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  BAD EYE BLUES


  Chapter 1


  My head hurt bad.


  It was clear I’d been out for some time. You can tell you’ve been out when you’re somewhere else, when you’re not where you think you ought to be. I was not in a chic restaurant. I was not with the lovely Claire de Mer. I did not smell Coq au Vin, I did not smell Chanel. What I smelled was doughnuts and diapers, Doublemint gum. Cardboard coffee and ancient onion rings. Wet socks and winos, yesterday’s tears. Chicken parts and kiddie farts, diesel and despair.


  This rank and gamy scent was ripe enough to choke a goat, strong enough to bring a rhino to its knees. I didn’t have to guess. I opened my eyes and saw people I didn’t want to see. Where I was was on a bus. Me, and ten tons of losers in a big blue box. Me, on a goddam bus.


  I never ride a bus.


  I turned to the man in the seat next to mine. He had very broad features, very dark hair. Cheekbones and predatory eyes. A nose like the guy on nickels, the kind you can’t find anywhere.


  “Listen,” I said. “This is going to sound kind of goofy, okay? Would you happen to recall how long I’ve been here, did you see me get on? Do you know where we’re going; do you know when we left D.C.?”


  “You’re awake,” he said, “that’s good. Don’t be startled or alarmed. Don’t make any sudden moves. Don’t cry out, don’t try to get away. Don’t speak to anyone. Don’t try to pass a note. Anything of that nature could result in injury or harm.”


  I stared at the man. “What are you talking about, are you nuts? I bet you watch a lot of TV.”


  “I’ll watch a nature show; they got an eagle or a bear. I’ll watch a college game sometime. This is an abduction, Mr. Moss. You’re being taken against your will. Don’t do nothing real stupid, you’re going to be fine.”


  “You’re kidnapping me? On a bus?”


  “Yes I am.”


  “That’s ridiculous. You can’t kidnap a person on a bus.”


  “Yes I can.”


  “What for?”


  “That’s none of your concern.”


  “Well I think it is, I think it’s very much my concern. Who are you, anyway? You look like a Native American to me.”


  “Native’s got a bad ring to it. You can thank those Tarzan movies for that. I’m an Indian of the Nez Perce tribe. The coming of the horse in the 1700s changed our lives. We’re responsible for breeding the famed Appaloosa. In 1877, we fought a great war against the whites. We’re a very proud people but we’re nearly wiped out. Big fucking surprise. You want to hear this?”


  “No I don’t. Listen, friend, I don’t know what this is all about, but I can tell you right now that I won’t sit still for an abduction on a bus. I’m not going anywhere with you, I’m getting off right now.”


  A passing car lit his face. I saw his skin was hard as stone, I saw he had a bad eye. One of his pupils was white as milk.


  “I’m Bobby Bad Eye,” he said, “and you listen to me. We’ll be together some time. Don’t do anything dumb. Don’t give me any trouble, we’ll get along okay. You want an orange?”


  “No thanks.”


  He reached down between his feet. He had a bunch of oranges in a little net sack. Two things you got to have you take a bus. You got to have a ticket; you got to have oranges in a little net sack.


  Bobby Bad Eye picked up an orange. He studied it a minute and looked right at me. “You’re going to do something stupid. I can see it in the way you move your mouth. You’re going to try and get away. You think you’re Bruce Willis, you think you’re going to take me unawares.”


  “Yeah, and what happens if I try?”


  “What happens is I gut you with my Native American knife.”


  Something stuck me in the ribs. Bobby Bad Eye sucked an orange.


  I said, “I’ll try later on, I don’t guess I’ll try now.”


  “That’s cool.”


  “You’ve got to sleep sometime.”


  “That’s true, I do. But Rocco doesn’t. Rocco doesn’t have to sleep at all.”


  “Uh-huh. And who would Rocco be?”


  “That’s me, Mr. Moss. I’m right back here.”


  Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I nearly jumped out of my skin. I turned and saw a white pumpkin head. Skin white as soap.


  No eyebrows, no hair. Pink eyes and a little sucker mouth, a little baby nose.


  Bobby Bad Eye said, “This is Rocco, Mr. Moss. Rocco doesn’t sleep. Rocco stays awake all the time.”


  “I haven’t closed my eyes since Bong Son, February 1966. I been real jumpy ever since.”


  “I think I saw you in Deliverance. November 1972.”


  “No sir, now I never been there. I was in Talcum, Kentucky, in ’72. We might’ve run across each other then.”


  “You play the banjo, right?”


  “Shit, how’d you know that?”


  Chapter 2


  I am having dinner in a chic restaurant with the girl who found a sandwich in Lucky Lindy’s plane. The sandwich has been there since 1927. The sandwich is seventy years old. The lovely Claire de Mer is twenty-two. Ash-blonde hair, black jersey dress. Soft bare shoulders and bare nearly everything else. Her skin is this dusty olive tone that looks gold in candlelight. The name sounds French, but the eyes say Italian to me.


  What happened is, Claire is on a scaffold in the National Aeronautics and Space Museum. She is doing a routine check on the Lindbergh plane. She is tightening a screw on the instrument panel and the sandwich drops out.


  “This is amazing,” I said. “It just drops out. You’re tightening a screw, it just drops right out. This is the sandwich the guy didn’t eat on his record-breaking flight.”


