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        “Goals incapable of attainment have driven many a man to despair, but despair is easier to get to than that—one need merely look out of the window, for example.”

        — Donald Barthelme
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        “School’s out, school’s out,

        Teacher let her monkeys out.

        One went east, one went west,

        And one went up the teacher’s dress.”

      

      

      — Children’s song
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            Including the Circus

          

        

      

    

    
      Laurel had no real use for the Five Sorrowful Mysteries, but through a fluke of the airwaves, all she could get to come in clearly on her radio was a broadcast of the Family Rosary Hour out of Iowa somewhere, and she needed something to distract her. She felt giddy after a day’s driving.

      “The Second Sorrowful Mystery: The Flagellation of Christ. Christ is taken like a common criminal, bound to a pillar, and...”

      Laurel turned off the county highway at Matt’s Store and took the gravel road that led past School’s Out. There, almost right around the corner, a flock of guinea fowl were shuffling around in the middle of the road. The birds probably felt pretty safe; there was never much traffic there. All but one moved to the side of the road or fluttered up into the trees. One stood its ground.

      Laurel slammed her foot down on the brake. It felt like she was stepping into a bucket of oatmeal. The speckled bird loomed up in the twilight. It seemed to grow as she got closer, becoming man-sized and more. And it didn’t seem as if she were bearing down on it; the bird seemed to be advancing on her. She swerved, but that didn’t help. At the last second, the bird launched itself, evidently planning to soar right over the truck, but it misjudged the speed of the truck or its own take-off velocity. It hit her grill and then, with a dreadful thump, she ran over it. Her truck ended up halfway in the roadside ditch, and her engine died. The surviving fowl let out a horrifying squealing and squawking. The males’ call was a metallic clicking sound: “Chi! Chi! Chi! Chi!” The hens sounded like they were saying, fittingly enough, “Come back! Come back!”

      “Save us from the fires of Hell, lead all souls to Heaven, especially those in greatest need...”

      Matt’s Store was closed, and Laurel didn’t feel like explaining how she had squashed one of the guinea fowl. She would have to walk the rest of the way, to leave her truck where it was and ask Matt to work on it tomorrow. She couldn’t make the trip home without brakes. The bird was under her truck. It was a male—its crest was larger than a hen’s. This flock of guinea fowl was more or less Matt’s now, but their ancestors had once belonged to her and Ross. Laurel put the mashed bird in her backpack and started walking uphill, toward School’s Out.
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      Ross had just put his son to bed when the phone rang.

      “Hi Ross. You remembered I was going to call tonight, right?” He’d remembered. Laurel had sent him a postcard telling him when to expect her call. But she was supposed to call several hours earlier—right after seven, when the rates went down. “Have you had a drink or two?” Laurel was convinced that their conversations went more smoothly when they were lubricated with alcohol. “I finished off most of a bottle of Mateus during dinner,” she said.

      He’d known all along that Laurel wouldn’t call when she said she would; she never did. If he’d started drinking when she was supposed to call, he might be recklessly drunk by now. When that happened, he tended to get maudlin and say things he didn’t especially want her to hear.

      “Sorry I’m so late calling. I had a problem.” She told him about the guinea fowl incident.

      “I don’t know why you gave Matt those guineas anyway,” Ross said.

      “I didn’t exactly give them to him—they sort of migrated down there. But I wasn’t sorry to see them go,” Laurel said.

      “Why not? They eat ticks. They eat a lot of ticks.” At one time, Colorado tick fever had been a problem at School’s Out. “And they’re better watch dogs than dogs.”

      “They’re loud, they’re obnoxious, and they were always picking on the chickens. I hate bullies.”

      “Were you drinking before you ran over that poor bird?”

      “No, that thing with the guinea fowl was earlier. I was coming back from a fair down in Denver, and I was tired.” Laurel designed and made electronic jewelry and sold it at arts and crafts fairs. “It was because of the brakes. You know, I’m so sick of things screwing up on that truck. Last month it was the clutch, now the brakes. If I ever meet a dashing mechanic, I’m going to get him to fall in love and travel with me everywhere.

      “In fact, at this point, I’d settle for a boring mechanic with crooked teeth and a bad complexion, as long as he could keep the Grape on the road.” The U.S. Grape was a 1958 Dodge postal truck that had been painted purple a long time ago. “It’s a good thing the brakes went out where they did, so I could walk home. A good thing for me, I mean—not for that guinea fowl.”

