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For two friends, one old, one new,

one here and one departed:

Gerald Mayo,

pilot of the airwaves;

and

Ray Rexer,

July 29, 1953 – April 27, 1991.

No man is an island …

but a few are peninsulas.
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When we peruse the
first histories of all nations, we are apt to imagine ourselves
transported into some new world; where the whole frame of nature is
disjointed, and every element performs its operations in a
different manner, from what it does at present. Battles,
revolutions, pestilence, famine and death, are never the effect of
those natural causes, which we experience. Prodigies, omens,
oracles, judgments, quite obscure the few natural events that are
intermingled with them.

—David Hume

Men think epilepsy
divine, merely because they do not understand it. But if they
called everything divine which they do not understand, why, there
would be no end of divine things.

—Hippocrates

 



Friday, November 22,
1963/Chicago

In the years to come,
nearly everyone who had struggled through childhood would remember
exactly where they were, what they were doing, when they first
heard the news. Carmine would, no question. He had, just minutes
before, rolled his cab curbside for the first of the day’s two most
memorable fares.

Midafternoon, and the remaining hours of his
shift could be measured in miles. Miles without end, these
traffic-choked streets that had become his lot in life. The drizzle
was a royal pain, too, slickening the pavement and making quick
stops a frantic guessing game as to whether he’d slide into
someone’s back end. Or whether someone would do the same to him.
Temperature in the sixties, humidity steaming his windows, and some
days you just could not win.

All roads led home, eventually, though home
was rarely more inviting; home, den of ear-splitting noise on
Chicago’s south side, domestic bedlam of four rooms in a
third-floor walkup, hot and cold running cockroaches, and these
days filled to capacity and beyond. Carmine Costelli. His wife,
much too tired for love these days, even if privacy had been more
than a dead dream. His wife’s corpulent mamma mia, a
screeching harridan intent on becoming as broad as she was tall.
And the brood of lads who shat their pants at every available
opportunity and were becoming furniture climbers of near Everestial
skill. Home sweet home.

But there was the bright side. America,
hotbed of dreams and opportunity. His grandparents had crossed the
Atlantic in steerage to get here. Kingdoms of gold could stand on
foundations of sweat, or so Carmine had been told, and he figured
his sweat was as good as anyone’s. The man in the White House made
him feel that way, assurances, some grand and glorious new road
just around the corner. And if not that one, then perhaps the
next.

Dreams of a better tomorrow. You could lose
yourself in them sometimes. Never want to come back.

He picked up the old guy on Michigan Avenue,
this slight, tautly smiling fellow hailing him from the curb.
Dapper, in a seedy sort of way. No topcoat against the drizzling
rain, only a dark pinstripe suit, old but well-kept. A silver watch
chain looped against his vest, visible when a gusty wind flapped at
his jacket. Pink scalp gleamed like a dome rising from the monk’s
fringe of white hair. A closely trimmed beard of the same color,
threaded with nicotine stains.

Carmine would always remember his eyes the
most. Eyes of a fallen saint, martyr without a cause.

The old man ducked his head while entering
the cab, mouth twisting into a pained grimace to reveal teeth as
stained as his beard. He settled comfortably into the back, slammed
the door like a man in a hurry.

“See those men back there?” He pointed out
the back window.

Carmine looked, said he did. Two of them,
suits and long topcoats — none too cheap, visible quality even at
thirty yards — and they were coming along in a hurry.

“Lose them for me? Please?”

With a lurch and a squeak of rubber, Carmine
was back in the thick of it all. Meter activated with one fell
swoop of his arm. He laughed softly, shaking his head in
disbelief.

“You’re kidding, right? Six years I been
driving, not once does anybody ever ask me to lose a
tail.”

No answer, so Carmine shut up. Leave the old
guy to his own problems or his own fantasies, whichever. After
another few moments, Carmine heard what sounded like the rattle of
pills from a plastic bottle. He angled his head to peek into the
rearview, timeless cabbie tradition. Some of the things you saw
were not to be believed. Nothing much this time, only the old man
popping his hand to his mouth. The pills went down dry, harsh.

He had the regular radio tuned to WBBM,
volume low so it didn’t override the dispatch. There flickered a
momentary compulsion to up its volume, but he didn’t. After another
moment, his new fare was humming. Catchy, vaguely familiar.
Something classical, Carmine thought, but he could pin it down no
closer.

“What’s that you’re humming?” Curiosity had
gotten the better of him. Bad habit. You really should leave people
alone if they don’t look like talkers.

“Beethoven. Ninth Symphony. ‘Ode to
Joy.’” A wry, twisted little smile. No joy there, more like irony.
“I appreciate a good joke now and then.”

Carmine frowned. Something wrong with this
man.

“I decided today,” the fellow continued,
“that it’s time for me to retire from what is very probably the
worst job in the world. You’d think I’d be happier about that.
Wouldn’t you?”

Carmine shrugged behind the wheel. Flicked a
glance into the mirror, beyond the backseat this time. Any sign of
the two alleged pursuers? Not really. More cabs, always more cabs,
but none careening after them.

“I don’t know,” Carmine finally said. “You do
something long enough, you miss it, you know? I got these kids,
every time I turn around, one of them’s dropped a big smelly load
in his drawers. But when they grow out of that, what you want to
bet I miss that, kind of.” Shaking his head again, smiling. “Do
something long enough, it becomes a part of you.”

“Amen,” the old man’s voice sad, distant.
Utterly lonely.

“So what was it you did all these years?”

“It was … a form of public relations in the
medical field. I suppose that’s the easiest way of saying it. I’ve
kept on the move a lot.” He withdrew his pills from a jacket
pocket, regarded them a long moment before putting them back. A
dreadful sigh, gazing dead-on into Carmine’s mirrored eyes. “I …
have done … some of the most ghastly things you can imagine.”

Carmine studied him in the mirror a moment.
This guy putting him on? No, he didn’t think so. No. Those eyes,
too serious, too hungry for something. Empathy, maybe. Or
absolution. Bless me, driver, for I have sinned. Taxi hacks were
probably third in line for such honors, right behind priests and
bartenders.

“Never too late to change,” Carmine said.

“For you, maybe.” He leaned back then, sullen
and silent, seemingly content to stare out the windows. And eat his
pills like popcorn.

Carmine was starting to wish this ride was
over. He sensed no danger from the fossil in his backseat, but
every now and then, rare moments, a perceived threat was actually
preferable to the all-out strangeness some people exuded. An
attempted robbery could be dealt with, one way or another. All
cards were on the table at times like that. But folks like this
guy? They were worse, in a way. They lingered. They crawled beneath
your skin and burrowed into memory, in that place to which you
consign things you hope to forget and know you won’t.