  “It’s there,” she said, “it just drops out. God, I thought I’d die, you know?”


  “Hey, who wouldn’t, something happens like that, you’re tightening a screw, you make this great historical find. Your average person has got to react to that.”


  “It was ham and cheese, they know that. It was petrified but nearly intact.”


  “Whole wheat or white?”


  “Oh, white. This is 1927. It was definitely white.”


  “New York to Paris. Up there all alone. Thunderheads and ice. He fights to stay awake all the time.”


  “It was worth it, though. A triumphant welcome at Le Bourget Field. He was very shy, you know. He didn’t like the crowds. Wiley, two things, all right? One, I am quite attracted to you. I think you’re attracted to me; you’ve been looking down my dress for some time. Two, I don’t want to get involved. Not with anyone at all. The last thing I need is some deep emotional shit messing up my life. Can you live with that, hon? Is that enough for you?”


  “Just a surface relationship, you mean. This is what you want.”


  “I can’t give you any more than that. I simply can’t right now.”


  “We use each other. Satisfy our physical needs.”


  “Yes. That’s how it has to be.”


  “Claire?”


  “Yes, Wiley?”


  “I can live with that.”


  “Oh God, I am so glad.” She reached out and touched my hand. I looked down her dress again.


  “I was afraid it might be—messy, you know? That you might not want me this way.”


  “I’m not as narrow-minded as all that, Claire. I can be pretty understanding, as I think you’ll come to see.”


  She sighed and closed her eyes. “Do you have any idea what it’s like for me? Being young and lovely’s not all it’s cracked up to be. There are drawbacks an ordinary woman never has to think about. I date some guy, you know? He’s thinking, wow, this woman is flat-out gorgeous. A stunner, and a top-flight aeronautical engineer on top of that. This girl is no roll in the hay. You even make a move on this person, you better have commitment in mind. It’s the same crap every time. You understand this, Wiley, you know what I’m saying?”


  “Oh, absolutely, I certainly do.”


  Jesus, I certainly did. I understood if I didn’t screw up, like tell her we were meant to be one, or give her my college track pin, I had stumbled on a woman who wanted no more from me than meaningless sex, carnal enterprise, coupling on a lazy afternoon. A sexist pigette, so to speak, intent on her own base desires.


  No one’s that lucky, of course. Certainly not me. She had to be unstable, a psycho goddess, a leggy lunatic. A nut or a bolt just rattling about in that perfectly beautiful head, a booby on a weekend pass.


  But, hey, that was okay with me. We are each of us blown by the wind, we are none of us master of our fate. And you’ve got to respect someone for that.


  All this in a very cozy restaurant across the Potomac in Fairfax County. When senators take their wives somewhere, when they want to be seen, they dine in Georgetown. When they want to get away from it all, they come here. I didn’t know about this, since my paycheck doesn’t call for fancy nights out. Claire knew, though. She had obviously been there before and I didn’t ask with who.


  Dinner was a coronary dream. After that, we had her favorite liqueur, which was made out of unborn fruit of some kind, and tasted as good as Dimetapp. It came in a little tiny glass and cost twenty bucks a pop. It was made by Spanish monks, who had taken a vow not to ever be poor.


  “My God,” Claire said, when we’d had another glass, and I was hoping we could go to her place instead of mine, “can you imagine what it must have been like up there? A young mail pilot with a vision in his head. The darkness, the cold and deadly Atlantic, never far below.”


  “I can see it,” I told her. “I can see it, Claire.”


  “You can, can’t you? I know that now.”


  She looked at me with those incredible Mediterranean eyes. They were blue, they were brown. They might have been black. They were the color of smoke on a morning in Seville, though I’ve never been overseas before.


  “I haven’t flown,” I said. “I mean, I’ve flown lots of times, but not like that, not in control of the aircraft itself. Now I take that back. When I was a kid, the guy next door, his dad took me up one time. Had his own Piper Cub. I believe it was an old J-3. He let me hold the stick and I put us in a dive. He wouldn’t take me up after that.”


  “And where was this? Where was my Wiley as a child?”


  She leaned close to me across our table. I could smell her skin.


  I could smell that drink that cost twenty bucks a whack. One of her straps slid down a golden shoulder and my stomach did a flip.


  “We lived in Cincinnati at the time. My family’s from Defiance County, Ohio. That’s in the northwest corner of the state. Our people were into hardware there.”


  “A farm boy, then.” She showed me a lazy smile.


  “Oh, yeah. Not a very exciting start in life, I’m afraid.”


  “I’d love you to take me there some time.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Five Ants County.”


  “Defiance.”


  “Whatever,” Claire said.


  She dipped her sharp little tongue in her liqueur. My heart skipped a beat.


  “The Ryan wasn’t his first choice, you know. A Bellanca was considered. And a Fokker after that.”


  “I know,” I said. “But the Ryan won out. Wright engine, 223 horses. Maximum speed, 124.”


  “You know what he had? No night instruments. Not a one. And no lights. He’s crossing the Atlantic, he’s got a fucking flashlight. You want to picture that?”


  “He couldn’t even see out front. He had that enormous gas tank.”


  “I’m getting real hot, Wiley.”


  “Lord, Claire, so am I.”


  “My strap fell off. I bet you can see my whole top. Can you see it yet, hon?”


