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Dedication

FOR MY SISTERS

Anne Margaret Oshetsky

Ellen Irene Zensen

I think about you every day.








Epigraph

Afoot and light-hearted I take to the open road,

Healthy, free, the world before me,

The long brown path before me leading wherever I choose.

WALT WHITMAN
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One The Cliffhanger








I didn’t mourn for Vivienne Bianco. I didn’t know her. I knew how she died, though, because Randall Smiley told me the whole terrible story. I couldn’t get Randall’s story out of my head. I was never again going to let myself forget how each breath was bringing me closer to my final breath. How would I live differently? For sure I didn’t want to live the same life I’d been living. I craved revolutionary changes in my life. Violent changes, even. I felt like I was exercising a new muscle in my body. My body began to conform to my new way of thinking. Each day my body grew more loose-limbed and intuitive. It grew more sensitive to things. Trivial things at first, like the way my clothes felt against my skin as I walked along. Then larger things, too, and larger-than-large things—profound things, even—like the boundless sky at dusk when work was done. A slant-sun would be making its way toward the horizon, and the east-west roads would be orange and glowing. The traffic would begin to shift feverishly in all directions, and my body would tremble on the breezes—and away I would fly, like a muscular swan. Or so it seemed to me.

The year was 1974. I was nineteen years old. Newspapers kept running a photograph of an internationally famous heiress toting a machine gun while wearing a saucy beret. One day on my lunch break I bought a saucy beret for myself, at a hat store on Market Street. There were hat stores in those days. Berets were fashionable among radicals and the very old. The world was a noisy, crowded place in that era. You couldn’t walk down a simple street without your head intersecting with a radio wave or a casual sidewalk conversation.

I worked for the phone company that year, in the Resident Billing Office, on the third floor of a six-floor building on Fourth Street in San Francisco. Randall Smiley worked on the same floor as I did, but six rows over. Our job was to make people pay their phone bills. The job was uniquely powerful because in those days the telephone was all there was. No world wide web. No texting. No picturephones, either, although they’d been promised to us ever since the New York World’s Fair in 1964. If you wanted to speak to somebody who wasn’t within shouting distance then you talked through a box, attached with a wire to a wall. Back then the phone was so important that we who worked in the Resident Billing Office were like harsh cold gods. If you didn’t pay on time, or if we didn’t like your tone, or if you disrespected us, then we could disconnect your phone as fast as a fingersnap and you’d be dead to the world. We called it ripping your lips. We’d say: “Don’t get testy with me, Mister Customer! If you don’t pay up by Friday, I’m going to rip your lips!”

But our job was uniquely powerless, too, because for eight hours a day we were tethered to a short cord attached to a headset. We were forbidden to leave our workstations unless we got permission. To get permission we needed to hold up a little paddle. Then we needed to wait until the floor supervisor noticed the paddle and excused us. The floor supervisors were all men who didn’t understand about menstruation. All day long they sat up on a dais at the front of the room and surveyed us like petty dictators, with their arms crossed. On any given day the floor supervisor might decide to flex his petty-dictator muscles and pretend not to see our paddle and leave us bleeding or peeing in our pants or otherwise embarrassing ourselves.

The queue of customers calling in to explain why they hadn’t paid their phone bills never ended. Every three minutes a different voice made its way into our ears. Three minutes was all the time we were supposed to take on each call. The voice might be drunk, or belligerent, or hostile, or afraid of the dark. The voice might be suicidal. The voice might be full of desperation. By the end of each day an everlasting chorus of voices filled our heads. Berating us. Pleading with us. Threatening us. We weren’t supposed to hang up. The best we could do if a customer was drunk or obscene or abusive was to switch the call over to a floor supervisor. Once a floor supervisor took over the call then those randy, rowdy voices would settle down, usually. They’d respond to a floor supervisor’s voice differently. They’d be gentle and polite and reasonable. When the call was done, the floor supervisor would come over to my station and say, “What’s the matter with you, Celia? That man was a perfect gentleman. You must have done something to rouse him!”

