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  PEDIGREES


  The brothers Moon were kicked out of England in 1767. Up until then they lived in their father’s Cotswold cottage near Gloucestershire. Gloucestershire was quiet, the Cotswold Hills were quiet, all of southwest England was quiet, but the brothers Moon were noisy. They were, in fact, “a despicable din and blemish on the breastplate of society,” according to the bishop. Possibly if their errors and omissions had been committed quietly they would have been just like everyone else.


  Jonathan was the oldest and loudest of the four. At the age of eight he stole a decanter of port from an inn and got falling-down drunk. The innkeeper’s wife found him out cold in her cellar and rolled him home in a wheelbarrow. Jonathan’s mother doused him with chamomile tea. Jonathan’s father threw him in the sheep-dip trough. He remained more or less drunk for the rest of his life and got to know sheep-dip troughs as well as any man might. It became true that he never felt quite sodden enough until he was immersed at the end of a binge, thus saturating himself inside and out.


  By the time he was twelve he was extremely quarrelsome and apt to kick anyone who touched him when he was drunk. In that condition he nearly disemboweled the blacksmith with the point of his boot one night and earned a cuff on the ear that rang in his head forever. When he himself clouted his mother at the age of fourteen, he sorely repented, even to the point of attending church, where the minister soon insisted he be baptized. To appease his mother, he consented; but the sacrament left him feeling halved rather than whole—it was the immersion without the binge—and he went out afterward to complete the ceremony in his own fashion. Baptism, he decided, was a conclusion without a beginning.


  Despite being perpetually drunk, he grew strong and robust. The quarrels became fights, the fights brawls. The world was Jonathan Moon’s pigpen, and he wallowed in it, rarely letting the muck dry before rolling deeper.


  After Jonathan came Samuel. He had none of his older brother’s appetite for the world. He was sad-eyed and spoke in a slur with his teeth locked together, the words somehow leaking out the side of his mouth. But the main thing about Samuel was his clubfoot. It dragged along with him and when he stood still seemed to take root, as if he were tied to some inanimate post driven into the ground. He often stood still. It looked better that way than the limp, he thought. If a crowd overtook him he would freeze, like a hunting dog coming to point, and, when they jostled past, continue on. As a boy he would arrive at the schoolhouse long before anyone else and stay after school until he was alone. “The first to arrive, the last to go, and ne’er present in between,” said his first schoolmaster. He had a fondness for braining toads with his cane, Samuel did, which made him odious as well as pathetic in his schoolmates’ eyes. They avoided the things he touched.


  When he reached puberty he began to peep in at windows. But the first time he came upon a naked woman, she looked up, saw his distorted face through the bull’s-eye in the glass, and screamed. It was the baker’s wife, Goody Joiner, and she was eight months pregnant. When she gave birth prematurely to a Mongoloid infant, uneasy mutterings were heard to the effect that Samuel Moon might be responsible for the misfortune. Pregnant women were subject to that kind of thing—frighten one with a toad and her baby was likely to develop warts. And here was grotesque Samuel Moon, and there was Goody Joiner’s Mongoloid. It was cause and effect. Maybe it was even deliberate cause and effect. Satan was alive and well in the Cotswolds.


  The matter hung in the air like dead smoke, intensifying but going nowhere. No one accused Samuel directly, but people now turned away from the very sound of him, dragging along behind a hedge or around a wall. The whole thing might have stayed like that if Samuel had not made another enemy. Again, it was peeping through a window that was his undoing. This time he came face to face with the local magistrate flouncing his fat body up and down on the naked frailness of a scullery maid. Samuel knew his fate was sealed. It was just a matter of time.


  It was then that old Erasmus Moon began telling his sons they should go abroad. He knew nothing of the magistrate’s sexual affairs, but it was clear to him that Samuel had the Devil’s mark on him and that the collective memory of the Cotswold district would dredge up evidence from his son’s childhood bit by bit until there was enough to start a fire under him. And it was only a matter of time before Jonathan would kill someone in a drunken rage or get a wench in trouble. Erasmus included his youngest sons, Benjamin and Alexander, in the planned exile. Benjamin was a sneak thief, and Alexander was simple-minded.


  Alexander had angered the bishop, and in Cotswold he might as well have angered God. This occurred during an investiture. With the bishop presiding, Alexander’s dimly lit mind flickered and went out. As he slept, his breathing deepened into snores until Erasmus was obliged to throw an elbow into him. Alexander awoke with a fart. The bishop cringed and swept the congregation with baleful eyes. He was a strict and unforgiving man, and when he later discovered Alexander urinating on his gatepost, he saw clearly that the lad would be happier among his own kind in London’s Bedlam insane asylum.


