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Chapter 1

A designated drinker
is going to wake up and wonder where he is. This is bound to happen
sometimes. A bottle doesn't always point north. Sometimes it goes
the other way. I knew I wasn't home. The spot on the ceiling where
the water leaks through looked like a horse. A roach I didn't know
crawled down its back. My spot looks like a duck. I like to wake up
and see a duck. It's the little things that make a house a
home.

The lamp by the bed said cheap hotel. The
lamp was bright orange, which is not a good color if you drink. You
wake up and your head's a can of nails, you don't want to see a lot
of orange. You want to see a color like black.

Past the lamp I saw a table and a chair and
bad pictures on the wall. A window with a dirty lace curtain and a
dull square of daylight after that. I decided it was still
September and Chicago outside, a solid foundation for the day. If
you don't know where you've been, you can work around that. Knowing
where you are is the thing. If you know where you are, if you know
your last name, you'll do fine. So the hotel bit was nothing new. I
have wound up in hotels before. Even serious drinkers have to
sleep. The girl, though, the girl was something else. The girl was
a big surprise.

I turned to put the window at my back and
there she was. She had kicked the covers off and they were tangled
in her legs. She was curled in a pleasant little nest, arms wrapped
around each other, knees tucked in below her waist. Her
ebony-colored hair was tousled in sleep about a young and nearly
perfect angel face. I saw the tip of a perfect nose. I searched for
a blemish or a mole. In this sort of thing, thoroughness is the
key. This girl was Heffner clean. She was perfect and young, a very
small and fine-boned girl with a tan that didn't come from
September-in-Chicago afternoons. Her nails and her toes were
coral-pink. Wrapped about a very nice foot was a tiny pair of white
bikini pants. I admired this foot a lot. A very fine and perfect
foot. A very young foot. Just how young was a matter for concern.
There are laws we must obey.

I tried to recall the night before. I might
have dropped by the Oasis and jawed with the regulars awhile.
Surely I didn't find her there. The ladies in Artie's place tend to
show a little wear. Some, if you ask, will display a small tattoo.
I had not found this girl in any bar. This little honey was the
girl next door, untouched by boozy nights. The places I went she
wouldn't go.

Maybe I had kidnapped a cheerleader squad and
the others got away. Maybe she only looked thirteen. Some girls
look a lot younger than they are. I wondered if I'd practiced safe
sex. I wondered if I'd practiced sex at all.

Drawing the covers around her neck, I slid
quietly out of bed. I nearly made it to the chair. I eased onto the
floor for a break. Travelers need to rest. My jeans were nearby,
tangled in a very small bra. I got both feet in the jeans and
decided I could make it to the john. Two minutes flat is lousy time
for the morning-after four-foot dash. Certainly not a personal
best.

The bathroom door wouldn't close all the way.
If anyone cared to watch, there was a bull's-eye view from the
toilet to the bed. Maybe the girl wouldn't look. Maybe she'd stay
asleep. I could pee around the rim, and then flush when she was
up.

I didn't want to think about that. She had to
wake up sometime, and I wondered what she'd do when she did.
Several likely scenes came to mind. "I want to call Daddy" led the
list. I could dress very quietly, and simply sneak out and leave
her there. It didn't seem the right thing to do. It seemed like the
smart thing to do, but I knew I probably couldn't handle that.

The window right above the pot was slightly
open, just high enough to let cold air slice into the room.
Buildings appeared through a dreary mist of rain. Drops of moisture
beaded on a rusty fire escape. I could smell smoke and garbage, the
fumes of passing cars. I was still in Chicago somewhere. I was not
in Cozumel.

The mirror showed me nothing I cared to see.
Single malt eyes, a stubble maybe three days overdue. I turned on
the tap and an iron-brown trickle found the sink. I brought cold
water to my face. The water felt fine and I tried another splash.
Closing the eyes was not a good idea. Something went wrong inside
my head. Balance stepped out for lunch. Nausea rushed in to fill
the gap. My hands began to shake. My legs gave way and I held on to
the sink. My mouth was as dry as a page of Henry James and I knew
what I needed was a drink, a shot to jumpstart me on the day.

This had happened several times before, but
this time it nearly took me down. I started to sweat and the shakes
raced up my arms and down my chest until everything was churning
like a tremor rolling quickly through a fault. There was nothing I
could do but simply stand there and watch and hold on, and hope to
God the thing would go away. It had gone away before. Maybe it
would go away again.

When the moment finally passed I sank down to
the floor and hugged the pot and threw up. I hoped the girl didn't
hear. This is not the way it happens on the soaps. It is not a
pretty thing to wake up and say hello to a jerk you don't recall,
and find he's got his head in the commode.