Carmine didn’t even know where the guy wanted
to go. Just driving aimlessly so far, taking corners at random.
Maybe he should at least ask.

The radio, WBBM, soft and low. Loud enough,
though. Some announcer, breaking through with a CBS News special
bulletin.

And for Carmine, it may as well have been the
end of the known world, and a lot left unexplored. The man was
dead. That trailblazer on the horizon, that symbol of an entire
nation’s dreams. John F. Kennedy, dead of an assassin’s bullet in
Dallas.

Carmine stared past the windshield, stunned
into something worse than silence. All of downtown Chicago and the
entire world receding away, like lines converging into a vanishing
point. The cab was driving itself. Somewhere out in the void, the
sound of rolling tires and automobile horns and the tide of
humanity. These masses who had sacrificed their brightest and best
down in Dallas and didn’t even know it yet.

The next thing he knew, tears were on his
cheeks.

“Shot him dead. Huh. I’ll be damned.” The old
man clucked his tongue, shook his head. “Now aren’t some people
wasteful.”

Carmine blinked, the vast numbness inside
making way just far enough for righteous bile. How can you take
this so calm? You got no idea what’s happened, is that
it?

It was almost as if the old man had read his
thoughts. “You know, in the overall scheme of events, this doesn’t
matter much. One man. It won’t matter. No matter how great he was,
or what he stood for. Because … if you only knew what else goes on
in this world that hardly another soul knows about.” He grimaced,
shook his head. “But you’re young. Maybe you’ll learn that in
time.”

Carmine’s knuckles were white against the
steering wheel, tight enough to wring out old sweat. He was looking
for a lifeline in this worst of all possible moments, something,
anything. And all he had was the bleak philosophy spouted by this
heartless old bastard too twisted by his own problems to care about
anything else. No more. No more of this, at all. Get rid of
him and that would be the first step in the right direction. He
glided toward the curb, saw someone else needing a ride, hailing
him with an umbrella. A young couple. More parasites, deaf and
blind, wanting something from him. Closer — the woman was pregnant,
the man had his arm on her shoulder.

All right. Perspective. For them he would
stop. But first things first…

“I want you out of my cab!” And damn the
meter.

Tires squelching against the curb, the fat
yellow taxi ground to a halt before the waiting couple. One moment
of panic in the old man’s eyes — the premature stop? — and then a
look of hurried resignation. He reached into the pinstripe jacket
to withdraw a thick envelope. Tossed it into the front, and it
landed beside Carmine with a weighty thump.

“I’m not a bad sort, not really,” and now he
was very nearly grandfatherly. Patriarch of stoic misery. “I’m just
a great deal unluckier than most. And sometimes…

“Sometimes I hate them for it.”

He yanked the back door open, smiled at the
expectant young couple. Looking as if the pregnant woman, in her
bulging coat and dripping scarf, were the most delightful sight he
had ever set eyes upon.

“Congratulations,” pumping the hand of the
father, who managed to look both proud and bewildered. “When’s the
due date?”

“In two more weeks,” said the
mother-to-be.

While the old man nodded, glancing at traffic
behind them, inside the cab Carmine was checking the envelope.
Unsure as to what sort of nonsense he would find inside. But even
John Fitzgerald Kennedy’s shattered skull faded from thought when
he saw the stack of currency. Large denominations, lots of bills.
Unbelievable. Just unbelievable.

Later, when thrice counted to account for
nervously botching the job, the sum would total over six thousand
dollars. Some tip.

Luck of the draw. You lose some, you win
some.

“Allow me,” the old man was saying to the
father, releasing his hand and reaching for the woman’s. “Chivalry
is not quite dead in this day and age. Though rare is my
opportunity to help a pretty young thing into a car.”

The father managed a helpless shrug. Who
would be so callous as to deny this dapper little old man such a
simple pleasure? Quite the gentleman, he took her hand, holding the
back of her upper arm in case she slipped. Her face, tired and
faintly puffy, lit up when she smiled, flattered to no end. A
fleeting, mischievous glance at her husband, marital semaphore, as
if to say, See? You could learn something from this
man.

The old fellow leaned in after her, doting,
making sure she was comfortable, treating her as he might a
daughter rather than a stranger whose name he would never know.

His hand lingered atop hers for another
moment. And for the slightest instant, Carmine could see that she
suddenly feared that intimate touch, in some small way, and she
drained of color.

The old man, now straightening, watching the
father get in. Smiling wide-eyed in what looked like nothing so
much as relief, as if this day of gray drizzle and national tragedy
were the sunniest in memory. A patented Chicago gust drove darts of
rain into his face, cycloned through what remained of his hair.

The mother, looking at her hand, mesmerized,
slowly flexing her fingers…

“You take good care of that baby.” A tender
curmudgeon’s warning, given for all the right reasons. “He’ll be a
fine one, I bet.”

The father perked up in his seat, just in
time to see the door slam in his face. “He?” the father
said, but the old man was merely peering in through the glass,
waving goodbye with waggling fingers as the taxi pulled away. And
then, that final glimpse of him, standing at curbside, attention
quickly drawn by the sudden arrival of another cab. Turning
crisply, starting to run into the flow of foot traffic. A man who
wished nothing so much as to simply lose himself. Carmine had seen
that look plenty of times.

But running from something … or
to it?

And who really cared, anyway?

It was another block before Carmine could
touch base with the real world again. He swiveled his head back,
topical conversation, had they heard already, had they heard the
news from Dallas? No, no they hadn’t, dear lord, how awful.
And then, from the mother, a sound with which he was already so
very well acquainted. She was going into labor. No
false alarm, this one, he knew from the tone. This was the real
thing. It came clear up from her toes.

Some wild day,
was all he could numbly say to himself. Maps unfurling in his head,
plotting mental routes. Northwestern Memorial would be the closest
hospital. Some kind of wild day.

Stranger in a strange
land, yes, the old man was all that and more. Albert Meerschaum was
relatively new to Chicago. This Near North Side neighborhood was
foreign and familiar in the same glance. The streets and their
unfamiliar names, the buildings and businesses that were much the
same as anywhere else he had wandered in the city. That comforting
sprawl of metropolitan anonymity.

The clatter of footsteps on wet pavement
behind him. Just wouldn’t let him rest, would they? Ever. The fear,
the awe … these were abundant. Compassion? This was something else
entirely. He gave them something to chase. He moved swiftly for his
age.

I never asked for that thing. Never
asked at all. Bastards just never could seem to get that
through their heads.

He could at least give them a ferocious
surprise, that much he could do now. Now that the burden on
body and soul had been lifted. A curious feeling, the elation and
the sorrow. So very bittersweet.

