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            We had fed the heart on fantasies,

            The heart’s grown brutal from the fare . . .

            —William Butler Yeats


         

         
            We are not a nation of truth lovers.

            —Hunter S. Thompson
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            Part I

         
         
            Cars, Guns, Crime,

            Casinos, Money, Movies, Skin Care, God,

            Monopoly, RVs, Talk Radio, Baseball,

            and Liars in Public Places

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         The contagion was as old as Africa, older than Babylon, wafting from century to century upon sunlight and moonbeams and the vibrations of wagging tongues. During the second decade of the twenty-first century, the contagion alighted in Fulda, California, riding aboard the bytes of a MacBook Air. Dink O’Neill, warlord of the Fulda Holy Rollers, infected his brother Chub, Fulda’s mayor, who infected Chamber of Commerce President Earl Fenstermacher, who that evening headlined his weekly blog with the bulletin that a South Beach ingenue had been imprisoned in the U.S. Senate cloakroom for disclosing that Form 1040 caused infidelity, infertility, and testicular cancers. The news spread swiftly. From Montpelier to Brownsville, from Eastport to Barstow, dull reality was replaced by fanciful delusion. Reinvigorated by repeated utterance, fertilized by outrage, mythomania claimed its earliest victims among chat room patrons—the disappointed, the defeated, the disrespected, and the genetically suspicious. In Fulda, immunocompromised Kiwanis club members transmitted the infection to Shriners and American Legionnaires, who transmitted it to their children, who carried it off to Sunday school. Masks were worthless. The disease spread northward into Oregon, eastward into Idaho, arriving on Pennsylvania Avenue in January of 2017. Soon afterward, the whistle-blowing South Beach ingenue, a seventeen-year-old rollerblader, was secretly transferred to a federal prison in upstate Wisconsin. Reptiles manned the IRS phone banks. Locusts ate the truth. Walls went up along the Rio Grande. Alt-Right fellow travelers, women included, had long ago forgiven POTUS’s locker-room lies. Time passed. By the summer of 2019, as glaciers melted and as chunks of civility calved from the Body Politic, mythomaniacs had taken refuge in a world of their own construction. In St. Joseph, Missouri, a forty-seven-year-old patriarch named Willard Swift announced to his wife and seven children that he had been crowned king of America in the frozen-foods aisle of a thriving Walmart. That evening King Swift deposited the remains of his family in eight fifty-gallon Rubbermaid recycling bins topped off with kitty litter. Almost simultaneously, a thousand miles away, in a suburb outside Baltimore, a racist, politically engaged orthopedist reported that the bones of disinterred slaves indicated “healthy, pleasant, and privileged lifestyles”; the Thirteenth Amendment, he said, was a “waste of words.” In New Mexico, highway speed limits were challenged as infringements on core liberties. In Washington, D.C., well-heeled lobbyists declared that handguns were “living human creatures.” And on talk radio, in the late hours of the night, it was revealed that Alka-Seltzer had become the Chinese “weapon of choice,” that a daily dab of Brylcreem remedied the common cold, and that Lee Harvey Oswald “war nicht so schlecht.”
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         On an afternoon in late August of the year 2019, after locking up the JCPenney store on South Spruce Street, Boyd Halverson
            strode out to his car, started the engine, sat without moving for several minutes, then blinked and wiped his eyes and resolved
            to make changes in his life. He had grown sick and tired of synthetics, rayon in particular.
         

         
         That evening he packed a suitcase. As an afterthought, he tossed in two passports, a copy of the Iliad, his expired Trib ID card, and a pair of swimming trunks. He ate supper and went to bed with a biography of Winston Churchill.
         

         
         Late the next morning—a Saturday morning—Boyd attended his bimonthly Kiwanis brunch. Midway through the proceedings, he excused
            himself and made his way across the street to Community National Bank. It was 11:34 a.m. The bank closed at noon on Saturdays,
            and only a single employee was on duty, a diminutive redhead named Angie Bing. Boyd filled out a withdrawal slip, signed his
            name, and approached the teller.
         

         
         Angie chuckled.

         
         “That’s a boatload of money,” she said. “If you’re headed for Vegas, Boyd, take me along.”

         
         Then she laughed again. She had been flirting with Boyd over the better part of two years.

         
         She tore up the withdrawal slip.

         
         “Three hundred grand we don’t have. What else can I do for you?”

         
         “How much is on hand, would you say?”

         
         “On hand?”

         
         “I’ll want it all.”

         
         “You’re robbing me?”

         
         “Not you,” said Boyd.

         
         He took out his gun and showed it to her. It was not a toy. It was a Temptation .38 Special.

         
         Angie Bing managed to scrape up just under eighty-one thousand dollars, a significant sum for a small bank in the small town
            of Fulda, California.
         

         
         Boyd stuffed the cash into a paper grocery bag.

         
         “I’m sorry about this,” he said, “but I’ll have to ask you to take a ride with me.”

         
         As they drove south out of town, Angie Bing predicted he wouldn’t make it fifty miles. But on Sunday morning they were in
            a motel near Bakersfield. By Monday afternoon they were in Mexico. The two passports had been a wise bit of last-minute whimsy
            even if Angie only dimly resembled one of the photos. After an unnerving and venal discussion with Customs, Boyd counted himself
            lucky to drive away with almost all of his eighty-one thousand.
         

         
         He ditched the car—a traceable 1993 Buick LeSabre he’d owned for nine years—and then afterward, over an early dinner, he asked Angie if she’d consider giving him a head start before contacting the police. They were in a beachfront restaurant in the town of San Felipe. Angie was having grilled tuna; Boyd was working on a plate of chicken wings. Outside, framed by a latticed picture window, the Gulf of California presented itself in bewitching shades of twilight. 

         
         “How big of a head start?” Angie asked. “I don’t want to get in trouble.”

         
         “Three days. Four days.”

         
         “What’ll I do with myself?”

         
         “You can swim, tune up your Spanish. Treat it like a holiday. I’ll leave you some cash.”

         
         “How much?” Angie said.

         
         “I don’t know. A thousand?”

         
         “You’re kidding, I hope. Out of eighty-one?”

         
         “Make it two thousand.”

         
         “Make it forty-two.”

         
         Boyd shrugged. “Greed is a carcinogen, Angie. You’d better sleep on it.”

         
         “I’d better.”

         
          

         In the morning she said, “I’m not a criminal. No deal.”

         
         They caught a bus south, grinding in fits and starts through a day without flaw. Had he not long ago robbed a bank, Boyd Halverson would have perhaps envisioned nine pleasant holes of golf, succeeded by two very dry martinis on the stone terrace of the Fulda Country Club. There was, he reflected, something dazzling about the robust and undeniable reality of the Mexican vistas, and of this beat-up old Greyhound jolting along beneath him. There were the mixed smells of oranges and body waste. Across the aisle, a weathered old gentleman in a black Stetson and a red bow tie sat stoically with a large unhappy rooster flapping in his lap. All this, Boyd reasoned, would have seemed extraordinary only a few days ago. A slideshow for the Kiwanis boys—Here’s one of me robbing a bank!—Here’s Mexico!—Here’s a rooster! 

         
         Halfway to Santa Rosalía, Angie asked for his honest opinion: How far did he think eighty-one thousand dollars would take
            him?
         

         
         Boyd shrugged and said nothing.

         
         “I hope you’ve thought this out,” she said. “Because you’re in one tremendous pickle. You stuck up a bank, Boyd. You kidnapped
            me.”
         

         
         “I was in a pickle anyway,” said Boyd.

         
         “Maybe we should say a prayer. You and me.”

