of humor, at least, they shared congenitally.

But the truly observant, which in the early days included only Mother, soon detected what changing facial bones made undeniable. Nobody had nobody’s nose. Out of the blue, each child grabbed a face by mail order, arriving at unique features for no other reason than being the only one of the batch to hit upon a particular chin. Inertial aunts continued to comment on the unmistakability of the strain. But strangers, from the far side of the communion rail on the family’s occasional Christmas or Easter forays into church, looking over the mixed bag of visages, pronounced a glottal “adoption” while choking down the host.

Yet even the garden variety of faces seemed uniform compared to the personalities each staked out, persuaded by Dad’s post–Iwo Jima, pre-prefabrication policy of rugged individualism. Rachel let a talent for language die on the vine because big brother Arthur showed the skill before her. She took up sports, retroactively curtailing older sister Lily’s perfection of the half gainer. Lily then shifted to an artistic sensitivity, which Artie had given up for his first Lent following puberty. The kids carved out claims on the map of special interests like so many colored wedges driven into blank Antarctica. The loser in this land grab was the latecomer. Eddie Jr., already condemned by name to suffer little-Rickyism without his father’s even having the excuse of being Cuban, arrived at adolescence to find no decent interests left, and had to take good-natured ineptness for his identity. The four-ovaled photo now bore only the faint traces of other scripts long since abandoned.

De facto, the kids weren’t going to give up their hard-won second, third, and fourth opinions on what ailed Eddie Sr. They had been raised from infancy under the illness’s milder forms. They all witnessed identical symptoms: they grew up seeing the sightings, the sick stomachs, the fainting fits. They had heard, for years, their mother’s periodic, confidential “Your father is not well,” an explanation as inscrutable as the ailment itself. But Lily suffered the hope of periodic remission while Rach hid in good humor, Art kept ironic distance, and little Eddie stuck to fledgling optimism and kidding. Prescription remained a private patent, more individual temperament than observation. The complications of the last two weeks, Pop’s sudden and violent relapse into spells after years of relative health, could not trick them into unanimity.

But if the children split on the causes of sickness, they agreed on one shared treatment: no one ever spoke a word of what was going on out loud. By unspoken agreement, they kept mum in public. During one of the rare times that they had touched on what they ought to do about the man’s steady deterioration, Lily ended up hurling Rach through a screen window. The boys, pulling their sisters apart, themselves degenerated into a profanity match that they were only able to patch up by mutually agreeing that neither woman knew what the hell she was talking about.

They were of the same face once again at least on how to handle the old man among themselves. And so, when he finished counting Dad’s hammer toes by eights, Artie calmed down and reminded himself that what had just happened was nothing that he hadn’t cleaned up after countless times. He stood up, tested his tendons, and went inside. There he ambushed Eddie Jr., who was seeing how long he could bounce a Ping-Pong ball on a hot skillet before it melted.

Artie grabbed little brother’s neck and squeezed. “I need your help transporting someone near and dear to you across state lines, sport.” Eddie’s face crumpled in fear, which he at once expertly oiled into a look of amused long-suffering. His eyebrows asked, “Again?” although Eddie stayed silent.

The two brothers walked to the porch, arms on each other’s shoulders. They surveyed the body, discussing how best to grip it. They had worked together like this the summer before, toting ceramic tile into a trench dug out to the city’s main. They lifted their father’s bulk up off the bed, one man-child under each armpit. The passage up the stairwell was so cumbersome that the three bodies jammed for a moment and could not twist forward. Little Eddie called out, “Wait. I’ve seen this one. Laurel and Hardy. The Piano Movers, right? What do I win?” He won, for the moment, a maniacally guilty laugh from his brother.

Dad shocked them both by choosing that instant to regain awareness. “Have a little respect for the dead,” he said, starting the sentence inaudibly and ending it in full voice. His brisk return to speech so startled his sons that they pulled opposite ways at the turn of the stairs, popping the bottleneck. Dad carried on, “Oh, how sharper than a children’s teeth is . . .”

“That’s enough,” Artie said, covering the man’s mouth.

“Cool out, Pop,” Eddie Jr. added, gently. “We got you.”

Artie had a sudden urge to do violence to both father and brother: squeeze thumbs, wrench arms, throw somebody against the wall. He masked the impulse as he always did—by grinning pleasantly. A dish-breaker at age ten, Artie had since gotten self-control down to a science. At eighteen, he had timed his outbursts carefully for when they would take the opposition off guard and give the best results. At twenty-five, he had paired the physical spasm with the follow-up grin for so long that the desire to hurt father and brother for their inanity melted quickly into the self-defense of goodwill.