I was weak but the scary part was gone. More
cold water seemed to help. I didn't try the mirror again. I sat
down on the edge of the tub. The sweat-and-shake business had
happened to me before. And lately it was happening a lot. There
were too many places I didn't know I'd been. Too many days on my
calendar were clean. I had skipped a lot of squares. The way it
happens is, you drift along fine in the social-drinker class and
then something tears loose one night and there you go. You wake up
where you're not supposed to be, barfing in a fleabag bowl. I did
not want to do this again.

What I needed was a break. The idea had
crossed my mind before. Everybody says they're going to get out of
town, but there is always something else to do. Now seemed a very
good time to really do what I knew I ought to do. I would go
somewhere and catch a fish. Catch a lot of fish and read a lot of
books. If I wanted a drink I'd have a beer. I could make certain
rules. Each fish I caught would entitle me to a beer. If I caught
over ten, I would divide the fish by two. In the evening, I would
have a glass of wine at a local woodsy inn. No hard stuff at all.
Pacing is the key. Artie always talked about a lake north of
Chisholm, Minnesota, where the fish were apparently the size of
golfing carts. I could fly up there, rent a car and find the lake.
Can you fish in September? Maybe not, I'd have to ask. Maybe I
ought to go south.

The fishing idea felt good. And Tony Palmer
wouldn't care. If I was off somewhere a week or two, The Chicago
Literary Times wouldn't crumble into ruin. We are not The
Chicago Tribune. Our last big scoop was a lost line from Edgar
Allan Poe, circa 1842. I could wrap up a few loose ends and be out
of town in three days. "Russell Murray Sobers Up, Lands Record Lake
Trout. 'What I did was ease off,' Murray stated. 'I still have a
brew now and then, but that's it. Fishing is a way of life with
me.' Murray currently lives on Maui, where he is finishing a
book."

The interview was going real fine and the
very attractive lady from Field & Stream said she hoped
I'd be in town for a while. I said I surely would. That's when I
heard a slight sound somewhere and decided the girl was up. I stood
to take a look through the door that wouldn't close. Someone tried
the knob on the door across the room. Someone tried again. I
decided they'd gone away, then the chain lock ripped free from the
wall. Wood splintered, and the door to the hallway exploded into
the room. The girl screamed. Two men moved quickly inside. They
looked just alike. Both wore dark denim jackets and dirty jeans,
oversized lumberjack shoes. They had bad haircuts and linebacker
necks, little piggy eyes, and brows that went all the way across.
The girl kept screaming and wouldn't stop. I caught a flash of bare
legs. One of the men paused at the foot of the bed. He brought his
hand up from his side and calmly shot the girl twice. The gun made
tiny little sounds, like someone had opened a pair of 7-Ups.

The man with the gun looked at his friend.
The friend said something, and they both looked at the bathroom
door. I have read about frozen in fear. Someone is too scared to
move, he is rooted to the spot. To hell with all that. I was across
the bathroom to the window in one second flat. I gripped the wood
and heaved. No one had opened this mother since Truman sold socks,
and it wouldn't budge now. No more fun nights with Artie at the
bar. Kiss the record trout good-bye. I squeezed the frame again. I
wasn't even there anymore, it wasn't me. Captain Marvel and
adrenaline took command. The window gave way and slammed hard
against the top, showering me with flecks of dried paint. I pushed
off the pot with one foot and threw myself over the sill. I heard
the bathroom door fly open and hit the wall. Somebody yelled and
grabbed my foot. I kicked out and found a piggy face and didn't
stop. My shoulder hit the fire escape hard, turned me around on wet
iron and sent me sprawling down a flight of metal steps. Something
sliced into my foot. I couldn't take the time to look. I pulled
myself up and bounded down another flight of stairs, gripping the
railing and taking four steps at a time. A quick glance down said
three flights to go. One of the piggies let loose with a gun. This
time the weapon made noise. Mortar sprayed off a brick wall and
stung my cheek. When I hit the last turn I could feel the
vibrations from above and I knew the two men were on the stairs. I
rode the ladder down to the alley. My bare feet hit a broken pint.
I yelled in pain and hopped around on one foot. The gunmen seemed
to like that. They started firing at me again. A cop I used to know
said shooting either uphill or down was a tricky thing to do. I
kept this in mind, bolted up the alley to the street and turned
quickly to my left.

I figured I had about a ten-second lead and
it wouldn't be enough. My foot was hurting bad. I couldn't outrun
the two hoods. Hell, I couldn't outrun a fireplug. I felt the
pocket of my jeans and found the comforting bulk of keys. A quick
pat on the butt said my wallet was intact. Okay, I had a car. But
where the hell was it? Maybe I'd left it home. Maybe Lolita and I
took a cab. I risked a look back. This was not a good idea. Two
hefty tanks in Li'l Abner shoes turned out of the alley, spotted me
and took up pursuit.

I decided last week was the ideal time to
leave town. That I really liked fishing a lot. That I could surely
learn to like the local beer. As ever, good planning is the
key.