         
         “There’s an idea.”

         
         “Seriously, you go first,” she told him. “Just start with ‘Dear precious God,’ then if you get stuck, I’ll hop right in. Whenever
            I’m in a jam—like if I steal something or get squirmy for somebody’s husband—I don’t wait around to put things right with
            Jesus. It’s the only way, Boyd.” She closed her eyes briefly and then raised a finger to her nose. “See this little hole here?
            When I’m not at work, I wear a cross there, a little silver nose stud. People at the bank, they don’t go for it; they think
            it’s like—you know—too freaky, too metro. But I’m Pentecostal, the real deal, just so you’ve got the picture.”
         

         
         “Stout of you,” said Boyd.

         
         “Right, stout’s the word, and we don’t do holdups. It’s a strict religion.” Angie laced her fingers together and fell silent
            for a few thoughtful moments. “The thing is, just because the Lord Jesus saved me, that doesn’t make me a fanatic or a virgin
            or anything. He’s coming back, that’s all. Probably a lot sooner than you think.”
         

         
         “Coming back?”

         
         “Your Redeemer.”

         
         “Ah, then,” said Boyd, eyes closed, feeling vaguely threatened. “Let’s hope he’s taking the overnight express.”

         
         Angie looked at him with a disapproving frown. “You think Christ the Lamb finds that funny?”

         
         “I wouldn’t know.”

         
         “He doesn’t.”

         
         “All right then. Give the flock my apologies.”

         
         “That’s not funny either. You better get prepared, Boyd. Especially now. After robbing a bank and all.” Angie glanced across
            the aisle at the rooster, which had quieted some, then she chuckled to herself. “Let me ask a question. How much would you
            say you’ve got tucked away in your Community National account?”
         

         
         “I’m not sure, something like—”

         
         “Seventy-two thousand and change. I should know, right?”

         
         “You should,” said Boyd.

         
         “Right. And you robbed us for eighty-one. So unless you plan to go back for another stickup—which, by the way, isn’t the greatest
            idea in the world—that looks to me like a net take of barely nine even.” She paused. “You didn’t do it for the money, did
            you?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why then?”

         
         Boyd gave it some thought. The question, much like the bus and the rooster, seemed alarmingly surreal.

         
         “Well,” he said, “I did it for entertainment.”

         
         “Oh, right. Instead of square dancing, you mean?”

         
         “Just the novelty, Angie.”

         
         “Sure. Okay.”

         
         “Okay?”

         
         Angie pushed up her chin in annoyance. “I’m being polite, Boyd. Okay means you’re mentally ill.”

         
          

         The bus passed through a dusty village and began climbing a purplish-red plateau that rimmed the Gulf of California. The terrain
            had more or less emptied itself of plant and animal life, and for a few sober miles Boyd marveled at the emptying turn his
            own life had taken.
         

         
         How barren, he mused. One would’ve anticipated anxiety. How very otherwise.

         
         Several miles later Angie sighed. “Well, if you ask me, entertainment isn’t a good answer. What if I did something like that?
            Like right now, what if I strangled that rooster for the pure fun of it?”
         

         
         “Be my guest,” said Boyd. “Anything to occupy the soul.”

         
         “Yeah, the soul, at least you know the word. Which is a start, I guess, except I hope you have a plan.”

         
         “I wouldn’t call it a plan. Maybe an idea.”

         
         Angie appraised him sternly. “A delusion, you mean, except we both know it can’t pan out.”

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         “It can’t,” she said. She waited a moment, watching the Gulf go by. The countryside was parched and desolate. “Listen, Boyd,
            I was afraid of you at first but not anymore. Not even a tiny bit. Right this instant, if I wanted to, I could jump up and
            start screaming bloody murder. What then? Take out your gun and shoot me?”
         

         
         “I doubt it.”

         
         “You’re not sure?”

         
         “I’m pretty sure.”

         
         “How sure?”

         
         “Eighty percent.”

         
         “Eighty?”

         
         “About that.”

         
         “I thought you liked me.”

         
         “I do. You’re fine, Angie. But you talk a lot.”

         
         In Santa Rosalía they got off the bus and walked four blocks to a modest seaside hotel. They had supper in the dining room
            downstairs in the company of an elderly, bickering couple from Toronto. Later they took a short stroll along the beach before
            retiring for the night. As had been their practice since Saturday, Angie had first dibs on the toilet and shower, then she
            slipped into bed fully dressed.
         

         
         Afterward, Boyd took his turn.

         
         When they’d settled in, Angie said, “I’ll need fresh clothes tomorrow. Underwear and jeans and shirts and socks. And an electric
            toothbrush. And a new nose stud and probably a camera. And a good wristwatch.”
         

         
         Boyd grunted and closed his eyes. Angie Bing exhausted him.

         
         “I’ll need shoes, too,” she said. “Casual ones, maybe sandals, and a couple pairs of decent heels—I like those spikey ones—and
            if we’ll be eating out all the time—you know, like in restaurants—I’ll need dresses and skirts and stuff, and a shawl for
            when it gets chilly at night, and a manicure set. And spending money.”
         

         
         An unpleasant taste rose in Boyd’s throat. “What about going home?”

         
         “How so?”

         
         “Home,” he said. “Don’t you want that?”

         
         “Of course I do. But until then—whenever ‘then’ is—I’ll need things. I’ll need an ankle bracelet.”

         
         “Angie—”

         
         “You’ve got eighty-one thousand under the bed, Boyd. I didn’t ask to get kidnapped—that was your idea—so don’t go all stingy.”

         
         “I’m not stingy, Angie.”

         
         “You sounded stingy. Like a miser.”
         

         
         “All right, I’m a miser,” said Boyd. “What about heading home? Promise me a head start, you’re free to go.”

         
         “That easy?”

         
         “All I need is the promise.”

         
         Angie turned sideways in the overstuffed bed, looking down at him with a concoction of pity and amusement.

         
         “That’s naïve, Boyd. What’s to stop me from promising and then running straight to the cops? You’d better start using some
            common sense.” She waved a hand at the dark. “Anyhow, here we are—in Mexico, for Pete’s sake. In the same bed.”
         

         
         “You’d back out of a promise?”

         
         “I didn’t say that. I said quote what’s to stop me unquote. What I meant was you’re a criminal now, so you shouldn’t be naïve.
            Robbers don’t go around trusting everybody.”
         

         
         “Make it a one-day head start. Twenty-four hours.”

         
         “I can’t honestly promise, Boyd. I’d be fibbing.”

         
         “This one time?”

         
         “No, I’m sorry. I can’t.” She paused to think, then shook her head. “I told you before, I’m the Lord’s servant and, by the
            way, that doesn’t mean I’m some goodie-goodie who never got naked. Christians fool around, too.”
         

         
         “So I’ve heard,” said Boyd.

         
         For a while they lay silent, then Angie sighed and kicked back the sheets and wiggled out of her skirt. The room’s ancient
            air conditioner made grinding noises in the dark.
         

         
         “Boyd, how old are you? Be honest.”

         
         “Forty-nine.”

         
         “Yeah? I’ll be thirty soon.”

         
         “Too bad,” Boyd said.

         
         “What is?”

         
         “That you won’t promise me a head start.”

         
         “We weren’t talking about that. We were talking about life. If you can’t be friendly—”
         

         
         “Angie, I’m trying to let you go. That’s friendly.”

         
         “It’s not.”

         
         “I’d say it is.”

         
         “I’d say it’s not.”

         
         Boyd got up and made a bed for himself on the tile floor.