      He could picture Laurel walking the road between Matt’s and School’s Out. She’d walk up Harmony Hill, past the abandoned school bus in the woods, past the cottonwood with the word TREE painted on its trunk, past Mushroom Rock. She’d be looking up at the sky, her arms folded across her chest. The hem of her long, striped Mexican coat would be flapping around her knees. She’d be wearing one of her own necklaces, which would be glittering in the twilight. Occasionally, she’d flip her dark hair out of her face; she did that a lot. She’d be irate, but not so irate that she couldn’t enjoy the walk.

      Ross sat down in an ancient easy chair and swiveled it around so that he could look outside. His living room windows looked out on an alley. Directly across the alley, a light in a fourth-floor apartment came on.

      “By the way,” Ross said. “I was at a movie at the Orson Wells last week over in Cambridge, The King of Hearts, and I...”

      “Oh, I love that movie! What is it that the boss lunatic tells the soldier? You should be a beautiful woman until you’re thirty, a general until you’re sixty, and the rest of your life, you should be the Pope. I guess next year I have to become a general.”

      “I’ve seen it three or four times. It’s been playing at the Wells for years now. Anyway, a woman in the row behind me was wearing a piece of your jewelry. One of your sparkly mushrooms.”

      “You sure? I haven’t made mushrooms for ages.”

      “I’m sure. A guy sitting near her asked her to turn it off. Said it was distracting.”

      “Were you at the movie by yourself, or did you have a date?”

      “I was with someone, but she thought the movie was stupid, so I decided not to go out with her again.”

      “Good call.”

      Across the alleyway, a woman appeared in the lit-up room and answered the phone. She sat down on a window seat to talk. Ross wondered who was calling her. It would create an interesting geometry if she were talking to an ex-husband. Although Laurel’s not exactly an ex; not exactly.

      Ross stood up from his chair so he could see better. The woman in the window didn’t appear to have any clothes on.

      “So put Jeremy on, will you?”

      “Huh? Oh. No. No, I’m not going to do that.” Ross was finding it difficult to talk as if nothing were happening across the alley. “I had a hard enough time getting him to bed as is.”

      “That’s because he wanted to talk to me.”

      “That may be, but he has school tomorrow, and it’s late here. I’m not going to wake him up.”

      “You can be so tight-assed sometimes. I’m already missing him like crazy. Summers go by so fast.”

      “Not for me,” Ross said. Jeremy spent his summers with Laurel out in western Colorado.

      “Well, if you aren’t going to let me talk to him now, I’ll have to call back later in the week. And I’m calling collect.”

      The woman across the alley stood up and was walking around as far as the phone cord would allow. Once or twice she bent over, as if to pet a small dog or a cat. She was laughing. That means she’s probably not talking to her ex. He wished the woman didn’t have so many plants in her window.

      Ross tried to remember the last time he’d seen anyone in that apartment. Last summer, there had been a guy living there who would sit out on his fire escape in his underwear, drinking beer and listening to the Red Sox on the radio. The odd thing about that guy was, every time Ross had seen him, he had a different head of hair: a blond shag, a flattop, an Afro, a fifties' greaser do, a pompadour, a mohawk. At first, Ross wondered if there were a bunch of beer-and-baseball fans living there, but once he spotted him with no hair at all, and he decided the man must collect toupees.

      A definite improvement on the toupee collector.

      “One reason I called was, I wanted to tell you, we’re having another reunion this Thanksgiving. You didn’t come last year, so this year you should, you definitely should. You and Jeremy both. We’re inviting anyone who ever lived at School’s Out.”

      “That must be fifty or sixty people.”

      “Cap and Poppy and I sat down the other night and came up with almost a hundred names. And I know we must have missed some. Course, we’ll never be able to get in touch with all of them. Some of them are probably dead.”

      “I don’t know,” Ross said. “I’d like to come. I wanted to last year, but... but the restaurant is liable to be at a pretty critical stage right around then. I’m sure Dean would just love it if I picked up and went to Colorado for a week.”

      “Who cares what Dean thinks? What do you want to do?”

      “You’re always getting down on Dean. You barely know him.”

      “I know him well enough to know he’s another one like you. Someone who can’t make up his mind about anything. He’s another person who talks about doing things instead of actually doing anything. Not a good partner for someone like you, Ross.”

      “That doesn’t sound at all like Dean to me. And what about the restaurant? That’s something Dean and I are doing, isn’t it?”

      “You haven’t opened it yet. You said it was going to be open way back in...”