Our work life was so regimented that we needed to find drama elsewhere, in our off-hours.

Here is the drama Randall Smiley found. He was carrying on with Vivienne Bianco.






Vivienne worked at the phone company, too, but she was four steps up the corporate ladder from Randall and me. Sometimes she wore a yellow suit to work. Sometimes a navy one. No matter what the color of her suit, her blouse was always tastefully cream-colored. She had the typical rigid stern posture that all career women of that era adopted. Solid shoes. Big bows. Beyond sharing an elevator with her now and then—I worked on the third floor, and she, the sixth—I didn’t know Vivienne Bianco. None of us knew her. She was literally on another level from us Resident Billing workers, and for the life of us we couldn’t understand why she’d chosen Randall Smiley, of all people, to be her love nest companion, because Randall was shaped like a beach ball with legs sticking out below and his hair was unwashed. Randall had lovely strong hands, though, and he spoke in a manly and commanding voice. His was the kind of voice you could imagine coming out of the mouths of four-star generals or sea captains. And maybe Randall had other fine qualities, too, not to be perceived in the course of daily polite society, and maybe he felt like a safe bet to her, because for sure she’d never run across him accidentally at one of her fancy corporate soirees or at a neighborhood bridge party. She and Randall moved in different circles. All these speculations kept us billing operators busy gossiping about Vivienne and Randall on our breaks, and we could never agree on what had brought those lovers together, because the ways of love are meandering and mysterious.

The two of them used to go to her place in Pacific Heights.

One day her husband came home at an inopportune time.

“Get under the bed, get under the bed!” Vivienne ugly-whispered, and Randall had done exactly that, squeezing himself under the bed—but in their panic the two lovers forgot to attend to the used condom on the floor. Talk about incriminating evidence. The rest of us could only imagine Randall’s sickening embarrassment at needing to testify at the trial.

But wait. I’m telling it all wrong. It’s because of the paddle situation.

Let me try again.






Because of the paddle situation it was nearly impossible to get the floor supervisors to excuse me at the same time that Randall took his break. That’s why, for the last four days—ever since Vivienne had met her grisly end, that is—I’d only heard the story in bits and dribs of secondhand gossip. Everyone was frantically trying to hold up their paddles at the same time Randall held up his paddle for his break. All of us wanted to hear the story from Randall’s own lips. But only four of us were allowed to unplug from the call queue at any one time. Otherwise the queue would spill into the day after next. Customers would be hanging on the line for so long that they’d wander away from their telephones or hang up and call again, which created an awful mess by the end of the day.

Despite these obstacles, eventually I found myself sitting in the designated break room for smokers, with Randall Smiley sitting across from me, telling his tale to us eager listeners. There were people from every floor crammed in. People had ignored the break rooms on their own floors and had come to the third floor on the off chance that their break would coincide with Randall’s. There we were, we lucky few, huddled around a sticky square table with nothing on it but overflowing ashtrays. The story Randall told us that day begins with two lovers dreamily dozing in Vivienne’s big bed in Pacific Heights. It’s love. It’s really love. Randall kept telling us eager listeners it was really love.

Suddenly Vivienne hears a key rattling in the lock on the front door downstairs and she ugly-whispers, “Dear Lord, it’s Gene! Hide, Randall, hide!” And Randall, being a phone company man with no imagination, dives under the bed. He hears heavy shoes on the stairs. The sound is coming closer, step by step—imagine Randall telling this part of the story like the campfire story kids used to tell each other, at summer camp: Mary, I’m on the first step; Mary, I’m on the second step—and his heart won’t stop its fearful clatter.

That’s when Randall sees the used condom over there, on the floor, right at Randall’s eye level, and he wants to say: “Get the condom, Vivienne!”—but his courage fails him, and then it’s too late, and so he swallows his warning and bites one knuckle. If only there had been more time. If only.