 



Chapter 2

My ten-second lead
was shrinking fast. I was down to maybe five. There were people
about, and the two guys behind me had put their guns away. Very
thoughtful and discreet. They walked at a fairly brisk pace. They
knew they didn't have to run. I took this as a personal
affront.

The long block came to an end. I looked to
the left and saw my car. It was halfway down an alley, skewed at an
angle that did not speak well for driving skills. The Toyota was a
derelict, rusted and bent. It seemed to have an aura like the
Grail. I hopped around the corner and broke into a run. I couldn't
walk but I could run. Fear makes milers of us all.

Another stroke of luck. I had been too drunk
to lock up and there was no need to fumble with the keys. I threw
myself inside, and found the ignition first try. The manual says it
is wise to let the engine warm up on cold days. This will greatly
increase the life span of your car, and lead to miles of highway
fun. I slammed my bad foot down hard, popped the clutch and backed
up fast, jerked the car straight and squealed down the alley,
scattering garbage in my wake. One of the piggies shouted from
behind. A shot pinged the top of the car. Another shattered glass
and I was gone.

I knew the hoods would have a car. They were
probably in it now. Theirs was likely better than mine. Your
criminal types tend to go for classy cars.

Familiar streets appeared. I knew where I
was. Two quick turns and I was headed west on Fullerton toward the
Kennedy Expressway. I didn't know where I was going and didn't
care. If I didn't know, the guys on my tail didn't know. Ignorance
is the key.

I bullied the Toyota into semi-heavy traffic
heading north. Everyone was going too fast. I looked for a cop.
Chicago police have very little time for minor crimes. Murder and
mayhem keep them fairly occupied. If I wanted to get attention, I
would have to run over someone or have a major accident.

On sober second thought, I wondered if
attention right now was such a good idea. Supposing I found a cop,
what did I want to say? Officer, this girl in my bed got shot.
No, I don't know who she was. You might check the local Girl
Scouts, see who missed the cookie sale. The piggie brothers
wouldn't be around to back me up. Maybe the cops wouldn't feel they
had to look. Maybe they'd be satisfied with me. A bird in the hand
helps the caseload disappear.

Hard time was on my mind and I didn't see the
Old Milwaukee truck. I whipped the Toyota over hard, into the
passing lane. The guy in the Chrysler on my left squealed his
brakes and shook his fist. I sat up straight and watched the road.
Good safety habits can prevent a major tragedy in your life. If you
drive, don't think; if you drink, don't jive.

The beer truck brought a pressing need to
mind. I was starting to sweat again. My throat was getting dry. My
hands shook when I raised them off the wheel. This was not a good
day to taper off. I needed to find a drink, get my head clear and
stop the shakes and try to figure something out.

A great many questions needed answers and I
didn't have anyone to ask. Mainly, what did the goons want? Or,
more specifically, who? Were they after me or the girl? Next
question, why? One of us had pissed somebody off. If it was me, I
didn't have the foggiest idea what I'd done. Which didn't prove a
thing, of course. "Foggy" was the order of the day. If you don't
know where you've been, there's no way to tell who you've offended
along the way.

Another probing question came to mind. How
did they know where we were? We had obviously been in bed at least
part of the night. If the two hoods had known we were there, they
wouldn't have waited till morning to do us in. Which meant they'd
been looking—and the only thing to look for was my car. Find the
car and find us. They knew who I was and they spent the night
looking for the car. It wasn't where I lived, or anywhere I drank,
so they started to look around. Or somebody found it and called the
muscle in.

A trickle of sweat
found the center of my back. That had to be the way it went down.
Nothing else made a lot of sense. It was me they were after, and I
didn't know why. All I knew was that someone had gone to a hell of
a lot of trouble to track me down.

The Lake Forest
Oasis is built on the overpass right above the Tollway. The name
seemed a lucky omen, same as my regular bar. I parked the car
behind a large RV and found the john. While I stood before the
urinal, a man came out of a stall. He wore a double-breasted blue
blazer with gold buttons, white pants and a natty sailing cap. He
took one look and decided he didn't need to wash his hands. No one
at his club went around with no shirt and bleeding feet. I was not
his kind of guy.

I wiped off the blood as best I could with
paper towels. My left foot wasn't bad. The right one hurt like
hell. I opened my wallet and checked the cash. Four twenties and a
five, a Visa card. I wandered outside around the front. There used
to be a Howard Johnson's here but it was gone. The restaurant was
now cafeteria-style. The gift shop was open. A pretty black
teenager stood behind the counter and pretended I wasn't there.
There were T-shirts on a rack. I picked out a blue one that said:
Chicago—Convention City. There was booze in a big glass case.
Half-pints, fifths and quarts. I told the girl I'd have a quart of
J&B.

The girl shook her head. "Not till twelve
o'clock, man."

