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For Kyle

What was scattered gathers.

What was gathered blows apart.
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The meditation of yesterday has filled my mind with so many doubts, that it is no longer in my power to forget them. Nor do I see, meanwhile, any principle on which they can be resolved; and, just as if I had fallen all of a sudden into very deep water, I am so greatly disconcerted as to be unable either to plant my feet firmly on the bottom or sustain myself by swimming on the surface. I will, nevertheless, make an effort, and try anew the same path on which I had entered yesterday, that is, proceed by casting aside all that admits of the slightest doubt, not less than if I had discovered it to be absolutely false; and I will continue always in this track until I shall know with certainty that there is nothing certain.

Rene Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy




I went on my way, that way of which I knew nothing, qua way, which was nothing more than a surface, bright or dark, smooth or rough, and always dear to me, in spite of all, and the dear sound of that which goes and is gone, with a brief dust, when the weather is dry.

Samuel Beckett, Molloy




Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.

The Gospel According to St. Matthew, 5:3-5





A Song




I headed west to see the mountains,

To feel the desert, baking dry,

All the way to the Pacific coast

To see the sun set on the other side.




When I was staring into a canyon,

The desert sands, or out to sea,

All I could see was something wasn’t there,

Like something missing inside of me.




Can you tell me, even tell a lie?

It ain’t written in no book that I can find.

Can you tell me, can you tell me true?

Does the dark of the center line lead somewhere too?




I was driving through Kentucky

On that old, familiar line

That marries Tennessee to Illinois

Like they were ribs on a concrete spine.




I was mirrored in the windows,

So I was smeared on every tree.

And across the sky and every billboard sign

There was a faint, blurry picture of me.




Can you tell me, even tell a lie?

It ain’t written in no book that I can find.

Can you tell me, can you tell me true?

Does the dark of the center line lead somewhere too?




(Repeat refrain)




Chapter 1

“It’s all darkness,” Jacob said. He swept his upturned palm in a half-circle, his arm outstretched, as though he were gesturing at something obvious, the way the maestro draws applause for the orchestra he’s just conducted, the orchestra which, more likely than not, would not have missed a note if the man had dropped dead after the first movement. Such a gesture is always an admission. Its meaning always the same: Can’t you see? For all my pains at controlling this, it is beyond me. It is out of my hands. It belongs to you, to them, to the world. It is the world. It’s the gesture of a fallen god.

The boy had asked him a childish question. “Why do the shadows get long when it’s almost night?”

“Look around,” Jacob said. “You’re right, the shadows are getting longer, but, look at the light too. Look at what’s happening to the light. Shadows are dark, always dark, even when they leak out across the grass into the street. But what’s happened to the light?”

The boy paused and peered into the distance. He squinted his eyes. Such conversation had become commonplace between father and son, and the boy had learned when to feign reflection. Finally he answered, “At lunchtime the light is brighter. The light gets dirtier closer to night.”

Jacob seemed pleased with this. “Yes, yes, the darkness slowly joins itself to the light, so slowly, so calmly, patiently. It winds itself around the center of light, sullies it, soaks it, until it’s permeated the light completely. Until the light is gone. Until the light has become darkness.” Jacob stood without moving or talking for a long time, gazing into the changing sky. The boy watched, too, as night overcame day, just as his father had said. As he looked up at the man, he saw the sunlight die in the distance on the tree-line behind him. Darkness washed over Jacob’s crumpled pork pie hat, his hairy face, his worn, denim work shirt, his wrinkled black trousers. He had become a silhouetted scarecrow or circus clown, a rigid strong-man, or a prophet. Darkness seemed to have overtaken his father, along with the rest of it, almost. There was a brightness in the eyes that was not extinguished with the sun, a brightness that was, for the moment, lost somewhere in the sky in some star-lit reverie. Jacob’s eyes seemed to blink with the same faint sparkle of those stars. It occurred to the boy that he couldn’t quite decide whether his father had merely been describing the dreary play of darkness and light or if he had cast the darkness into the sky with his words. Then the man’s eyes shot down, and their light was trained on the boy.