  “I can see some. I can’t see it all.”


  “You know what? I am shaking all over. I even breathe, everything’s going to fall out.”


  “For God’s sake, let’s get out of here. I can’t take any more of this.”


  Claire bit her lip. “I’m going to have you every way there is, Wiley Moss. Straight up, backwards and upside down.”


  “I like to think I’m a fairly modern guy. Anything goes with me.” My throat went dry. “Where you from originally, I don’t think I asked. My guess is Italy or France.”


  “Shawnee, Oklahoma.”


  “Is that right? Hey, I was pretty close.”


  She stood, then, uncurling like a snake. I thought I saw something but I couldn’t tell for sure.


  “Get the car, all right? I’ll meet you out there.”


  I told her that I would. I told her she could count on that. I watched her as she crossed the dining room. I watched the sweet undulation, the heart-stopping motion of her hips, the swish-swish-swish of the black jersey dress. And so did everybody else.


  And if the evening sent the folks up at Visa in a spin, if my card set off whistles and alarms, what did I care? I had the lovely Claire de Mer. And the lovely Claire de Mer had me.


  I walked across the asphalt lot, searching for the car. It was summertime, and our nation’s capital is a hot and sultry swamp, even at a quarter after ten. I spotted the car. Two rows down. I thought about Shawnee, Oklahoma. I wondered if she’d lied about that. And if she did, why there?


  That’s when someone came up behind me, stepping from the shadows of a ’96 Lexus. I think it was the natty 400. It might have been blue; it was too dark to tell. Something sharp stuck me in the ass, and I don’t recall a thing after that.


  … Except for a quick, very brief insight, that told me women like Claire seldom happen to a guy named Wiley Moss. Not in real life, which is what I’m most accustomed to. And that, I’d guess, is why everything got completely screwed that night, everything except Claire de Mer and me.


  Chapter 3


  There’s a lot of stuff I don’t get, you know? I mean, I get it, it’s not I don’t get it—I’m thinking, I get it okay, but it don’t look right, it isn’t how it ought to be, you know? You know what I’m saying? Like Ben Hur, okay? This ol’ boy, he’s tryin’ to do Charlton Heston in? He’s the major asshole, is who he is. I don’t recall the man’s name, it’s Stephen Boyd is who he is, I mean, this is who he is in real life.


  “So there’s—what? Fifteen, twenty bozos from all over, they’re all lined up for this major chariot race. I mean, there’s jokers from Africa, Greece, there’s even a Jew guy there. Everybody’s got a chariot, right? And everybody’s chariot is pretty much alike. I mean, say one’s a Ford chariot, and another one’s a Dodge, you know what I mean? They got different colored horses; their chariots are pretty much alike. Everyone except for Stephen Boyd, okay? He’s got this fuckin’ blade on his wheels. Fuckin’ thing looks like a saw, for Chris-sakes. Boyd gets close to some guy, this thing goes shhhrrrrik!, somethin’ like that? Chews up your spokes like a ripsaw from Sears, man. You’re lyin’ flat on your ass in that arena—the fall don’t kill you, some horse runs over your head.


  “You’re drivin’ next to this guy, he’s goin’ for your wheels, you’re thinking—hey, just what is this? Nobody told me we could have a bunch of saws or anything, what’s the fuckin’ deal? They don’t have a ref, some guy knows the rules? What is this? See, this is what I mean; this is what I don’t get. Something like that isn’t fair, someone oughta caught that.”


  “There was a lot of injustice in Rome back then,” I said. “Happened all the time.”


  “Yeah. Well fuck that,” Rocco said. “Someone shoulda caught that.”


  “Someone should’ve,” I said.


  Bobby Bad Eye was asleep. He didn’t slump over, he didn’t lean back. He sat straight up. I wondered if this was a personal habit, or something in his Indian genes. Everybody had to sit straight back then and be ready for bears. Later, they had to watch out for white guys.


  It was true what Bobby said. Rocco didn’t sleep. Rocco didn’t close his eyes. He talked all night, and breathed on me with Milky Way breath. It wasn’t too bad, because he talked in a perfect monotone, as soothing as any lullaby.


  I drifted off in Sands of Iwo Jima, and woke up in time for Ben Hur. Rocco didn’t look real smart. That’s because Rocco was dumb. Still, Rocco knew his movies. Everything there was to know. Everything you didn’t want to know. There were seven, maybe eight pictures he hadn’t seen. Maybe nine or ten. Deliverance was one that he’d missed. Be grateful for small favors. Lately, that’s the only kind I get.


  Before I dropped off I saw a sign. We were passing through Cumberland, Maryland, a hundred and forty miles from D.C. West, on Interstate 68 which I happened to know, because I knew a guy from there. If we kept on going, the map in my head said West Virginia straight ahead. Then what? And, of more concern to me, why? What did these crazy mothers want with me?


  They already had my wallet. I’d reached back and checked. Ten dollars, ten or twelve. My wallet and my watch, and a greatly depleted Visa card, thanks to my evening with Claire de Mer. If they tortured me for five or ten seconds, I would reveal my secret PIN code. They could stop at an automatic teller and get my entire three hundred bucks.