      “I know, I know, but we are going to get it up and running. It’s just that everything takes longer and costs more than you think it’s going to.”

      “Besides, you ask me, you’re doing that restaurant just to prove to me that you can do something. That’s what I think. In a way, that makes it partly my restaurant.”

      Ross wondered what Dean would say if he knew that Laurel considered herself a part owner.

      “So, is it fun for you?” Laurel asked him.

      “Is what fun?”

      “Working on your restaurant. Is it fun?”

      He had to think about that. The concept of fun was a knotty one. “It’s absorbing,” he told her. “Absorbing is about the best I can hope for these days.” The woman he’d been watching had hung up the phone and walked into another room. She was definitely not wearing any clothes.

      “I just hope you don’t lose interest.”

      “What? Why would I lose interest?”

      “That’s a pattern with you. Remember that time you were going to write a book about tending bar in Mexico? You were all hyped up about that, then one day you could care less.”

      “What do I know about writing? This is different. This is something I care about.”

      “Well, we’ll see, I guess. So, are you coming out for Thanksgiving or not?”

      “Umm, unlikely, I have to say. Right about then...”

      “Don’t bother explaining,” Laurel said.

      Across the alley, a pale arm reached back into the living room, and the lights went off. Ross sighed a long, deep, husky sigh. A sigh that belonged in the Sigh Hall of Fame.

      Laurel asked him what the matter was.

      “Nothing’s the matter. People are always asking me what the matter is. I just come across like something’s the matter.”

      “That’s true, but I can tell when something’s really bothering you.”

      “Damn it, Laurel, nothing’s the matter.”

      “Don’t get all pissy with me. I wish you would have had a couple of drinks. Listen, if you won’t come out here, then right after the reunion, maybe I’ll come to Boston. Maybe I could be there for your grand opening. Would that make you happy?”

      “I’ll have to think about that some.”

      “That’s soooo Ross-ish of you, my God. Do you want me there or not?”

      “I don’t know. I guess it would be all right, but...”

      “You don’t want me to come.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “Yes, you did. You just didn’t use those words.”

      “I was thinking about the last time you were here.”
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      “’Damn everything but the circus,’” Dean said. “You know who said that? It was e. e. cummings, that’s who.”

      The big cats were performing in the center ring. One of the lions snarled and was slow to get up on his seat until the lion tamer nudged him with a chair.

      “Why are lions scared of chairs?” Jeremy asked.

      “Excellent question,” Dean said. “See, the lion tries to focus on all four legs of the chair at the same time, so his focus is divided—you know, like if you tried to do your homework and listen to music, talk on the phone and watch TV, all at the same time.”

      “My dad won’t let us have a TV.”

      “Yeah, well, your dad’s a bit of a Luddite, but you get what I mean. So the lion gets confused and doesn’t know what to do next, so he just does what the lion tamer wants him to do.”

      “You’re making that up,” Amy said.

      “He’s probably not,” Ross said. “Dean is a font of useless knowledge.”

      “I think the lion’s just afraid the lion tamer will jab him in the eye with a chair leg. And that’s just plain mean,” Amy said. “Or maybe the lions have been conditioned. They know that every time they don’t pay attention to the chair, they get hit by that whip.”

      Halfway through the trapeze act, Laurel said to Ross, “I want to take Jeremy back with me when I leave tomorrow. It would just be a few weeks early. Why can’t I?”

      “Because he can’t miss two whole weeks of school, that’s why,” Ross said. “Let’s not talk about it now, okay? Let’s talk about it after the circus.”

      “Okay, but I’m going to take him.”

      “Not until school’s out.”

      “Yeah, that’s where I’m taking him. Back to School’s Out.” Laurel found what she’d said pretty funny. When she’d quit laughing, she popped a second Quaalude.

      Amy came back from the bathroom. “It’s so gray and depressing out there, out on the concourses. Everything in here is all glittery and circusy, but out there, it’s like it used to be during hockey games, and it smells like antique hot dogs. That’s another thing I don’t like about the circus—you feel cheated, somehow, when you leave, even if it’s just to go to the bathroom.”

      Dean asked her when she’d ever been to a hockey game. Even back then, Dean was suspicious of things Amy had done without him.

      “Daddy used to take Claire and me to Bruins games all the time when we were little.” Claire was Amy’s twin sister.

      “Figures Dorky Dan would like something as brutal as hockey. And drag his kids to watch it.”