Jacob spoke, his tongue a darting flame, almost unable to keep up with the rambling words he spit into the air. His wide eyes never left the boy’s. “There was a time when everything was dark,” he said. “No sun. No stars, nothing. Just dark. Light has always been the exception, a luxury, a fake. Light and heat are accidents. People talk about balance and harmony—of darkness and light—as if they were equivalent, as if they weren’t out to devour one another. But darkness has its own harmony with cold, with stillness, with peace. Light is a mistake. Its very presence corrupts the dark and cold of space itself. Look up there. It’s darkness that overcomes all. There’s no balance. Our day is a delusion, a lie we tell ourselves, tell each other, because we fail to face the facts: that we are pathetic accidents of the light, that stupid life is part of what’s wrong with the universe. And worse than that—”

Then he seemed to remember himself and broke his gaze from the boy’s, shaking himself as one shakes off the cold. “Never mind,” he said blankly. “Let’s head home.” Jacob took a few steps. The boy didn’t follow. When he noticed what looked like a tear shimmer down the boy’s nose, Jacob softened a little and gestured somewhat obscurely toward him, as if to say, Come along or I don’t know or even I’m sorry. But, whatever it was intended to convey, it was also the maestro’s gesture. The sun had gone down now. It was night.
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It was hot as hell; so hot that by midmorning people had begun to do ridiculous things. The newscasters and weather people had warned of what they called a “heat wave” and tried to explain its origin and the threat it presented in terms that anyone and everyone could understand, but no one listened or cared. This was Central Illinois, and it was summer. Of course it would get hot, they reasoned, but what’s the real danger of a few more degrees of red in the thermometer. It wasn’t snow. It wasn’t ice. It wasn’t a tornado. It wouldn’t prevent them from getting to work or wherever it was they wanted to go, and a heat wave didn’t bring down power lines and tree limbs, nor would it demolish mobile homes or hurl livestock into people’s living rooms. It didn’t crash cars or freeze confused elderly or children. People here didn’t really register a “heat wave.” They carried on with their lives. Unconsciously, though, the heat worked its way into their heads quietly, through their bodies, as through a forgotten side entrance or a cracked window. There was no official drama yet to the heat wave. Nothing had gone wrong that had caught the attention of the news people in Champaign or Decatur, so there was no caution, no speculation, no worry. There was just stupid action.

Mrs. Segal had shed her clothing relatively early that morning, when the temperature started climbing, all the way down to her underpants, mostly just to prevent having to adjust the air conditioning. She was on what she referred to as “a fixed income” (a phrase she had borrowed from a story she’d heard on the TV), now since Carl had died two and a half years ago, and she felt the extra expenditure just for the sake of her own comfort amounted to vanity. She thought that since her widow’s routine rarely took her from the house anyway, there was no shame in the exposure. By four o’clock in the afternoon, when the pastor came by to check in on her, she had become accustomed to her prelapsarian state. She answered the door when the bell rang as she would any other day, and then everything seemed to unravel.

She only remembered her nakedness after she had knelt to roll the prostrate man on her porch, as she sat on his thighs, straddling his slender hips between her knees, and removed his priestly collar in order to check his airway, and heard one of the neighbors gasp, while another said “What in the hell?” with both awe and confusion. Mrs. Segal looked around, like a confused parakeet, just in time to see the paper boy crash his bicycle into a parked pick-up truck with the words “Raw Power” painted across the tailgate.

Don Hadfield, apparently impelled by the uptick in temperature, set himself to transplanting a whole bed of “shade” flowers from their peaceful spot by the driveway to a specially cordoned-off bed behind the fence. He had finally sold the Chevelle to some moron out-of-towner who didn’t know any better, which meant that the spot beside the driveway was now exclusively for “sun” plants. So things had become confused. His “shade” plants were in the new “sun” section, and the sun itself had gone batshit crazy. He thought he had better get them moved before their wilted brown petals and lazing stems blackened completely. Ever a man of thorough gardening practices, he had started early by tilling the bed behind the fence, the new “shade” bed, and then proceeded to relocate the “shade” plants one by one to their new home in the shadow of the fence. By just after lunchtime, Mr. Hadfield’s blue, ribbed tank-top was soaked with sweat, as were his khaki cut-offs and his knee-high white sport socks, all the way up to their multi-color horizontal stripes around the calves. The fat old man finally slumped himself down on an overturned clay flowerpot like a circus elephant, leaned against the siding on the garage, and shook his great jowls with exhaustion. His face burned, and he heard a faint but clear and constant tone that sounded like someone was holding down the number seven on a push-button telephone dial-pad.