  It didn’t seem to me there could be a lot of profit in that. Take out expenses—three bus tickets, Bobby’s sack of oranges, Rocco’s Milky Ways. No way. It had to be something else. Something important. Important enough to wait for me, stick me with a needle, and haul me out of a parking lot. Maybe they’d confused me with somebody else. A rich guy named Moss who ate all the time in expensive restaurants.


  How likely was that? About as likely as getting kidnapped by a one-eyed Indian and an albino movie fan. Throw in a cross-country bus, and figure the odds for yourself.


  “Who you think’s the best lookin’—Nina Foch or Simone Signoret? Which one you think?”


  “I have no idea,” I said.


  “Hey, there ain’t no contest, boy. Nina Foch is number one.” He slapped the back of my head to make a point. “Nina Foch is a fine-lookin’ woman, okay? I mean, she’s gotta be real old now. Shoot, I don’t know, she’s maybe dead. But that’s the magic of motion pictures. Time stands still on the big silver screen. You’re always a star up there.”


  “Yeah, right.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? She ain’t attractive to you?”


  “She’s terrific, Rocco. What time is it?”


  “What do you care? You aren’t going anywhere. Gregory Peck. The Yearling. That little ol’ deer. I love that fuckin’ deer. Jane Wyman. You see her in Johnny Belinda? She used to be married to President what’sisname “


  “Franklin Pierce.”


  “That’s the guy.”


  “It’s ten after twelve,” Bobby Bad Eye said. “I would like you to shut up, Rocco. Cool it with the movie stars.”


  He turned and looked at me. His milky eye looked spooky in the dark. “Don’t be asking Rocco stuff, Mr. Moss. Like about what time it is, where we are an’ where we’re going.”


  “I didn’t ask him that. I asked him the time, I didn’t ask him that.”


  “No, you were thinking on it, though. Next time you think about it, don’t. You care for an orange?”


  “No thanks.”


  He reached in his sack. “Fruit’s good for you. A person ought to eat a lot of fruit. Fruit and stuff that’s green.”


  “Where are we?” I said. “Where are we going, what do you want with me?”


  Bobby Bad Eye gave me that look. The last thing Custer ever saw. “You’re doing it, aren’t you? I told you not to do it, Mr. Moss.”


  “You told me not to ask him. I’m not asking him, I’m asking you.”


  “You probably never pissed off a full-blood Nez Perce before. It’s not a real good idea.”


  “No it’s not,” Rocco said. “It sure ain’t a good idea.”


  “Take a break, Mr. Moss.”


  “Okay I guess I will.”


  I looked out the window. A lonely little town flashed by. One service station, shut up for the night, a 20-watt bulb inside. A clapboard house with a tree and a porch, everything dark downstairs.


  Upstairs, the shades pulled down, and someone in there. If I could overpower Bobby, and Rocco of Hollywood, I could get off and knock on that door. Maybe a small-town beauty lived there, someone as lovely as Claire de Mer, but with simpler, cheaper tastes. Someone who was gentle and kind, and happy with grocery store beer.


  I couldn’t see a sign, but I figured West Virginia by now. The bus would keep to the interstate, so we’d have to cut through a little slice of Pennsylvania, back to West Virginia, then over the line. Back to Ohio, back to my native land, like anybody cared. Or maybe somewhere else. Indiana or Kentucky. Alabama or Brazil. How the hell would I know, I was just the dumb shit sitting there, I was just the kidnapee …


  Maybe Alabama did it. I felt real hot. Like my skin was on fire. I felt like a total fucking dope, sitting there taking abuse from people I didn’t even know. I hate to do what other people say.


  Goddamn it, that’s it—I’ve had enough of this!


  “Okay,” I said, “I’ve had enough of this. Do whatever you want; I don’t intend to keep still. I don’t think you’ll do much, I don’t think you’ll risk it on a public bus. I don’t think you’ll stick me with your Native American knife. I don’t think you really want a major hassle here.”


  Bobby Bad Eye shrugged. “Okay, you got one right. So what?”


  “I’ve got one simple question, Mr. Eye.”


  “Hey, man, don’t be calling me Mr. Eye.”


  “Fine, whoever.”


  “I want an answer, and I want it right now. Where are we going and what’s this all about?”


  “That’s two questions.”


  “Huh-unh. It’s just one question, it’s got two parts.”


  Bobby Bad Eye gave me a weary look. “What if I said you’re in no mortal danger, Mr. Moss? That it isn’t that kind of a thing, and no one intends you any harm? Would you trust me on that?”


  “Certainly not. Why would I want to do that?”


  “See, if it was, it was something like that, we wouldn’t be having this interestin’ conversation right now. You yakking and keeping me up, telling me shit that I don’t want to hear. Where you’d be, you’d be in a Hefty bag back in D.C., you’d be floatin’ to the top somewhere.”


  Bobby Bad Eye stuck a finger in my face. He had a very nice ring, a rattlesnake with turquoise eyes.


  “The thing is, you keep nagging at me, I’ll start accumulatin’ excess acid, which is something I do in times of stress. I start doing that, I’m waiting till we stop somewhere, I get me some Tums, I’m picking up a Hefty bag.


  “In the interest of happy traveling, Mr. Moss, I got to tell you, doing a guy on a bus isn’t any big deal. You got to do it, you do it, okay? You get where you’re going, everybody else gets off. You’re still sitting there, you’re not gettin’ off. Guy comes and cleans out the bus, he gets a big surprise.