"Why not?"

"Sunday morning, what you think? No booze
till noon."

I stared at the girl. "It's Sunday? Are you
sure?"

The kid looked at my feet. "You could use a
pair of thongs. Looks to me 'bout a medium'd do."

"Good. Medium is fine."

"What color you think?"

"Surprise me."

She picked out blue.
Very chic. Color coordinates, shirt and shoes to match. I paid her
and left. I was starting to shake so bad I could scarcely find the
ground. I knew where I was going. Your serious drinker remembers
the things he needs to know. I remembered Wisconsin has early
opening on Sundays. I remembered it was fifteen minutes away. I
could wait. I could do fifteen minutes standing on my head. Sure I
could. If the Christmas-tree lights behind my eyes would go away.
If my grape-jelly legs didn't melt and leak out through the clutch
and disappear.

The sign at the
Wisconsin border reads: "Warning! Wisconsin Arrests Drunken
Drivers!" To help bring this about, an impressive number of taverns
line the roads. Other states have Mom and Pop groceries, shabby
little stores that sell bad lunch meat and stale bread. Wisconsin
has Mom and Pop taverns—more taverns per capita, locals boast, than
any other state.

I pulled in at the first one I saw, Sid and
Ann's, just off the exit ramp. Nothing very special. A sagging
converted house with a barnlike room, a scarred bar. Good. I wasn't
looking for decor. I laid a twenty on the bar and asked for a fifth
of J&B. The bartender was perched on a high-legged stool,
reading a gun-and-ammo magazine. Without looking up, he reached for
a bottle on the shelf and set it on the bar. It was a Scotch I'd
never heard of before. The Black Watch soldier on the label looked
vaguely oriental about the eyes.

"Fine," I said, "I'll take it."

The bartender nodded, hauled out a bottle
that matched the first and poured me a shot to the brim.

"You get a free sample when you buy a bottle
here," he explained.

"A very fine tradition," I said.

I downed it before he could change his mind.
Half the shot was lost to shaking, but enough got through for a
start. The second promised relief. Warmth began to work its way out
of my stomach and into the blood.

Nothing kicks in like the second shot. It
left me reasonably calm and relaxed. Life might continue on earth.
The species might survive. From experience, I knew this rush was a
lie that wouldn't last, but I was glad to go along. You go with
what you've got.

There were three other customers in the bar,
two old men and a woman, all chasing morning shots with beer.
Sporting a brand-new T-shirt and thongs, I saw I was overdressed.
The possibility of living in Wisconsin all my life had some appeal.
I might go into cheese. I could blend in with the dairy crowd and
change my name to Sven.

The pay phone and the cigarette machine were
in the back. Armed with a handful of change, I got a pack of
Marlboros and tried to remember Tony Palmer's number at home. I
couldn't think of anyone else to call. Barry Hague was a cop I
might trust, but this didn't seem the time to find out. Nobody
answered at Tony's home. He wouldn't be at the office on Sunday,
but it wouldn't hurt to try.

Tony answered halfway through the first
ring.

"Tony, listen," I said, "this is Russ. Tony,
I'm in a little trouble and I—"

"Where the fuck are you, Russell? Where you
calling from?"

"What?" I frowned into the phone. "Are you
mad or something, Tony? You sound upset to me."

There was a fairly long silence. I could hear
Tony breathing in the phone.

"Tony, are you there?"

"I'm right here, Russell."

"Well, I thought you were gone."

"I'm not gone, I'm right here."

"I still think you're mad about
something."

"I'm not mad, okay?"

"Well you sound mad to me."

"Russell. I'm not mad. I'm a little
disturbed. I am not mad."

"You sound a little disturbed."

"I am a little disturbed. I believe that's
what I said. Where the fuck are you, Russell?"

"You keep saying that. I said I'm in trouble
and you keep asking where I am. What you sound like to me, you
sound like you're mad about something, you're trying to sound like
you're not. That's how it sounds to me."

"For Christ's sake, Russell—"

"Tony, I don't know what you're disturbed
about. I honestly don't. I'm the one who ought to be disturbed.
See, I woke up this morning, I'm in a hotel. These guys come in and
shoot a girl. I'm in the john and they try to shoot me. I cut my
feet real bad. This is why I'm calling you. So far, Tony, I can't
say you've been a lot of help."

Tony was silent again. This time the silence
was different, and I knew he'd put his hand across the phone.

"Tony, you're covering up the phone. You want
to tell me why you're covering up the phone?"

"Russell, I heard about that. I mean about
the girl."

"My God, is it on the TV? What did they
say?"

"Russell, here's the thing. I'm in a little
trouble and I kind of need your help."

"No. That's what I said, Tony. See, I called
you."

"I know you did, Russell. And I'm very glad
you did. What I need, Russell, here's what I need, I need the
briefcase. That's all. You just tell me where you are, I'll come
and pick it up."