The boys got their father undressed and under the covers. Whatever Pop had seen only a few moments before faded back into the domestic landscape, retreated behind the billboards. The old man went down willingly with nothing further to say for himself than, “You guys are the greatest.”

“We owe it all to you, Pop,” Eddie Jr. said, flicking off the light. Neither son moved to leave. Instead, they sat quietly, one on the floor, the other across the arm of a chair, two aging athletes agreeing to an informal time-out. They gathered themselves in the dark, listening. Soon came the subtle shift in breathing that marked their father’s departure into sleep.

“Look at him,” Artie said, eyes adjusted to the dark. “He looks just like a boy of ten.”

“Twelve, more like,” said Eddie Jr.

“Have it your way,” Artie grinned. They went back downstairs.

Lily lay in wait below. She’d witnessed the whole proceedings, hiding in her room at the back of the house. Now she emerged to direct them into the kitchen. She gave them both a glass of  her specialty: herbal tea of her own devising, a recipe she squirreled away in a spiral notebook under the chapter heading “Sixties Without Shame.” Artie took his glass with the grimace reserved for acts of comfort. “We’ll only drink this stuff under one condition. You have to play pinochle with us.”

Lily agreed reluctantly, although all three knew that attempting the game with her was largely an academic exercise. Every few tricks she had to stop and count suits, tapping her fingers on the table for all to hear. Mid-trick, she would ask, “What’s the rank again? Ace, King, Ten?” And Eddie Jr. would have to repeat exasperatedly, “Ace, Ten, King.”

Somewhere between table talk and point counting, Lily risked a slow stroll onto forbidden territory. She began confidently enough, as if there were more ways to self-esteem than being able to keep track of what trumps were out. “I remember the first time I ever saw Dad have a spell,” she said. “We were still in the Brook Street house. I had just turned eight.” She might have been talking about being taken to see her first stage play.

“Seven,” corrected Artie, pulling a card from his hand. “I was eight.” He checked her latest mistake firmly, another Ace-King-Ten.

She scuffed a consonant in silence. “You’re wrong, as usual. I was in Mrs. Buntz’s class, and that was third grade, so I was eight. But we’ll let it slide. For the sake of pleasant conversation, we’ll say seven. Anyway, I was in that upstairs room with the dormers—remember?—getting in my weekly half hour of TV. Do you suppose we were the last children in the Northern Hemisphere to have our TV viewing rationed?”

“Wait a minute,” said Artie. Flapped by his sister’s patter, he’d misjudged a trick. “That’s not the card I meant to pull.”

“Laid is played,” Eddie Jr. said, keeping his glee as clinical as possible. At the same time, he filed away that old cardsharp’s line for use at his high school buddies’ next off-color joke-off. Out loud, he added another favorite Hobson card-table adage: “Never send a boy to do a man’s job.”

“I imagine we were,” said Lily, habituated to answering her own question. “I remember the color of the bedspread. The house smelled like pepper steak.”

“The house smelled as a pepper steak smells,” corrected Artie, revenging himself for his wasted trump.

“The house smelled like pepper steak. The television show was nonfiction, of course. We could watch two nonfiction shows a week, and doubling the allotment always seemed worth having to learn something. A travelogue—somewhere in Asia, I think, although I wouldn’t have known Asia from Newark at the time. Five minutes into it Dad came in, which meant that you couldn’t enjoy the show anymore because he’d quiz you on everything. ‘How far is that country from here? How long would it take an airplane flying five hundred miles an hour to get there?’”

“‘What language do they speak there?’” Eddie Jr. contributed.

“‘Do you know our country’s foreign policy in the area?’” Artie said, despite himself.

Lily swelled and picked up speed. “But when they showed footage of this lost temple, for some reason he shut up. I can still see the place, the camera moving over it. Amazing: a ruin, but intact. No human had touched a stone for hundreds of years. A pack of monkeys had taken the place over, colonized it. A temple given up to gibbons. I remember thinking, at age eight, that it looked like the last record of civilization. Then suddenly: bang. Dad went down behind me, flat on his back. I’ve never been so frightened before or since. I thought . . . God, I don’t know. I thought I had killed him, somehow, by what I was thinking.”

Artie folded his cards, touched a finger to his eye socket, closed his eyes, and nodded. Lily enjoyed her brother’s rare commiseration. She should have left the empathy at that, more than she expected. But wanting one last shot at the topic, and feeling that pushing the point might lead, for once, to partial action, she added, “Do you think it’s epilepsy, or something?”