      “Well, I hated hockey, and Daddy wanted us to get autographs from the players. He’d take pictures of us when we did, so I’ve got all these photos of Claire and me and guys with no teeth. And it wasn’t just hockey, he took us to see the Celtics, and wrestling, and boxing, too. He was always dragging us here. I have nightmares about being lost in Boston Garden and wandering around forever.”

      Dean gave Amy’s arm a squeeze. For once, she was siding with him against her father. “You’d be like the monkey,” Dean said.

      “What monkey?”

      “Years ago, three monkeys escaped in Boston Garden when the circus was in town. They put out peanuts and bananas and trapped two of them, but they never got the third one. Supposedly it’s still here, wandering around late at night. Night watchmen claim they’ve seen it and heard it screeching. It’s like the phantom of the opera, only it’s a monkey.”

      “I wouldn’t mind sheeing a phantom monkey,” Laurel said. “But right now, my mouse is so dry, I need a Coke, and I bet Jeremy wantsh one, too. Where’sh zat Coke man?” Laurel was starting to seriously slur her words, thanks to the Quaaludes.

      “I don’t think he’ll be back this way soon,” Dean said. “He looked like a rational young man. I think it bothered him philosophically to see you lying in the aisle instead of sitting in your seat.”

      “I fell. Ish not a girlsh’s fault when she fallsh, ish it?”

      “And when you elbowed him in the throat when he was trying to help you up...”

      “I din’t try to elbow him. It was an ashident. Anyone can have an ashident. I said, ‘Eshcoosh me’ to him, din’t I?”

      “Jeremy,” Ross said, “look at that bear riding a bicycle. Not something you see every day.”

      “I think he’s gone to sleep, Ross,” Amy said.

      “Asleep? How can anyone fall asleep at a circus?”

      “Maybe he’s upset about his turtle.”

      Ross looked into the cardboard box again, the kind of box Chinese restaurants use for takeout. He gave the turtle a little poke. “Maybe it’s only sleeping. It’s hard to tell with turtles, don’t you think?”

      “It looks pretty dead to me,” Amy said.

      “Damn. I tried to pick the liveliest one.”

      “At least he didn’t have time to get attached to it,” Dean said.

      Laurel stood up and waved. “Up ‘ere, Coke man.”

      “That’s the balloon man, Laurel,” Ross told her.

      Amy said, “I saw the balloon man at work when I went to the bathroom. He sticks those fancy balloons of his right up in kids’ faces and says ‘Don’t you wanna take home a souvenir of the circus, kid?’ So either the kids wind up crying because they can’t have one, or the parents wind up buying some stupid, expensive balloon that won’t last more than...”

      “That’s just good marketing,” Dean said. “Balloon men have to make a living like anyone else.”

      “I don’t like it, that’s all. And I don’t like the way they treat their animals—I read an article about how they train the elephants, and it’s just awful. They use this horrible thing called a bullhook to poke them with. And I don’t like the way they only sell the crappiest trash to eat. I guess I don’t like the circus very much.”

      “Donsh you even like the clownsh, Amy?” Laurel asked. “They’re my favorish.”

      “How many clowns do you think Picasso painted during his Rose Period?” Dean asked, “He painted a buttload of clowns. In fact, if you count the harlequins, he painted over...”

      “Clowns are creepy,” Amy said.

      “There he ish,” Laurel shouted. “Thersh’s that old Coke man.” It was, in fact, the same young man that Laurel had elbowed in the throat, only he had traded his soft drinks for snow cones. “Over ‘ere, Coke man!” Laurel reached across Dean and was able to grab the snow-cone man by an apron string. The snow-cone seller kept climbing the stairs as if nothing untoward were happening, but Ross could see the panic in his eyes. His apron came undone, his neck was wrenched to one side. He spilled red and blue ice on the concrete steps. Gamely, though, he plunged on, his legs pumping like a fullback’s, and managed to tear free.

      “Come back, Coke man.”

      “Maybe we should go,” Ross said.

      “Come on, Jeremy, you sleepyhead, time to go,” Amy said. “Upsy-daisy.”

      “Anyone know where that phrase ‘upsy-daisy’ comes from?” Dean asked. “It’s kind of interesting. It...”

      “No, and right now, I don’t want to,” Ross said. “Let’s go.”

      “All right, fine, lesh go,” Laurel said. “I’m getting up now, and when I’ve finished getting up, we’ll leave.” It took her a long time. Then she tottered, tried to correct herself, and as if in slow motion, sprawled across Dean’s lap. “Am I up yet?”