"You need the what?"

"I need the fucking briefcase,
Russell."

"I don't have any briefcase, Tony."

"Russell. Tell me where you are. Tell me
where you are right now."

"I don't think so," I said, and hung up.

My hands shook as I put up the phone. It
didn't have a thing to do with booze. I wanted out of there fast.
Chicago suddenly seemed too close to Sid and Ann's.

I made my way back up front. The bartender
gave me a look. "You okay? You don't look real good to me."

"I'm fine. I guess I got to go."

"You buy a bottle at Sid and Ann's, you
always get a free shot."

"I'll keep that in mind, Sid."

"Huh-uh." The bartender shook his head.
"Sid's dead. Caught one going in at Iwo Jima."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Now we got to buy their fucking cars."

"It doesn't seem right," I said. I picked up
my bottle and left. I didn't ask about Ann.

 



Chapter 3

North seemed a good
way to go. South was Chicago and I knew I didn't want to be there.
If I drove straight ahead, the Expressway would take me right into
Milwaukee, but I planned to pull off before that. I would find a
small motel somewhere, get something to eat and go to bed. Not a
very long-range plan, but it would do. What I needed was time to
think, so this is what I did. I drove and watched the road and took
a comforting nip now and then and wished I'd fixed the radio.

Mostly I thought about Tony Palmer. I thought
I knew Tony pretty well, and this worried me a lot. The Tony I had
talked to on the phone was definitely not the Tony I knew. Tony
Palmer is an easygoing guy, more like a friend than a boss. As sole
owner, publisher and managing editor of The Chicago Literary
Times, he takes long lunches, goes to New York now and then,
and generally charms the highbrow set. I sit in my hole with my
Apple PC. I am chief writer, editor, and all-around person in
charge of whatever Tony Palmer doesn't like to do himself. I have
done this for over two years and it works out fine. We both do what
we like to do best. We run a very proper paper, a 24-page
bimonthly, devoted, as it says below the banner, to "literary
reviews and the arts." I have never figured out who buys our
respectable rag, but apparently someone does. My paychecks are
always on time.

Tony is perfect for his end of the job. He
doesn't look it but he is. What he looks like is a jockey, if
jockeys wore three-piece suits, hand-tooled Italian shoes and Sulka
ties. The first time your literary type sees Tony, this is exactly
what he thinks. Here's a jockey in a three-piece suit; he doesn't
know John Milton from Elton John. Tony sets them straight with no
effort at all. A minute later they're Tony Palmer fans. I don't
know how he does it but he does. And if a literary person is of the
female gender, that's that. Especially if the person is very tall.
Tony has the power to cloud tall women's minds. I've met Tony's
wife. She's very striking and very short, and Tony goes out of town
a lot.

I think I know Tony. I've made up stories
when he goes to New York to meet someone who does not resemble John
Updike at all. And he has returned the favor more than once when I
was not exactly sober on the job. Correction: When I was not
exactly on the job, period.

So what was wrong with Tony on the phone?
First, Tony wasn't mad, he was scared. He was fighting for control,
but he was scared. Second, and the part I didn't want to think
about, he wasn't in the office alone. Someone else was there.
Someone was there and they wanted their briefcase back. I didn't
know a thing about that. I had tried to put the pieces together
since I left Sid and Ann's, but everything was blank. I could take
it back as far as Wednesday morning. I was a few days late, but I
wrote Maid Marian an alimony check. Wednesday night I stayed home.
I remembered TV. I think I went to work the next day, maybe around
noon. And that's it. If there was a briefcase in my life, it
appeared after that.

I wanted to think the briefcase wasn't real.
The fear in Tony's voice wouldn't let me out of that. The famous
fucking briefcase was there, all right, it just wasn't real to
me.

And something else . .
. When it hit me, it raised the short hairs on my neck. I wanted to
toss it out, but it wouldn't go away: When I told him about the
girl, Tony knew. He didn't see it on the tube, he just knew.
Tony was in the office on a Sunday because of me. They knew I was
still alive, and they were fairly pissed off about that.

I knew I was hitting
the bottle hard, so I started easing up for a while. What you want
to do when you drink is learn to pace yourself right. This is
doubly important when you drive. Driving is a skill, and safe
drinking is too, and you've got to learn how to match them up. You
need to come out even, this is what you've got to do. Caution is
important, but your inexperienced drinker tends to overcompensate.
Don't be too careful, you don't want to stand out. Normalcy is the
key. What you've got to remember is the harder you try, the farther
from normal you're going to be. A good cop can spot a careful
driver a mile away.

I tried to watch the road and not do
everything right. The trouble was, I kept thinking about the girl.
I didn't want her in my head but she was there. It was easy enough
just to set her aside before. I had enough to think about without
that. Now I kept seeing that sleepy angel face and the guys coming
in and what happened after that. I didn't even know her, I didn't
know her name. And she was dead because of me. I didn't kill her or
anything, but she was where she wasn't supposed to be.