         
         “Friendly,” Angie said from the musty dark, “is when you talk about personal things.”

         
          

         In the morning they bought a blue Samsonite suitcase, which Angie Bing filled with clothing and jewelry and toiletries and
            corn-husk memorabilia of the Baja.
         

         
         Then it was dead time. They spent eight days at the hotel in Santa Rosalía, mostly spending Community National’s money, sometimes
            sitting at a wrought iron table on the veranda to watch the sun go down. In the late evenings they listened to an English-language
            radio broadcast out of San Diego—no bank stickup news, not a word, but plenty of turmoil north of the border: POTUS on the
            road to impeachment, Russians campaigning on Facebook, spree shootings in Philadelphia, Tucson, West Texas, and Biloxi. “Gunfire,”
            declared an enthusiastic Senate staffer, “is the dance music of American liberty.”
         

         
         There were no other guests in the hotel except for the combative old couple from Toronto. The nights were long, black, ancient, and arid. The days were fever-hot. Angie talked a great deal; Boyd tried not to listen. She had been a gymnast back in high school. She did not care for the color yellow. Her mother had once whacked her in the eye with a stapler when she’d taken the Almighty’s name in vain. She had a steady boyfriend, an electrician named Randy something. “If you’d pay attention,” she said one afternoon, “you might learn something about the modern world, the modern woman. Like, you know, why turnips make a good, nutritious casserole, and why the word chick is offensive, and how it’s not such a great idea to pretend you’re asleep right now.”
         

         
         Around noon on September 12, they boarded an express bus to Los Angeles.

         
         As far as Boyd had a plan at all, he hoped to scatter a trail into Mexico and then double back on a cash basis, buying himself
            time to take care of a few personal matters. He had no illusions. This would end badly, he knew that, but for the present
            he found it hard to care. After nearly a decade managing a JCPenney store, Boyd had reached the end of an awfully long rope.
            He’d grown weary not only of his job, which was dull enough, but also of his own tedious companionship—polite, frugal, unremarkable
            of dress and manner, all but invisible even to himself. He hated his fourteen handicap. He hated Kiwanis and women’s hosiery.
            He hated going to bed with the likes of Winston Churchill.
         

         
         With no real future, and with a past he cared not to dwell on, Boyd had nothing much to lose. Or, more precisely, nothing
            left to be. He was done hiding from the world. Dishonor was one thing—a terrible thing—but he’d paid for it with a divorce
            and a scuttled career and the loss of all appetite for the future. That seemed penalty enough.
         

         
         The truth, give or take a detail, was that he had robbed a bank because he could think of nothing better to do. And maybe, if things worked out, he might settle a score or two with Jim Dooney. 

         
         These and associated reflections kept him busy until Angie Bing gave him a nudge. “Hey, robber,” she said. “You’re talking
            to yourself.”
         

         
         “Sorry,” said Boyd.

         
         “You all right?”

         
         “I think so.”

         
         She studied him for a time, then said, “I guess talking’s healthy even if it’s to yourself. It’s like a pressure valve, sort
            of—blow out all the unhealthy vapors—or like when you get down on your knees and pray to win the lottery. It’s how people
            figure things out.” Angie contemplated the wisdom of this, her face a banquet of self-congratulation. “So, who’s Dooney?”
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter.”

         
         “No kidding.”

         
         “It doesn’t.”

         
         Angie shrugged.

         
         Five or ten minutes passed.

         
         There were pigs and chickens along the road. There was a man on a bicycle, succeeded by a great many miles of nothing.

         
         Then Angie said, “Look, I’m not the pushy type—I hate that—but sooner or later you’ll have to explain what all this is about.
            The Boyd Halverson I used to know; he wasn’t a bank robber. He didn’t run around kidnapping people.”
         

         
         “That part was impromptu,” said Boyd.

         
         “Impromptu?”

         
         “Pretty much. I didn’t want you hitting the alarm.”

         
         “That’s why you kidnapped me?”

         
         “I could’ve shot you instead.”

         
         “Ha-ha.”

         
         “It isn’t funny, Angie.”

         
         “I know it isn’t funny. That’s why I said ‘ha-ha.’”
         

         
         She glanced down at Boyd’s coat pocket, where the pistol was, and then rearranged her hands in her lap.

         
         “Scary you,” she muttered.

         
         This young woman, Boyd decided, was a problem. Not a hair over four feet ten, barely a hundred pounds, but even so, she looked
            formidable in her new silver nose stud and turquoise ankle bracelet. Her acutely retroussé nose gave her the look of one of
            the Emerald Isle’s darker, somewhat roguish little people.
         

         
         After a few minutes, she said, “One other thing, Boyd. This isn’t easy to say, but I thought—you know—I thought you had a
            crush on me. The way you flirted all the time.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Why did I think that?”

         
         “I’m not sure.”

         
         “Me either. Maybe I’m not nice enough.”

         
         “You’re plenty nice, Angie.”

         
         “Smart, too. I’ve got a brain in my head.”

         
         “You sure do.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “Nothing,” Boyd said. “It was a holdup.”

         
         “That’s all?”

         
         “I’m positive.”

         
         She put her mind to it for a moment, her thin lips poised for invective, but then she shrugged and said, “Probably I scare
            you. Most older guys, they get threatened by cute, spiritual women.”
         

         
         “Yeah,” he said. “I bet that’s it.”

         
         The miles went by and Angie Bing dozed off. Outside San Felipe, as the sky passed from blue to desert lavender, Boyd slid down inside himself. The first squeakings of disaster were upon him—metal fatigue, a wreck in progress. He was struck by the enormity of what he’d done. The novelty of robbing banks had worn thin. 

         
         He took out snapshots of Evelyn and Teddy, looked at them briefly, then put them away. He thought about Jim Dooney for a while.

         
         At dusk the bus pulled into a gas station that sold prewrapped sandwiches and chips and candy bars. Boyd and Angie sat on
            a curb outside the station and ate their sandwiches. At what seemed a promising moment, Boyd asked where she stood on the
            issue of a head start.
         

         
         Angie blew out a breath. “I haven’t decided yet. Everything’s different now.”

         
         “What’s different?”

         
         “Everything.”

         
         “You want to give me an example?”

         
         “Well, for one thing,” she said, “I was sure you had a crush on me, and you don’t, and that changes the whole deal.”

         
         “I don’t see how.”

         
         “It just does.”

         
         Boyd nodded. “Let’s pretend I have a crush. Then what?”

         
         “You just said you don’t.”

         
         “Hypothetically. Would I get a head start?”

         
         She looked at him as if he were the dimmest man on earth.

         
         “If you had a crush, Boyd, you wouldn’t want a head start. You wouldn’t be spending all this time trying to dump me.” She unwrapped a Mars bar, took a bite, and chewed thoroughly. “I told you I’m smart. And while we’re at it, here’s another thing you haven’t thought about. I bet the police think I helped you. They’ll look at the camera clips and figure I’m an accomplice.” 

         
         “They might.”

         
         “Not might. That’s exactly what they’ll think. For all I know, you probably planned it that way.”

         
         “Of course I didn’t, Angie. Why would I?”

         
         “Who the heck knows why? That’s for you to answer. The point is, how can I go home? The rest of my life, every single day, people will look at
            me and think, Hey, there goes a bank robber. How do I prove I’m not?”
         

         
         “I could write a letter.”

         
         “A letter?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         Angie Bing stood up.

         
         She stared at him for what seemed a long while, then shook her head and turned and walked to the bus.

         
         They crossed back into the States around two in the morning. At daybreak they were in Los Angeles.

         
         They took a cab to a small stucco house in Santa Monica.

