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			I am on the loose.  
— T. Stamper 

		

	
		
			1

			Looking back, I should have realized something was up as soon as I opened the bedroom door and found my wife asleep on top of the sheets with a strange man curled up like a foetus beside her. Right away I could see she was naked. And there are few women who can stand comparison with Lydia, naked or clothed. Lust took me by the throat the instant I caught sight of those familiar tan lines. Then a pang of jealousy. I always became jealous at the thought of Lydia sunbathing. The whole set-up was indecent — my wife half-nude, prone, oiled and glistening under a hot sun, wearing sun glasses for anonymity, a well-thumbed paperback on the blanket beside her for inspiration. The moment we were married, I had bought her a shoulder-to-ankle caftan to wear on the beach. She had laughed. A lyric note of contempt. When I opened the bedroom door, I had not seen Lydia in five years. 

			Her body had assumed a typical Lydia pose, which I can perhaps best describe as a languorous sprawl. Those impossibly long thoroughbred legs were flung wide apart, one knee delicately cocked. One hand lay like a relic against her tiny extruded belly-button, the other was thrown over her head, tangled and hidden in a fluffy mass of golden hair. Her mouth was open; I glimpsed her caps like snow in the morning twilight. Her breasts rose and fell soundlessly; the right one firm and erect, pointing at the ceiling; the left one larger, more maternal, toppling somewhat to the side. As I watched, her hand moved slightly in a dream and I saw the silvery thread of her Caesarean scar, almost invisible along her bikini line. 

			My trouble is that I don’t give myself enough time to think. Before I could remember who and where I was with the sort of clarity that breeds circumspection — the sight of Lydia having about the same effect on me as Proust’s tea cakes on him — I had stripped down to my jockey shorts and was sitting on the edge of the bed. The man beside her snored gracelessly. I was moving with confidence because I figured he was making enough noise to drown out everything up to an eight-piece country band playing “Orange-Blossom Special” in the same room. Besides, Lydia had always been a sound sleeper. I once told her it was what she did best, something she had in common, I could have added, with naifs and saints. Not that she didn’t do other things well: tennis, sunbathing, Szechwan cooking, decorating the house, making love. 

			The truth was I had just been released from the county jail, where I had spent a month locked in a cell the size of a clothes closet with a cheerful black bit actor named Cato French who did isometric exercises on the floor, sang light opera to keep his spirits up and otherwise made life well — nigh insupportable for me with a thousand and one tales of Hollywood trade gossip. All that time, he had worn nothing but a pair of bikini briefs with the words “SMART ASS” embroidered across the buttocks. I hadn’t seen a woman, much less a wife, in four weeks, and the shock of finding Lydia, legs a splay, veeing like runway lights in a fog, drove every other thought from my mind. 

			The man beside her looked familiar but not instantly recognizable. The fact that I took so little notice of him is an indication of my utter bewilderment. He had coils of hair like Slinky toys sprouting from his shoulders. That was all I could see because of the blankets he had wrapped like a cocoon around his body. His snore sounded like a death-rattle. As I snuggled next to Lydia, I almost felt sorry for him. A man with hair coming out of his shoulders and a snore like that could take an awful beating from my wife. The woman had a tongue on her.

			Pulling my shorts to my ankles, I had a brief crisis of conscience. It was an old debate, one Lydia and I had had often enough in the course of our marriage: Did sex with a sleeping wife count as rape? In sour moods, Lydia was apt to say yes. But since she slept so much and was so difficult to stir once she had dozed off, I had opted for calling it one of the conjugal rights. Sometimes, when I was being slick and glib, I would say that this quarrel, along with the caftan, my habit of calling her Stilts whenever I caught her sitting on the toilet, and my involvement in the lamp-stand business, constituted the seeds of our divorce. But of course that wasn’t the whole truth. Most of the time she just loved me and let me have my way with her, awake or otherwise. 