      “Damn everything,” Dean said, “including the circus.”
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      “Okay, that was horrible,” Laurel admitted. “Really, really horrible. But it was all because of the ’ludes. I’d never taken one before and I haven’t taken any since. I was stressing about leaving Jer. Someone told me they make you mellow and peaceful, and when the first one didn’t, I took another one, but they made me stupid and sloppy instead. And they gave me this creepy feeling, like spiders were crawling around on the inside of my skin.”

      Ross looked across the alley again. The lights were still off. “Where are you calling from, anyway?” he asked Laurel. “Matt’s Store?” Matt had the phone that was closest to School’s Out.

      “Not after smooshing that guinea fowl. Besides, Matt’s been closed for hours.”

      “That taco place?”

      “These days that taco place is a McDonald’s. But it’s closed now too. Guess again.”

      “The Lucky Café? The Grandview Hotel? The Snake Pit Bar? That phone booth by the Mushroom Museum?”

      “No, no, no, and no way. That booth’s been gone for years. The Mushroom Museum’s been gone for years. When it closed, Cap wanted to steal that giant red-and-white, polka-dot plaster mushroom they had by the front door and bring it out to School’s Out, but someone got to it first.”

      “I give up. Where are you?”

      “That’s you, always giving up. Come on, guess.”

      “For God’s sake, Laurel, just tell me.”

      The correct answer: Ross’s parents’ house.

      Ross wasn’t sure how to take this news. The idea of Laurel allied with his parents was a bit disturbing.

      He remembered the first time, years before, when he brought Laurel to his parents’ house late one night. He had her sleep in his family’s fallout shelter. He didn’t think, at the time, that his parents were ready to meet Laurel.

      “I was supposed to have dinner here,” Laurel said, “but there was that business with the bird, and then I couldn’t drive the Grape in because of the brakes. So, finally, your brother came out to School’s Out in his truck to see what was going on. He brought me into town. We had a late dinner. But at least there was Mateus.”

      “I bet Dad was pissed. He hates when people are late.”

      “He wasn’t too upset. Although he ate dinner before I got here. Do you want to talk to your mom? I think she’s out on the balcony having a cigarette. Or Marshall? You know he has a girlfriend now, right? A girlfriend named Nikki.”

      “I did know that, but no, I don’t want to talk to anyone else, not right now. I’m having a hard enough time with this conversation as is.”

      “See, Ross, I told you something was wrong. Why won’t you admit it?”

      “There’s nothing wrong. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

      “There is. There’s bound to be.”

      There probably is, Ross thought. I just wish I knew what it was.
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      Ross walked around the block to Marlborough Street. He hesitated in front of the building that he reckoned was directly behind his, thinking that he wouldn’t go in. The next thing he knew, he’d left the sidewalk and was standing in the foyer, examining the names on the mailboxes. There were twelve apartments in the building, same as in his.

      The woman he’d seen the night before had been in a fourth-floor apartment facing the rear. That would make it... let’s see, number 10, 11, maybe 12.... if they’re numbered logically.

      Not that he could count on that. Not in Boston.

      A MRS. BUDWIG lived in Apartment 10. P. FAIRBAIRN and J. PECK lived in 11. Maybe she’s one of those two. Maybe she’s the toupee collector’s roommate.

      In Apartment 12, there lived a THEA DE WITT. That name was printed in pencil on a ragged strip of paper. Under her name was another name, but it had been crossed out.

      Ross plucked a flyer out of one of the mailboxes and wrote the names on the back. The front of the flyer read:

      
        
        HELP FOR THE PERPLEXED

        SISTER JUDITH, SPIRITUAL READER AND PSYCHIC ADVISOR

        DO NOT FAIL TO VISIT THIS GIFTED WOMAN

        ALL QUESTIONS ANSWERED SATISFACTORILY

      

      

      Ross wished Sister Judith were here. He had a question for her.
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      “There’s the big guy now,” Dean said when Ross came in. “I brought doughnuts, and I got you a coffee. Hey, guess what, the urinals are here. Finally.” Dean was sitting at what had been the counter when this was Spiro’s Super Sub Shop and what would eventually become the bar. Dean’s coffee cup was covered with a legal pad to keep the plaster dust out. He had his Pentax with him.

      “Yeah? How do they look?” Ross asked Dean. He took a Boston kreme and a honey cruller out of the box.

      “Couple of real beauties. The plumbers are putting them in right now, so we don’t have to keep running next door to the Bean’s.” Chris Bean owned Copenhagen Cream, the ice cream parlor next door, and was their landlord. “Anything the matter, Ross? You’re looking a bit distracted this morning.”