         
         Angie said, “What’s this?”
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         There are two Santa Monicas. One is a fairy tale of spangled gowns and improbable breasts and faces from the tabloids, of
            big money and fixed noses and strung-out voice teachers and heiresses on skateboards and even bigger big money; of movie stars
            you thought were dead and look dead; of terraced apartment buildings cascading down perilous yellow bluffs toward the sea;
            of Olympic swimmers and hip-hop hit men and impresarios of salvation and twenty-six-year-old agents backing out of deals in
            the lounge bar at Shutters; of yoga masters and street magicians; of porn kings and fast cars and microdosing prophets and
            shuck-and-jive evangelists and tattooed tycoons and considerably bigger big money; of Sudanese busboys with capped teeth and
            eight-by-ten glossies in their back pockets; of Ivy League panhandlers, teenage has-beens, home-run kings in diamonds and
            fur coats, daughters of sultans, sons of felons, widows of the silver screen, and the kind of meaningless big money that has
            forgotten what money is.
         

         
         There is that.

         
         But start at the pier and head southeast until you reach a neighborhood of tidy, more or less identical stucco houses separated by fourteen feet of scorched grass. In a number of these homes, you will find families, or the descendants of families, who have lived here since the mid-to-late forties. For them, upscale was a Chevy in the driveway. Mom mixed up Kool-Aid at ten cents a gallon, Pop pushed used cars at a dealership off Wilshire Boulevard, Junior had a paper route, Sis did some weekend babysitting. Nowadays, the house Pop bought for $37,000 will fetch just under two million in a sluggish market, but as Pop loved to say, secretly proud, “What kind of house do you buy with the profit? A pup tent? A toolshed in Laguna?” 

         
         Sis drowned in 1995. Pop’s heart ticked erratically until fifteen minutes into the twenty-first century—or so Junior would
            later claim. Mom kept chugging away, fat but indestructible, fortified by milkshakes and late-night Cyd Charisse movies and
            a well-mannered suitor whose aspect compared favorably with an aging Cesar Romero.
         

         
         As for Junior—whose name was not yet Boyd Halverson but soon would be—he did well for himself. An ambitious window-shopper of a child, a Peeping Tom just outside the magic kingdom, Junior dreamed a boy’s glamorous dreams, reading hungrily, faking what he had to fake. He shilled his way through three semesters at USC, dropped out, vanished for two years, showed up again in Santa Monica with a Purple Heart and a Silver Star, slept for a month, and then awakened to find himself on the metro desk of a newspaper for which he had once been a twelve-year-old delivery boy. Still a window-shopper, yes, but in journalism, Junior—now Boyd—discovered a calling. After all, since boyhood he’d had practice ogling other people’s lives. And thus over time this led to that: Pasadena, Sacramento, a botched marriage, Mexico City, Manila, almost a Pulitzer, Evelyn, wedding bells again, a year in Hong Kong, nearly two years in Jakarta, Teddy’s arrival, then eventually back to L.A., where at last he collided with the sudden, brutal, and well-earned catastrophe he’d been patiently anticipating for decades. In a single afternoon, Junior’s fortunes spun upside down. “You’re a liar, man, and a rotten human being,” said a ponytailed copyboy, for which there was no reply but to shrug and step aboard a downward-bound elevator. Liar? For sure. Rotten? Pretty obviously. Outside, standing unemployed on a blindingly white California sidewalk, Junior was struck by the apprehension that he had dropped something—a small watermelon, say, or his life, which lay pulpy and putrefying at his feet—after which came excessive booze, lethargy, and a glorious romance on the rocks. One humid evening, gazing into the wary eyes of a barmaid he’d twice bedded, Junior found himself startled by the discovery that he had slipped into the sour melancholy of his thirty-ninth year. “You kind of depress me,” said the barmaid, who nonetheless continued filling his glass for another month or so. 

         
         Drifting north, Junior washed up in small-town Fulda, twelve miles off the Oregon border.

         
         He signed on with JCPenney.

         
         He expected nothing and the world delivered. A whiskey at breakfast, a whiskey at lunch, a double at day’s end.

         
         To recognize one’s own life as a breathtaking failure was an experience Junior would recommend to all. Relieved of illusion, he was relieved of disappointment. There was, in fact, a harsh cleansing effect that accompanied the knowledge that he could do no worse than he had already done. Dry goods demanded little of him, and for close to a decade Junior was content to erase himself amid the bustle of returned sweaters and a four o’clock golf league. The years did not speed by. But they did pass. He wasn’t happy and he wasn’t sad. Having grown up on the slow side of some extremely fast tracks, he now surrendered to the becalmed world of mediocre-anywhere—a triumph for a man who had once played fetch with Robert Stack’s dog outside an ice cream parlor on Ocean Avenue. He boiled his eggs for three and a half minutes. He smiled at people and dressed neatly. On occasion he wrote poetry. Some of the poems were about dropping things; some were about make-believe sappers and concertina wire; some were about Evelyn; and a good many were about the .38 caliber Temptation Special he kept in a Kleenex box on the top shelf of his bedroom closet. 

         
         There were few inquiries about his past. There were none he couldn’t graciously dodge.

         
         He mowed his grass, paid his bills, prepared his meals, dressed up as a clown for Krazy Days sales, and casually wondered
            if he would ever find the desire to dive back into the disaster of his own reckless creation. And then in July of his ninth
            year in Fulda, Junior began having trouble sleeping at night. He roamed the house and talked to himself. He contemplated suicide.
            A great deal. Constantly. He imagined holding up Community National Bank. His mother had finally died, which was part of it,
            but he’d also come to recognize that even the manager of a JCPenney store might have felony in his heart.
         

         
         He didn’t plan much—just the basics.

         
         Boyd would rob the bank on a Saturday, leave a false trail into Mexico, then head home to attend to things he should have
            attended to long ago.
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         “What’s this?” Angie said, and Boyd forced a rusted key into the front door. He gave it a wiggle, kicked with his knee, and
            said, “A pigsty, but it’s mine.”
         

         
         There were no cop cars in front of the house, which Boyd took as a gift, but already he was feeling the pressure of the clock.
            He was exhausted and jumpy. Soon enough he’d be hearing sirens, or whatever a man hears when he’s on the run with eighty-one
            thousand dollars of somebody else’s money. The jaunt down to Mexico may have bought him a few extra days, maybe a week, but
            a quick bit of fact-checking would connect him to this modest but now pricey bungalow off Ocean Park Boulevard.
         

         
         The house had been vacant since his mother’s death nearly two months ago. In the front yard stood a forlorn For Sale sign,
            almost lost amid a stand of weeds that obscured the Realtor’s name and phone number. The electricity and water had been left
            on for prospective buyers, but it was the land, not the shabby old house, that might someday produce riches. By that point,
            Boyd knew, capital gains would be irrelevant.
         

         
         He opened windows, switched on a ceiling fan, and stood surveying the unfashionable environs of his youth. There were cooking smells from thirty years ago, a scattering of upside-down water bugs on the kitchen floor. It was from this, Boyd thought, that ambitious Junior had made his youthful escape—an ascent, if one wished to be generous—a ruthless, dissembling scramble away from laminate furniture and plastic tablecloths. Poor Mom and Pop, he thought. Poor go-getter Junior. 

         
         “Well,” Angie said.

         
         “I know,” said Boyd. “Not much to look at.”

         
         Angie put down her suitcase and sprawled wearily in a dusty upholstered chair—the very chair in which Junior’s father had
            once studied self-improvement books late into the night.
         