As for Vivienne, she, too, is a creature of the phone company, and she has unimaginatively decided to play sick-in-bed, but it’s no good, because her hair is messy in an undeniably sexy way, and not in a sickbed sort of way. True, she is looking flushed but it’s by no means the flush of a sick woman. It’s an unmistakable postcoital flush, because Randall has put the bloom back in Vivienne’s cheeks. Oh yes, my dears. That poor woman should have gone straight to the bathroom and locked the door behind her and claimed some kind of bowel complaint had kept her home from work. I was thinking that’s what I would have done in those circumstances. All of us were thinking about what we would have done in those circumstances. Where we would have hidden. How we would have explained. How we would have escaped the coming confrontation. Suddenly Randall sees the husband’s boots in the doorway. They’re heavy boots. The kind that can break ribs, crack skulls. The husband’s name is Gene Bianco and he is president of a company that sells tractors and other farm equipment. He is supposed to be at a tractor convention in Des Moines this week but here he is in the flesh. Randall holds his breath. He didn’t tell us the part about holding his breath. Those of us listening to his story intuited it. We were holding our own breath in sympathy.

What the hell, Vivienne! the husband yells.

He’s enraged even before he sees the incriminating jism-filled evidence on the floor. He isn’t buying his wife’s sick-day excuse. Then he does see the incriminating evidence. From under the bed, Randall watches a hairy-knuckled hand reaching down for that evidence, and then the husband shouts the same thing all over again, but louder:

What the hell, Vivienne?—

And then? The roar of a gun.

Here in the designated break room for smokers, Randall paused.

“Gawd, Randall,” drawled a woman from the second floor.

I knew this woman a little. Her name was Meena, and she had snuck up from the second floor to the third floor and I didn’t blame her because on her floor nothing interesting ever happened. A year ago someone on her floor delivered unexpected triplets. That was it for the second floor in the drama department.

Randall coughed and went on with his story.

All is still. All is dreadfully, dreadfully still.

Then the stillness is broken by the sound of the husband’s voice, only now the husband’s voice sounds like the voice of a child.

Viv? the husband whispers.

He’s too stunned by his own crime of passion to wonder where the man who filled the incriminating condom with his anemic spurts might be. The thought of this other man has been wiped from the husband’s mind by the sight of his wife, now a corpse.

By this time in the story the smoke in our smokers’ break room was thick and our break time had come to an end but we all lit a second one. We were in no hurry to go back. We smoked our second cigarette and went on to our third. We should have been back at our workstations six minutes ago. To be honest discipline had been lax on the entire floor recently. Ever since Vivienne’s fate was sealed, the entire building had been infected by a chaotic flouting of the rules. But anyway. Let us return to Randall, under the bed, cheek to cheek with Vivienne’s silk rug. The crazed husband’s boots are pointed right at him. The husband is so quiet and still that Randall can hear the aftershock of the gunshot ringing in his ears. He’s sure the husband is about to look under the bed and see him and he’d shoot Randall straight between the eyes with the bullet in the next chamber.

Viv? the husband says.

He says his wife’s name like it’s the sweetest declaration of love.

Is that you, Vivienne? he says.

And when Vivienne still doesn’t answer, the husband says: Come on, Vivienne! Don’t mess with me!

And when Vivienne has nothing to say about that, either, the husband gives up trying to get a rise out of her and flings himself down on the bed next to his wife’s body—or maybe, on top of it; Randall, under the bed, and with a limited view of the scene above, really can’t say for sure—and sobs. The husband is a big man. The mattress pushes down on Randall and he can barely breathe. He can tell from the stillness of Vivienne’s hand, flopped over, that she’s a goner. Blood is dripping from her fingertips. Blood is hanging in the air in microscopic droplets and everything is tinged with a pinkish yellow haze and Randall can feel a sneeze coming on.