  “You have disgraced the name of Moon,” Erasmus told his sons. “For the good of the whole, and your own personal welfare, you must now leave England. I do not care where you go, so long as you do not travel to the New World. Go to France, go to Vienna, go to the West Indies, but do not go to the Colonies. When you have become respected and honorable men you may return home.”


  They went to the Colonies, of course. And they never returned to England.


  Jonathan died some six years later in Boston Harbor while attending the famous Tea Party. Undressed as an Indian, he crept aboard one of the three East India Company ships at anchor there and joined in heaving tea chests overboard. He was still an alcoholic, however, and something in the way this drinkable commodity splashed into the harbor must have triggered pleasant associations, because he suddenly leaped in among the bobbing chests. Grabbing one of these, he began kicking toward shore. But he was a poor swimmer, and the split chest was sinking. Jonathan went down gulping cold, salty tea. It was his old nostrum—drink and immersion.


  Many years passed before another one of them died; this time it was Samuel. Ugly, clubfooted Samuel had rarely found himself welcome in the same place twice. He lived out his life in a series of one-act plays in which he entered a tavern once but was barred the next night or was hired one day and fired the next. Naturally this meant that Samuel Moon was much traveled and widely experienced. Toward the end it seemed to him that he had done nearly everything once. He died of syphilis contracted in a union with a deaconess who screamed “Rape!” when they were about to be discovered. Samuel fled but the syphilis lingered on. Like everything else in his life, he had made love only once.


  Next was Benjamin, the petty thief. Besides his compulsion to abscond with a watermelon here and there, Benjamin was proud and stubborn as a rusty nail. His chief error in life came when he stole a chicken in the village of New Penance and fled to the church belfry within sight of the minister. The good reverend was sure he had his man when tufts of chicken fluff began floating down like condemning angels. This particular minister was strong on irony and a shade vindictive (the same who had surprised Samuel having intercourse with the deaconess). Fingering the bell rope, he gave it an experimental tug. Thung! it went; he thought he heard a gasp and more chicken fluff rained down. He yanked harder, and the bell pealed out unfettered this time. It seemed to satisfy the minister, who then began to flow with the rope, up and down, as if he had primed a pump, tasted the discharge, and found it worthy of a long draught. Sound bubbled forth, overflowing in torrents, washing the air, the rope, the bell tower itself in vibrations. It spread to the town, drawing the curious a few at a time until a fair crowd had gathered. Someone began to help the reverend with the bell rope, and though he said nothing it became clear by the reverend’s intensity, his gaze, and the chicken fluff on the bell-tower floor that a human drama was unfolding in the belfry itself.


  Even before it was fully understood, the thing was compelling. People came hour by hour to stand in the trembling lunacy beneath the bells. They took turns at the rope, spelling the minister, vaguely aware that they were punishing someone, that they were taking their individual throws in a stoning. Martyred on high, Benjamin clung to his pride and his chicken. He had throttled the latter to keep it from squawking, but his pride was silent and bled like a fresh wound that did not coagulate for a day and a night. The eerie thing ended when the chicken fell to the ground. The bell ringers stopped then, and as the sound coiled away like smoke from ashes, Benjamin Moon crept slowly down, stunned and stone deaf. He stumbled to an outhouse and later died of a nervous disorder. For years afterward it was often said of anyone who died in that county that they “threw down the chicken.”


  Alexander outlived them all. On his one hundred and third birthday he suddenly remembered his father’s injunction to return one day to England. “I’m coming, Father,” he tremoloed, then farted with the effort of gaining his feet and died. His father had been dead three quarters of a century by this time, however, and it hardly mattered to anyone what old Alexander said anyway because he had been insane for eighty-one years. Shortly after arriving in the colonies he had begun to suffer fits of melancholy. Leeches were prescribed to alter his humors. Alexander had always been terrified by anything that crawled, coiled, or slithered, and when the nasty creatures were scooped fresh out of the Roanoke Island mud and affixed to his nose he fell to the floor, thrashing and rolling. He had decided to become a leech. There is safety, after all, in numbers. Quietly insane, he thus lived out his life and died, if not the oldest of his adopted species, at least the oldest of the brothers Moon.


  These then were the earliest American ancestors of Harold Matthew Moon.


  NEW MOON


  1


  When Harry Moon was born in 1950 the doctor gave him a five on the one-to-ten scale with which they secretly rate newborns. Anything below seven was not particularly good. Six equaled minimum hamburger standards in Bangladesh (East Pakistan at that time), and five could be used to describe carrots. Harry’s rating was primarily because he didn’t cry and stayed blue for too long, and because Dr. Ufunker had been called out of bed in a snowstorm and nicked the garage with the right front fender of his blue Kaiser Deluxe. The blue Kaiser Deluxe got a ten before the nick, but little Harry “blue” Moon got a five. People underestimated Harry even then.