         
         “Open up more windows,” Angie said. “My God, this place smells like . . . like I don’t know what. Like burned sausages or
            Wesson oil or something.” She kicked off her new sandals. “On the other hand, try a trailer park for sixteen years, you won’t
            complain. A good airing out, some elbow grease, we’ll be fine.”
         

         
         Boyd shrugged. “We won’t be here that long. A day or two. It depends.”

         
         “Depends on?”

         
         “I need to find a few people.”

         
         “And then?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Boyd admitted.

         
         “Oh, right, I forgot how you love planning ahead.” Angie made a fed-up sound and closed her eyes. She was wearing a black
            tank top with he returns stenciled in gaudy silver across the chest. Her hair was in pigtails. “Anyway, whatever’s going on, I figure it’s bad.”
         

         
         “It is,” he said.

         
         “And you don’t want to explain?”

         
         Briefly, a menu of clarifications appeared before him, supplemented by the lurid image of Jim Dooney’s smirking blue eyes.
            Clarification, he decided, would confuse things.
         

         
         “You’re right,” he said. “We should clean the place up.”

         
         “You okay, Boyd?”

         
         “Sure.”

         
         “Well, I’ll tell you this much, you don’t look okay. You look like somebody getting ready to eat brussels sprouts.”

         
         He turned away from her, his gaze skidding down a hallway toward the tiny bedroom he’d shared with his sister for fourteen
            years. Such waste, he thought.
         

         
         His nerves were shot—eighteen hours on a Greyhound.

         
         “For a royal fuckup,” he said, “I’m tip-top.”

         
         “You should take a nap.”

         
         “I should.”

         
         “You should. Before you start dismembering people.” She took his arm and steered him down to a bedroom. “And don’t swear,
            Boyd. I hate swearing.”
         

         
          

         He managed to sleep awhile—a jittery, someone’s-knocking-on-the-door sleep—then he got up, opened his cell phone, and dialed
            Evelyn’s number in Bel Air. There was no answer, so he left a short message: robbed a bank, visited Mexico, need to talk, where’s Dooney?

         
         He showered, shaved, and began mopping and dusting.

         
         Angie slept a little longer.

         
         Later, plainly refreshed, she stood with a bottle of mineral water and watched him work, idly chattering about the miscellany
            of her life, whatever odds and ends popped into her bumblebee mind. She had been chattering, it seemed, for two breathless
            weeks.
         

         
         As Boyd extracted a wad of his mother’s hair from the bathroom sink, Angie told him about growing up Pentecostal in east Sacramento, church four nights a week, but how, to be fair, it had made her the decent and moral person she was. She talked about her fourth kiss. She talked about being extra petite, how hard it was to find clothes and how you had to do backflips to get respect from people. She talked about her sister, Ruth, who sold beauty products door to door, and who, before that, had been an assistant blacksmith in a rodeo, which was how Angie had met Randy, her current boyfriend. An electrician, she said, but the guy did some rodeoing himself, at least when he wasn’t busy breaking into houses or stealing cars. 

         
         “Maybe I attract that type, the criminal element,” Angie said, her voice both resigned and whimsical, as if proud of herself.
            “But at least he’s six three and not fat or boring or old or anything. How tall are you?”
         

         
         “Five eleven,” said Boyd. “And I’m not fat.”

         
         “No,” she said. “And I’m not Angie Bing, kidnap victim. In any case, who says I’m talking about you? The subject was I, I
            believe.”
         

         
         “It certainly was,” said Boyd.

         
         He turned away, opened his suitcases, and put on a clean shirt and necktie.

         
         Angie seemed not to notice.

         
         She rattled on about how she’d waitressed her way through two years of college, how vaccinations were Satan’s handiwork, how
            her boss at the bank had trouble with long division, and how Randy had gotten a little upset one afternoon and picked up a
            guy’s HP Jet Pro printer and hauled it outside and tossed it into a swimming pool. Same with the guy’s freezer.
         

         
         The girl’s voice box, Boyd reasoned, was constructed of space-age titanium.

         
         Angie shot him a look, and said, “Titanium?”

         
         “Thinking aloud,” said Boyd. “That electrician of yours, he sounds classy.”

         
         Angie frowned. “What’s that got to do with titanium?”

         
         “No idea,” said Boyd.

         
         “Well, listen, if it was criticism, I don’t care, because Randy has a crush on me, a huge one. We’re engaged. And he’s thirty-one.
            How old are you again?”
         

         
         “Forty-nine.”

         
         “So, what makes you think I’d trade him in?”

         
         “I don’t think that.”

         
         “So you say.”

         
         “I do say.”

         
         “You say you say.”
         

         
         Boyd’s head hurt. He went to the kitchen, dug out a bottle of his mother’s vodka, looked for a clean glass, gave up, and took
            a slug from the bottle. He straightened his tie and glanced at his wristwatch.
         

         
         “On top of everything else,” Angie was saying, “I should probably tell you that Randy’s got a temper like you wouldn’t believe.
            In this bar one time, I saw him stick a cigar in a guy, a lighted one, boom, just like that, right in the ear, and the guy
            wasn’t even flirting with me. Hardly at all.” She flicked her eyebrows gaily. “Anyhow, I’ll bet eighty-one thousand bucks
            Randy’s pretty steamed about this kidnapping business. Running off to Mexico and buying me jewelry and sleeping in the same
            bed and who knows what the heck else.”
         

         
         “Angie, there wasn’t anything else.”

         
         “Oh, sure. Tell that to Randy.”

         
         “How would he ever find out?”

         
         “Well, I don’t know. He can read, can’t he?”

         
         Boyd looked at her. “Read what?”

         
         “Anything. Catalogs, comic books. He’s not a dummy, Boyd. Remember those picture postcards in the hotel down in Santa Rosalía, those ones in the lobby?” 

         
         “You sent him a postcard?”

         
         “He’s my fiancé, isn’t he?”

         
         Boyd took another hit on the vodka. Later he confiscated her cell phone and tied her to a kitchen chair.

         
         “I guess you’ll gag me, too?” said Angie.

         
         “I guess I’d better,” said Boyd.

         
          

         He changed buses twice, ate a burger, then hiked the last quarter mile to Evelyn’s white palace in the supercharged regions
            of Bel Air. His ex-wife had remarried wisely. And of course that was fine. Boyd couldn’t begrudge her a Bentley in the driveway.
         

         
         It was a disappointment when no one answered the doorbell. For close to forty minutes, he sat on Evelyn’s white marble steps, unsure what else to do. Plainly, he should’ve thought things out in advance—if this, then that—except any such foresight would’ve led to another decade as a JCPenney man. He’d already done enough thinking to fill a lifetime: night after pathetic night, wired to his own flamboyant misdeeds. Even now, squinting into the sunlight bouncing off Evelyn’s expensive marble, he found himself amazed at the inexcusable things he had done, the disgrace he had brought upon his wife and upon himself. The lies alone should have been enough to send Evelyn scampering away, and yet they hadn’t, not immediately, because she’d stuck it out through weeks of boozy apologies that weren’t entirely apologetic. To blame only himself had seemed excessive, especially when those same things could just as easily be blamed on circumstance or a nationwide lying infection or his fellow man. He blamed Jim Dooney. He blamed a small stucco house in Santa Monica. Above all—for it was undeniably true—he blamed the twelve-year-old kid who had wanted so desperately to be anything but what he was, a crummy paperboy pedaling a borrowed Schwinn. He had explained all this to Evelyn, and for a few weeks it seemed he might be forgiven. But things had gotten worse before they got better, because things had never gotten better. 