He thought he had the strength yet to clean up the tiller before he quit for the day. Heat wave or not, you don’t leave a job half-done. He poured some diesel fuel into the little tumbler he had been sipping lemonade from earlier and started in scouring the caked dirt from the blades of the tiller with his gas-wet rag. The heat and fumes hit Mr. Hadfield wrong somehow, and he drifted off with his head pillowed on the fat flesh of his arm, which was propped on the engine casing. He awoke in a panic seconds later, spewed vomit all over the half-clean tiller blades, all at about the same time the clay pot he was sitting on gave up and crumbled. He ached all over, and he was thirsty as hell and delirious. He propped himself up and downed the diesel in a gulp before remembering that it was not, in fact, the lemonade he had finished hours before.

And not far from the Hadfields’ on Main, just outside the limits of the same little township of Cisco, a swollen teenage girl had just collapsed into the bubbling tar of a country road, after finally making good on an overdue new year’s resolution.

In Weldon, a young mother had baked her baby boy in a minivan, after returning home from dropping the other three monsters at a friend’s and drifting off in an easy chair in the house, not ten feet from where the forgotten infant lay strapped into his car seat, his blood bubbling like scalded milk.

In La Place, the mayor’s wife was emptying the contents of her purse onto the hood of her next door neighbor’s pickup in pursuit of her nerve pill. She raked through the mound of used tissues, melted “fun-sized” candy bars, and pharmacy bottles with the barrel-tip of the small pistol with which she had just shot down a black pug that she was pretty sure was rabid.

In Monticello, a mechanic had nearly incinerated himself and his shop after attempting to weld the half-filled gas tank on a Suburban.

In Bement, an accountant sat in the grass in a bloodstained undershirt, counting and recounting the remaining fingers on the hand he had just reached under his lawnmower in an attempt to retrieve an injured plastic Batman.

And at the beach at Clinton Lake, in DeWitt County, a throng of boys had punched and dunked one another as they had swum out to the line of buoys where they had spied an enormous lopsided black beach ball or balloon with the rather terrifying face of a grinning clown on either side, and the smallest boy had not come up yet. And it was this story that led the ten o’clock news in the all of the larger cities in the area, for its strange tangles outstripped what even the Holy Ghost Pentecostals were capable of believing.
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The kid had drowned. But by the time the news was airing, the poor little bastard was less than a footnote to the story. It was the resurrection of a crucified man that captured the popular imagination. Apparently, the boys, having noticed the absence of their comrade, had returned to the beach to see if he had turned back, perhaps soured on the “fun” of suffering some good-natured abuse, one of them grabbing the clown ball as an afterthought. When they reached the shore, they realized that they had dragged the corpse of the boy back with them, though twenty or so yards behind, in the knotted tethers tied to the knobbed base of the clown ball. They reeled him in and spread him out on the sand to try to bring him back. All eyes were then aimed at the attempts of the EMTs when they arrived a short time later. Nothing. And as an orange-skinned woman in an egregiously undersized moo moo looked away through her salty tears toward the water for some relief from the scene, she spotted a black blotch floating in the otherwise sun-drenched, vacant waters of the lake. Others began to take notice when the woman gasped an “Oh my God!” as she made out a head on the figure.