			I must have been a little crazy. As I say, it was the first time I’d seen her since before the divorce, and how she came to be in my bed, with or without the hairy-shouldered snorer, I hadn’t any idea. But I was just out of jail, and I’d had to walk eighteen miles from Bronson overnight, not to mention rescuing the dog, which, as I knelt between Lydia’s thighs, triangulating the target area, was sniffing the doorjambs, licking its forepaw and glancing up at me as if I were God the Father Almighty. 

			A month in jail can change your perspective on things; a hike through a Florida swamp at night can make you see worlds you’ve never seen before. I had hallucinated over the last few miles. I had seen a shadow man hanging from a tree. I had heard gunfire and the voices of men at war. Walking into town in the dark, I had tripped over a railway track that had been torn up a hundred years before and stumbled against earthworks and cannon mounts. I had even dreamed of Lydia, a sweet, brief dream, a requiem for our marriage. And then there she was, naked and waiting, looking not a day older than when we parted. 

			It was about 6:30 A.M. Through the window above the bedstead, I could see the Gulf of Mexico and the pelicans clapping their bills together to get their circulation going as the sun began to rise behind the mangroves and cabbage-palms. Only I didn’t really see them. My mind had slipped back five years to Iowa, to our Governor Street duplex with the apple-green stucco siding, smack between the African Methodist Church where the Reverend Claude Penney smoked ribs every Saturday afternoon and the world’s smallest religious grotto in Bert Kingsly’s backyard. I was there with Lydia, who was asleep as usual, on a Sunday morning, with Mrs Penney’s fine upright piano tinkling hymns next door while the congregation rocked in accompaniment, the odor of smoked pig still floating in the air, mixing with the tang of linseed, fresh paint, canvas and primer. 

			I had just rolled onto Lydia for a morning go, parched with hangover. She had moaned a little, and her hips went slack so I could spread her legs. And it was just then, just as old Peter-George began to squeeze and inch his way into his favorite place, she would mutter my name in her sleep, “Tully…Tully…Tully —” 

			“Tully!” she screamed. 

			I had three thoughts all at once. First, my mother was behind Lydia’s turning up like this — asleep in her birthday suit when my guard was down. Second, Danger Babcox would hear about it and I would be back to square one with her. Third, my ex-wife’s new boyfriend hadn’t figured out how to get it while she was asleep.

			“Tully Stamper,” she hissed, her teeth clenched as she flattened her palms against my ribs and tried to squirm out from under me. 

			“Lydia!” I said, attempting to carry off the situation with a show of surprise. 

			“Get off me, you ape!” she said. This was one of her pet names for me. No reflection, mind you. Actually, many women have found me irresistibly attractive. Old biddies from Michigan used to ask me if I did those cigarette commercials. Good bones was the way Lydia herself described it. Seedy but sexy was what Danger used to say. Like one of those French poets gone to hell on opium, absinthe and TB. Sometimes my wife called me gorilla. She called my cock Peter-George, but that’s another story.

			By this time the man beside her was stirring. I say he was stirring, though, in fact, before I could turn my head, he had already leaped out of bed. He was naked, too. He had an erection the size of a large frozen-orange-juice can, and it was pointed at my head. His right hand gripped a revolver, by the looks of it a .38, big enough to do the trick. He was about five-five and all muscle, built like a set of encyclopedias from the hips up, with legs that looked as if they’d been transplanted from a goat. Neanderthal face, bushy eyebrows, kinky black hair pushed back from his forehead. He was simultaneously pointing the pistol at Lydia’s left breast and trying to open the ear-pieces of a pair of thick-lensed, horn-rimmed glasses. 

			“Walter Hebel!” I said. It was my turn to be astonished again. “Don’t shoot, you asshole!” 

			I had thrown my arm across Lydia’s chest, not out of any particularly heroic impulse, but because I couldn’t stand the idea of all that beauty ravaged. 

			“Get off!” yelled Lydia, who didn’t seem to understand that I was protecting her. “Otto,” she added, “it’s only Tully. Don’t shoot!” 