         
         Eventually, to shut down history, Boyd stood up and followed a winding walkway to Evelyn’s expertly groomed backyard.

         
         Here, the grass was greener.

         
         The place had the look of a well-kept Mediterranean estate, with lemon trees, date palms, and a huge Olympic-plus-size pool
            guarded by statues of menacing Greeks. A pair of fountains bubbled in the sunshine, each of them backed by beds of bougainvillea
            that made Evelyn’s immaculate green lawn all the more ferociously green.
         

         
         Such wealth, Boyd reflected, could certainly file off the grit of a tough day on Rodeo Drive. He tried to recall what her
            new husband did for a living. Something related to travel. Yachts, life rafts? Not life rafts, no, but of that general stripe—seat
            belts, perhaps. Or parachutes.
         

         
         Boyd returned to the front steps, gave the doorbell a last poke, then turned and trudged fifteen long blocks until encountering
            a decent-looking bar on Sepulveda. Over the next two hours he unloaded ninety-four dollars, chatted with an aspiring screenwriter
            from South Dakota, and eventually departed with the wobbly, out-of-body bafflement of a man seriously on the ropes. During
            the slow bus ride back to Santa Monica, Boyd found himself close to tears. It had become evident how pitiable he was, and
            how absurdly out of control.
         

         
         At one point he took out his pistol and showed it to a young, smartly dressed Pakistani gentleman seated next to him. “If you want this, it’s yours,” he said. “I’m almost positive it works.” 

         
         The man shook his head and looked out the window.

         
         “Your call,” said Boyd. “But it’s a good honest gun.”

         
         Something lurched in his stomach. He cocked the pistol and shot a hole in the bus’s plastic-lined ceiling. “Perfectly decent
            gun,” he said.
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         The picture postcard featured a hotel veranda overlooking a sunny white beach in Santa Rosalía, Mexico. On the veranda was
            a wrought iron table, and on the table were two fluted glasses, a bowl of oranges, a bud vase, and a sweating bottle of champagne.
            A red carnation peeked up from the vase. Seated at the table, lounging in white wicker—and this truly hurt, it really did—was
            a pair of lovebirds gazing out to sea with a head-over-heels look in their eyes, all kissy-kissy goo-goo, as if they’d swallowed
            a barrel of oysters. Honeymooners, maybe. Or who cared what. It was all the same to Randy Zapf, who sat now at the very wrought
            iron table and stared bitterly at the very sea.
         

         
         In recent days Randy had slept only a wink or two. Though a working man—an electrician with burglary experience—he was worn
            to the bone by twelve hundred miles of fast driving.
         

         
         Before him was a warm Coca-Cola. Before him, too, on the wrought iron table, was Angie’s inflammatory postcard.

         
         Randy had arrived in Santa Rosalía only hours ago. Already he’d interviewed the hotel manager, a smart-aleck maid, and an elderly couple from Toronto with firm opinions and a lifetime’s bitter harvest. The Toronto couple, in particular, had recalled Angie with indignant clarity. “The yapping dwarf,” one had said, the female of the pair. “Nonstop,” said her husband—“A Chihuahua on speed.” Asked about Angie’s companion, the couple had squabbled over details, agreeing only that the man was of middling age and middling construction and could not be faulted for his manners. “How he tolerated her, I don’t know,” said the more infirm of the two, the frail and stoop-shouldered husband, whose milky eyes then swiveled uneasily in their sockets toward his wife. “Earplugs, I guess.” 

         
         With the sun on its downtick, Randy Zapf had been dallying on the veranda for a considerable length of time, occasionally
            permitting himself whimsies about what he would do to Boyd Halverson.
         

         
         A screwdriver. Up a nostril might be interesting.

         
         Yes, sir, Randy thought, and Angie, too. Robbing a bank, that was one thing—it was institutional—but this postcard was provocation.
            He’d been dating Angie for something like six years, not all that long, but plenty long enough to figure out her code. On
            the postcard, where she’d written, “We robbed a bank—Boyd bought me a camera!” the deciphered meaning, Randy understood, was
            that he’d better bust ass south.
         

         
         Needle-nose pliers. Maybe a box of thumbtacks and a roll of electrical tape.

         
         Randy knew tricks.

         
         One time in Fresno he’d seen a rodeo buddy stick a crowbar through the eye of a three-quarter-ton bucking bull; he’d seen
            a pig electrocute itself pig-diving. He’d seen some good, cool stuff. What he would do to Boyd Halverson was up in the air,
            but in the morning, he’d track down that express bus somebody had mentioned, and after that, he wasn’t quite sure how, but
            after that, Katy bar the door.
         

         
         Randy kicked off his boots.

         
         Man oh man, he mused, what kind of woman robs a bank, shacks up with a Kiwanis stiff, sends you a picture postcard? Man, he thought. 

         
         He polished off his Coke and ordered another, no ice, this was Mexico.

         
          

         In the dull, southernmost stupor of Southeast Texas, Jim Dooney was in his hot tub when the phone rang. He should’ve answered,
            but instead he said to his partner, Calvin, “Ignore it, we’re busy,” and it wasn’t until later in the evening that Dooney
            retrieved his daughter’s message and called Evelyn back.
         

         
         “A bank?” he said.

         
         He listened for a time, then said, “No, I don’t believe it either, not a chance. But either way he doesn’t know where to find
            me, right?”
         

         
         Then he said, “You should hate me.”
         

         
         And later, just before he hung up, he said, “Well, I’m sorry. It’s what I am, honey.”

         
         Dooney checked his doors and windows, and went to bed.

         
         “What’s all this about?” said Calvin, and Dooney said, “I think tomorrow we’ll hop up to my place in Minnesota.”

         
         “There’s a problem?”

         
         “There may be.”

         
         Dooney switched off his bedside lamp, lay thinking for a while, then said, “If I haven’t mentioned this lately, I adore you,
            Cal.”
         

         
         “Do you?”

         
         “Yes, sir. You’re a beautiful man.”

         
         “Well, that’s sweet to hear,” said Calvin. “I love the fantasy, of course, but—you know—I’m seventy-three. Beautiful might
            be stretching it.” He hesitated for a moment. “Would you mind, Jimmy, if I asked a serious question?”
         

         
         “Not a bit,” said Dooney.

         
         “Are we safe?”

         
         “Is anybody?”

         
         Calvin went silent briefly and then sighed. “Details, please. I’m all ears.”

         
         “Not all ears,” said Dooney.
         

         
          

         Evelyn had been lucky to spot Boyd coming up the sidewalk, and for almost an hour she’d been sitting quietly in her upstairs
            dressing room, waiting for him to get off the steps and go away. There was nothing to be said between them. Boyd was an interesting
            man in one or two ways, and Evelyn had once loved him, but history was too much for her. Granted, it was cowardly to hide
            like this. Ridiculous, too. Even so, she had struggled hard to make a new life with Junius—a good life if not a wholly and
            perfectly wonderful life—and right now the best thing for everyone, Boyd included, was to avoid scenes.
         

         
         What Evelyn now needed was the icy calm of this house in the hills. No laments, no weepy excuses. After ten more minutes passed,
            when she went to the window again, Boyd was gone. A little prickle of guilt went through her.
         