  Actually he had been a phenomenal sperm. The chances of his making it to the egg at all were slim to none. His mother, Alice Viola, and his father, Edward Winslow, were using three forms of birth control at the time. This was because they had already found out how unusually fertile they were. The names of the ways they had found this out were Nicki, Stu, and Stanley.


  The first time Alice Viola had gotten pregnant they were using only one method: rhythm. Alice was nothing if not regular—regular and self-assured. She had grown up a Stenner in Chewbagin, Vermont. Stenners ran the post office, the hardware, the gas station-grocery, the restaurant, and the historical society. Vermont itself was regular and self-assured. The seasons relieved each other like clockwork sentries; the tennis players left and the skiers arrived; the stones in the creeks lay gluey and green beneath spring runoff, or white and dry in August, or like lumpy oatmeal in March, but always like so many anchors tethering the mountains round which the creek beds and roads ran. The mountains were granite and resisted settlement; thus, those clots of people who chipped a town out here and there must necessarily be regular and self-assured. So the first time Alice Moon got pregnant while relying on the rhythm method was not because she was not regular. It was because she lied.


  God had told her to do this, she felt. For a long time she had wanted a child, and God knew it, and every time she turned around she seemed to find an omen to tell her so. One night she asked him if she should have a baby. (She had already asked Winslow, and he had said no.) The next day she opened her Bible and immediately read “Go forth and multiply.” So she gave God three months to make her pregnant, since he had done this kind of thing before, but the Almighty declined. She began to see she would have to use Winslow for God’s will.


  It would not be a regular lie, she decided; she wouldn’t have to say a thing. Winslow never asked her when she had ovulated. She just took a hot bath with dish detergent in it, wrapped her hair in a towel, and dabbed some fruity essence on her breasts that was so old it had begun to ferment. Winslow did the rest. She was the calendar keeper, regular and self-assured. If she took a hot bath in dish detergent and her breasts smelled faintly organic, it must be the right time. Winslow fondled and thrust into her with all the faith of a wire walker falling into a safety net.


  Afterward Alice felt a trifle guilty. But the natural odds of becoming pregnant from one such union were still against conception. Winslow was reluctantly happy when she announced her pregnancy, and nine months later they named the immaculate deception Nicholas.


  The second pregnancy was unplanned and came about because Winslow’s trust in the rhythm method was shot. He had never had good timing, he knew. The day before lead-based paint was found on Mexican pottery, he had bought eight place settings for Alice. His lone venture into the stock market heralded the collapse of a major zipper manufacturer. One day he had noticed his fly down and thought what an indispensable item a zipper was. Hence, he surveyed the industry and bought stock in what he considered to be the only worthwhile zipper on the market. Zippers subsequently plunged, and Winslow imagined everyone going around with open flies.


  He had always marveled at people who flowed with events, sensed disaster, or listened to some secret rhythm of good fortune. Winslow swam upstream and heard nothing. For a while he had thought Alice’s regularity would offset his naturally bad timing, but now he believed his only salvation was a good zipper that stayed shut twenty-four hours a day. Since he had already closed down the only worthwhile manufacturer, he would have to find a substitute birth control. So he went to the drugstore and asked to see the pharmacist. The girl at the counter fled as if he had propositioned her, but the pharmacist appeared immediately, looking dispassionate and parental. Behind him the counter girl now snickered to the cashier. Winslow felt as though his fly were open again. He had only asked to see the pharmacist, and already everyone in the store knew what he was there for. So instead of inquiring about condoms, he asked loudly what to do about hemorrhoids. The druggist recommended ointment. Winslow bought a tube and went to another drugstore. This time he lurked among the diapers until a stock boy happened by. With a wink and a quarter tip he asked to see the man in charge, and the stock boy, somewhat warily, delivered the message. In due course the pharmacist found him, and there, among the powders and pacifiers, they discussed birth control. Winslow inadvertently took the hemorrhoidal ointment out of his pocket and thereupon felt obliged to pay for it again rather than appear habituated to pharmacies. He left with the overpriced ointment and a pack of condoms.


  When he explained the pharmacist’s recommendation to Alice she recoiled in horror. The condoms were made from animal membranes, and she had no intention of coming in contact with “the intestines of lambs.” She promptly wrote a letter to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, while Winslow returned to yet another drugstore for genuine rubber rubbers.


  He followed the directions on the package precisely, pinching the receptacle end as he unrolled it and withdrawing immediately after his climax. There was no point in using the rhythm method anymore, he thought. Picking the right moment would be a shell game played on a calendar, for him. Is the egg on this day, or that? He would always guess wrong. So he trusted latex, and in due time Alice conceived again.


  They named the baby Stuart. Alice was overjoyed. The whole point of marriage was to have a family, and her favorite book was Cheaper by the Dozen. If only, she thought, they would have a girl as well, someone to sew dresses for, whose hair needed braiding, and to whom she might pass on her bounty of feminine lore. She had no idea, of course, that little Stu would someday desire all three.