“Gawd, Randall,” drawled the woman from downstairs again. Meena.

That’s when our floor supervisor burst in and fresh smokeless air poured in after him—“What are you people doing in here? The phones are ringing off the hook!”—and what could we do? We stood up and looked at each other with stupefied faces as if we’d all somehow forgotten the time, and we went back to work.

I scuttled to my station and plugged in.

So did Randall Smiley, six rows over.

“This is Celia, how can I help you?” I said into my headset.






Sometimes I told the Resident Billing customers my name was Celia. Sometimes I said I was Operator 737. Both were correct. Both followed the company rules. I never said, “This is Celia Dent, how can I help you?” because the company rule was never to divulge our full names.

The customer on the other end of the line told me her name was Mrs. Robert Brisket. She emphasized the “Missus.” She sounded exasperated. She told me she’d just opened the phone bill, only to discover that her son was addicted to phone porno. When I looked up Mrs. Brisket’s bill in our system, I whistled. Every ninety seconds for the last eighteen days, between midnight and four a.m., there was a new dollar-fifty charge on the bill.

“I can’t possibly pay this bill,” Mrs. Brisket said. “I didn’t know. What do I do?”

People were calling in all the time to tell me their troubles and excuses for why their phone bill couldn’t be paid on time. They’d tell me they didn’t know it was a dollar a minute to speak to their sister in Ottawa. Or they didn’t know when they accepted the charges for a phone call from their boyfriends in San Quentin that it meant they needed to pay for those charges. Or they didn’t know their son was dialing up phone porno recordings in the middle of the night. It was easy to get swayed by their sob stories, and to forget that my primary purpose was to protect the company. We’re supposed to be kind, but we’re also supposed to collect. While Mrs. Brisket was pleading with me in my left ear, I could hear the rattle of a gurgly voice in my right ear, telling me, You’ve got to rip this woman’s lips, as surely as your life depends on it. Mrs. Brisket’s bill was six thousand four hundred and eighty dollars. I ripped her lips. Later I would think, oh, gosh, maybe I shouldn’t have listened to that gurgly voice in my right ear. Maybe I should have been kinder to poor Mrs. Brisket. I could have tried to work out a payment schedule for her. We’re allowed to do that in special circumstances, with a floor supervisor’s okay. But I was distracted from my compassionate side by the fate of Vivienne Bianco. I was lost in a hazy fog of wonderment about the violent ways lovers settle their differences. The story of Vivienne Bianco’s grisly end had put me in a mood, half disapproving and half aroused, and I ripped people’s lips left and right all afternoon.

It was close to quitting time when one of the floor supervisors walked over to Randall Smiley’s desk along with two security guards. Those guards escorted Randall Smiley away, to parts unknown. Word flurried through the rows and desks of my fellow billing workers that Randall was about to get the boot. If the rumor was true, and if Randall really was about to get the boot, then I’d never hear how he got out of his sticky pickle. I’d never know how the story ended. I’d be stuck forever at the cliffhanger, with poor Randall Smiley hiding there, under the bed, a mattress-width away from a jealous, raging, uncontrollably sobbing husband with a gun in his hand.






Two A Drop of Wine








It’s a strange but true fact that a typical person living in these modern times will cross paths with thirty-six actual, in-the-flesh murderers during their lifetime, along with seventy-seven people who are destined to be murdered. Real-life murderers pass us by in the streets with nary a whisper or a sign. Real-life victims pass us by at about twice the rate as the murderers do. Most of the time the murderer is a man, but not always. There are women capable of killing. There are layers upon layers of love-and-death happenings going on every second in this world while we walk on blithely. Most of the time these violent crimes happen behind closed doors, in a domestic situation that from the outside looks reasonably content, but experience proves you can never know for sure what’s happening or about to happen right next door, or closer, in your very own home. That’s what I always say.