         
         Evelyn sighed, slipped on a pair of Lanvin trousers and a white silk blouse, looked in a mirror, then added a set of earrings
            that Junius or one of his assistants had picked out in remembrance of her forty-fifth birthday. In two hours she would be
            playing dutiful host to a dozen or so of Junius’s friends. She would drink moderately. She would avoid the word lament. She would smile her most genuine smile and be sure to circulate, which was important at these gatherings, for not to circulate was to risk intimacy and of course intimacy was of interest to no one. She would not mention Boyd Halverson. She would not mention Dooney. This was to be a modest get-together, drinks and finger food, nothing pretentious, but it was nonetheless understood that neither she nor her guests desired cocktail confessions. Wire fraud would not be a topic of conversation this evening, nor would steroids or Botox or unfavorable movie reviews. People would laugh and circulate and pretend to be informed about current events, and then they would jump in their fancy cars and go home—early, she hoped. 

         
         Briskly, giving her thigh a little slap, Evelyn moved to her vanity and applied a thin coat of lipstick.

         
         The thing to do, she reasoned, was to put Boyd back where he belonged, down at the bottom of her thoughts. Try to enjoy herself.

         
         Maybe a Xanax beforehand. Maybe one and a half.

         
         It wasn’t as if Boyd had a claim on her.

         
         Again, she examined herself in the mirror. “So there,” she murmured, then she went downstairs to see about opening up the
            bar.
         

         
          

         Seven hundred miles up-country, in small-town Fulda, California, Community National President Douglas Cutterby was explaining
            a complicated situation to his wife, Lois Cutterby, who doubled as the bank’s executive officer. “At this point,” Douglas
            was saying, “we don’t actually know much, so let’s neither of us jump to conclusions. Stay calm, lovebug. Calm’s the secret
            word.”
         

         
         Douglas’s tone was jolly, a trifle condescending. He was a tall, silver-haired, bluff-faced man who looked sleekly imposing
            in his black banker’s suit, but who looked far less sleek in the bathtub. Now, as he appraised his wife, even his smile was
            sleek.
         

         
         Lois had seen him in the bathtub.

         
         “Don’t we know that eighty-one thousand dollars are gone?”

         
         “Not gone, darling. Unaccounted for.”

         
         “The tills are empty. The vault is empty.”

         
         “So it appears.”

         
         “Then I’m blind, is that it?”

         
         “Well, no,” Douglas said gently. “But maybe a touch myopic. Bear in mind, bad often goes to worse.”

         
         “Is that your experience?”

         
         “It certainly is.”

         
         They regarded each other in silence for several moments, then Lois thumped the rosewood desk behind which her husband sat
            with bland, infuriating complacency.
         

         
         “Our goddamn bank was robbed,” she said sharply. “And you’re telling me you’re too stupid to call the cops?”

         
         Douglas beamed at her. “Not at all. Stupid would be summoning law enforcement. Stupid would be triggering, so to speak, a
            top to bottom audit of our profitable little enterprise—bank examiners, forensic accountants, FDIC snoops. Do we want that?”
            He raised his eyebrows. “We do not. You especially do not.”
         

         
         “But we can’t ignore—”

         
         “Of course we can,” said Douglas. “Business as usual. No foul, no harm. For a short time, a month or two at most, we’ll have
            to economize a bit, maybe delay the down payment on that South African diamond mine you’ve been eyeing.”
         

         
         “It’s a hairpin. Two stones.”

         
         “And the matching cigarette case?”

         
         “The cigarette case,” Lois said, “looks spectacular against a blackjack table.”

         
         “And your island retreat?”

         
         Lois scowled at him. “For Chrissake, Douglas. The place was dirt cheap, barely seven hundred an acre. Plus a whole house.”

         
         “And should I therefore assume you’ll want to keep it?”

         
         “Sure, let’s assume that. So what do we do?”

         
         “We wait, of course,” Douglas said. “In due time we’ll take measures to retrieve the missing funds.”

         
         Lois looked at her husband with the sour expression of a woman dealing with digestive issues.

         
         “The funds are not missing, Dougie. Those camera videos—we watched Halverson waltz out of here with eighty-one thousand in cash. My money, your money.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes. But technically, I suppose, it’s the institution’s money.”

         
         “Technically? We’ve been robbing our own bank for years.”

         
         “Borrowing,” said Douglas.

         
         “Whatever.”

         
         Douglas rose behind his desk, buttoned his suit jacket, and again smiled broadly at his wife. “In any case, my dove, I’ve
            put the immediate precautions in place. Videos erased. Cameras on the fritz. Cash on credit order.” He circled from behind
            the desk and diplomatically embraced her. “Oh, and for the moment I’ve transferred a hundred thousand from your checking account
            over to Community National. To tide us over, you understand—liquidity and all that. You see the point, I’m sure.”
         

         
         Lois nodded stiffly. “Yeah, I do see, even poor myopic me. We sacrifice the eighty-one to stop some thieving FBI bean counter
            from stealing the four million we’ve already worked hard to steal.”
         

         
         “Four point eight,” Douglas said affably. “But it’s our bank, isn’t it?”

         
         “Lock, stock, and barrel,” said Lois. “Do I keep my island?”

         
         “And the hairpin,” said Douglas. “Except no cops, no courtesy calls from the Federal Reserve. As far as we’re concerned, no bank heist period.” 

         
         “Fair enough,” said Lois.

         
         Arm in arm, as they left the bank and crossed the street for lunch, Lois said, “I think I’ll pop down to the Bellagio next
            week.”
         

         
         “Perhaps I’ll join you,” said Douglas.

         
          

         Despite a brocaded quilt and flannel sheets, Calvin was feeling a chill. He’d listened to Dooney without interruption for
            a good ten minutes, long enough to understand that a trip to Minnesota might be prudent. “You’re very, very lucky,” Calvin
            said, “that he’s not coming after you with a chain saw.”
         

         
         “A faux pas,” said Dooney. “And it wasn’t my fault.”

         
         “Except he thinks it was?”

         
         “Apparently.”

         
         “Well, the man sounds”—Calvin shivered, partly feigning—“he sounds berserk.”

         
         “It’ll blow over,” said Dooney.

         
         “I don’t know. A bank robber?”

         
         “Look, for all we know, it’s a pile of shit,” Dooney said. “Worst-case scenario, bank or no bank, Boyd’s still your basic
            bumbler. Give it a few days; he’ll shoot off his own dick.” Dooney turned and looked at Calvin. “You didn’t cringe.”
         

         
         Calvin shook his head. “The man wants to kill you.”

         
         “He wanted that ten years ago.”

         
         “But a baby.”

         
         “A toddler, Cal. And I told you, it wasn’t my fault.”

         
         “Let’s hope not.”

         
         “Well, it wasn’t,” said Dooney. He gave Calvin’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “Take my word; we’re dealing with second-rate. I actually said to Evelyn once, I said, ‘Honey, this gentleman is second-rate.’” 

         
         “What’d she say?”

         
         “All kinds of crap. Said he’d almost won a Pulitzer. So naturally I said, ‘There you are, my dear. Almost.’”
         

         
         “Are the doors locked?”

         
         “Of course they’re locked.”

         
          

         Randy liked to drive with one thumb on the wheel, nothing else, all that horsepower under light rein, exactly like hopping
            aboard a nasty-ass bronc, how you don’t try to manhandle the critter, you don’t even think about that, you’re just along for an eight-second ride that feels like eight bumpy years, and so you keep your toes pointed
            out when you dig in with the spurs—pointed toes gets you points, proves you’re not a pussy—and you don’t muscle the critter,
            you don’t clamp on with your legs, you’re pure balance, you’re pure horse, and the bronc could no more shake you off than
            he could shake off his own smelly hide.
         

         
         That’s how Randy drove—like a rodeo pro.

         
         At the moment, he was doing a safe seventy-eight mph in his ’87 Cutlass, a pretty fair set of wheels except when you needed
            spare parts. He’d crossed back into the States forty-five minutes ago.
         