			Otto? I thought. Was there then someone else in the bed with us? I was confused. My mind stretched to its capacity by this bizarre turn of events. I was still kneeling between Lydia’s marbled thighs, but Peter-George had lost his initial rigidity. My member lay like a white mouse in the nest of her crotch. Walter had put his glasses on and was eyeing me up and down to confirm Lydia’s intelligence. 

			“What are you doing with Walter Hebel?” I asked. “How could you?” 

			I turned to Walter. 

			“This is my wife, you asshole!” 

			Walter swung. The cold metal of the gun barrel caught my nose. I spouted blood all over Lydia’s breasts. The pelicans were taking off toward the fish houses in Back Bayou, their sluggish bodies nicking the oily Gulf as they fought for air speed. The dog was cowering in a corner. Lydia shrieked. I had time to think, “Walter, I’ll get you for this.” And then I fell over unconscious. 

		

	
		
			2 

			Welcome to Gomez Gap, Florida, site of the famous Civil War battle, armpit of the Panhandle: a live-oak and palm lined village with big frame houses down to the water, a tiny community beach with rusty cannon at either end, tourists living in former slave quarters turned into chi-chi condominiums and motel efficiencies, poor white trash in nigger shacks and mobile homes on the outskirts. 

			My name is Tully Stamper. I am six feet three inches tall, a tippler of corn juice, also pretty well hung. At the time of which I write I was twenty-nine, divorced, lover of the mysterious Danger Babcox, a fisherman, tourist guide, amateur archaeologist, bird-watcher, dog-trainer, curio-shop owner, the town’s eighteenth largest employer, taxidermist and proprietor of the finest lamp-stand factory in Iowa. This last was disputed by almost everyone, but chiefly by Colonel Willis Armitage Parkhurst, swindler. My attorneys had the matter well in hand, however, and I was in daily expectation of an upper-court decision involving the ownership of said factory. Also I do not mention my earlier involvement in the arts. I do not mention it, but, of course, Lydia did. I told you she had a tongue on her.

			“Have you been painting?” she asked through the door as I quietly heaved up my empty stomach in the adjoining bathroom. There was blood everywhere. It looked like the scene of some sadistic sex murder. The dog, a pit bull I had found by the roadside, mewing like a kitten, up to his chin in swamp water and mud, had crawled after me on his belly and was worshipfully licking the backs of my heels as I lurched from sink to toilet and back again. 

			“Sure, I’ve been painting,” I said, lying. 

			Normally, I am that rarest of creatures, a fairly honest man, but Lydia knew where to slip in the hot nails. I hadn’t set brush to canvas since the day she announced she was pregnant. To tell the truth I was completely blind to the disappointment and hurt this caused her. For the first couple of months I had gone around saying I had a block. After I started the lamp-stand business, I stopped thinking about it. Later, she said the words, “Sweetheart, I just don’t think this is going to work out,” and I fled. 

			We were in the University of Iowa Hospital birthing room. A doctor named Birdsong crouched between her legs mumbling juju words, doing a little rain dance to induce delivery. I was lying under a gurney with a face mask over my eyes. Sweetheart, I just don’t think this is going to work out. Eleven little words — my wife’s judgment on all my frantic efforts to deserve her love, the climax of a long saga of defeat and lost opportunities, the slow declension of my hopes (as my hopes declined, her tummy ballooned): painting, lamps, marriage. Something curled up inside me and expired. Spirit turned to stone. In Gomez Gap, I had started to forget. 

			“I’d love to see some of your things,” she said, in a cheerful, offhand way that concealed an inarguable imperative. “You know, I have my own gallery in Los Angeles now. That’s where we live.” 

			I flushed the toilet and stifled a howl of rage. 

			In the next room, I could hear Walter shouting into the telephone. 