  Winslow took the second baby in stride. Timing. He had done something wrong. He had put the latex fraud on too late, or withdrawn after it had loosened up, or maybe he had just wandered into the wrong drugstore at the wrong time, the stock boy having just stuck a pin through the particular box he would buy. There was nothing more to do about it, except that they began using a cream, so that now they had two methods. He wanted to get a vasectomy, but Alice convinced him it was tantamount to suicide.


  “God made you a man and you have no right to undo that,” she said.


  “I’m not going to cut it off, just the tubes,” he argued. “The tubes are going to be cut. I’ll function just like before.”


  “And where do you think your sperm is going to go? What happens to all those seeds?” He couldn’t answer. “I’ll tell you where,” she fluoresced. “Into your kidneys, that’s where. And your liver. And your heart. You’ll be so chock full of seeds after a while that you’ll get arthritis and die.”


  “No one’s ever died that way,” he mumbled.


  “How do you know? It’s pretty new, isn’t it?”


  He didn’t know, didn’t want to know. But years later he would read a newspaper article that said higher cholesterol levels had been reported in men with vasectomies. This was attributed to the leakage of sperm into their bloodstreams. Alice was right, he would think. All those seeds go to the heart.


  She would not have her tubes tied either. God didn’t want knots in her belly, she said. So they resumed intercourse with condom and cream, and that was the way Stanley was conceived.


  There would be no early retirement, no cabin up north. Winslow loved his three sons, but another child would impoverish the family, he felt. So in addition to the condom and the cream, he told Alice he wanted to go back to the rhythm method.


  Thus, Harry Moon had to have been a phenomenal sperm.


  Never mind Dr. Ufunker’s five on the newborn scale. An egg is just an egg, but a phenomenal sperm has timing.


  The egg, of course, contained the genes for regularity and self-assurance. Alice imagined them labeled and swimming around like pollywogs. This baby felt lighter than the others somehow, and she had a sense of equilibrium with it that she interpreted as compatibility with her body and therefore with her Stenner heritage.


  That was important.


  She had been an elementary-school teacher before she got married. Her expectations had been that there would be an unending stream of neophytes passing through her life and that her love and good judgment would expand with them like an exhilarating ether. But then she met Winslow and was overwhelmed by his sadness. It never occurred to her that such fatalistic genes might be dominant.


  He was so much a victim. She could always conjure back those first feelings she had for him by a table of wool hats at Kresge’s. It was an unadvertised special, the voice over the P.A. exhorting haste and a clerk waving a red pennant above the display. The winter crowd was compacting like a giant sponge, the smell of wet wool wafting out of its pores. When she came even with Winslow, his hands looked so dry and ghostly that she glanced at his face. It was mortar dust that made him look chalky—he was a bricklayer—but she thought he was somehow impregnated with the stuff of the hereafter. And that was sad. They wedged in together. He was erect, a shuffler, no press at all, and she outreached him for the final hat. Their glances met, and she saw that his eyes were moist and sad.


  “Here,” she said bluntly, “take the hat. I pushed you out of the way.”


  He shrugged. “That’s life.”


  “No, it isn’t. Take the hat.”


  “First come, first served.”


  “But you were first, you just didn’t grab fast enough.”


  “Survival of the fittest.”


  “Stop saying things like that. You have no right to feel that way.”


  They ended up sharing the hat, because they got married. He was a natural-born victim, and she was a natural-born do-gooder. She knew now that the Moon pedigree had no champions. and her first three sons were already inclining toward their paternal heritage. That was why the sense of compatibility with her Stenner bloodline was important. Harry was going to represent hope.


  2


  When Harry was four, his father galloped under a low arch in the dining room. This in itself would not have been remarkable except that Harry was on his shoulders at the time.


  Dr. Ufunker, who had sold the blue Kaiser Deluxe and now drove a red Mercedes, ordered a half dozen X rays. His overuse of this diagnostic tool was legendary. He had once requested a battery of exposures on a cadaver, mistaking it for a comatose patient. A colleague put a sign on his door advertising “still life portfolios.” If Humpty Dumpty had arrived with a damaged yolk, Ufunker would have fried him with radiation.


  “Six?” Winslow asked incredulously.


  The doctor gave him a dry look that invited challenge. Too many? Too few? Would you like some eight-by-ten glossies framed in cardboard? Some extra prints maybe?


  “I just wondered, that’s all.” Winslow banished himself to the waiting room.


  Since he had only given Harry a five at birth, the doctor was not surprised that he had collided with a wall. Fives floundered, fell, and fractured themselves, and Ufunker assumed the boy had somehow caused the accident himself. He told Alice that Harry needed glasses.