         
         Now, with San Diego behind him, it was a straight shot into L.A., and Randy’s deliberations had turned to the upcoming pleasures
            of tracking down Angie Bing and Boyd Halverson. One thing about steering with your thumbs, you saved energy for stuff like
            revenge.
         

         
         As he approached the outskirts of Newport Beach, Randy was paging through a personal catalog of possibilities. Like, for instance, that time in Sacramento, way back whenever, the time he’d bet a guy he could nail a goat to a sheet of plywood, all four hooves, bang-bang, like one of those bolted-down statues in front of a courthouse. Unhappy goat, no question about it, but a nice fat payday, that one. 

         
         Hammer and nails, it was one option.

         
         For a few seconds Randy indulged in goat nostalgia, which got him to chuckling, and which then led to the contemplation of
            more innovative methods.
         

         
         Something slow might be interesting.

         
         Amazing what you could do with a softball and Saran Wrap. Or one of those old-fashioned potato mashers. Or—what the heck—maybe
            acupuncture, nice and slow, except the needles go in moist new places.
         

         
         He smiled at the thought. Randy had studied these things. He pitied people who squeezed through life without useful knowledge.

         
         He zigzagged his Cutlass around Newport Beach, punched up the speed, and took aim at a silver Vette six lengths in front of
            him, juicing the accelerator just so, smooth and steady, until the Vette shriveled to a pitiful, panting speck in his rearview
            mirror.
         

         
         Randy made L.A. three hours after dark.

         
         He checked into a Super 8, hit the showers, and then called a cop buddy up in Fulda. There was no answer, just his luck, so
            after a couple of frosty Dr Peppers, he slid back into his Cutlass and headed over to the Greyhound station on East Seventh.
            Last he’d heard, Halverson and Angie had caught the L.A. express from Santa Rosalía. It was a long shot, but long shots carried
            the big-kahuna payouts.
         

         
         Trick was, you had to think positive.

         
         Randy checked with the baggage guys and a ticket agent and three or four dusted-out Greyhound drivers blinking away the NoDoz. Nobody remembered a saucy little redhead, four foot ten, or a middle-aged, middle-height, middle-of-the-road nobody without a future. 

         
         Don’t bet on the greyhounds. Somebody told him that once.

         
         No sweat, though, because Randy had ideas. By coincidence, he happened to know a certain somebody who could find anybody,
            and it just so happened that this supersleuth somebody who could find anybody was himself.
         

         
         Outside, he lit up a cigarette, thinking, and then he crossed the street to a passable-looking diner. He sat at the counter,
            ordered the liver and onions, switched to the rib eye, switched back to the liver.
         

         
         There were a few ways you could play this.

         
         The hard way, you find a public library, start digging, see what you can come up with on Mr. Bullshit Bank Robber.

         
         Another way, you chill and wait to hear from your cop buddy in Fulda.

         
         Easiest way of all, you enjoy your liver, wash it down with iced tea, and then you get up and walk over to that big old phone
            book hanging from a chain on the wall. You lick your finger and flip pages till you get to the Hs. Next thing, you cross the licking finger over some other finger and think to yourself, Lucky me, and hope for a hit or
            two, and if you get the hits, like in Halverson, well, then you take out your Bic and start writing down addresses.
         

         
         Randy should’ve been a cop. Cops hogged all the fun. Got to carry tasers and fuck with people.

         
         As it turned out, the phone book was ancient—1994—and the greasy old pay phone had been out of service for at least as long. A tough piece of luck. Still, Randy found listings for fourteen Halversons, plus four Halversens with an e and one Hallverson with double l’s. Any way you cut it, he decided, that amounted to a sizable bunch of Swedes to hunt down. He borrowed a pen from the gal
            behind the counter, copied the addresses, then sat down again and ordered a slice of the coconut cream pie.
         

         
         Next life, he’d be a cop. He had the instincts.

         
          

         Evelyn had remarried for a number of excellent reasons, almost every excellent reason except love. Although, of course, she
            liked Junius absolutely fine. She liked his resolve and stability. She liked his marble house in the hills, his hands-off
            policy as a husband, and she felt nothing but gratitude for how the man never complained, never cried over spilt milk, just
            lumbered on like the cutthroat money machine he was. Granted, Junius tended toward the skeletal and emaciated, with the face
            of an undernourished bulldog, but all the same he had proven to be an altogether reliable, unemotional, and stinking rich
            variety of bulldog.
         

         
         Only a moment ago, for instance, when Junius said, “What’s wrong?” he hadn’t tacked on any life-or-death spin. He hadn’t even
            looked at her. Instead, as he was still doing, he’d gazed out over the pool at a pretty young woman who last week had been
            acquitted on two counts of wire fraud. The party was in the young woman’s honor.
         

         
         “Nothing’s wrong,” Evelyn said. “I’m fine.”

         
         “You seem distracted,” said Junius.

         
         “No.”

         
         He shrugged and murmured, “All righty then,” and wandered away.

         
         Briefly, Evelyn considered retreating to her upstairs bedroom, chaining the door, and hiding out for the duration. The last couple of hours had been difficult for her, at times unbearable. Not that it wasn’t a perfectly civilized little party. Torches burned. Fountains sparkled. Counterfeit white statuary looked on as people sat chatting in deck chairs around the pool. Among them were two actors, a retired linebacker, a rugged-looking CFO, a landscape architect, and the second wife of California’s freshly defeated lieutenant governor. Beautiful evening, beautiful grounds, and the backyard had the Technicolored shimmer of an Esther Williams movie. One of the actors, in fact, had commented as much. “Esther was nothing,” he’d remarked conspiratorially, “if not baroque,” to which Junius’s CFO had nodded and replied, “I have no idea what that even means.”
         

         
         Evelyn had circulated. She had drunk moderately. Xanax had helped.

         
         The time was now closing in on 11:00 p.m., and she embarked on a next-to-last round of hospitality. She passed out mineral
            water, charmed a man she didn’t know, took a dip with the CFO, pulled on a robe, sat smiling at poolside, and then, after
            ten excruciating minutes, whispered something to her husband and glided off into the shadows beyond the torches. Barefoot,
            still in her robe, she lay on Junius’s furiously green lawn, inspecting a night sky clear of smog, listening idly to the party
            chatter, telling herself to forget Boyd Halverson, duty done, out of her hands, and besides, it wasn’t as if she didn’t have
            troubles of her own.
         

         
         How, for example, do you deal with a CFO whose hands had just swept expertly across your butt beneath the surface of an Esther
            Williams pool?
         

         
         You deal baroquely, she decided. Perhaps with gratitude.

         
         And how, for another example, do you deal with not being a mother anymore?

         
         You don’t because it’s undealable.

         
         What you do instead, you hire a guy with a truck, and when the truck comes, you fill it with playpens and cribs and changing
            tables and battery-powered mobiles that play twinkle-twinkle until you want to butcher somebody. You keep piling on the toys
            and monitors and strollers, then you tote it all out to the truck and dump it in, and later, when the truck guy asks if you
            want the stuff taken to Goodwill, you tell him no; you tell him you want the goddamn shit off the planet, you want it rocketed
            to Jupiter, and then you weep on the guy’s shoulder because Boyd is indisposed and there’s nobody else to weep with.
         

         
         Evelyn rose to her feet, swayed for a second, found her balance, and rejoined the now all but dead party.

         
         “I’m fine,” she told her husband, a little crossly. “So stop asking.”

         
          

         Junius suspected his wife was not fine. He suspected, too, that Boyd Halverson was involved.

         
         As
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