Two of the EMTs were soon wading into the shallows to snatch this second body from the lake. He was dead. There was no doubt about that. It looked as though he had been in the water for some time. Green and brown strips of vegetation matted to his clothes and flesh and beard as to some abortive gothic piñata. Curiously, he wasn’t bloated as you might expect; quite to the contrary, the man was emaciated and bent, kind of rigidly curled in upon himself, as a fetus is within the womb. The face had been mangled somehow or other, beaten or nibbled at by critters, or a little of both, the lips swollen and upturned on one side so that, if you looked closely within the thicketed beard around them, they seemed frozen in what looked like a smirk. The skin was a pale blue-green with purple, black, and red blossoms of recent wounds here and there. One eye was swollen shut.

They discovered the holes in his hands after several moments of beholding the face. It was the same with the feet, though here the nails remained, having been driven into the toes of the black leather boots. One foot had only been half done, however, and this seemed to have been what first caught the tether of the clown ball, in which the man’s legs were mummied up to the knees. He wore an unbuttoned black shirt under the tattered black sport coat, and they all suspended a breath when the EMTs finally uncurled the body and laid him with his back to the sand, and they saw, several few inches above an ill-stitched, jagged surgical wound across the stomach and a stab in the side, these words in a slanting scrawl across the chest, with all the art of a box-cutter prison tattoo: “King of Jews.” Someone in the crowd said “Jesus!” in shock, which made for an awkward couple of seconds, given the circumstances. Another voice announced that the coroner had arrived. A young boy looked on, his mouth gaping. A flock of waterfowl landed noisily in the distance, and the clown on the ball dizzily blew in and nudged the dead man’s head and then rested there, one of the clown faces staring crazily into the man’s vacant countenance.

At first, his resurrection came on slowly: some movements in the abdomen. And so subtle were these that they were mistaken for a shift in light as a gull flew by. But moments later someone acknowledged them. “Did you see that?” a man said, almost whispering. “In the stomach, by the scar, do ya see it, look, there it is again.” The coroner had just pronounced the man, but now all eyes were drawn to the corpse’s abdomen and what looked like faint spasms of the muscles there. No one spoke as they waited for the movement to return. And it did, after a minute or two, and then again. The coroner searched in vain for a pulse. The muscles shuddered again. Again. Now, the whole abdomen sucked in, then rested. There was no respiration, none of the stifling air moving in or out, only what looked like the corpse’s struggle to find it. This kept on for a matter of minutes, as the coroner studiously placed his hands here and there in a pointless search for life. With each failure, he would grunt and peer into the sand. Finally he stood and crossed his arms atop his belly, resolved, it seemed, to wait it out. “I wonder,” he said, “if somethin’s done crawled up inside him, some critter, and now that he’s out of the water—”

The corpse was creaking now. The sound rose from deep in the throat and resembled, the coroner thought, his daughter’s first attempts at drawing music from her cello, a low, resonant, scratching tone, somewhere between the moan of wet brake pads and the distant howl of a hunting dog. He squatted on one knee and tilted his head over the dead, smirking mouth, screwing his eyes up in concentration. No one breathed. They all listened and heard the creak again. A small, cotton-candy cloud blew across the sky and the clown ball followed its trajectory, finally breaking its gaze from the dead man, and came to a rest a few feet from the circle of onlookers. Everything was frozen.

There seemed to be no stopping the corn when it came. The corpse vomited a thick spray of whole-kernel raw corn, some small rocks with it, straight up into the coroner’s hovering face. He jerked and fell to the sand as if he’d been shot. The geyser of grain and gravel spewed from the now yawning mouth into the air and pelted the onlookers as it returned to the earth. Then it stopped. Then the body heaved out more and more, its workings on the corpse-man violent. The crooked, wounded body bent again and fell to one side. The man seemed a man again, sort of, as more and more corn found its way out of his mouth, now with deep, garbled screams and wrenching, pumping convulsions. This continued for about a quarter hour, and then the body just quaked for a time, seizing dramatically for a few seconds, until the veins seemed about to burst through the still-greenish skin, and then releasing back into the shakes. At some point, two of the women looking on had begun bawling, the tallest man there had fainted, and the boy had become giddily drunk on the spectacle.