Urban familiarity. He slipped through the
stream of afternoon walkers like a man on the most final of
missions, and knew what to do when he saw the El sign. Grinning
over his shoulder at the two men quickstepping behind him, he
ducked between a pair of people wearing slick wet raincoats, and up
the stairs he went. The handrail felt wonderfully chilly beneath
his palm. Albert was feeling things in a long unfamiliar way, a new
being. An ordinary being.

Up the stairs, feet sure of purpose. Even
from here he could feel the rumble of an approaching elevated
train. One of the delights of the city, always that next train
coming along.

They followed, of course. They always
followed.

He joined the others on the platform, wind in
his face, gentle rain in his eyes. Saw the nose of the coming
train, a block away and ratcheting along the tracks, sure as death
and taxes. Its perverse beauty was not unappreciated. Albert gently
nudged his way forward through the gathering crowd, as if eager to
be the first to board. With a bitter grin he noticed that he had
kept his hands stuffed into his pockets while wriggling through the
crowd. Old habit, ingrained over the decades. Such were the hardest
of all to die.

The train, coming, platform trembling
underfoot…

Tweedledee and Tweedledum had pressed in
close behind him. He knew it without looking, felt them there,
their passage through the crowd.

“Come on, Albert, please. Don’t be this way.
If you need to talk, we’ve got all the time in the world.” This
from the stouter of the two, the American.

He found it easier to ignore them now.
Secrets bred smugness.

“Albert.” This one more stern, exasperated,
the tall Brit. Gavin. “You’re behaving like a loon. This helps no
one, you know.”

Albert sighed. Of the two of them, he had
liked Gavin more. Gavin the pragmatist, Gavin the realist. Gavin,
who was upfront and didn’t wheedle about like that other
mealy-mouth. Give me a man who speaks the truth, any day. Even if
his concept of truth is distorted.

Albert turned, pulled a hand from his pocket.
They flinched, and it was not a gratifying thing to see. Even if it
meant they did not suspect him of having left everything behind in
that taxi. He reached into his jacket pocket and produced the small
bottle of morphine tablets.

“A present for you, Gavin,” and he pressed it
into the young man’s hand. Grimly smiled while watching the sudden
realization spread across that long British face.

As fitting a final utterance as any.

The train, roaring toward the platform…

Albert jumped. Retirement day, indeed.

There was little to see, nothing to hear. A
life, there, then gone. The train hid all. Down below, through the
steel beams and girders, there would be the red drizzle. But up on
the platform, little beyond the rippling horror of an aghast crowd.
It took something like this to punch through their facades.
Something like this, or news from Dallas.

They eased away, these last two who had known
Albert Meerschaum by name. Numb tread toward the far back of the
platform while the others up front craned their necks for a glimpse
of carnage. Something to tell at the family dinner table.

“Oh bloody hell,” Gavin murmured, gazing out
toward the street from which Albert had come. All those people, all
that traffic. Taxis. He saw one pass by, identical to
hundreds. Thousands, perhaps. He followed it into the distance,
until its roof was but one more panel of metal among a hundred
others.

“Oh bloody hell.”

 



I

CONSECRATION

We need heretics, not
because of their teaching, but because they stimulate us … in our
search for truth and for a proper understanding of everything in
the world.

— Peter Lombard

 



Chapter 1

“You want to avoid
trouble? I’ll tell you how to avoid trouble,” said the man in the
booth. “Leave that dial tuned to KGRM — the only radio
station in St. Louis registered by the FCC as a lethal weapon.”
Then, to prove the point, he dipped into the wellspring of
classics, 1973, Alice Cooper’s “No More Mister Nice Guy.”

The man in the booth was also sounding more
than a little stuffy today. Must be one tough virus indeed making
the rounds; Peter Hargrove’s normally smooth tenor sounded funneled
through a sock. Paul watched through a four-by-six-foot window —
aquarium for deejays — and he could sympathize. Riding the airwaves
when your head felt like a rotten melon was no fun.

Paul Handler leaned against the corridor wall
to wait out the hiatus, one foot unconsciously keeping time with
the music. Peter noticed him from inside the booth, gave a good
morning salute, then throttled his own nose with an anguished
grimace. He was then joined on-air by the station’s program
director, David Blane, he of diminutive stature, whose Sominex
voice had earned him the nickname of Captain Quaalude. David held
the dead-of-night shift until Peter took over at six A.M., then
hung around until midmorning. A few moments of on-air banter, and
then it came time for holy ritual. Stump The Captain.

The routine never varied, only the questions.
David Blane, walking encyclopedia of arcane musicana, taunting
Peter Hargrove into asking some obscure question. A case of import
beer was eternally on the line. Captain Quaalude would feign
stumbles and stammers over a tape of some local band doing a
jangling rave-up rendition of the theme from Jeopardy. Out
would pop the answer, and Peter Hargrove would take his lumps with
heroic stoicism. Five mornings per week, two-plus years this had
been going on, and the Captain hadn’t been stumped once. Peter
vowed an inferiority complex was due to set in any day.

KGRM, 92.5 on the FM dial, had been Paul’s
secondary home for the past seven months. His favorite so far in a
career that was but seven years old, a veteran’s span in deejay
terms. He had been a defector from a larger St. Louis station,
where he’d been the junior inmate in a three-man Morning Zoo team,
nearly a year of hurling quips and barbs, spinning generally heavy
discs, and racking up respectable ratings. Then a format change,
the great scourge of the radio industry, reared its ugly head. A
move calculated to make the station better appeal to a more
upscale, slightly older, more affluent target audience. St. Louis
Urban Professionals. The jocks called them slurpies.

Loss of soul was always sad. The station’s
powerhouse sound degenerated into 100,000 watts of milk toast, and
Paul abandoned ship, coaxing a sizable portion of his audience with
him to KGRM. The renegade station, one of the last outlaw frontiers
for music and personalities beyond the fringe. At last. He was
home.

The move had entailed a shift out of St.
Louis proper into the Central West End adjacent suburb of
University City, so named for nearby institutions of higher
learning. Easygoing blend of residential, commercial, and campus
areas, an arty tidal pool beside the larger urban sea of St. Louis.
The nonconformist could always find a niche here. Paul liked it so
much he moved to an apartment within walking distance of the
station. Spending just as much time there as ever, KGRM, top floor
of a limestone office building, a paradox of tasteful decor, pastel
walls, sedate hanging planters, and high-intensity music.

Stump The Captain, predictably, ended with
Peter’s ritual humiliation. David Blane, a bounce to his step,
vacated the booth and gave Paul a high five. A silent swinging door
deposited Paul inside the eight-by-ten haven. It was crammed with
hardware and music, with little excess room. Peter had cued up a
bizarre offering from Alien Sex Fiend titled “Now I’m Feeling
Zombified” in honor of his head cold.