			“I don’t give a shit, Bernie. I don’t give a flying fuck! I’m on a tight clock. I gotta be in New York next week to start cutting, and you want two masters, a close-up and reaction on every shot? If I start covering myself like that, I’ll be here to collect Social Security. You need a dose of Vitamin V. Bernie. You need to take a week off, fly down to Guaymas with your receptionist. Bernie! Bernie! Watch my lips —” 

			This didn’t make sense to me, didn’t sound like the Walter Hebel I remembered from college, the Walter Hebel who lived, terminally stoned, in the lower half of our Iowa City duplex (Lydia nicknamed him “the Troll” because he was always lying in wait for her at the bottom of the stairs) and wrote arcane, minutely detailed film reviews for the campus newspaper. He had been pale and puny then, always blinking behind those glasses as though he spent too much time underground or in darkened theaters and screening rooms. His adoration for Lydia was pitiful; five times a day he would climb the stairs just to hear her say, “Get out, Walter-Troll. You make me sick.” Finding them together like this put thought to flight. 

			“Are you all right, dear?” she asked when I failed to respond to her arty chit-chat. 

			I glanced in the mirror. Eyes like new potatoes. Cheeks the color of smoked mullet. Nose like a plum with little tails of toilet paper hanging from my nostrils. Tears catching like raindrops in a month’s growth of beard. Lydia, first love of my life, my grandest failure, tossing her hair in the next room, bringing it all back. Walter hadn’t said a word, but I was sure he knew everything. I was too humiliated to speak. 

			Turning on the shower to cover my exit, I slid open the pebble-glass window above the toilet and eased myself headfirst into the azalea bush at the side of the house.

			Once on my feet I was immediately torn with a conflict of desires. There was a bottle of George Dickel in the kitchen, but I would have to risk running into Walter or Lydia to get it. Dressed as I was in my underwear, there was little chance of slipping unnoticed downtown to my store, or the Gap Hotel for a drink. Public nudity is frowned upon in Gomez Gap, as elsewhere. Sheriff Audie Driscoll had already put me in jail on what I considered less of a pretext (destruction of municipal property — I had cut down a live-oak tree on Nigger Hill after the Gomez Gap Historical Society put up a plaque commemorating the town’s eight recorded lynchings, a mad, drunken act for which I have paid the price). That left my mother, Ina Stamper. 

			I should explain that, owing to a financial embarrassment, I was living with my mother at the time. There was plenty of room as she had earlier inherited a sizeable estate from Bert “Tex” Baxter, her third or fourth husband (I forget which). My own father, just to keep the record straight, Husband Number One, had disappeared shortly after I was born, suffering what Ina called “a congenital inability to face responsibility.” I have been told he was a great wit and a bottle man and that drinking may have had something to do with his leaving. Each year, on my birthday, he would send me a postcard of some place he had visited. No message. Just a postmark. Niagara Falls, Elkhart, Bismarck, Saskatoon, Santa Fe. Once he mailed us a check for $500 which bounced. Ina cried. “He has such a good heart,” she said. 

			Bert Baxter had bequeathed her a gaudy, antebellum sea captain’s house, a boathouse and two cinder-block guest cottages which she rented out when she was sober, though most of the time she wasn’t. Together the four buildings squatted like a family of shore birds at the water’s edge, staring toward the ship channel and the outer islands. Mine was the nearest of the cottages. So when I stepped out of the azaleas, I found myself within easy reach of Ina’s patio door. 

			Shivering a little, for there was a wintry nip in the early-morning air, I skipped down the alley between the two buildings and turned left on the bulkhead that kept everything from washing into the Gulf. Tide out. Oyster bars glistening like piles of rubbish in the mud. Cormorant posing on the wreck of the Sara P. Down the way, a woman was sitting cross-legged on a pile of gill-net, writing in a Big Chief notebook, keeping an eye on things through a pair of binoculars the size of anti-aircraft guns. She caught sight of me as I slid open the patio door. Frowned. I gave her a little wave and shut the door behind me. 

			Ina was asleep with her mouth open, arms outstretched in her crucifixion pose, in a high, canopied bed with a purple velveteen headboard that matched the curtains, broadloom and wallpaper. Somewhere a radio was tuned low to a local Bible rock station. A half-empty bottle of Beefeater gin and a kiddy-capped container of Darvon, Dr Coyle’s latest wonder drug, kept her company on the nightstand. 