The road looked blurry, sort of fuzzy and out
of sync. I knew I was starting to cry. That's the worst thing you
can do. If you drink, don't cry, it gets everything out of whack.
But I started and couldn't stop. I thought about that perfect
little girl. She probably had a new red bike. She maybe had a dog.
I thought about the dog. It sure was a cute little dog. She'd come
home and play with that dog every day, she'd pet it real good and
brush its hair. Now the dog was all alone, it didn't have anyone at
all. They'd probably take it off and gas it at the pound.

I tried to dry my eyes with my new T-shirt. I
took another drink. I cried for that dog. I didn't even know its
name. I cried for the poor little children overseas. I wondered if
the girl had a cat. She might've had a cute little cat. Oh Jesus,
that kitty was all alone. It had a little bowl where the girl gave
it cream, and the girl wasn't ever coming home . . .

 



Chapter 4

I woke up and saw
the guy sitting at the foot of the bed. Standing, he'd stretch to
five-two. He had a baby-pink face and tiny ears, Easter-Bunny eyes
with the drive and intensity of two percent milk. A road-map nose
dwarfed every other feature on his face. It was a nose any San
Diego wino would be proud to call his own. A fringe of red hair
circled the frontiers of his head. It wasn't a lot of hair, but a
good-looking guy like that, he doesn't want to spoil the image, he
doesn't want to think he's going bald. So he lets about six red
hairs grow two, maybe three feet long, then he folds them real neat
in a circle on top of his head. Hey, now he looks fine! He's
dressed in red slacks, the kind you order through the mail. Slacks,
and a polo shirt with some kind of little animal on the front.

The guy saw I was awake. He smiled, and I got
to see his overbite.

"Hi, Russell. How you feel?"

"Who the fuck are you?" I said.

"I'm Les. I'm your roommate."

"No, you're not. Exactly where am I,
Les?"

Les thought this was a riot. "You're in
detox, pal. Wilson Rehab. Bet you don't remember a thing.
Totally zonked. Blacked out the whole time. Oh, man. You
were something else, you know? Took two cops to bring you in."

"Two cops."

Les nodded. He was blinking and laughing and
sucking air. He was having a great time. "They said you were—Jesus
doing eight miles per hour on the Expressway. Might be a new state
record."

"Have you got a cigarette, Les?"

"God, no. I've got enough problems, Russ.
I've fouled my body temple with abuse."

"I don't want you to call me Russ. Is that
okay with you? My friends call me Russ."

"Right. Whatever's fine with me." Les got up.
"I'm headed down for breakfast. Don't guess you're ready for that.
Which is fine if you're not. Nobody cares. They'll bring something
up if you want to eat."

I told him I'd think about that. Les headed
out the door and I sat up on the edge of the bed. I liked the natty
robe. Now that I was traveling a lot, I seemed to be picking up
some really fine clothes. When I stepped on the floor, the pain hit
my foot hard. I looked and saw heavy wrappings on the right, a few
smaller bandages on the left. Better than paper towels. I wondered
where they'd put my new thongs.

The john was at the far end of the room. I
hopped in to the sink and drank six paper cups of water, then threw
up on the floor. Another new day.

When I turned back to the room, a nurse was
waiting by the bed. She had dark hair and lipstick the color of
Mickey Mouse pants. Her uniform was starched and white and a size
too big.

"Someone's got to clean that up," she said.
"Someone throws up, someone else has got to clean it up."

"I come from a broken home," I said.

"Get back in bed," she said.

"I feel like I ought to sit up."

"Fine. Sit up. Take these."

She showed me a small paper cup full of
pills.

"What are they for?"

"The green-and-black one is Librium. The
orange one is a vitamin pill. The gray is Dilantin. It's an
anticonvulsant. If you'd taken it before you got up, you wouldn't
have vomited on the floor."

"Do you care which one I take first? I'm in
the decorator trade. Color means a lot to me."

"If you'd like, you can stick them up your
nose."

"I think you and I could be close."

She left the pills on a tray and walked back
out into the hall. I looked out the window. It was bright outside,
the kind of bright that said cold. On the lawn was a single skinny
tree with half a dozen yellow leaves. Two of these fell as I
watched. A new nurse came in with a tray. She was hefty and blonde.
She took my temperature and blood pressure and looked at my
card.

"Which comes first, Murray or Russell?"

"Russell Murray."

"They've got it backward here."

"Everybody gets it wrong."

"I'm Nina. Eat some breakfast, Russell."

"I don't think so right now."

Nina smiled. "You don't want to fuck with me,
Russell. I am not an easy touch."

"Nina, Jesus hears everything you say."

"Clean your plate, Russell. You are going to
get with the program, babe. Nina's going to help."