“It’s obviously not epilepsy,” Artie snapped, retrieving a second miscard from under Eddie’s fist, which the kid slammed down to prevent removal. Neither relented, and they ended up tearing a corner off the card.

“But something like it, maybe?” Lily said, retreating into the hypothetical.

“That depends on what you mean by ‘something like.’ We already know he’s got ‘something like’ epilepsy. It’s called a family.”

All at once, from his unassuming slouch, Eddie Jr. demanded, “Why the hell doesn’t he go see a doctor?”

The outburst surprised the two older children, so long had it been since they thought of that possibility. They exchanged sardonic looks. “‘The human body is a marvelous machine,’” Artie said, in a fair imitation.

“‘It has had a million more years’ experience in detection and correction than the boys at the Mayo Clinic,’” completed Lil. Pop’s distaste for doctors, his aversion to organized health care, his empirical respect for the mechanism, was one more strange twist of the man’s arch rationality.

“Why don’t we force him, then?”

Artie took on the task of educating the dewy-eyed. Patient, patronizing, he said, “I don’t suppose you remember The Abscess? You were just a log in your father’s eye at the time. He came to breakfast one morning looking like he already had a meal stuffed in his right cheek pouch. I’m talking golf ball. And damn him if he wasn’t tough enough to pull off a lesson on the theoretical approach to pain. The monster didn’t even take an aspirin. All for our benefit, of course. I would have passed out. But he: he just sat there doing this comic bit. ‘I wish I had one on the other side, too. I could be Nixon.’ Canadian bacon and a hard biscuit, with an entire molar going off like dynamite in the back quarter of his jaw. Two days later, it’s gone. Successfully healed through calculated neglect. Return to Normalcy.”

Lily took up the slack. “He loves those newspaper exposés about people going into clinics with kidney stones and coming out of surgery on a platter. It’s a statistical wager for him: the odds are better if you don’t screw with the equilibrium.”

There lay the heart of the problem. They had slipped easily into card-table rage against the man’s evasiveness, and without changing conversational tones they had ended up somehow adopting the enemy’s logic with no one noticing. But Eddie Jr. must have heard the false turn, because he attacked them with a violent burst before he too succumbed to reason. “So what are you saying?” He stood up, flailing. “That we should let him treat passing out the same as a toothache? That just because he makes a theory out of suffering, that we have to too?” He stopped long enough to notice Artie waving his fingers at him, a facetious, down-boy ripple of digits. Eddie took his seat again, shyly. “I mean, do we gotta wait until he can’t object, and then carry him into the ER? Great. Then we have to listen to the surgeon say how amazing it is that the guy was still walking around alive for so long.”

“What we’re saying,” Lily explained sympathetically, “is that your father’s second-favorite literary passage in the whole world is the bit from Tristram Shandy—‘I live in a constant endeavour to fence against the infirmities of ill health . . .’”

“‘. . . and other evils of life,’” Artie assisted, although Eddie Jr. could have done the same.

“‘. . . by mirth.’” Lily delivered the quote intact, despite never having tried to memorize it. Sheer repetition on Pop’s part. She smirked, despite herself, remembering his first-favorite speech, Kipling’s “If,” done at an insanely high speed. If you can keep your head, she tested herself, lost to the conversation. When all about you are losing theirs and blaming it on you. Yes: she could probably finish that one, too.

Artie didn’t think that was what they meant at all. What they were really saying was that addressing Dad’s illness clinically was not step one. But he thought it wiser not to break up the rare consensus he had with Sis. So he said, “What we’re saying is that your father has a considerable jump on us. If we go to him now, he’ll laugh. He’ll just point out, correctly, that he’s been passing out harmlessly for far longer than we’ve worried what to do about it.”

Eddie fiddled with his suits. “Hey, what’s with the ‘your father’ all of a sudden? You two trying to blame him on me now that he’s gone whacko?”

Lily, back from mental poetry, countered, “Can you give us one good reason why we shouldn’t?” Ten minutes of talk with the boys, and she inevitably picked up their sardonic style. The moment of truth or consequence passed as subtly as it had arrived. No one knew who was on who’s side; Pop had confused them again. On one point, though, they were still allied. They had all skirted what they all knew to be the real issue: none had the courage to take on Dad’s confidence game head on.

“Damn right we’re blaming the relapse on you,” Artie chipped in. “After all, don’t you think it’s more than a little suspicious that Pop should wait to have hallucinations again, after all these years, until the very month you have your . . . hem . . . majority thrust upon you?”