      “Hmm? No, nothing. Well, Laurel called last night.”

      “Again? Well, that explains it. You always look gloomy after you talk to her. And nobody does gloomy better than you. Oh, another thing. The Bean came by earlier and said his customers have been complaining about the noise.”

      “It does sound like a bowling alley in here,” Ross said. “Hey Lizard, you hear that? We’re getting complaints about you.” Lizard—real name Anthony Lizaro—was their carpenter and contractor. He was removing a wall. Lizard always said he liked tearing things down more than he liked building things.

      “What’s that?” Lizard shouted.

      “You’re being too damn noisy,” Dean told him. “You’re upsetting the rumdums eating ice cream next door.”

      “Tell me how to do this quietly.” He started whistling.

      “Use a rubber crowbar,” Dean said. “Hey, you sure that’s not a load-bearing wall?”

      “Pretty sure,” Lizard said. “We’ll find out soon enough, I guess.”

      Lizard disappeared and came back with a coffee. He snagged one of the doughnuts.

      “Eww, you dunk powdered donuts?” Dean asked. “That’s disgusting. The way the powdered sugar just sits on top of...”

      “Ross has powdered sugar floating in his coffee, too. Why are you picking on my coffee?”

      “That’s not powdered sugar,” Dean said. “That’s construction dust.”

      “Anything’s better dunked in coffee. I even dunk bananas in coffee,” Lizard said.

      “That should be illegal. I think it is in some states,” Ross said. “Hey Dean, what’s with the camera?”

      “Documentation. Remember back when Spiro first pulled out, I took all those pictures?”

      “Yep,” Lizard said, “back when you guys were still in the finger-fucking stage with this place. You were so excited, you even took pictures of me.”

      “I wanted to take some today because I don’t think it’s ever going to look worse than it does right now.”

      “You kidding? Oh, it’s gonna look worse, a lot worse,” Lizard said. “Wait’ll you see what the bathrooms look like when the plumbers get done. Plumbers are all like messy little kids. And hey, what were you thinking with those urinals? Black urinals?”

      This was the first time Ross had heard what color the urinals were. “They were cheaper than your urinals that come in standard colors,” Dean explained.

      “Do you know what those are going to look like after a couple of months of being pissed in? They’re going to turn a hideous shade of gray. I could have gotten you some white ones that don’t look used at all. In fact, if you’re interested, I can get you some for home use. And even have them installed. I know a plumber who owes me a favor.”

      “Why would we want home urinals?” Ross asked him.

      “I don’t understand why every bathroom doesn’t come equipped with one. Ours has practically saved my relationship with m’lady. I never have to worry about whether I’ve left the toilet seat up. Let me tell you, m’lady’s not pleased, not pleased at all when I do, and she doesn’t mind letting me know.”

      Dean said, “I’ve never understood that. I think women should be happy we put the toilet seat up before we piss. If they have to put it down themselves afterwards—how hard is that?”

      “M’lady says—it’s a matter of chivalry."

      Ross shrugged. “It’s just me and Jeremy at my place, so... no complaints.”

      Dean said, “Haven’t you ever noticed that, when it comes to urinals, guys don’t aim real well? There’s always a puddle of piddle. That’s why I don’t eat at Japanese restaurants. They expect you to take your shoes off. So then you drink sake or Sapporo, you have to go to the bathroom, and you have to put your forehead up against the wall and your feet way back. You have to stand at almost a forty-five-degree angle while you...”

      “Not a problem with these babies. They’ve got this long lower lip. You practically have to straddle it. So... no spillage. No dribblage.”

      Dean said, “Now, if you could get me a bidet...”

      “A bidet! I wish! No, but you know what I can get you? I can get you one of those bathroom heat lamps. You know, the ones you see in motels? You can’t believe how sweet it is to have one of those suckers in your bathroom on a cold morning. M’lady’s quite pleased with ours. Although they do make you look like you’ve got terminal sunburn.”

      “Where on earth did you get one of those?”

      “Oh, I don’t have just one, I have dozens. I helped tear down that old motel, what was it called? Umm, the Skyway Motel, I think, out on Route 1A. And I got a sparkie to install one of them in my bathroom for free. He owed me a favor.”

      “Lots of people seem to owe you favors,” Dean said. “Isn’t your coffee break about over?”

      Lizard returned to demolishing the wall. Dean said, “I got a call from Rafael last night.”