At length, the resurrected man worked himself up to his feet and stood, contortedly, the guiding lines of his hips and shoulders slung in confliction. His limbs shook still but now with the gentle persistence of the aged. He spat to one side and looked about him. The coroner started, “Sir?” but wasn’t sure how to go on, so he didn’t. The resurrected man’s color settled in, still hinted with ashen green. And as he called out in a gravel-strangled roar for some water and a cigarette, his wounds began to bleed. The drops fell from his holey hands and streaked the scattered grain beneath them with red. The cut in the stomach oozed, while the stab in the side spurted like a child’s water gun, before slowing to a trickle, and running into the waistband of the black trousers. A goose honked from a patch of trees in the parking lot. A crying woman whimpered in the sand.


Chapter 2

Saul stood mute as the doctor mouthed words at him, but none of it meant anything more than the foggy x-ray image on the backlighted board. He’d stopped listening. He only stared into this black and white picture that hazily hinted at the contents of his insides. Sure as shit, he thought. The cancer was back. The doctor’s drone followed him as he turned and walked through the double doors and back into the waiting room. Its lilt peaked at certain intervals, as the white-coated bastard tried to turn the old man’s attention back to treatment plans that could be tried, even as Saul continued on through the ruined bodies lingering there for permission to die and out into the adjacent waiting area for the ER. “Though at this stage, and with your history, I have to be honest—” the man said before Saul was out on the sidewalk, in front of the emergency entrance, with his foot wedged against the door to prevent the doctor from following. The doctor continued, as though he hadn’t realized he’d been trapped inside his own hospital. But through the glass, it was just a murmur. Saul lit a cigarette, half intended to piss off Doctor Death, and half because he hadn’t had one since just before he’d arrived for his appointment hours ago, and it was damn well time to burn some stress.

He dragged hard and exhaled the fog out into the daylight. He watched it rise slowly, a loose cumulus, to the roof, over the ambulance drive-in, where it spilled out across the breadth of the awning, like a drink poured out upside down, before it swept out and joined the ruined world beyond the confines of his tragedy. He chuckled at his pity for himself and dragged again as he moved away from the door. The white coat on the other side of it had disappeared with its recommendations and concerns, and a gurney was coming, pushed by two EMTs with bloodied uniforms, one of them with reddened rubber gloves still on. He looked on as they rolled it by, a man strapped to it with three bands, shoulders, thighs, and ankles, moaning curses, as the EMT with the gloves held a small clump of reddened rags over an oozing wound in the man’s chest. Blood dripped from the gurney and left a trail that followed them all the way inside. Things could always be worse, Saul thought, as he stared into the drops nearest him. One looked like a sunburst, one like a bird, and one like a profiled face with a long beard. And he thought of Abraham.

He’d always thought of him as the kid he’d never had, and it was true, there was a kind of kinship between them, an understanding, maybe even a friendship. But even as a kid, Abraham had seemed hollow somehow. He spoke passionlessly, always, as if whatever he was talking about didn’t really matter or might not be true, as if everything he said, even about himself, was quoted from somewhere else or bore some dry irony Saul wasn’t in on. His gaze always fell flat, his eyes cold and staring, like the glass ones they stick in a ventriloquist’s dummy. He was a cypher, like those military codes he’d heard about, the ones that are only there, only transmitted at all, so that they could throw off enemy intelligence. Underneath there was nothing. He was a ringer, a drone, a sad mud-monster like he’d heard about as a child, a golem. He was capable of anything, but he was a depthless doll. “What’s sadder than that?” Saul asked himself, not realizing he said it aloud.

An ancient man not far from him, whose trembling right hand held a cigarette to a hole in his throat, as the left fiddled with the tubes that leashed his face to an oxygen tank strapped into some kind of wheeled apparatus responded, his voice demonic, “Not much. Some guys have all the luck.” The man laughed, as though not to would have been beyond his control. He laughed in trembling sputters and rattling wheezes and then just broke into coughs and gasps. Then his eyes grew serious. They were wet and rimmed in red, and dark greasy bags hung under them like wads of filthy dough.

Saul locked eyes with the man, then flicked his smoked-out butt at him. “Fuck off,” he said, holding his gaze for a few seconds more before walking off.