  “Keep your eye on him, Rocco. I got this spiritual vision in my head. My grandfather sees Mr. Moss here leapin’ up and down, yelling at the passengers, causing great disturbance on a bus. I don’t want to see that.”


  “You won’t see it, Bobby,” Rocco said. He patted me on the neck. “He ain’t going to leap nowhere.”


  “Good. I don’t want to see that.”


  Bobby closed his eyes. The bad one, then the good eye, too. Good posture. Straight up. Sound asleep.


  “You shouldn’t irritate him like that,” Rocco said. “You don’t want to get Bobby riled up. It’s an awful thing to see.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  “Don’t kid about it, man. That wasn’t bad at all. It was only ’bout a two.”


  “It was what?”


  “About a two. Your native ’muricans is closer to nature than us. Sometimes they’ll hark back to ancient ways. They got a breakin’ point, which is a private and personal thing. Bobby calls his ‘reaching nine.’”


  “Nine’s not good.”


  “Shit, I guess. I don’t even want to think about it.”


  I thought about it.


  “This grandfather stuff. What’s he do, smoke some illegal plant and go into a trance?”


  “He could do that. He’ll mostly just get him on the phone. Mr. Badger’s got a Honda dealership in Santa Fe. The family’s real close.”


  “Santa Fe. And that’s where Mr. Bad Eye’s from, I’ll bet.”


  Rocco chuckled to himself. “Shoot, you know better’n that, Mr. Moss.”


  He touched my neck just below the ear. “This little spot right here? You press a little harder than—that—you feel that right there? Do that, and you’ll be with Lord Jesus ’fore you can say scat. You want a Milky Way?”


  “No thanks.”


  Rocco took his thumb away. I took a deep breath.


  “I don’t think I’m talkin’ out of turn, I tell you I think Bobby likes you a lot. I saw it right off.”


  “I must’ve missed that.”


  “No, I did. See, he don’t like to get close to no one on the job. Hell, you can see why.”


  Rocco was fast as a trained guard dog. The instant a muscle twitched, his big hands clamped my shoulders tight.


  “Just take it easy, Mr. Moss,” Rocco said. “Ever’thing works out like it should, you got a two-way comin’ back. Isn’t everyone can say that …”


  Chapter 4


  It looked like a truck stop looks.


  What you’ve got, you got a shit load of trucks, you got pumps and bright lights. A lot of the truckers just stay inside a truck. They’re asleep, they’re smoking dope, they’ve got a sweetie in there. If they’re not in a truck then they’re inside the stop, drinking lots of bad coffee, eating cornstarch pie.


  Nobody told me where we were. We got off the bus and the bus went away. I sneaked a look at Bobby’s watch and it was something after three. We were up pretty high. The morning air was cool, and I saw a lot of pines.


  I thought about Claire. By now, we would likely be asleep. Done in and played out, our lusty needs entirely satisfied. I would reek of manly sweat; Claire would exude the musky scent of womankind. I played out the evening in my head. Checked it over twice, to make sure I’d left nothing vital out. We did everything that we could do, including certain acts that required gymnastic skills.


  What did she think when she found that I was gone? Did she search the restaurant, roam about the parking lot? Did Bobby Bad Eye leave my car there? No, this redskin was crafty, he was smarter than that. If the car was still there, the cops would suspect foul play. And if the car was gone? They’d take one look at Claire de Mer and decide that I was nuts, that I ought to be locked up somewhere.


  We were sitting in the weeds beneath a tree. There were radiators there, and empty oil cans. Bobby wouldn’t take us inside, which wasn’t hard to figure out. I hadn’t tried to bolt on the bus. It didn’t make sense to do that, but the busy restaurant was something else. I could likely cry for help before Bobby did me in. There were thirty or forty large truckers in there, poor odds for anyone, even a man with a very long knife.


  Instead, he sent a kid in and the kid came back with a sack of greasy burgers, coffee and saturated fries. The kid had found two bruised peaches and an overripe banana for Bobby Bad Eye. This seemed to suit him just fine.


  I watched him bite into a peach. Juice ran down his chin.


  I used to be very good at track. I figured the distance to the restaurant at forty-five yards. If I could get a good start, I could dash into the open and beat him hands down. I could, if Rocco wasn’t sitting right behind me, breathing down my neck, bolting down his candy bars.


  “Best thing for you to do is just take it easy, Mr. Moss,” Bobby said, clearly guessing my thoughts. “I told you—behave yourself, you got nothing to worry about. Think about that pretty lady. You get back home, you can take her out to dinner again.”


  “Right,” I said. “I’ll just tell her I was kidnapped by an Indian and his paleface companion on a bus. I’m sure she’ll go for that.”


  “I’d be more than glad to write you a note.”


  “Don’t go to any trouble for me.”


  Bobby studied a peach pit and tossed it in the dark. “You’re a real fortunate man, Mr. Moss. A woman like that could be a New York model or a TV star. Wouldn’t have to mess with a bunch of airplanes. Wouldn’t have to go out with you, far as that’s concerned. I doubt you appreciate your lot. I’ve seldom met a white man who did.”


  “Hey, that burns me up,” I said. “Miss de Mer and I happen to have a very close relationship, and she likes going out with me. As for what she does, she can— How do you know what she does?”