			Tiptoeing to the closet, I pulled from its hanger the first thing that came to hand, a silky, feathery something that fell to my knees, and slipped into it for decency’s sake. Then I found the radio, switched it off and switched on a lamp. It was one of my own, a genuine Stamper lamp, a replica of Rodin’s Balzac with the socket coming out of his forehead. 

			Ina sighed. She seemed so peaceful and pleased with herself that I didn’t have the heart to wake her just yet. Instead, I tipped up her glass in a potted plant and poured myself a tall gin-and-nothing and took two Darvon for pain. The first sip made my eyes water. When I opened them again, I decided she didn’t look half bad for a woman with cancer. Of course, it was in remission, that was what Dr Coyle said, though a lot he knew. 

			It was still there, lurking in her cells like the Spartan’s fox, ready to eat her from the inside. They had removed her breasts the year before; but then, at her clamorous insistence, had reconstructed a new set with silicon implants, bigger than the originals. The first time I saw them she was holding up her shirt in the Gap Hotel bar so that Wade Fowler could admire her new bouncing beauties. (My mother is always doing things like that, things to embarrass me.) 

			I waved the gin bottle under her nose finally to bring her around. Nothing does it for Ina like gin. She thinks alcohol is one of the food groups. Her eyes snapped open, and began to search for the source of that delicious aroma. They found me. 

			“Tully,” she said, her voice like air caught in the plumbing. “What happened to your nose? Why are you dressed like that?” 

			“Don’t try to change the subject,” I said, popping another Darvon into my mouth, like a peanut. “My wife, who hasn’t so much as sent me a postcard in half a decade, is asleep not twenty feet from where we sit. Why is that?” 

			“Ex,” said Ina. 

			“Ex-wife.” 

			“I should have thought there wasn’t any question,” she said. “She’s still in love with you.” 

			“She’s with a man.” 

			Ina picked at her blankets, trying to get her bearings. “I thought you were in jail,” she said. 

			“Thirty days. I was in jail for thirty days!” 

			“Are you sure, darling? I thought it was years.” 

			Ina peered into the bedroom gloom with an air of perplexity. A well-known, incurable evader, she suddenly feigned loss of interest in our conversation. 

			“Have you seen Wade?” she asked. “He hasn’t left, has he?” 

			Wade Fowler, a painter of the bank-lobby and medical waiting-room school, was Ina’s latest infatuation. He had recently moved into the house next door as the guest of some wealthy Baltimore widow who couldn’t leave her life-support apparatus long enough to make the trip to Gomez Gap herself. 

			“He’s not here,” I said. “But Lydia is and I’d like an explanation. If it’s not too much trouble.” 

			“Don’t be silly, darling. It’s not too much trouble. Tully, why are you dressed like that? Why, it’s my old peignoir.”

			There were cigarette burns in the rose sateen and some of the feathers had pulled away from the hem. I pulled the lapels closed across my chest. 

			“I left my clothes with Lydia.” 

			Ina glanced up sharply, a tiny flame of curiosity kindling in her eyes. 

			“I thought you wouldn’t mind, darling. You being in jail and all.” 

			“But I’m not in jail.” 

			“Yes, I can see that. It’s obvious, isn’t it? You’re walking around in my underclothes trying to get arrested again.”

			“Why did they come here?” I persisted. “I mean Gomez Gap of all places?” 

			“Otto is making a movie about the battle. Lydia came along because she wanted to see you. She thinks five years will have made a difference, that you’ll be more sensible. I moved your things into the boathouse.” 

			The boathouse, I recalled, was full of factory inventory shipped to me by Colonel Parkhurst in lieu of cash payment for my share of our common enterprise in Iowa. There wasn’t even enough room for the boat, which I kept moored in Back Bayou by Earl Albert’s fish-company landing. 

			“All right,” I said, “then give me the key to the other cottage.” 

			“Oh, I’ve rented that too,” she said, sniffing virtuously. “I rented it to a young woman from New Jersey.” 