“You sound awful today.” Paul pinched his
nostrils shut to imitate Peter. “There go the Arbitrons.”

Peter tugged off his padded headphones, slid
down the booth speakers’ volume. He wearily shook his head and
pitched a plastic bottle of nasal spray into the trash.

“I miss the old days,” he said. “Payola. A
record rep drops off some new album he wants you to play, and
there’s a packet of cocaine inside. We never sounded like we had
colds then.”

Paul nodded, sympathetic to the cause. “CDs
killed everything.”

Peter leaned back into the swivel seat before
the mike. Tight fit. First-time station visitors looked at him,
thought no way, this could not be the source of that tenor
voice. Peter stood well over six feet, with generous helpings of
both fat and muscle. Black beard and bushy eyebrows, Rasputin
reincarnated as a disc jockey.

He busied himself loading the next tune while
Paul flipped through new arrivals of promo albums, UPS delivery. A
generally democratic system, they would all be voted on by station
air staff as keepers or trade-ins at the used music stores in the
area. When the Alien Sex Fiend faded out, Peter replaced his
headphones and back-announced the song while waving Paul
closer.

“Wicked Uncle Pete knows when to send out for
help, you’ve got to give me that much credit,” he said into the
mike. “With me now is Lethal Rock Radio’s cleanest-living soul, the
lovely and talented Paul Handler.”

“Lovely and talented, who could argue there?
But that cleanest-living thing, you know, that’s still under
scrutiny.”

“A few minutes ago, I see him walk in, I
realize now here’s a man who just might be able to drive those
summer cold demons right out of my skull.”

Paul cocked his head, an uncertain grin.
Whaaat?

Peter rolled his hand, go with it, go with
it. “Always a ground-breaker, always innovative, KGRM is proud to
bring St. Louis another radio first: an actual laying on of hands
done live over the air.”

Paul, consummate professional, shifted
directly into improvisational mode. He leaned in closer and stuck
one hand on the front of Peter’s head. When he spoke, his voice
came out as dry and analytical as if he were describing a putt at a
golf tournament.

“Yes, I’m in position now, and my hands
are in place. I might add at this point that Mister Hargrove
could benefit from a new shampoo.”

Peter rolled his eyes and scowled.
Fearsome.

“Yessss, brotherrr,” Paul suddenly crooned in
a nasal parody of every southern evangelist who had ever pounded a
fundamentalist pulpit. “Do ya believe I have the POWER to expel
that EEEVIL summer cold demon out of your skull?”

“Oh yes, I do!” Peter cried, hands
aflutter.

“Dew ya BELIEEEVE, I said!”

“I do! I do!” Enraptured, Peter clutched his
heart and rolled his eyes in full socket perimeter.

“Then FEEL the power of ray-diooo! I say,
FEEEEL the power!”

“I can feel it, brother, I can feel it!”

The adrenaline charge was flowing now, the
high of working directly before that unseen audience, tens of
thousands, treading the tightrope with neither script nor safety
net.

“Stick yer hands inside that control board
and FEEL the power of ray-dio. It’ll shock yer ass across the
station, yes indeed!” Under his hand, Peter quivered in spasms,
face turning a lusty tomato red as he held in an explosive laugh.
“Then by the power vested in me by the FCC, I hereby command that
FIFTY THOUSAND WATTS come down from our tower and CLEANSE this poor
suffering wreck of humanity. Out, demon, OUT!”

Peter swiveled in his chair and charged the
microphone. He threw his head back, aaahed once, twice, then
blasted the mike with a fake sneeze, all the buildup and blowout of
a hurricane.

“Hallelujah!” Peter cried, and launched the
next song. AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell.” Fuck ‘em if they can’t take a
joke.

Peter unslung his headphones again as Paul
stumbled back to the wall and slid to the floor. The laughter was
too much, just too much. Catharsis. Paul’s shoulder sent the trash
can spinning across the floor, inspiring further hilarity at the
spewed paper and soda cans, and his legs wavered in the air.

“We’ve got to take that on the road, bud.
We—”

Peter clammed up in a hurry. The normally
silent swivel door burst inward, put them face to face with a man
who looked as if he might once have been a pear that sprouted arms
and legs. Then gone into management. Vince Atkins, station manager,
in all his glory. They called him Popeye; the laugh was the same,
the build was antithesis. His cheeks flamed with anger, or the
exertion of having walked from his office. Perhaps both.

“Do you have any idea,” his voice low,
deadly, and Paul immediately knew visitors were in the wings
preventing a more vivid display of temper, “that I’m trying to do
business with some people out there who just might start pouring a
shitpot of advertising dollars into this station? Some people from
a Catholic hospital? And that one of them is a nun? I do
not need a couple of witch doctors at this particular
moment.” Glaring, Vince opened his mouth once, twice, most likely
trying to think of something else and finding nothing severe
enough. Finally, the anticlimax: “Get out of the floor, Paul.” He
straightened jacket and tie and was gone.

Paul and his fellow shaman indulged in one
more round of snickers, then he righted the waste can and finally
himself.

“Well. Maybe it was a little
blasphemous.” Paul looked skyward, mouthed the word
sorry,

“Fuck it. If Popeye thought it would raise
revenue, he’d have us in here doing animal sacrifices and drinking
goat’s blood.”

Peter wound out his shift with a slab of
industrial paranoia from Nine Inch Nails, then announcing, “And I’m
out of here like prunes through a nursing home.” He surrendered the
booth to Paul, while the news director commandeered the next few
minutes of airtime from a separate booth. Paul used the lull to get
set up: select a couple of opening songs, check the commercial log
and locate their tape cartridges. From a wall shelf he grabbed his
two indispensable totems: coffee mug with its logo of five
interlocking rings and legend USA OLYMPIC MONGOLIAN CLUSTER FUCK
TEAM, and a stuffed koala given to him by a college girlfriend when
he’d graduated eight years ago.

Receptionist Sherry Thomason brought in the
communal coffee pot so he could gas up, and jokes abounded as to
how brown Popeye’s nose got whenever potential clients visited.
Sherry, blue and yellow sundress, dark hair in a French braid. Only
a year or so out of high school — total kiddie porn. All the male
station jocks bemoaned the fact, and felt as protective of her as a
younger sister who’d blossomed too early. A switchboard light
winked, and she left to take the call at her own desk.