  I stared at Bobby Bad Eye. I knew how he knew, and that irritated the hell out of me.


  “Christ, you’ve been following me around. That’s an invasion of my—”


  Bobby shook his head. “I don’t look through keyholes, friend, I just do an ID. That’s your standard procedure, where a guy works, where he lives. You work at the Smith, she works at the Smith. Different building down the street.”


  He stood and brushed off his pants. “Breakfast is over. We’re outta here.”


  “Where are we going now?”


  Bobby didn’t answer. He stuck a banana in his pocket and stalked off down the road.


  Rocco, who hadn’t spoken a word until now, said, “None of your beeswax, man. Do like Bobby says.”


  He poked me in the ribs. It hurt, and I did what Bobby said.


  We walked some fifty yards up the highway. Besides the truck stop, there was a mom-and-pop grocery—closed up tight—and two or three darkened houses set back in tangled trees off the road. There were apparently people here, but it wasn’t exactly a town.


  “You mind me askin’ you something?” Rocco said. “It’s something I’d like to know.”


  “Yes I do,” I said.


  “Do what?”


  “Mind you asking me something. I mind it a lot. Anything to do with you or Mr. Eye there, I don’t like it, I mind it a lot.”


  “I know what you do; Bobby went and told me that. What I want to know is why, Mr. Moss, ’cause I never heard of anyone doing it before. Why you want to draw a bunch of bugs?”


  “Because I do.”


  “Yeah, but why you want to do it, I don’t get why you want to do that…”


  I stopped. Rocco kept walking and nearly knocked me over in the dark. “It’s none of your beeswax what I do, all right? Just because you’re holding a person against his will, that doesn’t give you any right to intrude upon that person’s life, or question his professional career.”


  I looked at his pasty white head. His face was as bright as a tiny moon. “Why do you do what you do, Rocco? Does it make you feel good to push people around, to poke your finger in their back? Does this satisfy some deep-felt need?”


  “No, sir. I don’t guess.” Rocco grinned, showing off his pumpkin teeth. “What it was, I saw a chance to better myself. I was mesmerizin’ animals at Rudy’s Roadside Rattlesnake Zoo, over up near Yellowstone. You know, you touch a rattler or a duck or most anything else just right the sum’bitch’ll drop off. Just pass right out. The kids really go for that. You get ’em all turned on, they’ll wart their folks to death to buy a bunch of souvenirs.


  “So Bobby drops by one time to sell Rudy some snakes? He sees me put a badger under in about a second flat, he says, ‘I can use a man’s got magic in his hands. You want to work for me?’ I says, ‘Yeah, I guess.’ He settles up with Rudy, and we been together ever since.”


  “What a lucky break for you.”


  “I’ll say. Happenstance don’t strike you every day.”


  “Rocco, button it up back there.” Bobby turned on us in the dark. “Mr. Moss doesn’t need to hear your life story, and I already heard it a couple of hundred times.”


  “Don’t see how it hurts no one …”


  Rocco mumbled under his breath, but Bobby had ancient tribal genes, genes that could hear a buffalo fart at three miles. He looked hard at Rocco, and Rocco looked contrite.


  Bobby turned away, stopped, hesitated, as a semi whined up the grade, catching us all in a searing cone of white, shaking the earth with trucker pride, headlights sweeping past a sign that read BILLY’S GAS & AUTO REPAIR, a ruined, barely legible sign punched with rusty cratered holes by marksmen passing by.


  We stood and watched the truck disappear, watched the shrinking square of lights. Bobby walked off the road, and we followed him down past the sign to a building made of corrugated tin. There were dead transmissions in the tall dry grass, engines gutted belly-up. A hand-painted sign on the building said CLOSED. Bobby doubled up his fist and started banging on the door.


  “They might be closed,” I said.


  “They might well be,” Bobby said.


  “What are we doing, anyway? What are we doing here?”


  “Shut up,” Bobby said.


  “Yeah, shut up,” Rocco said, and poked me in the back.


  Bobby continued to hammer on the door, a steady and irritating beat. A dog began to bark nearby. Another, then another took up the cry. Soon, the silent countryside was alive with doggie howls.


  A light came on inside, framing the cracks around the door.


  An unfriendly voice said, “We’re closed. Open up at eight A.M.”


  Bobby didn’t stop, didn’t break the rhythm of his blows.


  “Listen, it’s four in the morning,” someone said. “I’d suggest you stop that right now.”


  Bobby kept on, Bobby didn’t stop.


  “He won’t stop,” Rocco said. “I could tell that joker, Bobby isn’t goin’ to stop.”


  “That’d be my guess,” I said. “I don’t think he’s going to stop.”


  “Okay, you fuckers, stop it right now or I’m firing through the door!”


  “I hope you’ll reconsider that,” Bobby said.


  “What for?”


  “You could injure someone out here.”


  “That’s just what I intend.”


  “What are you using, you don’t mind I ask.”


  “Parker double barrel. Walnut stock with the checkered pistol grip.”


  “Why, that’s an antique weapon,” Bobby said.


  “It’ll still make mincemeat out of you.”


  “Is that a 16-gauge or a 12? I’ll make you a handsome offer if it’s a 12.”


  “I don’t want to sell.”


  “Let me take a look. You might change your mind.”