  Winslow got the news in the waiting room, where he sat stupefied with guilt before a radio. An opera star was singing about migraines.


  “When your head is simply spli-iting …”


  “Harry needs glasses,” Alice said.


  “Don’t just sit there di-itling.”


  “The doctor saw something in the X rays and says he needs glasses. I’m afraid it’s some kind of brain damage.”


  “Alka-Seltzer, Alka-Seltzer, Alka-Seltzer….”


  The afternoon was spent with a succession of optometrists, each of whom denied both the brain damage and the need for glasses. Alice remained undaunted. Optometry would discover the predicted defect at some later date, she said, her faith in Ufunker unshaken. “In the meantime we’re going to eat carrots. Lots and lots.”


  But carrots were nothing much to wake up to. They tasted lousy with milk and sugar and could not be toasted or scrambled. Armed with only regularity and self-assurance, Alice set out to discover a universe between hard-cold and limp-soggy.


  Her recipe for carrot creole won a prize at the PTA bakeoff, eventually finding its way into a book put out by a local talk-show host. She appeared on the show twice. A famous comedian was on the first time, and Alice said almost nothing. But the second time, she loosened up and they had to cue her to shut up. She was making carrot soup on that occasion, and the talk-show host burned his lips so badly on a sample taste that he could hardly close the program. He was supposed to say “May the Lord bless you and keep you!” but it came forth “A-ay the Lord ’less you and kee-kee you.” As soon as the red light on the camera went out he lunged for the water cooler. They had to cancel the next two segments, which were shot back-to-back. But he was not one to bear a grudge, and when his book came out he sent Alice five dollars for her carrot creole recipe.


  Harry became something of a cause célèbre in the world of carrots and could even chew them to the tune of “Yankee Doodle” by gauging the timbre of macerated chunks with his tongue. The end came at a wedding reception for an older cousin—his mother’s niece. Spurred on by admiring bridesmaids, he tossed off a pitcher of Shirley Temples made with carrot juice and promptly threw up on the bride. Thus his ardor for all things carroty cooled, eventually becoming a mockery. In college he was to use vegetables for doorstops.


  Meanwhile, the crunch of carrots drove Winslow to distraction. It was the sound of frontal lobes shattering on a dining room arch, and though he strove to hide this, everyone understood his guilt. You could wave a carrot at Winslow and he would shrink back like a vampire from the sign of the cross; if a plate of them pointed at him he would turn it sideways or change seats.


  Even before fatherhood, Winslow was vulnerable to minor acts of fate. He braked on green lights because they would turn amber before he got there; he bought a newspaper to read before going to the bank because the line would be up and communications down; he bought duplicates of everything—pickles, jam, toothpaste, bandages—and hid them in bureau drawers, because whatever he needed or wanted they would have just run out of. Toilet paper upstairs in his bureau would do him no good when he got to the end of the roll downstairs in the bathroom. So there were always four or five packages crammed into the vanity. These extreme preparations were, of course, their own penalty, but somehow they set him at ease with his off-stride universe. He was taking away fate’s opportunity to stick it to him. The problem with children was that his vulnerability had multiplied, and no amount of toilet paper stuffed in the vanity would ever again be enough.


  So he embarked on a campaign of heroic countermeasures. He placed training wheels fore and aft on Nicki’s bike, for instance. This meant that Nicki could remain upright in earthquakes and high winds, and that he would never turn into the street at the wrong moment. In fact, he would never turn anywhere at all. There was something reassuring, Winslow felt, in watching his eldest son ease majestically down the sidewalk, dismount, drag his bike around, and come creeping back. Little Stu’s clumsiness was another source of vulnerability. What if he slipped on the basement stairs while carrying scissors? What if the moment after he popped a sucker in his tiny mouth he did a full gainer layout over his shoelaces? Methodically, Winslow ground off the points on their scissors, put up handrails, laid abrasive treads on the stairs, and placed a foam rubber pad at the bottom. He trimmed Stu’s shoelaces. He even trimmed his sucker handles and popsicle sticks on occasion. For all this he received protests and scorn. He invalidated himself, becoming a caricature of authority, an oppressive force to be ignored. But when he discovered asthmatic Stanley nearly suffocating in his sleep because he had taken his space helmet to bed with him—a helmet Winslow had recently drilled two air holes in—he knew it was necessary. And when he kissed Harry’s warm, silken hair at night and saw him snuggle and smile in his sleep, he knew it was worth it.


  The ill-timing that had conceived four sons for him seemed, then, a blessing after all. He could no longer imagine that their existence had ever been in question. Wondering about cause and effect was the closest Winslow ever got to philosophy, but he vaguely mistrusted conclusions. Edward Winslow Moon never made up his mind about anything.