Nina left me with coffee, fried eggs and
bacon, and a wedge of dry toast. I kept the coffee and nibbled on
the toast. I wondered where they'd put my clothes. Even if Nina
beat me up, I did not intend to hang around for lunch. I did not
intend to get with the program. What I intended to get was out.

I already knew about the program. Anyone who
hangs around Artie's Oasis knows someone who's been there and back.
We used to watch these ads on the color TV Artie keeps above the
bar. Some over-the-hill movie star comes on the tube looking sober
and sincere. He tells us how he had a problem once too and how you
owe it to yourself to get help, and then they'd flash the number to
call. All the places had names like cemeteries. Everyone would get
real depressed, and Artie would pour drinks on the house.

Hey, I think a program's fine. Someone needs
help with a problem, that's fine. I don't happen to like the idea
of hanging out in a place like this, everyone telling you what to
do. Sometimes I drink too much. Big surprise. I knew that before I
had a shabby robe. And I've been cold sober without Nina the
Nazi nurse.

An elderly couple was walking along the
grounds. They were bundled up tight against the cold. The man was
slow and lagged behind. Every time he caught up, he grabbed the old
woman on the ass and she leaped half a foot. Then the man hung
back, and they ran the scene again.

I didn't think I'd
care for the happy institutional life. Even if I had a little talk
with the chef and we learned other ways to do eggs, it wouldn't
last. Les could devote a lot of time to the problems of abuse. I
had other things to do. Every cop in Illinois knew finding Russell
Murray was the road to promotion and success. Two very ugly thugs
wanted to rehabilitate me in a box. I didn't know where to go, but
I saw no problems with this. I had no destination when I ended up
here, so all I'd lost was a little time. Leaving is the key. When
you feel you need to go, the first thing to do is find the
door.

The afternoon was
chock-full of fun. Les took me to the lounge and introduced me to
his friends. The social center here was a coffee urn the size of
New York. Everyone seemed a little nervous. Maybe OPEC had control
of caffeine. Maybe they were about to shut us down.

"Just wander around," Les said. "You're free
to do anything you like. They're real soft on you the first couple
of days."

"And then what?"

Les grinned. "Oh, well, then, I mean,
when you're up to it, the good part starts. Whammo! They sock it to
you, pal. Group stuff, lectures, seminars, the whole works. What
they do, Russell, is pick you apart and put you back together
again. You learn to respect your body temple is what you do. You've
been crawling on the ground, friend. I know, I did it too. Now
you're going to learn to fly. My God, it's the greatest experience
you'll ever know."

"Do I get to take Nina to the prom?"

"You don't need booze, Russell. You
think you do, but you don't."

"I think I'll find a cigarette machine."

"Search your inner self for control."

"I'm doing that right now, Les."

Les left me alone and found his way through
the crowd. Les was in his element here. He had the restless urge to
interact. A very short John the Baptist. Charlie Manson on a
NutraSweet high.

I didn't have my wallet, but they had kindly
allowed me a little money to carry about. Ten dollars, to be exact.
They knew I was a responsible adult, and could probably handle
that. I fed two bills into a changer and got a pack of Marlboros in
return. When I got my allowance, they said I had another twelve
bucks in my wallet. This didn't seem like enough. Maybe I had
bought some more clothes. Maybe Nurse Nina was dreaming of a new
Chevrolet.

The wallet business pissed me off, but no one
seemed to care. Rules are rules, Mr. Murray, we all have to
understand that. These people knew their guests well. Some uncanny
sense told them people needed wallets and keys and credit cards if
they wanted to go anywhere besides the lounge. Like down to the
7-Eleven for lemon snaps. Or out to the nearest liquor store for a
case of Gordon's Gin.

The first order of business, then, was
learning how to get my stuff back. Get my belongings and find the
door. Try not to yearn for Les. Mingling seemed the right thing to
do. In every semi-organized group there are dissidents about,
people who know the score and think the group is fucked up and do
everything they can to sow the seeds of revolt. There are Kiwanians
who really hate business, and Shriners who don't care for kids.
This is the kind of guy I had to see.

Easy for me to say. Two gallons of coffee
later, I wasn't certain my man was here. Twenty or thirty people
wandered in, drank coffee and wandered out. They all seemed cheery
and clear of eye. Everyone wore real clothes except me. When they
gave me my allowance, they said my clothes were "badly soiled" and
I would get them back soon. So I shuffled about in my robe, and
everyone knew I was the new kid on the block, unclean and ravaged
by drink. In case anyone didn't know, Les pointed out that I still
had the shakes and couldn't eat, and I would likely throw up for a
while. This helped me flow smoothly into the group.

Most of the people I met were named John.

"Hi, I'm John, and I'm an alcoholic. Now I
can say that out loud. I'm breaking through denial real good."

"You got to be proud," I said.