			Her lips twisted into a tiny triumphant smile; she began hunting for split ends, tugging her flattened curls to her nose. 

			I felt depressed; the room was full of the stale-sheet smell of plots and treason. Briefly I entertained an impulse to go for her throat with the lamp cord. Every judge has a mother; how many years could I get for matricide with extenuating circumstances? 

			I gulped the last of the gin and dropped a handful of Darvon capsules into a pocket of the peignoir. Gin went up my nose and made me sneeze. Infuriated, I remembered the woman sitting on the bulkhead, the one who had spotted me skipping between houses in my undershorts. I went to the French doors and peeped out, but she had disappeared. A great blue heron stood on the bulkhead next to the oyster cookery staring at me, looking like a snake with wings. 
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			There were several mysteries to clear up. What movie? Who was Otto? Where was I going to sleep? What was Lydia doing with Walter Hebel? And how was I going to explain her sudden appearance to Danger Babcox? I was also calculating my chances with Lydia if I could get her alone in that cottage. 

			I tried to ask myself if I was really that troubled about Lydia and Walter, if it really affected me that much, and got no clear answer. There was too much bruised masculine pride obscuring the view. 

			I wandered down the hall from Ina’s bedroom to the can. While I was taking a leak, she said, “You were always a strange child, Tully. I was always finding you with your head almost buried in the sand.” 

			I let myself out the front door. I didn’t relish the thought of passing through town in a pink pajama coat but as far as I knew I wouldn’t be breaking any laws. I was just coming down the step when the lady from New Jersey emerged from her front door with a knapsack on her back. She scowled when I waved, and pretended not to notice. 

			Just then I heard the dog yelping next door. I had forgotten about him in my anxiety to escape Lydia and confront Ina. I walked across the lawn, carefully keeping the front of my peignoir closed. The yelping increased in volume. I knocked politely on my own front door. 

			Lydia opened. She was naked. 

			“Tully, where did you get to?” 

			“Never mind,” I said. “I just came to get my dog.”

			Lydia had the giggles so badly she could hardly speak. This despite my attempt to impress her with a stern facial expression and voice tone. 

			“Someone opened the bathroom window,” she said finally. “The dog…the dog tried to get out.” She stifled a guffaw. “He fell in the toilet.” 

			I stared at her impassively. Walter Hebel stood behind her with the dog in his arms. He was wearing his glasses and a pair of Bermuda shorts that looked like a Jackson Pollock action painting. I took the dog without a word. It was wet and it licked my face excitedly in a sort of welcome. 

			“Here’s something else you forgot,” said Lydia, slipping an envelope into the pocket of my peignoir. 

			“What is it?” 

			“Pictures of your daughter,” she said. “Pictures of Ariel Stamper. She turned five in February. You’ll die.” 

			I must have seemed confused. I didn’t recall any daughter offhand, though I remembered Lydia being pregnant and the birth scar on her tummy. (Perhaps I did remember but didn’t want to admit this to myself, a desperate condition of mind brought on by night swamp-walking and a desire to deny that I was anything less than a charming and lovable human being.) But she didn’t belabor the point. She was too happy to see me to make a fight. 

			“Don’t you want your pants, too?” she asked, her eyes dancing. 

			I didn’t want to admit to anything. I didn’t want her to think I cared. So I played it cool and said, “What pants?”

			Lydia grabbed her ribs in agony. 

			“Tully,” she said, between sobs of laughter, “you haven’t changed a bit.” 
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			Hearing my wife’s clear laughter, seeing her naked in the doorway with Walter’s hairy hand crawling over her shoulder, I had an attack of queasiness. Call it a sign, a portent, an omen, a foreboding. This was one of those moments, I told myself, when the past and the future arrive together with a smash, and life begins to compress around you like an accordion bellows. 

			Yes, this was the beginning of something, I thought, feeling displaced and weary. I recalled the day of my arrest, when I had stood on the bulkhead, watching a sand shark some fishermen had nailed to a plank by its snout and used for target practice, lolling its tail sadly in a gently swell. I had had a similar sensation then, that things were going to get worse, and they did. 