So maybe it’s not so surprising that Vivienne Bianco wasn’t the first person I’d met whose life-journey led them to a blood-soaked final destination. When I was a girl I heard about a woman in the next town over who’d murdered her husband. My mother knew the woman, but not so well. This woman loved to sew, and so did my mother, and sometimes the two of them would cross paths in their favorite fabric store, where they would make small talk about sewing patterns, or buttons, and whether they preferred a French knot to a colonial knot, but their friendship never went any further. I was at an age where I liked to crawl between the big bolts of fabric in the store, to hide there. My mother would search the store, calling my name—Celia! Celia!—and sometimes the murderous woman would join in the search. Often it was she who found me first. I fondly remember the look of that woman’s jolly red round face as she bent down and spied me in my hiding place. I remember her dear smile. “Come on out of there, you little monkey!” she’d whisper, and the way she spoke to me made me feel as if the two of us had a special conspiratorial relationship.

Or sometimes, instead of hiding myself away behind the big bolts of fabric, I would sidle up secretly to the measuring table, and when no one was looking I’d steal the big scissors from the tabletop. I’d walk away with those scissors tucked inside the folds of my skirt. I was small and stealthy and girlish in those days. I could walk along as if invisible. No one suspected me of malice or deception, because of my sweet ways. I would make my invisible way through the rows and rows of fabric bolts with those big scissors hidden in my skirt. A feeling would come over me and I would compulsively make sharp cuts, deep into the fabric. No one ever knew I was the one who had defiled the cloth. I loved to watch the cloth divide in two between the scissors-blades. I loved the nearly-not-a-sound sound those sharp scissors made, so close to the sound of a soft voice whispering. Sometimes I’d spare them—those big fabric bolts—and walk on without defiling them. I’d slap them as I passed by, though, as a warning that next time I would not go so easy on them. Those bolts of fabric felt like thick legs to me, or like headless torsos. They had a warmth to them. They felt like living things.

The point is my mother and this woman weren’t really friends. They were fabric-store friends. Nonetheless, when my mother heard the news about what had happened between that woman and her husband, she felt a big feeling well up inside. It wasn’t shock or fear. She hadn’t known the woman well enough for shock or fear. In fact, I think the news exhilarated her. Or maybe she felt as if she’d personally dodged a bullet. For weeks my mother chatted energetically on the telephone with her friends about her narrow escape. The conversations were lively and speculative.

“We were very, very close,” my mother would say into the phone.

She would leave the impression that she might well have been visiting the woman in her home on the fateful day. There they were, two friendly seamstresses, sitting contentedly in the kitchen together, sipping tea and chatting away about the pleasures of sewing a hem by hand, when a door opens, and the husband comes sauntering in without the barest idea he is about to die—and the wife rushes forward! Knife raised! She does the deed!

“Stabbed him to death,” my mother would whisper into the telephone.

And then she’d remember she was a mother and that walls had ears and would look around frantically to make sure I wasn’t eavesdropping on her sordid tale. But of course I was eavesdropping, because her tale was about love and death, life’s two greatest mysteries. When she spied me there in the corner hanging onto her every word, she would scold me and tell me to scoot and go play in my room.

You will probably not be so surprised to learn that the idea of stabbing somebody to death or alternatively being stabbed to death myself soon took hold of my child-mind. It was all I could think about. I owned three Barbie dolls back then. I didn’t take good care of them. My mother was always sewing my Barbie dolls darling little outfits to match my own, but the tiny buttons and snaps were too delicate for my blunt child-fingers, and I would leave those dolls naked and thrown on the floor. I disliked their unmoving faces. I’d given them all haircuts, but the results were disappointing because I could see the tiny circular holes in their scalps where the fake hair had been threaded through, and the holes disturbed me.