Little Eddie was interrupted in his attempt to use the blade edge of the Jack of Diamonds on his brother’s jugular by the return of Mother and the missing Rachel. Ailene closed the front door after her and butted it shut repeatedly with her behind. The big oak slab had not closed properly since the early part of the century, and refused to cooperate at this late date. Through the runway leading from the kitchen, the card players saw that both Mother and Sister were red and raw from the night cold.

Artie thought: they slipped out the back way just before the drama broke. He knew that they couldn’t have known the fit was coming on, yet their technical innocence irritated him all that much more. He demanded: “Where did you two run to?”

Rachel shuffled kitchenward, left wrist to hip, right arm extended. She grabbed Artie and echoed, “Two-run-too . . . two-one-two . . .” He wrestled out of her dance clinch and asked again. Rach returned his stare, simian fashion. “Art thou thine sister’s kipper snack?”

Mother adjudicated, coming down the runway, rubbing her shoulders and burring. She had dropped fifteen pounds after the birth of each child and now nothing stood between the elements and her internal organs. “We were at the Northern Lights. And—” She paused, walked over to the gas stove, and threw open a burner. She placed a kettle over the stove, indulging in the ritual more for the dangerous blue halo of flame than from any real desire for boiling water. “And,” she said again, her dramatic pause revealing itself as the fake reticence of a little girl who can’t wait to give her news. “They carded me.” Smug, she skipped over to Eddie and pushed his nose in, making a smock sound with her cheeks as she did.

“And you showed him your license?”

“I had to.”

Eddie Jr. had long ago become inured to the indignities always meted out on the youngest. He expected his elders to fault him for their still being as capricious and immature as he. But he thought it a particularly ignominious blot on the family name (not that the family name couldn’t use another blot here and there to touch it up and restore the symmetry) that his mother, being carded, should dutifully surrender her two forms of ID. “I suppose, Mother dear, that you got up there and fruged, or whatever you young folks are doing this year, with the best of them.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ailene demurred loudly. “I’m no spring chicken, and you know it.” Then why, the question hung about the kitchen, begging for someone to ask, did you fail to see through the heartless practical joke on the part of the doorman?

Casting about for something to sober her, something to sting her back to the hard facts of that evening, Eddie undid the damage to his Irish pug and said, “You two ducked out just in time to miss the show.” Instantly he regretted both content and style of delivery. He hated himself when he got snide. “Sorry,” he said. “Artie’s fault. He’s a bad influence on me.”

Mom stopped in mid-sashay, searched her children for any sign of willful falsehood, and, finding none, did a distinctly undancelike ball change down the runway and upstairs. Had the Teaneck photographer been present, he might have captured the remaining four in an uncanny second set of ovals—Then and Now—or, more likely, given up the project as stranger than fiction.

Artie got up from the table and shut off Mom’s irrelevant gas burner. He poured the steaming kettle water into the sink. When he finally spoke, he kept his head sinkward, addressing the porcelain. “Bedside manner brings out the best in her.”

Lily switched alliances in a second. She glared at him, not the universal women’s look of sovereign dismissal of men but one tailored expressly for this male. “She has her work,” she said, as soft as imaginable, and mimed her mother’s exit step into her bedroom at the back of the house.

Artie mumbled a confusus of mock Latin just loud enough to hear. “Mea culpa, mea maxima . . .” In a Catholic, the act might have passed for a blasphemy of contrition, but in a Lutheran it was sheer, scholastic showing off. He fiddled with a faulty washer on the cold faucet, recalling a story his father frequently repeated at table, sometimes varying in the particulars but always fundamentally the same, about how Grandfather, who had died before Artie was born, had come to the Cure. The oldest of the Eddies, Irish by background and temperament, had taken as his bride a Mediterranean woman, one of whose eight personalities (the traditional four better and four worse) imagined that the best way to get a leaky faucet fixed was to appear every fifteen minutes and demand that the huddled immigrant refuse get off the couch and plumb. After a few days of berating, Granddad shouted, “You want that drip fixed? I’ll fix the drip for you, forever!” He flew into the kitchen and smashed his fist against the offending pipe. Opening his hand, he was amazed to find a steady stream of blood and bone joining the water dripping into the basin. He vowed on the spot never to allow another drop of alcohol in his house. According to Pop, Granddad had only to remember that color combination—maroon on off-white—to keep his vow. Now, so many years after the reformation, Artie smiled, thinking how simple that cure had been compared to what the present generation would need.