Two minutes to eleven and counting. Paul blew
on his coffee, sipped. Through the window looking in from the
corridor he saw Popeye and his three VIPs. Another moment, and
Peter came through the other way, probably having just vacated the
bathroom. Vince introduced him around, all smiles and putrid phony
charm, his public relations persona all the more obvious since Paul
could not hear them through the glass. One of the visitors, a guy
who looked to be in his mid-thirties, around Peter’s age, said
something to him. Peter nodded, said something back, a nod and a
shrug. Body language betrayed the entire exchange, Paul would have
bet on it.

You don’t look the way you sound, this
was what the guy had said, surely. That’s not the way I had you
pictured.

Most of them heard it, or variations, a lot.
And after a while you got to thinking that some of those loyal
listeners would rather take the dust and clay of the earth and make
you over in their own image. Public property, why not?

None of them looked the way they sounded, to
Paul’s eye and ear. Peter’s was the most glaring discrepancy
between voice and visage. David Blane looked like an undersize
sculptor in a fine arts high school and droned like a hypnotist.
With a mop of blonde hair and a pristine tan, Lorraine Savage —
Paul’s afternoon successor — looked as if she would be more at home
waxing a surfboard on a SoCal beach, while her street-smart air
voice was as far removed from expected Valley Girl diction as you
could get.

And Paul Handler, lord of midday? He had
always been happy with the sound of his voice. Clear, vibrant,
neither too high nor too low. He was fully aware of a tendency to
come off at times like a bit of a smartass; blame late nights with
David Letterman for that one.

Yet he could never settle on what looks his
voice alone conjured forth. Wasted time, the instances spent before
the bathroom mirror puzzling it over. A not unpleasant face stared
back, but neither was it arresting. Merely average. Oval, beneath
thick eyebrows and dark brown hair kept a little shaggier than what
career counselors would advise, with warm brown eyes he felt were
his main salvation. An average build and average height topped off
the entire nondescript ensemble.

News director Russell St. James wrapped up
his allotted time, fired his finger at Paul through a shared
window. Passing the torch, time to saddle up and ride the airwaves.
Paul punched up his first cartridge to unleash the sonic montage
that served as his usual opening. Light baroque strings evoking a
PBS fine arts snoozefest, rudely interrupted by a needle plowing
across the surface of a record into a screaming Hendrix guitar
slide. Then a rapid-fire mishmash of “The William Tell Overture,”
reverberated Porky Pig stuttering, and a snippet of the
demon-possessed Regan’s voice from The Exorcist.

“Lock up your children and hide your
sheep!” he warned those unseen thousands. “I’m Paul Handler,
and I’m in your face for the next four hours, right here at KGRM,
FM ninety-two-point-five, Lethal Rock Radio, where music and
madness collide. For all I know, they aren’t even insured.”

He sat like a jet pilot in the swivel seat,
flying by the proverbial seat of his pants. Soundboard before him,
cartridge machine and CD players above it on a rack, turntables at
his right. Commercial log open before him, and most prominently,
the ever-important microphone. He checked a tiny chalkboard on the
wall, got the day’s number.

“We’re into day number
five-hundred-sixty-eight of our all-Madonna-free marathon, and
today’s burning social question is this: Do you think
anybody ever got horny on Gilligan’s Island? And bear in
mind that a fat guy in a skipper’s hat who lives with a skinny guy
and calls him ‘little buddy’ may not always be what he appears. So
what do you think? Phone lines are open and operators are standing
by.”

First song, he brought it to life, boosted
the volume, tugged his headphones off, spun one complete circle in
the chair. Saluted Peter, who leaned in the doorway with a
triumphant smile.

“Guess what.”

Paul, palms up, arms wide. Ready for
anything. “What?”

“I’ll give you a hint.” Peter straightened to
his full height. Made a grand show of clamping his lips together
and breathing unhindered gusts through flaring nostrils. He sounded
like a bull preparing to charge. “No more stuffhead. I do believe
you cured me.”

Paul grinned. Nice gag. Pete had probably
cloistered himself in the bathroom, steamed himself open with the
shower running full blast hot.

“What do you say we keep this our secret,
okay?” Paul cued vinyl on turntable one. “Next thing you know, this
gets out and Popeye’ll be in here, begging me to fix his
long-rumored impotence. I’ll lay hands on only so much, you
know.”

Peter stepped in, bent over to plant a loud
smack atop the crown of Paul’s head. “Does this mean my hemorrhoids
are out of the question?”

Paul wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Don’t get
greedy.”

Moments later, alone again, himself and the
music, always the music. Paul looked at his hands. As unassuming
and nondescript as the rest of him. Wondering. What if…?
Really.

Naaah.

 



Chapter
2

It was one of the
great cosmic wrongs of the twentieth century. Somehow —
somehow — Amanda had ended up facedown at the bottom of the
stairs. As to how it could have happened, Donny Dawson hadn’t the
slightest idea.

This isn’t real, a puny sentiment
indeed. Denial, flimsy last bastion of defense. This can NOT be
happening.

Then he was shooting down the stairway after
her, utterly the concerned husband, two and three steps at a time.
Scant seconds, but in that span, a hundred dark thoughts clamored
for attention. The concept dead at their forefront.

The house, as well as the compound of nearby
buildings, had been built five years ago. A three-story anachronism
from the Georgian Court period, Ionic columns gracing its front. A
paean to tasteful elegance, each of its nearly forty rooms was a
study in sheer romantic overindulgence. It sat on the western
fringe of the compound like the Big House on a plantation of the
antebellum South, a plantation where saving souls was the order of
the day rather than raising cotton. Amanda had been at home here
like no place she had ever been.

On the way down the stairs, everything
leading up to her calamitous dive replayed in Donny’s mind. Rising
tone of voices as they left their second-floor bedroom. Her
insistent, “I’m tired of living out lies! I don’t think it’s right
anymore!” His angry demand, keep your voice down, don’t raise it to
me that way. Her first tread onto that grand ballroom stairway, his
grip on her upper arm.

Her tearful twist, to be rid of his
touch.

To the bottom, then, express-style.
Incredibly endless slow motion trek of flailing arms and
unbelieving eyes, too shocked for accusation, too helpless for
fear. Finally, worst of all by far, the horrid crack her head had
made when it struck the banister.

Donny knelt beside her in numb futility, eyes
roving, for once finding himself left entirely to his own fragile
devices. The feeling was ghastly, simply ghastly. He rolled her
over, gently, gently, recoiling at the rivulets of blood tracing
the left side of her face from temple to jawline. And limp, so
limp, a rag doll whose stitches were but frayed threads. Donny’s
hand shook as he reached for her face and felt the faint warmth of
her breath. Thank God.

“Mandy. Mandy? Honey, open your eyes.”