  Two weeks after the accident, Harry began to read. His flawless recitation of six pages from Winnie-the-Pooh elated Alice and terrified Winslow. This was a consequence of the collision with the dining room arch, Winslow knew, and he suffered nightmares in which Harry sat across the breakfast table reading almanacs, his tongue smoking, red veins swelling out of his eyes. One morning the nightmares started to come true.


  “Tengo hambre,” Harry said at the breakfast table. (I am hungry.)


  Neither Winslow nor Alice spoke Spanish.


  “Tengo hambre y sed,” Harry elaborated. (I am hungry and thirsty.)


  Winslow pushed back from the table as if he wanted to look at Alice but couldn’t tear himself away.


  “Why, Harry,” she said, “is that Spanish?”


  “Quiero comida.” (I want food.)


  Winslow groaned.


  “That’s wonderful, Harry,” Alice said. “Where did you learn that?”


  “Mierda de toro.” (Bullshit.) He smiled.


  “Our boy speaks Spanish, Winslow.” Alice stepped behind her husband’s chair and pinched his neck. “Don’t you think that’s wonderful, dear? How lucky we are!”


  Alice decided he learned it from the radio, but Winslow was dead certain it was a cosmic fluke related to the accident. Actually, Harry had heard the phrases at a playmate’s house, where a senile grandfather was kept out of sight in an upstairs room. The gentleman’s name was Castillo, but the family surname was Donaldson. While Harry played with Billy Donaldson in his bedroom, the old man pleaded for things through the floor register that connected the rooms. Harry did not understand that he was a virtual prisoner. He thought the voice through the register was a game.


  “Tengo hambre.”


  “Tengo hambre,” Harry would repeat.


  “Quiero comida.” Plaintively.


  “Quiero comida.”


  “Mierda de toro.” Exasperated.


  “Mierda de toro.”


  After a week of hearing Harry celebrated as a language prodigy, his brothers decided that three was company and four was grounds for homicide. From the time little Harry had endearingly described his favorite food as “roast beast,” they had foreseen death and dismemberment for the runt of the litter. What was so cute about a speech impediment? Even then they had understood that he was somehow compensation for them, that their redemption was his intended destiny. It was decided to act collectively; thus they led him several blocks from home and abandoned him in an empty lot. It was the old close-your-eyes-and-count-to-twenty trick. When Harry opened them again, they were gone.


  His father came looking around sundown and found him outside a bakery half a mile away. By that time Harry had picked up a stray, which was coincidental because Winslow was being trailed by an incredibly lean whippet.


  It was not unusual for Winslow to find canine company. One of the great symbols in his life was the dog. Dogs dogged him. He did not know why. It was not as if he encouraged them. He did not trust any creature with hair growing on its nose instead of in it. In fact, he had spent many years repelling them with sticks, shouts, and kicks. Among those people he silently hated were the love-me-love-my-dogshit people. Typically, they loosed their animals against overly polite neighbors and gazed at squirrel nests when faithful Pounds-o’-Poop unloaded, or—if the neighbors were outraged beyond embarrassment—freed their fecal warriors after sunset and in the early dawn. Against these Winslow had launched many campaigns. He had sprinkled lawns with hot pepper, laced meatballs with Ex-Lax, set traps, and even embarked on a “spray-a-stray” program with red enamel. Still they followed him on the streets as if recognizing in his gaunt, mortar-washed appearance some fraternal companion.


  “Where’d you get the dog?” he asked his son as they walked home.


  “He followed me,” Harry said.


  “You sure you didn’t encourage him?”


  “Nope.” He cocked his head, trying to read his father’s expression. “Hey, Dad, can I keep him?”


  “No, son.” The dogs had fallen in behind them. “But there’ll be others.”


  Stu, especially, hated Harry. If Harry stuck six new three-cent stamps to a doorknob it was cute. Let Harry drop his turtle in the toilet, and when Daddy flushed it away the consolation poured in, not to mention a replacement hamster. Even when the hamster got its swimming lesson nobody cared. Mother lifted the lid and there it was, frantically clawing its way around the waterline. After she got her breath back, she said that was cute too. Once, Stu was cute. Now he was naughty and had a kidney infection all the time. You didn’t win praise for urine specimens. They wrapped the jars in wax paper and put them in sacks in the refrigerator. It was even worse when they had to take a stool sample to check for worms. Stu’s stool. They put that one in a carton like the cartons for chop suey. Stu would never in his life be able to eat food that came in cartons. Ice cream came in cartons.


  All Harry’s fault.


  Stu provoked Harry with prods and pushes and broke his toys. He even wet Harry’s bed for him when Harry woke up dry and went into the bathroom. By the time Stu was nine, he was seeing a psychiatrist.


  Harry got along best with Stanley, who was as pliant as a rubber plant. Nothing disturbed Stanley; Stanley disturbed no one. Out of sheer dispassion he achieved a kind of secret witness status among his brothers. There was Harry’s specimen-taking, for instance. The time Harry did that, Stanley and Stu watched.