He felt Rachel pinch him in the bicep, whispering “Crabs” as she passed behind him and sat down at the table across from Eddie Jr. Little brother sat motionless, head in hands, agonized at causing his mother additional and unneeded grief. Rachel took a pitch pipe out of her pocket, blew a C, and sang, to the tune of “Goodnight, Ladies,”

Don’t cry, Edski,

Don’t cry, Nedski,

Don’t cry,

Wedski, We’ll let you take the blame.

Eddie, whose face indeed formed an unwitting, paint-by-numbers version of St. Sebastian, came back to himself. Blushing, he tried to grab the pitch pipe from her hand, but failed. He put his elbow on the table, challenging her to an arm wrestle. Rachel grabbed his palm in both of hers, sprang to her feet, and began to twist his wrist off. When he jerked free, Rach smiled sweetly and said, in her best singsong Why-I-Vote-Every-Four-Years voice, “I win.”

Artie, at the touch of his younger sister, felt his static thoughts fall off and leave him temporarily in the clear. Maybe Rach was right: consign Dad to his own muck-making and go on with the work of being well disposed toward the world. He tried to show the other two that he, too, was ready to join back in. He put his voice into treble and warbled, “I thought I told you kids that if you’re going to kill each other, to do it in the yard. I just washed . . .” But when he turned from the sink, there in front of him was the object of his mockery, looking shook.

Artie thought for a moment that Dad had taken the long-expected last turn for the worst. But it was just the opposite, and equally incomprehensible. “I thought you kids meant he had a spell when we were out.”

“He did. Bad as I’ve ever seen. Tigers on the ceiling. Eddie and I had to take him upstairs and put him to bed.” Artie gestured toward the table for proof that he wasn’t lying. Eddie nodded concurrence.

“Then how do you explain that he’s all right now?”

“All right?” Artie answered, despite his mother’s having spent two dozen years telling him never to answer a question with a question.

“He’s sitting up in bed.” Ailene shook her head, unable to accept the reprieve. “Happy. Dictating. Working on Hobstown.”




Hobstown: 1939

Everything we are at that moment goes into the capsule: a camera, a wall switch, a safety pin. The task, a tough one, is to fit inside a ten-foot, streamlined missile a complete picture of us Americans, circa 1939. Glass and stainless steel, a silver dollar, a toothbrush. A stroke of genius, including that toothbrush—an item so common it might have been overlooked. If people of the future learn everything about us except for toothbrushes, we are lost.

The missile aims at the future. How far in the future? Exactly fifty centuries, five thousand years. Fair officials sink the missile underground, not to be opened until the year 6939. Bud counts backward the same number of years. In 3061 B.C., Egyptians experimented with the plow, Sumerians with wheeled vehicles and writing. Five thousand years is a big leap for a boy of thirteen. But if the first step was big, the next will be bigger. For every thirteen-year-old knows the theme of this year’s World’s Fair: each year speeds the rate of change. That’s why this message in a bottle is so crucial, a note from ourselves to our later selves, when all is forgotten.

The cache includes a tape measure, of course. A can opener. The alphabet in type. Soon Bud sees that fitting all America into the tube would take a tube the size of all America. But thanks to the recent invention of microfilm, we can fit into this space the blueprint for something far larger. On film, we include our favorite magazines, dictionaries, atlases, technical manuals. We slip the Lord’s Prayer in three hundred languages between photos of baseball and poker games.

We pack a healthy regimen of news, the same newsreels that supply matinee instruction for boys of thirteen. We choose, from thousands of miles of film, Roosevelt speaking, a Miami fashion show, the bombing of Canton by the Japanese. Bud feels the endeavor take on the air of science and high seriousness. Yet it confuses him, too, about the dominant tense. We make tomorrow’s archaeology today. How can that be?

Bud Middleton visits the 1939 New York World’s Fair in Flushing Meadow, Queens. He comes with his family from their home in the American Midwest. Dad, Mom, Babs, Bud, and Grandma. The entire twelve-hundred-acre miniature country floors Bud. Its theme, “Building the World of Tomorrow,” knocks him over. He begins his tour at the park’s Theme Center, with its seven-hundred-foot Trylon needle and two-hundred-foot Perisphere containing the moving platforms, piped symphonies, projected images, and precision models of Democracity, the perfect, planned metropolis. From there he gravitates to the Rotolactor at Borden’s Dairy World, missing that it is just Elsie being milked on a merry-go-round. He speeds through the Court of Peace, the gleaming buildings from Greece, Poland, and Czechoslovakia. He cannot afford to dawdle at the League of Nations exhibit in the far corner of the park if he wants to see any fraction of the fifteen hundred
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