			But if you believe the lies they have printed about me in the newspapers or the stories told after liquor has broken down the native obstinacy of speech in a Gomez Gap bar, then you are badly misinformed. I have it on good authority that Ted Maberly claims to know where my body rests and has offered to lead more than one curious band of tourists from the North to view my sun bleached bones. Let me say here, once and for all, that that is some other person. I am alive. Old Tomahawk Tully, old Nighttrain Stamper lives. I am on the loose. 

			At that moment, however, as I turned from the cottage and fled into the street — two rows of frowsy brick bungalows, the color of dried blood, with glassed-in Florida rooms, turkey cat and peach blossom at the sides, dog crap and bone holes dotting the mangy yards, road dust coating parked cars, trees and palmettos — I felt contrasting emotions stampede through my mind: hatred, reluctant admiration, fear and embarrassment. I was suddenly irritated beyond words with Lydia, adjusting myself once more to the probability that she lacked certain virtues which in blindness and early passion I had formerly awarded her. 

			I hadn’t gone far before I noticed how heavy the dog was. It seemed pretty silly to be walking the oak-lined back streets of Gomez Gap in a pink pajama coat with a bulldog in my arms, so I put the dog down. Immediately, his rear legs gave out and he sat on the pavement. 

			“Walk,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You can walk if you believe you can.” 

			The dog whimpered and gave me a look. I had seen that look before, my own sad face in a mirror just before I lit out. I say “lit out” although Lydia swore before a judge that I had suffered a nervous breakdown due to the pernicious influence of drugs and alcohol and my inability to paint pictures. (In my opinion, I didn’t take enough drugs. And it wasn’t because of the painting; I left because I was terrified she was going to leave me. Sweetheart, I just don’t think this is going to work out.) 

			On the testimony of others, I know that I ended up in a Cajun jail in the Mississippi Delta country, strung out on chemicals and delirious. A local cop called Lydia. “Mrs. Tully Stamper?” he asked in dialect. “Mizzz Staympuh?” “Yes,” she said, calm but fearing the worst. “The waf o’ one Tully Staympuh, Ioway Cita, Ioway?” “Yes,’’ she said. “Where is he? Is Tully all right?” “We got ’im, sho nuff. He’s in jayell.” “Oh God! Is he hurt? Is he all right? What has he done?” “Wayell, m’am, I don’t rahtly know what he done. But he’s nakid and he thinks he’s a bird.” 

			To give Lydia her due, she came straight down to Louisiana and rescued me. The only way she would spring me was to have me bound over for observation at the nearest loony-bin. So we spent a month together at a place called Elysium Inc. on the outskirts of Baton Rouge. A month was enough. At the end of a month, I escaped in the company of an ex-hooker who thought she was Teresa of Avila. I suppose that Lydia went back to Iowa. After that, the only news I had came via her attorney. 

			“Walk, damn it!” I said to the dog. 

			I could tell the neighbors were watching. A man has to preserve face in a Southern town; he doesn’t let his dog get the better of him. So I gave him a kick, just a tap in the ribs really, for the sake of my image. But the dog fell over as though dead. 

			A car braked to a halt behind me, scattering gravel over my bare feet. It was Sheriff Audie Driscoll in her supercharged Plymouth. (Her real name was Audrey, but Audie looked better on arrest forms and official documents.) Audie was forty-eight years old and six feet if she was an inch. She had a nose like a beak and wore a patch over her left eye, which was blind and wandered and, so she thought, ruined her looks. 

			There were two shotguns on a rack behind her head, a .44 Magnum balanced on the dash and handcuffs dangling from the rearview mirror. She was tapping a riot stick lightly against the chrome sidestrip through the open driver’s window. In a cage in the back seat, a German shepherd named Vince, her constant companion, slavered in an unhealthy fashion against the glass. 