He thumbed her eyelids back, found her
staring straight ahead at everything, at nothing. No reactive
shrinkage of her pupils to light, just a glassy, dull stare. A
moment later, he realized that her pupils were of vastly different
sizes. The right had dilated into a tiny black button. He released
her eyelids, and they slid closed.

Now, at last, the final insult to injury: the
stench of her newly loosened bladder and bowels. Dear God, what
dignity in this?

“Mandy. Mandy, I’m sorry. I’m
sorry.”

Begging and pleading, beseeching and
cajoling, none of it had the slightest effect. Donny’s voice
trailed away, and she did not care. He quit nervously massaging her
hands, and she took no notice.

But there was another way. Maybe. If he was
lucky. Again.

And so, as he knelt beside his rag-doll wife,
clasping one limp hand between his, Donny Dawson began to pray more
fervently than he had prayed in years. Asking God above to hear
this prayer of a humble servant, a servant who had at least once
upon a time been blessed with the power to heal. Asking God above,
please, please, let it happen again, once more make this humble
servant the channel for the healing touch, give him the power to
bring back this stricken child of Heaven.

Breath coming quicker by the moment, sweat
dotting his forehead, Donny felt strangely cold. Ah, but of course:
no stage lights this time, no tele-voyeurism of four rolling
cameras. And no crush of people packed into an auditorium, looking
at him, expecting a miracle. Neither drama, nor theatrics. Just the
two of them.

Because this time it was personal. And for
real.

Donny held her head in his hands, fingers
spread wide to cradle it, touch as much of her as possible. Seeking
vital contact as tears brimmed his eyes.

“Open your eyes, Amanda. Open your
eyes. God, let it be done!”

Continuing to kneel, to cradle, to stare into
the undead face. While she knew nothing of his concern, his
efforts, the blood gouting from his own soul. The bottom fell out
of his stomach, took him with it.

“Let. It. Be. Done!”

Except…

It wasn’t.

Numb and blank. Abandoned.
Stupefyingly so. Donny rose, turned. Paced, thought, paced some
more. Not unlike an expectant father, please tell me my baby’s all
right. He gazed across the Persian rug in the entry hall and into
the parlor, eyes fixing on a table, the item resting atop it.
Behold, the telephone. Help is just a phone call away.

And yet. This was not a simple matter of
placing the call, waiting for the paramedics to take it from there.
Roll in with lights blazing, sirens wailing. Such a public
spectacle would not do at all. For the paramedics would know
precisely where they were going. And the subsequent check-in at
Hillcrest Hospital in Oklahoma City would mean names. Amanda
Dawson, they would write. Next of kin? And he would have
to answer. Donny Dawson? they would say. Why, the Donny
Dawson? Donny Dawson the faith healer? But why are you…?

Only a few days, and it would be a matter of
public knowledge and national record. The wire services would
pounce on it like dogs after a particularly tasty bone, and
Time and Newsweek would laugh it up, while
supermarket tabloids would splash it across their lurid covers,
sentencing him to doing time with the most tasteless stories
conceivable, because gullible minds want to know. He could already
see the headlines.

Forget Oral Roberts and his claims of
celestial blackmail. Forget Jim and Tammy Bakker, their entire holy
rolling soap opera. Forget the carnal dalliances of Jimmy Swaggart.
Old news, all of it. Now there’s fresh sacrificial meat on
the televangelism altar, and his name’s Dawson. Everybody grab a
piece, there’s plenty to go around.

Donny gave it a thorough mental once-over,
deciding that when the going gets truly tough, you bring in a
second valued opinion. He covered the distance to the phone,
punching in the number for the chapel across the compound, where
one of the secretaries answered.

“I need to speak to Gabe.” Quell those
tremors in his voice, he never sounded this way. Eternities
passed before Gabe was located. Donny didn’t ask what he had been
doing, didn’t care. Whatever it was, Gabe had no qualms about
dropping it and heading for the Dawson house. Good. Oh, good good
good.

There in eight minutes. After stepping in
through the front door without knocking, he gripped the knob and
stared. The sight took some getting used to. Dying sunlight prismed
through the beveled glass of the door.

“Donny?” he said. “Is she…?”

“She’s alive. But Gabe, I … I…” His
theatrical voice failed him once more. He stood by her, arms
outstretched as if to show nailprints in the palms, wounds of
future media crucifixion.

He needed to say no more, for Gabe seemed to
comprehend everything, the obvious and the implied, in a single
glance. Gabriel Matthews, right-hand man, priceless appendage. He
was only thirty-two, but Donny considered him to have the acute
instincts and business acumen of a man older by two decades or
more.

The silence was more than Donny could bear.
“I don’t know what happened, one second we were talking, all we
were doing was talking, and then…”

“Donny. Shhh. Just let me think a
minute.”

Gabe quietly shut the door, moved forward.
Not a tall man by any means, but compact, solid without being
bulky. His sandy hair was full in front, trimmed close on the
sides, the back. He had a wide mouth and his lips were often
clamped tight. His deep-set eyes were generally serious, and this
was appropriate: The saving of souls could be a serious
business.

“What are we going to do?” Donny slumped onto
the bottom step, elbows on knees and head in hands. Shell shock.
“What are we going to do?”

Gabe reached down to clasp Donny’s hand,
soul-shake style. Power and strength. “Get hold of yourself.
Think. I’ll call Irv Preston. You provide him with enough
tax write-offs, he’ll be good for a favor even if he didn’t have
the Hippocratic Oath weighing on his conscience. We’ll let him take
care of Mandy, decide what she needs. And I promise you, I’ll make
certain he understands the need for discretion.”

Donny perked up, the light of a glorious new
dawn beaming into his head. “That’s a good idea…”

“As for now, you’ve got a show to tape.”

Donny uttered a startled little chuckle,
slowly shook his head. Hands starting to quake anew. “Oh no.
I can’t go over there now, I can’t tape a show, not this
evening, I—”

Gabe’s wide mouth, now a pacifying smile.
“Think a minute, okay? You’ve got nearly three thousand people
coming into the chapel. If you want to delay things, fine, we’ll
make some kind of announcement about equipment problems, and
they’ll be happy to sit there all night if that’s what it takes.
But if you send them home, there’s all that revenue lost. There’s
credibility that goes with it. There’s unnecessary attention called
to the ministry. And in the end, you’ve still got a show to tape
sometime.” Gabe waited for the bulk of this to settle in, slow
going. “It’s up to you, of course, but there’s not a lot you can do
for Mandy as a basket case. Don’t you think she’d want you to carry
on tonight?”

I’m tired of living out lies!

Donny watched his hands knead one another.
Hands of clay. Feet to match? He refused to believe that. “I
suppose she would.”

“Then there’s nothing more for you to do
here. Mandy will be fine, I’ll see to that. And you? You go see to
your show. That’s where you belong right now. Where you’re
needed.”