  It began with a half-full bottle of ginger ale. Harry brought it up to capacity, and Stanley marveled at his aim. When Winslow took it out of the refrigerator later that evening, Stanley was the only one on hand. Winslow flipped the cap off with his thumb and took a long draft. Stanley was impressed but said nothing.


  “God, that’s awful,” Winslow complained. “I’ve tasted better piss!”


  Stanley smiled faintly.


  Winslow belched.


  Harry was upset when he looked in the refrigerator and couldn’t find his specimen. Then it occurred to him that they had taken it to Dr. Ufunker. Somehow he thought this would make him and Stu closer—urine brothers.


  Harry could be tenacious, especially about relationships. He was tenacious about Stu exactly 490 times. That was because he learned in Sunday school that you were supposed to forgive your enemy “seventy times seven.” He got his mother to work out the math and began counting. Poor Stu didn’t know he had a quota, and so he kept transgressing with equanimity. When Harry came home from school pinching a large sheet of limp poster paper between his fingers, saying it was sunset on a lake with lots of ducks and their mother ooh-ed and aah-ed and told him she knew it was a lake because the blue water was still wet, Stu waylaid Harry up in his room and tore off a corner.


  “Don’t like it,” he said.


  “Thirty-nine,” said Harry.


  Stu laughed and tore the poster down the middle.


  “Forty.”


  All in all, it took five weeks. Some of the therapy—the cutting of ten bicycle spokes with a hacksaw, the flattening of Harry’s Sunday school pin with a hammer—actually made Stu feel crummy. But he carnaged on, and when he reached 490, Harry beat the living daylights out of him. After that, Stu just got quietly sicker.


  Tenacity. Harry reeked with it.


  And he never gave up on the dream that began in July of 1955 when Disneyland opened. “I’m going to be Walt Disney someday,” he told his mother. “I’m going to have my own land.”


  Alice told Winslow that he should take Harry to Disneyland. Their son had the capacity for visions, she said. Wasn’t that what Einstein had? Someday Harry would look into the universe and it would all come clear to him, she told him. Winslow wondered if Einstein’s father had ever galloped him under a low arch.


  3


  Harry fell in love for the first time when he was twelve. This was in 1962; he had just started junior high. The name of the femme fatale was Heather Latko. It was a sacred relationship. He didn’t tell Heather for fourteen years.


  This was not a case of love at first sight. The first time he saw her was at a Brownie investiture at the age of seven. He went with his mother, who, because of her ties with school, had consented to be a troop leader. He remembered the occasion vividly because he walked and sat and, in a sense, talked with the fathers who were there to see their little girls invested into Troop 63. It made him feel very grown up to be privy to those murmured remarks made mostly over his head. The fathers were being irreverent because the thing had started out badly and was getting worse. They waited nearly an hour in a parking lot until everyone showed, then marched in two groups through a nearby woods to the pondside setting where the ceremony was to take place. The first group, composed of veteran Brownies, led the way, lacing the trail with strips of toilet paper which members of the second group, those to be invested, were supposed to follow. Alice Moon kept yelling, “Tie one on! Tie one on!” about the strips, and the fathers joked about tying one on until the girls ran out of toilet paper halfway and had to use hot dog buns, which a cold dog, cold and hungry, running loose in the woods promptly devoured. So the second group got lost. Eventually Harry was sent back to find them, and that was when he discovered Heather Latko. She was wandering a little ahead of the others, looking for toilet paper.


  “You a Brownie?” he demanded.


  She regarded him coldly, her dark eyes—regal even then—narrowing. “I’m going to be infested,” she said scornfully.


  “Well, you’re lost, don’tcha know,” he announced archly.


  “I am not lost,” she replied.


  “You’re all lost and I’m gonna show you the way.” He waited a moment but she showed no gratitude. “It’s that way,” he said, pointing.


  “I know,” said Heather frostily.


  Just then the flustered mother in charge saw him and called, “Did they send you back, Harry?”


  “I’m supposed to lead you!” he shouted.


  “Good!” The mother nodded excessively. “Lead on!”


  “I don’t need you to lead me out,” said the little girl with the dark eyes who was on her way to be infested. And her apricot mouth and pearl-like teeth and dusky cheeks stirred something in Harry’s breast he couldn’t identify.


  The cold stray dog found Harry then, sniffed his pant cuffs, and fell in step.


  When they finally got to the pond, the first group was coming apart. They were tired and bored, and some of the girls had to go to the bathroom. The two flag bearers (“flag draggers,” one of the fathers called them) were beating each other with their staffs. Walter Cronkite could have explained the universe, evolution, and the Korean War in the time it had taken Troop 63 to walk that trail, yet the light poles in the parking lot were clearly visible above the trees. The trail had merely wound around two sides of it. They had come nowhere to do nothing.