  “Goddamn, I am gettin’ tired of you.”


  “Think it over. I got lots of time.”


  Bobby kept knocking, Bobby didn’t stop.


  The door jerked open. The man standing there was bigger than Rocco or Bobby, either one. Thick-neck, shoulders wider than the door, a gorilla stuffed in Sears overalls. Hair sprouting from his shoulders, hair on his toes. A wild array of hair on his head and a heavy beard to match, the beard full of tangles and mats, full of unseemly clots, full of gobs of this and that, meals that hadn’t made it to his mouth.


  “Shit.” He blinked at Bobby with little red eyes. “It’s you. How come I didn’t figure that?”


  Bobby looked right at him. He didn’t look at the weapon aimed at his private parts.


  “I’ve got a Lincoln Town Car here,” Bobby said. “I left it with you to get it fixed.”


  “I know you did.” He glanced past Bobby to Rocco, then to me, then back to Bobby again. “It’s all done. Four-hundred seventeen-fifty, as I recall.”


  “Sounds reasonable to me.”


  “Good. We open up at eight.”


  “I’ll go ahead and get it right now.”


  “I don’t guess you will.”


  “And why’s that, sir?”


  “It’s the middle of the night. I was sleeping real fine. I was having my way with Vanessa Redgrave, you went and woke me up.”


  “Isadora,” Rocco said, “1968.”


  “Mary, Queen of Scots. I’m a sucker for a costume picture of any sort.”


  Bobby turned a milky eye on Rocco, then faced the man again.


  “I apologize for waking you up. I don’t mean to be inconsiderate, friend, and I’m willing to pay a small bonus for your time. But I’ve got to have that car.”


  “That right, you got to have your car? You got to have it right now?”


  The man showed Bobby a nasty grin. “No fucking way, you reading me, friend? Even if you was white, Tonto, we still open up at eight o’cl—”


  It gets a little hazy right here. I think it might’ve gone the way it did, with or without that ethnic affront, but there’s no way to tell about that. What happened was something like a blur, like a trick of the eye, like something didn’t happen but it did. Bobby Bad Eye had the shotgun now, and the man had a moment of wonder, of doubt and disbelief, a moment very brief before the butt of the weapon struck his crotch, and the barrel smashed him hard in the mouth.


  He staggered back and shook his head, surprised to find his mouth full of blood, surprised to find his beard a bright red. Bobby didn’t give him time to think. Something winked, something flashed, something in his hand went slik-slik-slik! like a painter slashing bold strokes of color in the air. The man made a noise, like a squeak, like a mouse, and then everything began to come apart, like you’re taking out the garbage and the bottom drops out …


  Something started coming up, something tasted awful bad. Rocco got me quickly outside. I threw up my burger and my coffee and my fries.


  “I’m sorry you had to see that, Mr. Moss. Bobby’s goin’ to take offense sometimes, you never do know when.”


  “Uh-huh.” I wiped my mouth on my sleeve. The dogs had stopped barking, everything was quiet.


  “What is it you called it, he starts going nutso like that? Stretching nine?”


  Rocco grinned. “Shoot, that wasn’t a nine, Mr. Moss. That was ’bout a five.”


  “A five.”


  “Yes, sir. It was edgin’ up to six, but I’m going to say a five. Listen, you want to roll your sleeve up for me, now? Bobby’ll want to get moving, so you better get your shot.”


  “Huh?” I stared at the needle that suddenly appeared in his hand. Jesus, where did that come from? “No, now you guys don’t have to do that, you already did that—”


  I backed off a step. Rocco reached out and grabbed my neck. He said, “Night-night, Mr. Moss,” and pressed his thumb somewhere behind my ear.


  I looked at his Pillsbury head, at his little rabbit eyes, at his Halloween teeth. I said, “Aw shit, man,” and then something hurt bad and then everything went black and then nothing hurt at all …


  Chapter 5


  What it feels like is when you don’t feel good and you don’t feel bad, you feel stuck there in between. Which is how I used to feel when Giselle and I and Phil and one of Phil’s leggy friends used to do drug abuse all the time. Phil’s friends were from the gene pool at Parks and Wildlife. His friends were named Heather, Beth or Anne.


  Phil Greenburg, my very best friend, works at the Department of Agriculture, and so did Giselle at the time. Giselle worked in Grasses and Grains, and knew all there was to know about wheat. Phil has something on someone on high, and hardly ever works at all.


  Phil got our drugs free, because Ag was doing stuff like “Effects of Cocaine on the Arctic Wolverine,” and what pot will do to pigs. The only trouble was, some of these drugs didn’t have any names, and weren’t meant for us higher forms of life. We learned about this when Giselle announced she was a soft-shell clam, and wouldn’t come out of the tub. This frightened us a lot and we didn’t do drugs after that.


  Drugs weren’t a good idea for Giselle anyway; she had faulty connections in her head, neurons not entirely intact. Sometimes we’d make love and she’d ask me who I was. Sometimes she’d go off to Haiku kwan do Tuesday nights, and show up on Thursday afternoon.


  All of which has nothing to do with my semi-conscious state in the back of a Lincoln Town Car except it does, because that goofy albino has shot me full of paralyzing drugs which reminds me of incoherent times with Phil and his leggy friends from Parks and Wildlife, and especially it reminds me of Giselle. Oh God, those China-blue eyes and that black-black hair! Those lovely moving parts, and that faraway, dysfunctional smile.