Donny nodded, telegraphed a quick prayer,
mandatory strength. He let his legs carry him through the house,
drifting, while vaguely aware of Gabe’s voice on the phone, quiet,
urgent, diplomatic. Donny followed his legs out of the house and
across the back porch, the double-seat swing and minor jungle of
potted greenery. Farther beyond sprawled the English country
garden, and at its far edge, in their pen, a pair of Irish setters
yapped happily at him. Adam and Eve. Donny mounted a modified golf
cart that whisked him along a tarmac path leading away from the
house, the protective seclusion of its surrounding oaks. Soon he
was puttering through the compound, more open and airy, the trees
younger and more spindly. Green velvet lawns rolled among a
scattering of buildings that resembled a miniature brown brick
college campus: main office building and production studios,
dormitories for some of the ministry’s workers and wards, and at
the far edge, the chapel. Just past the chapel, the parking lot
appeared filled near to capacity. A steady tide of people channeled
toward the main entrance in the chapel’s north end, some in
wheelchairs, some hobbling along on crutches. Just as they would
leave.

Donny parked his cart on the south side,
entering through the rear to find himself thick in the usual
backstage hive of preshow bustle. Before stopping by for makeup, he
sought out the stage manager and director, had them delay kickoff
by a half hour. Blame it on whatever’s convenient, equipment
malfunction if that’s convenient enough, but don’t plan on getting
off the ground until seven-thirty, at the earliest. There were no
questions. They followed orders like buck privates in the presence
of a general.

Seclusion, then, the low-ceilinged maze
having led him to his dressing room. Donny relished the time alone,
away, the familiarity of weekly ritual. Compose thyself. And bring
this terrible night into perspective.

I couldn’t hack it. Not when it was
real.

God’s will, he offered in rebuttal.
It’s just God’s will. I’ve done it before. I’ll do it
again, surely, when the time is right.

Sure, sure, that other voice, redolent
of skepticism. Do we care to place any bets on
this?

Do not put the Lord thy God to a foolish
test, and that shut the skeptic up for the time being.

Later, when the stage lights came up and the
music swelled and the choir sang and the theatrics held sway over
all, Donny Dawson knew he was precisely where he belonged.
Momentary fears surfaced — who would take Amanda’s place on the
hidden FM transmitter, its receiver a tiny hair-concealed plug in
his left ear? But Gabe was back, taking over as proficiently as if
the job had been his all along.

They would make it through the night, he knew
this now. For he was on display before the lost and the searching,
his stage the focal point of an auditorium whose rows of seats
stretched before him in immense wedges, the aisles between like the
spokes of some huge wheel. The machine of his own creation. And
Donny, epicenter of attention, tall and fit and resplendent in his
white suit and toting his oversize Bible. His golden-brown hair
swept back from his forehead, his chin strong and assured. Eyes
radiant with promises of a better life everlasting. Making it
through the night, all of them.

You could take that to the bank.
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3

Lorraine’s eyes lit
up while she was on the air, as distinct as throwing a switch. She
could come in, batteries dead from an already-tiring day or lack of
sleep the night before. Then turn her loose in the booth and
regeneration was automatic. Those so green eyes, glowing with film
noir neon. There was something immensely endearing about such an
expression on the face of someone who so passionately loved what
she was doing.

Paul wondered — not for the first time since
his arrival here back in the winter — if she looked this way while
making love.

The poor timing was classic: Lorraine Savage
had been a nine-month newlywed when Paul first defected to KGRM. He
had come to St. Louis after a stint at a station in Indianapolis;
if only he had sought employment at KGRM first, instead of waiting
a year. He could then have had three months to subtly get her to
reconsider her choice of spouse.

She retained her own surname for air
continuity, which he took as meager hope. Paul had met the guy a
couple times, briefly, at station functions she had coerced him
into attending. Craig Sheppard, nice slurpie name for a slurpie
kind of guy, corporate holdover from the greedy eighties. Complete
with BMW and button-down collars and a University of Hitler Youth
haircut. An overdrive personality fueled by a high-octane ego.
Craig Sheppard, here to take the world on his own terms. Paul
couldn’t stand him, and only occasionally felt guilty about it.

Friends. He’d tried friends first, keeping
his feelings confined to that level and no deeper. Losing battle.
Surrender had come in February, some concert at a venue called the
American Theater, not yet three months after his arrival at KGRM.
The station had sent a delegation to a concert by the Indigo Girls,
whom Paul revered, and the Ellen James Society, about whom he had
heard nothing, and of whom he’d left a committed fan.

A magic holy night, femme-folk, femme-rock,
absolutely no artificial concessions to commercialism, and
Greenpeace in the lobby. Seating was dinner-theater style, and six
of them from the station sat clustered around a tiny table, far
more intimate than standard arena seating. Paul sat beside
Lorraine, absorbing everything. Her throaty laugh. The animation of
her hands. Soft loose curls corkscrewing past her shoulders as he
wondered if the streaked blonde was natural.

Opening set, the Ellen James Society, and
Lorraine was the only other one at their table who had caught the
reference to John Irving’s The World According to Garp. The
two of them sat watching some lone dancer down front, when all of a
sudden Lorraine nudged him, leaned in, deadpan, and said, “Wouldn’t
it be funny if she was into stage-diving, instead?” And the image
leveled him, one lone stage-diver, arcing off toward the audience
with no one to catch her, splatting to the floor. Again and again
and again. It was so cruel he couldn’t help but laugh.

Friends? Surrender. Just admit it, he was
smitten. But not to act on it, curbing that passion, content to
worship from afar.

Present tense. Lorraine kicked off a
commercial-free half-hour and shut down the microphone.

“Any reprisals from that little faith healing
service you guys did yesterday?” She grinned crookedly, twirling a
lock of hair around one finger. “Warn me next time, okay? I was
listening in the hammock in the backyard, and I fell out. You
almost broke my wrist.”

He reached for it, kissed it with healing
chivalry. “No foreseeable reruns. Popeye was less than thrilled.”
He explained the circumstances. “He came through that door ready to
explode.”

“Yuck. The biggest blast since the
Hindenburg.”

Paul shook his head, so sorry, some people
just don’t get it. “I don’t think he really understands what he’s
supposed to do here, you know? Rock and roll is supposed to
be offensive, it’s the nature of the beast.”

“He’s the original hypocrite, didn’t I warn
you? The man’s soul could fit in a thimble.”

On and on, management-bashing, the deejay’s
favorite contact sport.