“Some guys have all the luck,” the man croaked again after Saul when he’d finally caught his breath. Saul got to his car and put his head on the steering wheel. Another ambulance pulled in noiselessly. It stopped and Saul watched as two men in uniforms unloaded a dead man. Dusk was settling in and it began to rain.
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A fetid yellow ice-cream truck crunched into the gravel and idled outside the fenced microwave tower, about a mile outside of Cisco, Illinois. Aside from the few glaring grain bins in the distance, and the winking cyclopean eye of the elevator at the Coop in town, the buzzing tower was the only vertical sign of human progress in the broad labyrinth of grains, beans, and stands of trees, black roads cutting a skewed crosshatch into the countryside.

“Babel,” Abraham Jacobsen said to himself as he killed the engine and climbed down from the driver-side. From within the truck, some ranting nonsense roared out the cracked window. Abraham opened the passenger-side, rolled up the window, grabbed a small wooden guitar, and slammed the door shut. The sound persisted. “No-no!” he barked, banging his fist on the side of the vehicle. The sound quit. Abraham lit a cigarette, sat on the crooked back bumper, tinkered the guitar into tune, and looked up. A large dark bird rode the wind down from the tower, its wings pumping and stretching out as it landed by the road.

Abraham caught himself thinking for a moment how different his life would be if he could fly, stopping only to perch briefly in the high places. But if such a fiction were truth, he thought, he would almost certainly be finding himself where he was now, stuck on top of the tower instead of at its foot. He was a flightless bird. This life was his life, and even if it were different, it would still be very much the same. He strummed the open chord. “Vanity, vanity,” he said. “Vain-tee, vain-tee,” a voice echoed from inside the ice-cream truck. Abraham peered out into the black, beyond the fading yellow that burned from the top of the lamppost above the truck and gave in to the darkness after a hundred feet or so, just past the bobbing shadow-dance of the black bird digging into something dead in the gravel. The roar of nonsense began again. He sighed a plume of smoke and closed his eyes.
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Abraham was born early, feet first, five months after his mother had discovered she was pregnant, and by that time his father was already dead and, moments later, so was the spindly, twisted sibling with whom he’d shared his mother’s womb. Abraham was early for everything. Spoke sentences by the seventh month, was walking by the ninth, and just after his first birthday, he’d begun to put on little plays for his mother. He was labeled a “child prodigy” after his mother discovered him sitting in bed with his crippled great-grandfather, the ancient man’s head pillowed by Abraham’s legs, the infant reading to him from the book of Job in a large-print King James Bible balanced atop the broad side of the old man’s head.

His mother showed him off to friends in her parish in Oxford, and before long, at the suggestion of the Father Appleby, she found young Abraham a tutor, Randolph Stevens, PhD, a fellow parishioner who had quit his university job to make his mother’s last few years easier on her. When the boy was seven, the tutor gave up. “I don’t know what else to do with him,” Dr. Stevens had said. And then, half-jokingly, “I suggest you find him an agent.”

Abraham’s mind was a warehouse of diverse gifts, but the one act that stuck was as easy for Abraham to carry off as it was for him to count backwards in multiples of seven or recite pi to a hundred digits beyond the decimal or rehearse the birth and death dates of every American president. His mother encouraged him to read the Bible, and he took to the practice of reading to his mother, grandmother, or, if no one else was to be found, his decrepit great-grandfather. He soon discovered that the text itself had become a superfluous prop. This became the root of Abraham’s act; the plays he had performed as an infant transformed into off-the-cuff recitations of portions of Exodus, Leviticus, Chronicles, or whatever. The act only became popular when Saul, the agent Abraham’s mother had secured, failing to catch Dr. Stevens’ tone, suggested a certain dramatic flair and began testing show names in each of the boy’s performances. As The Young Rabbi, Abraham dressed the part and took requests or challenges for entire chapters, sometimes entire books, of holy writ. He once performed a stirringly naive rendition of the Book of Revelation under the name The Little Revelator. This sort of thing proved to be impressive in the abstract but boring in the concrete; after an hour or so, even the pious were leaving for the restroom and not coming back.