      “Yeah, he called me, too. I had Jeremy tell him I wasn’t home. He calls all the time, wanting to know when we’re going to be open.”

      “Well, he’s got these industrial-strength peppers he ordered from Mexico, bushels of them, and he’s tripping over them at home. He wants to store them here and get paid back for them.”

      “He can put them in the basement, but I think we should tell him he’s going to have to wait on the reimbursement. He went ahead on this pepper business without so much as a by-your-leave from anyone.”

      “That’s what I told him. And of course, he got pissed. That was nothing, though. His mother got on and ripped me a new one. She said it shouldn’t take normal people anywhere near this long to open a restaurant. She said she and Rafael opened Estrella Maya in three weeks.”

      “Yeah, and they closed a month or two after that.”

      “Then she said that we should put her and Rafael on the payroll right now. At least, I think that’s what she said. Mama’s Spanish is pretty colloquial, and she really fires it out when she’s worked up.”

      “I wonder if it was a mistake, promising Mama a job here.”

      “Well, you’re the one who said we had to have Rafael in the kitchen, and he said they’d only come as a team. Besides, when the kitchen door swings open, and customers see her back there, they’re going to think, ‘Authentic. Damned authentic.’”

      “You won’t actually be able to see into the kitchen from the dining room, but I know what you mean,” Ross said. “I’m going next door to the Bean’s to make a few phone calls.”

      “Oh, that reminds me. They’re going to install the pay phone on Friday. We have to decide where we want it. God knows when we’ll get a phone down in our office. God knows when we’ll actually have an office.”
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      Ross asked the woman scooping ice cream at Copenhagen Cream if he could borrow a phone book. His question seemed to startle her. It was as if she’d never heard of phone books, but then she found it. For some reason, it was kept in the freezer, sitting on top of a huge drum of rocky road. A few minutes with the cold phone book, and he had a number for a P. Fairbairn and J. Beck and for an Evelyn Budwig at the address on Marlborough.

      “Hello, this is Peter and Joel’s answering machine,” said a crotchety voice. “I don’t think they’re here right now, but I guess I could check if you really want me to.” Ross heard footsteps walking away from the phone. “Oh Peter, Joel, yoo-hoo? Are you around? Peter? Joel?” Then footsteps seemed to approach the phone. “No, just as I figured—they’re not in right now. If you want to leave a message, I guess I could take one for you. Wait till you hear me beep. And for pity’s sake, keep it clean!” Beeeeeep....

      Ross didn’t want to leave a message for Peter or Joel. He hung up and dialed the number for Mrs. Budwig. “Hello, Mrs. Budwig?”

      “Yes, this is she. This is Evelyn Budwig,” the woman said. She spoke with a fluttery elegance.

      “Who’s calling, please?”

      Mrs. Budwig sounded far too much like a little old lady to be anything else. He couldn’t picture someone with that voice answering the phone in the nude. Now he had to think of a way to get off the line. He felt too guilty for bothering her to just hang up. “Umm, Ms. Budwig, sorry to disturb you, but I’m offering magazine subscriptions: wrestling magazines, gun magazines, drag-racing magazines, that sort of thing. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in something like that, would you?”

      While he was talking, Ross looked over at the woman behind the ice cream counter. A badge on her pocket said ROBIN. On her breast pocket. He remembered, when he was about thirteen, reading the phrase “the waitress’s breast pocket” in a novel and getting a raging erection.

      Chris Bean was fond of fifties' music and had a tape that played doo-wop on an endless loop. When Robin wasn’t scooping, she was dancing around behind the counter as if she were at a sock hop. He watched as she leaned over to get a customer a scoop of caramel carob chip.

      “No. No, I wouldn’t be, I’m afraid,” Mrs. Budwig said. It was hard to hear her with the Platters playing loudly in the background.

      “Well, that’s too bad. I’m sorry I bothered you. I...”

      “The reason I wouldn’t be is that I’m blind. More than ninety percent blind, anyway.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible.”

      Ross heard her laugh. A lovely laugh. “No, it’s not so terrible. I’m used to it. But you can see why I don’t need any magazines, although the drag-racing magazine sounds interesting. But only if you can send me a new pair of eyes.”

      “Umm, well, I’ll let you go, then, Ms. Budwig.”

      “Do you have to? I haven’t gotten a phone call in weeks. In months, maybe.”

      “Well... I have a lot more calls to make.”

      “I understand. But... I hope you don’t mind me saying this, young man, but... I wonder if there’s some other field, something other than phone sales, that interests you. I mean, I hate to say this, but... you’re not very good at it.”