Paul watched her set things up for more
tunes, smooth ballet from cart machine to turntables to CD players
to racks of albums. Poetry, sweet and carnal. Then, with her back
to him, she bent at the waist to rummage in the cabinet beneath the
turntables, where some CDs were stored. That view, inverted
heart-shaped denim perfection. Fifteen years ago, surfing through
puberty, such a sight would have sent him scurrying shamefaced to
the nearest toilet to drop to his knees and conjure fantasies so
intense they hurt. Now? He tried not to ogle. He really
tried. But in some ways, the male of the species was always
stuck at fourteen.

“Peter Hargrove,” her voice a sudden growl,
“I hate you when you do this to me!”

Paul watched as she straightened, bringing
with her an ashtray, clear glass muddied with nicotine grime. She
stared into the jumble of butts with profound disgust. Was there
any antismoker so venomous as an ex-smoker?

“He does this on purpose, you know.” Her eyes
narrowed to slits, as if nothing would give her greater pleasure
than concocting a tasty ashtray stew and serving it to a helplessly
quadriplegic Peter Hargrove. “About once a week, he hides this
where he knows I’ll find it. It’s just like when he holds those
unlit cigarettes under my nose before he smokes them.”

“He can’t help it.” Paul Handler, attorney
for the defense. “He was born a corrupting influence.”

“And you. You’re just as guilty as he
is.” Those green eyes were luminous now. “You’ve got four hours to
find these things and get rid of them before I show up.”

Paul, sappy grin and all, went backwalking
across the booth, Lorraine advancing like some vengeful temptress.
She held the ashtray before her, and he formed a cross with two
fingers to ward her off. But she was invincible. Pressed him
against the wall, close contact in five or six exquisitely
stimulated spots while she lifted the ashtray into dumping
position, say aaah, and had him beg for clemency.

A golden moment, shattered when he looked
toward the booth’s door and saw they were being watched.

“Now there’s professionalism in
action.” Spoken with an amused smirk. Clifford Frankl, one of the
sales staff. Or sales geeks, the current term of vogue when they
were in absentia. He joined them, and the ashtray was
unceremoniously emptied into the waste can. Paul, wistful, watched
the gray ashes sift downward while Clifford spoke his business.

He’d just sold a remote broadcast for the
following Tuesday at University City’s newest business, a record
store called The House of Wax, on Delmar Boulevard. Popeye’s boy
wonder, that was Clifford, the sales geek who always made his
quotas and usually smelled as if he’d just eaten his way through a
truckload of Certs. Clifford had sold the store owner on the idea
of pairing up KGRM jocks Paul Handler and Peter Hargrove for two
hours of live-on-location on-air mayhem. Paul said fine, dandy, and
Cliff sprinted for his desk phone to call Peter at home.

“I’m jealous,” Lorraine pouted. “You guys get
all the glory. Nobody ever asks for me.”

Paul smiled, hugged her, and patted her on
the back. “Show more cleavage,” and they both laughed when she
pulled away to slug him on the arm.

Plenty of affection
between them, Paul had no qualms with that, in fact it had been
quick in coming months ago. Little kindnesses, warm moments, and
small intimate touches … but never intimate enough. He knew there
could never be passion, had resigned himself to that dismal fact,
never those animal strivings for blissful union, turning breath
desperate and voices hoarse. And this was worse, really, than
complete rejection. For the regret was endless, perpetually
renewed, always there.

Sunday morning, two
days later.

Paul was just working his way into some
strange dream about riding a horse when the noise came, rhythmic
pounding that the dream incorporated as thunder. His grasp was
tenuous, the dream scattering into gossamer filaments as he swam to
awakening. He opened his eyes, focused on the bedroom ceiling.

Too bright, too early. The clock radio near
his head blinked nine-thirty-six. Good morning, Mister Sun. Piss
off and die.

The infernal pounding at his door persisted,
and Paul grumbled himself out of bed. He navigated the stagnant sea
of dirty socks and underwear on his bedroom floor, then covered the
narrow hallway to the living room. During the night his shorts had
twisted themselves to one side; fixing this was priority one of the
new day. He kicked aside a stray section of yesterday’s
Post-Dispatch, and it tented beside a table laden with books
and tapes and the odd beer bottle or two. At the far end of his
sofa, on a table of their own in a leaker aquarium they called
home, lived a pair of gerbils christened Calvin and Hobbes. They
peered at him, four bright black eyes, then scurried behind their
wheel, as if fleeing a carnivorous giant intent on breakfast and
none too picky.

Paul opened the door in mid-pound, confronted
a smiling Peter Hargrove with arms full of good tidings.

“Rise and shine! Ready for company?” Peter
set his sacks on the floor, plucked out a Pete’s Wicked Ale — he
claimed the brand was named after him — and twisted off the cap as
if wringing the neck of a chicken. He offered it to his host.

Paul declined, sagging against the doorjamb
and scrubbing sleep from his eyes. “When you said we should get
together today, I kind of thought you meant, like, noon or
after.”

“You midday jocks are such pussies.” Peter
retrieved his sacks and aimed for the kitchen. Keep a schedule like
his, and this was the biological clock’s equivalent of early
afternoon.

Paul shut the door, then collapsed into his
couch, a plush old secondhand monstrosity that did everything but
hug you. Sinking into its cool depths, he listened to Peter
rearranging the contents of his refrigerator. Bottles clinked
endlessly.

“If you woke up Mrs. DeWitt and got her all
cranky,” Paul croaked, “I’ll kill you. Not kidding. I’ll show you
the hammer.”

“Relax. I’ll sit on her.”

Good enough. Janet DeWitt was a
sixty-something widow who lived directly below lucky Paul. She gave
everybody in the building grief about too much noise, real or
imagined, but Paul, by virtue of logistics, caught the biggest
portion. One of the kinder building rumors about her he had heard
was that her husband had died in self-defense.

“Hey,” Peter called. “You got this package of
cream cheese in here that expired last December. Want me to pitch
it?”

“Naaah. Leave it. That’s my science
project.”

It must have been a deejay occupational
hazard. You’re single, you still live like a college student years
after the diploma. Only the married jocks were grownups. And the
divorced ones, like Peter? They were the worst of all.

He returned to the living room, toting his
ale and a bag of pork rinds and the orange juice pitcher. Paul
accepted the latter with both hands, like a child with an oversize
mug, and swigged directly from the spout.

“Breakfast of champions.” Peter settled into
a plaid recliner that no one reclined in because it tilted back
unevenly, felt like the next stop would be the floor. He fed
himself an enormous pork rind; the crunch might have leveled a
lesser building.

Paul propped both bare feet onto his coffee
table, a shellacked piece of stained pine balanced on a pair of
orange crates. The gentle breezes wafting in through his
third-floor windows were warm and comforting, to be cherished. It
was late June, and
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