One day I lined up those dolls on the floor of my bedroom and stabbed them experimentally with my mother’s nail file. Their legs and arms and breasts were hard plastic and could easily withstand my childish stabs. The heads were another matter. They were hollow and rubbery. The nail file went right through those flabby faces, and I felt something close to a sexual thrill. At that age, I had no idea what a sexual thrill felt like. But when I think back on the memory, now that I have experienced ever so many of life’s erotic pleasures, “sexual thrill” is a close approximation of the way I remember feeling as a girl when I stabbed those dolls in the eye.

Later in life I would feel slightly ashamed of myself. To make up for what I had done to those poor rubbery faces, I began to collect Barbie dolls in earnest. I took loving care of them. I never took those dolls out of their boxes. My mother encouraged my interest. She cleared out the pantry. Together we put up shelves and painted them pink. Over the years, my collection grew. Every birthday and every Christmas and every time I got an A on my report card, my mother gifted me a new doll for my collection. But it was maybe too late to reform me. The match had been lit. Danger and sex and passion and violence and tragic endings were all knotted up inside of me by then, long before I knew what any of those words really meant.






After a certain event occurred when I was eleven, and which I will maybe tell you about some other time, my mother was constantly looking at me askance.

“You’re getting wilder every day,” she liked to say. “You’re going to turn out exactly like your father.”

I began to wonder about this father of mine and how he had turned out. He’d been out of the picture since before I could remember, and that absence, that void in my past, made him an object of mythic fascination in my mind even before my mother began to constantly remind me that my father had existed and had helped give rise to me. Who was this man she called “your father”? The only thing my mother would ever say about him was that he’d been a bounder. But what was it about me, in particular, that reminded my mother of my father, the bounder? Was he alive or dead? What the heck was a bounder? My mother wouldn’t say. Whenever I asked her about my father, she told me to mind my own business.

Maybe there was evidence of a father figure somewhere in the house, stuffed behind a drawer or in the attic or in one of my mother’s many sewing baskets. I began to look for clues whenever my mother was out. I was sixteen when I found a black-and-white photograph of a man I didn’t know. I found it in a box full of stale yellow letters. He was biting an unlit cigarette between his teeth and squinting. As soon as he’d seen me looking back at him, he’d instantly begun to beguile me with his sorry tale. “You’ve found me out, kid, and what your mother told you about me is true—I am a bounder!” he said. I felt an immediate kinship with this man’s reckless attitude toward life and its obligations. I respected the way he cocked his head to one side. On the back of the photograph, in my mother’s rounded handwriting, was one word. The word was: Dirk. It intrigued me no end to imagine that my father had been named at birth for a stabbing blade once favored by Highland assassins.

And so I kept that photograph. I didn’t tuck it back into the box of yellow faded letters. Instead, I put it away, in a special place known only to me, where I’d begun to collect all the threads and clues and hidden mysteries of life. I was certain one day I would collect enough clues to explain all I needed to know about weighty metaphysical matters. I’d already collected three Barbie doll heads, still scarred from my childhood days, plus a pair of sewing scissors, plus an old nail file that had once belonged to my mother—and to this burgeoning collection of life-clues, I added a photo of a man named Dirk, who might have







OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml

Contents




		Cover


		Title Page

 
		Note to Readers


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Contents


		One: The Cliffhanger


		Two: A Drop of Wine


		Three: Eleven Minutes to Spare


		Four: Long-Legged Crabs


		Five: Keep Moving Through It


		Six: The Sock Man


		Seven: Hello, Wife


		Eight: Small Plastic Lives


		Nine: Love and Death


		Ten: The Confession


		Eleven: Love and Life


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Also by Claire Oshetsky


		Copyright


		About the Publisher









Guide



		Cover


		Contents


		One: The Cliffhanger












		iii


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		i


		ii


		iv










OEBPS/images/tit_img.jpg
EVIL
@ERIUS

A NOVEL

CLAIRE OSHETSKY

CCCe

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/9780063466494_Cover.jpg
TIAON V