Saul finally struck gold, after numerous such attempts, with The Dyslexic Jew. This was a novelty act that played well in the Bible Belt, but one with a “human element,” as Saul put it: “They’ll be amazed by you, but they’ll also pity you and feel better than you, all at the same time!” He was banking on the undercurrent of anti-Semitism that he felt had always been stitched into the curious attraction in the run-of-the-mill evangelical imagination to the first children of Father Abraham.

And this was Saul’s armchair definition of dyslexia: whatever Abraham said or recited, he had to do it backwards. Saul had a tailor friend make a Hasidic costume, and Saul himself manufactured a number of tattered scrolls, scrawled with gibberish, for Abraham to carry around in a converted golf bag, a quiver of swollen, blunted arrows. Saul became convinced that the “dyslexic aspect” required everything Abraham said, did, and wore to be backwards. So, by the time of his performance on “The Tonight Show” when Abraham was seventeen, his clothes were on backwards; he walked backwards; and he shook hands using a trick that one of Saul’s contortionist acts, Bob Bend, had taught him, wrenching his elbow around like a loose hinge. But after the biggest moment of both of their careers, Saul found himself still waiting for his protégé in the car hours after Mr. Carson himself had hailed a cab. Something sank and stuck in Saul’s gut, reached up and gripped his throat, as he realized that he would have to pay the boy’s mom a visit to explain how he had lost her son. He stabbed cigarette number ten into the cup-holder.
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Abraham had disappeared himself. But as much as he had tried to cut loose from his life, it bore the black shadow of his act, as though he had been typecast for the role he was playing in the real world. He settled. He married, had a kid, bought a house, and tried to live a normal life, built upon the scaffolding of carefully constructed fictions about his age, his past, his childhood, and his family. He worked as a file clerk in a nondescript, low-ceilinged ad agency under the alias Jacob Abrams.

Whatever troubles lay simmering under the surface came to a boil when his boy was seven or eight. One afternoon, the boy found a little manila envelope with a number of photographs inside hidden behind some books on a high shelf. Struck by an impulse thirsty for fire, the boy, after carefully looking through the contents, took them to the bathtub and carefully held them to matches, one by one, as his mother pinned laundry to the line strung in the backyard. He crouched next to the tub, watching the images shrink, crinkle, and curl. He gazed dumbly at the smooth cursive words from a black indelible marker, “Loved your bit, Johnny,” on a picture of a man with a turban and an Alfred E. Neuman face, standing on a stage next to a tall boy with a false beard and a black hat and his clothes on backwards, and the boy’s eyes fluttered when those words ignited and blazed across the rest of the photo, as though the note had been written in gasoline.

The boy stood mute as Abraham lectured him on right and wrong, on justice and mercy and vengeance, on darkness and light, and, though the mother protested and threatened, the boy stood silently crying as Abraham took up his son’s treasured possession, a hamster, explained his purpose, and wrung the furry little thing like a dirty rag. As he dropped it on the floor between the mother and child, he muttered, “This is what you’ve done.” The mother came at him, but he knocked her down with one blow. And he went off to pack a bag and catch a bus.
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There are only rumors, echoes really, of what happened to him during his time in the ether. What the real contents were of the years between the murder of the hamster and his phone call to Saul is a mystery. Bob Bend thought he saw a gaunt version of him on the streets, begging change with a hat and a guitar in Vancouver, but he had disappeared into a train station before the contortionist could unwind himself and catch up. Harry the Great swore he saw him for a moment in the middle of a chalked outline at a crime scene he happened by in Baltimore. The cops had traced the oozed circle of dark blood around him, such that, when they bagged the body, about the time Harry got there, the sketch left behind looked like a pregnant gingerbread man. And someone saw him with a needle in his arm in a back booth in dark bar in Iowa, and another was just shy of certain that he was working fields in California. Others spied him as a clown in a firefighter gag at some state fair, or maybe in a bare-knuckles prizefight in a barn in Kentucky, and so forth, on down to the one who was pretty sure the dancing preacher
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