			The whole thing with the dog was turning into a major incident. I contemplated leaving it there in the road, pretending I had never seen it before. But I have always had a soft spot for the waifs and losers of this world. I am always seeing something of myself in their misery. And, as I say, I remembered that look. So I knelt, first tucking the peignoir carefully between my knees, and picked up the dog again. 

			Audie beckoned me closer with a flick of her riot stick. Her good eye betrayed a malicious gleam. 

			“I might have known it was you,” she said, with an air of triumph. “I had a call about an intruder.” 

			“Who called?” I asked, glancing in the direction of my former home. Lydia had disappeared, but Walter still stood there in his shorts. 

			“You got a license for that canine?” Audie asked. “A pit dog, ain’t it? I don’t see no collar.” 

			“Did that son of a bitch call you?” I asked, nodding at Walter. 

			In the opinion of most Gomez Gap taxpayers, an opinion I failed to share, Audie Driscoll was an ideal law enforcement officer. She protected the town drug smugglers and arrested only tourists, blacks and me. The previous sheriff had had the gall to pull a local boy for drunk driving one night only to find that the town council had met and fired him while he was transporting his prisoner to the county jail. Audie was a gun collector and a Christian. She also had a son named Bubba who had once been married to Danger Babcox, for a year and a half, about the time I came down from the North. 

			“I believe there was some mention of indecent exposure and possible lewd conduct if not attempted rape,” said Audie, feigning a look of mild surprise. 

			Our conversation had not lasted more than two minutes, had indeed just reached the stage where I was beginning to look about for witnesses to police brutality, when Lydia came jogging toward us, clad, finally, in expensive running shoes, garish knee socks, shorts and a sailor shirt. 

			“It’s all right, Sheriff,” she said, with an expression of wide-eyed jocularity. Breathless, she was the picture of health, with those gleaming teeth and that agitated chest.

			The truth is I have always been attracted to women who hold out the promise of what I would like best to find in myself. In Lydia I had discovered a particularly American grace and sang-froid, a coolness and cleanliness of both body and spirit, a certain order and self-control which, indeed, is the ideal toward which every toothpaste commercial aspires. Just as in Danger I had found an opposite virtue in her heat and passion and her willingness to throw herself willy-nilly into things, to abandon her self-possession. 

			“It was an honest mistake,” Lydia continued, smiling at the sheriff. “Mr Stamper was unaware that his home had been rented out. He walked in on us thinking the place was empty.” 

			“Mr Osterwalder called me himself,” said Audie. “He seemed irate. We don’t want anything to throw off his shooting schedule. We feel Gomez Gap would be an ideal location for other films and we would like to make a good impression.” 

			“I believe Otto may have been having a little fun with you, Sheriff — at Mr Stamper’s expense. I’m sure you understand,” said Lydia, somewhat mocking Audie’s drawl. Her eyes caught mine and held them an instant, sharing the joke. 

			“I understand, ma’am,” said Audie in as courteous a tone as I had heard escape her lips. 

			“I believe Mr Osterwalder and I are of the same mind,” she went on, not looking at anything in particular with her glassy good eye. “Tully has as good a sense of humor as the next fellow. Haven’t you, Tully?” 

			She jabbed me in the ribs with her riot stick, 

			“Am I free to go?” I asked, recoiling from that stick and starting to turn. 

			“I’m sure the sheriff will be happy to give you a lift,” said my former wife, smiling again. Audie looked like a snake; I gasped with alarm. “Your son looked wonderful in the rushes yesterday,” Lydia added, incomprehensibly. “You must be very proud of him, Mrs Driscoll.” 

			This time she winked at me, forming a conspiracy of two as she had often done when we were falling in love. Often, as now, I hadn’t the slightest idea what we were conspiring over. 

			“I’d be happy to,” said the sheriff, flashing her gray teeth at me. “Why don’t you hop in, Tully?” 

			“There, that’s all set,” said Lydia, jogging backward. “I have to be running. Otto stayed behind this morning to block a scene before we start shooting. Nice to see you, Sheriff. Say hello to Bubba.” 

			“Get in,” said Audie, shifting her stick. 

			“I’ll
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