  At least I think that’s Giselle …


  I get her mixed up with a brown-sugar woman named Grace, with a redhead named Mary Elaine. I get her mixed up with Claire de Mer. I get her mixed up with crazy Annie in cutoffs short enough to make you cry. The sun’s making stripes on her honey-colored skin in the Undersea Wonders Museum, which is down in Galveston. Jesus, how I hate that town.


  Everything’s confused. Everything is perfectly clear. I’m floating in blackstrap molasses somewhere and I’m…. Oh shit, I’m falling somewhere and a car’s not supposed to be high—!


  “Mr. Moss, you sit down and shut up or I’ll be forced to hit you in the head. Rocco, I thought you strapped the son of a bitch down, I told you, you didn’t strap him down.”


  “I strapped him down, Bobby.”


  “No, goddamn it, he’s up, he’s jerkin’ around, you didn’t strap him down. Will you kindly hold on to him, he’s kicking me in the nuts. I don’t like it, somebody’s ki—”


  “I got him, Bobby, I—oh, man, he’s throwin’ up. Oh, shit, man.”


  “Good. That’s because you didn’t strap him down. He’s throwing up ’cause you didn’t strap him down.”


  “Let me out of here right now we’re all going to die!”


  “Shut up, Mr. Moss, sit down.”


  I hit Rocco in the face. That was a bad idea. Rocco grabbed me under the chin and slammed my head against the glass. I could feel my eyes rattle in my head. I looked down and saw tiny little people, tiny little cars. My stomach dropped down in my socks. Something went bump! then something went clup! then Rocco did something with his thumb, and everything started going black …


  The girl said, “You feeling better, hon, you like a little ice cream?”


  I said, “No, I wouldn’t like some ice cream. Where am I and who the hell are you?”


  I was sort of sitting up. Heat rose off the hot concrete. A little red airplane farted by. I smelled a lot of gasoline.


  “Listen, you’ll feel okay. Have a little ice cream. It’ll settle your stomach some.”


  She stuck a cone down in my face. It was dripping on the bright cement. I took a bite and spat it out.


  “Jesus, what is that? It tastes like mashed potatoes!”


  The girl laughed. “Well it’s supposed to, silly. It’s potato ice cream.”


  I looked at her. She might’ve been cute, I couldn’t see her in the sun. “Listen, where am I? I think our car might’ve hit a plane. Did anyone else get out alive?”


  The girl licked her ice cream. “Nobody’s dead, everyone’s fine. You’re in Killcreek, Idaho, man.”


  “Aw, shit,” I said, and threw up again.


  Chapter 6


  The girl was named Daisy McCall. We bounced in the back of a very black car, grinding over boulders, rattling over ruts, whining uphill without a four-wheel drive, climbing straight up, maybe eighty-five or ninety degrees. Rocco said it was a state highway but I didn’t fall for that.


  I said, “This car could use some new shocks. I’d get heavy duty if I were you.”


  Rocco said, “Shut the fuck up, Mr. Moss.”


  Throwing up on him had put a wedge between us, and this was his standard answer now.


  Rocco sat in front. Bobby Bad Eye hadn’t come along. In deference to his pink bunny eyes and his dead white skin, Rocco wore heavy sunshades and a broad Stetson hat. Bela Lugosi out West.


  The driver’s name was Nix. Someone had hit him in the face with a shovel. His features were flat, and his neck was as wide as his head. He might have been the Steeler front line. Nix didn’t say and I didn’t want to ask.


  I watched a lot of nature go by. There was a ragged line of mountains far away, blurred by a veil of blue clouds. I didn’t look down. I’d tried that once. I wasn’t about to do it twice. I was still off-center from Rocco’s last shot, semi-stunned and only partially intact. Not so goofy I couldn’t recall Billy’s Gas & Auto Repair, and what had happened there. Conscious enough to remember Claire’s strap sliding down, to wonder what the hell I was doing in the state of Idaho.


  “You want a san’wich or something?” Daisy said. “I got a cooler in the back. We got beer and assorted soft drinks.”


  “No thanks,” I said.


  “There might be a slice of cold pie.”


  My stomach took a lurch. “I don’t think so, Daisy. I’m a little unsettled right now.”


  “You need anything, you just ask.”


  “I’ll do that.”


  “I’ll be right here. I mean, anything’ll make the trip more comfortable, all right?”


  “That’s very nice. How long a trip are we talking about here, anyway?”


  “Don’t ask her a bunch of questions,” Rocco said. “You want something, don’t be askin’ her, ask me.”


  “Good. How long a trip are we talking about?”


  “None of your fuckin’ bidness, Mr. Moss.”


  “Okay. Fine. Thank you very much.”


  I looked at Daisy McCall. Daisy smiled and gave a helpless little shrug. The road had straightened out for the last few miles, but it was still full of bounce. Daisy bounced good. A full-bodied woman, eighteen or thirty-five, depending on the light. Blue jeans and T-shirt. Blonde hair in tight ringlets, hazel-brown eyes. Pouty lips she kept in motion all the time. I was sure she had a picture of Marilyn Monroe, and practiced every night.


  I think we were up pretty high. Sheer granite slopes loomed over the narrow road. The
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