  At last the first group shaped up, hollering in unison, “Who comes to this Brownie ring?”


  “We do!” chorused the second.


  “What do you want?” from the first.


  “We want to be Brownies!” the second.


  “Come ahead, then!”


  Harry took his place among the fathers, whose self-control was fast deteriorating. They were gripped in the kind of forbidden humor that magnifies the funniness of asinine remarks.


  “Don’t wake the sleeping bags,” said one, who smoked what Harry thought looked like a piece of dog poop.


  “I’m from National Geographic,” snickered another, tears starting to his eyes. He brandished a camera. “I’m here”—snicker—“to film”—snicker, snicker—“these hidden rites never before seen by—” He raced the last words together but still couldn’t finish.


  The man with the poop observed that Alice Moon should put her Jesus shoes on and walk across the pond.


  The girls all had pieces of Naugahyde called “sit-upons,” which they had crafted the week before. Alice was trying to get them to form a horseshoe of the sit-upons so that the ceremony could begin. “Sit down in the horseshoe,” Alice said, only she let the last syllable tail off and through the din it reached the fathers as “Sit down in the horsesh—” Naturally, they thought that was hysterical and that it adequately explained the need for sit-upons.


  Then it began to rain.


  Nothing was going to go right. The girl in charge of introducing the initiates picked her nose and no one would hold her hand. Eventually, as they were about to leave, a veteran Brownie informed the men that they had been sitting in poison ivy. Alice shrugged benignly, and Troop 63 marched off singing, “We’re jolly, jolly juniors.”


  Harry caught a last glimpse of Heather, regarding him like some kind of useless object, unplugged, broken, disassembled. She made him feel that he was somehow already a part of her past, without present or future. The entire farce dissolved in a day-long rain, remaining submerged until years later when Harry would return to this very same spot to see the investiture of his own daughter. The weather would be better then, and the savant who could explain the universe and evolution before they traveled from parking lot to pond would be Carl Sagan instead of Walter Cronkite, and the song … the song would have lost its innocence. No longer “Jolly, jolly juniors!” the refrain would be “Sexy, sexy seniors!”


  When Harry saw Heather again five years later, he knew immediately who she was. She stood out of the whole imbroglio of that day like a photo with dim edges, her image soft but articulate against a kind of halo. In actuality, that dimness was the formlessness of her childhood, from which she had emerged a budding, brittle adolescent. Harry saw the budding but did not understand the brittleness. That which looked perfect must be perfect, he felt instinctively.


  This, then, was far more than sexual passion. Not that he was any kind of an expert. As far as he knew, sex was a rumor. He masturbated, which seemed to confirm something, but his knowledge of the female form was limited to Vargas calendar girls, Gray’s Anatomy, and what he could see of Carrie Reske.


  Carrie Reske was one of those gals who used to be “one of the fellas.” In the good old days Carrie had bravado, a foul mouth, and an arm like Virgil Trucks. Now Carrie just had “tits.” At least that was all the boys could see, and they could see a lot on Carrie Reske. Rumor had it she was still one of the fellas, a real bosom buddy to everyone with fingers, but the rumors were wrong. Carrie put out about as often as a slot machine, and the payoffs were small. She knew, for instance, why Harry Moon kept challenging her to compare heights.


  “Hey, I’m almost up to your shoulder now,” Harry would say cleverly.


  “Wanna bet?” She would feign stupidity.


  Harry would start to sweat, lechery making an intense waffle of his face. Licking his lips, he would assume a ramrod posture—the vertical equivalent of an erection.


  “See?” he would pant.


  Carrie Reske would then unlimber, thrusting herself up—and out, her turgid breasts nearly touching his face.


  He could stand only a few moments of this sublime nubile heat before wilting. When it was over, he would try to say something but his speech would dissolve into carnal rumbles. He sounded rather like a car engine trying to talk. Yes, Carrie Reske knew precisely who was pulling her handle and how much the payoff should be.


  From this little charade Harry extracted the idea that he was a slick operator. And from his dreams he developed suave still shots of himself making time with Heather Latko. He was, at that time, rather short, with large eyes and a thin face. The size of his hands and feet promised more growth, but for the time being he resembled a rabbit (small wonder, with all the carrots he had eaten). His marks were average, he spoke in a Lilliputian voice, and his parents were becoming an embarrassment to him. Like his father, he was stalked by bad timing. Tin grins were not in when he got his braces. Hair was. He had this thin, untrainable stuff, and he wore a hat whenever he could. Hats were out. When he finally learned to use a hula hoop, no one would be caught dead with one.


  On the theory that history


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
: OF
HARRY MOON

e‘" =
R ety s S e o

THOMAS SULLIVAN

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
BSSRY,
F=_ %

SRes?

/'\





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