"And this guy here," Les said, "this is John.
John was very big in industrial pipe. You maybe saw his picture in
Time."

John said he thought his wife was taking him
to a very nice resort. He said he was really fucked up.

"Boy, I was really fucked up. I'm telling the
man at the desk to take my luggage upstairs. I'm passing out
twenty-dollar tips to all the nurses and the aides. I'm looking
around, I'm saying, hey, where's the bar?"

This got a big laugh from the group. They had
heard this story before.

I decided I was having a lot of fun. I met
some more Johns and had two or three hundred more coffees and
smoked a lot of cigarettes. I was spilling a great deal of coffee
down the robe, but no one seemed to mind. I thought it was a good
idea to cut down, but there was nothing else to drink. I thought
about that. I asked Les where I could get a drink. Les got a big
laugh out of that.

"What I used to do," John said, "I used to do
it all the time, I'd run out to the store for some bread and I'd
wake up outside of Detroit. I'd wake up, I'd think to myself, what
the shit am I doing here? And I'd still have that goddamn sack of
bread. I'd gone to the store about April and this'd be July."

"Bread won't keep a long time," I said.

"Jesus, you got that right. You ought to've
seen some of that bread."

My bladder was about to explode. I cut loose
from the group and found the cigarette machine. I forgot that I
once found it before. I searched my robe for change and found a
dime. How much did cigarettes cost? I wasn't sure about that. The
cigarettes could wait. First I had to pee. I couldn't see the
urinal at all. I couldn't find the zipper on my pants. Tony Palmer
said, "Crissakes, Russ, quit hopping around. I want to talk."

"Good," I said. "I can talk just fine."

"Listen, what I'd like you to do," Tony said,
"I'm supposed to go to Dallas, you know? We've got a writer down
there, he's kind of what? He's a kook, he's a Texas Salman
Rushdie's what he is. He doesn't want anyone to see his galleys, he
doesn't trust the mails. Hell, he doesn't trust me. The
thing is, something's come up. I need to take these galleys to the
guy, I don't see how I can go."

"Something's come up."

"That's the thing."

"So what's her name?"

Tony grinned and said he couldn't fool me.
The girl's name was Gloria, and this was a lady I wouldn't
believe.

"So you make the trip. I've got the tickets,
and I throw in spending money on the side."

It sounded okay. A free trip, a couple of
days off, and it's easier than lying to Tony's wife. By late
afternoon I was up in the air, downing double Scotches and telling
the flight attendant she was a ringer for Cheryl Ladd.

Things get a little hazy after that. I stayed
somewhere Thursday night. Friday is a blank. I got back to
Dallas—Fort Worth on Saturday and did what Tony said to do. At one
forty-five, I took the briefcase to the American ticket counter and
told them Mr. Mason would come by. Then I went back to the bar and
had a drink. The idea was, the writer shows up, takes his galleys
out and puts some more work in for Tony and goes away. I pick up
the briefcase at two and get on the plane. Nobody sees the kook
writer and everything works out fine. The whole thing seemed crazy
to me, like something Len Deighton might do. But Tony's right. All
writers are nuts, and some are a little screwier than the rest.

And that's when Karla came along. She was in
the seat next to mine. Younger than springtime and a smile that
wouldn't quit. I knew I was the luckiest guy on the plane. I was
half-looped, but Karla managed to catch up fast. She was young, but
she'd seen a few empties in her life.

By the time we hit
O'Hare, we both knew exactly what was going to happen next. All I
had to do was find my car in the lot and drive straight a few
miles, and Karla would bring joy to my life. First I had to pee and
the urinal didn't look the way it should, but that didn't bother me
a lot. Then Les said, "Uh-oh," somewhere down a very long
hall, and that was apparently the end of that.

When I opened my
eyes it was dark outside. The girl was sitting on a chair beside my
bed. Her mouth was too wide, and her eyes behind wire-rimmed
glasses were a color I couldn't see. A cotton candy machine had
gone berserk around her head.

"I'm Sherry Lou Winn," she said. "You're
Russ. Nina says you pissed on the cigarette machine."

"You look a lot like Cheryl Ladd," I
said.

"You look like a man who could use a
drink."

Hallelujah. This is how Poland got free. I
knew I'd found my rebel with a cause.

 


tmp_1d3671e3602ec6e639981711ac123217_9VvHo1_html_m343843c0.jpg





tmp_1d3671e3602ec6e639981711ac123217_9VvHo1_html_f4bbe8b.jpg
]

NEAL BARRETT, JR

’
OF F TelE WALL MYSTERCSUSPENSE

Jﬁ_r






tmp_1d3671e3602ec6e639981711ac123217_9VvHo1_html_3900043.jpg
MACABRE INK





cover.jpg
W

NEAL BARRETT JR

OFF TEIE WALL MYSTER-SUSPENSE