      A pair of cops came into Copenhagen Cream. One was a pretty Chinese cop, and one was a friendly-looking old cop with hair growing out of his ears. Ross waited for them to get their sundaes before he made his third call. He didn’t like the idea of making shady calls while there were cops around, even inoffensive-looking cops like these.

      There was no listing in the phone book for a Thea de Witt, but Directory Assistance had a number for her and was willing to give it to him. He was pretty sure, at this point, that she was the party he was interested in. He put in another dime and called her number, but no one answered.

      Ross ordered a butter brickle and watched as Robin bent down and scooped it out.

      “You want jimmies on that?” she asked him.
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      “Okay, have a seat,” Dean said. “I want to try these names out on you.” He picked up the legal pad. “Zapata’s Mustache. What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. A lot of people will have no idea who Zapata was. And it kind of reminds me of that place I used to work, Yer Fadder’s Mustache.”

      Yer Fadder’s Mustache was the first place in Boston where Ross had tended bar. The waitstaff—even the women—had to put on fake mustaches, and they all had to wear suspenders, bow ties, bowler hats, and garters on their sleeves. There was a nickelodeon in the bar, and the waiters were always trying to get customers to sing along with old songs.

      “I remember hearing about it. Never went there,” Dean said.

      “No? Too hokey for you?”

      “It wasn’t that. It’s just that no one ever wanted to go there with me, and I never wanted to go alone.”

      “That’s too bad. Just think, if you’d been a regular at the bar there, we might be a year further along.”

      “I don’t know if I would have trusted someone in a fake mustache.”

      “I was the only person who didn’t have to wear one because I have a real beard. Let’s hear some more names.”

      “El Sόtano.”

      “The cellar. Except we’re on the first floor.”

      “Point taken,” Dean said, and crossed out the name.

      “Wait a minute, that’s my pen.”

      “So?”

      “So it’s all bent. It looks like Uri Geller got to it.”

      “I’ve been biting it. I’ve been trying to cut back on my smoking, and I have to do something oral. It’s not like it’s a Montblanc.” It was, in fact, a lowly Paper Mate. “All right, another one—Tortilla Flats.”

      An electrician called from downstairs, “Are the lights in the kitchen off?”

      “No, they’re on,” Ross shouted down to him. “What else you got?”

      “What’s wrong with Tortilla Flats? Pretty damned clever, I think. Okay, what do you think of La Cochara Grasienta?”

      “Grasienta? Oh, greasy... I get it. The Greasy Spoon. Interesting. But I’m not sure people will know we’re being ironic.”

      “And too many syllables. Won’t roll off the tongue,” Dean said. “No, I think I like Tortilla Flats best. Even if you don’t get the reference to Steinbeck, it’s a good name. If you do get it... everybody likes lovable drunks.”

      A chunk of the wall Lizard had been working on came crashing down. “There you go. You could drive a tank through that,” he said.

      “A go-cart, anyway,” Dean said.

      Satisfied with his progress, Lizard made his way over to the counter, stepping through the rubble. Lizard had a huge, fierce-looking mustache, fully twice the size of Dean’s. He could have been a waiter at Yer Fadder’s Mustache. He could have been Zapata. “You’ve got powdered sugar in your mustache, Lizard,” Ross told him.

      “You’ve got ice cream in your beard. I’ll give you a good name for this place—call it Hecho en Boston.”

      “I didn’t know you knew any Spanish, Lizard,” Ross said.

      “There are a lot of things about me you guys don’t know.”

      Dean said, “We don’t want to call attention to the fact that people are having dinner in Boston—we want them to feel like they’ve been magically transported to Old Mexico.”

      “You don’t like that one, how about this... call it Dos Gringos.”

      The electrician’s voice came from the basement again. “How ’bout them lights? They off now?”

      “Nope, still on.”

      “Sparkies are such lunatics. They must have a rule that you have to be crazy to get into the Electricians Guild. I was working a job out in Quincy and I heard one electrician say to his assistant, ‘Grab one of them two wires. Okay, you feel anything? No? Well, don’t grab the other one then, or you’ll get a nasty shock.’”

      “Quiet,” Dean said. “Don’t alienate another one of the subcontractors. The heating and air-conditioning guy won’t come back here unless you’re gone. And what are you doing, anyway? You can’t be on a coffee break, you’ve already had two of those.”

      “Correcto.”

      “And it’s too early for lunch.”

      “Correcto también.”

      “So you must be fucking around, fucking around on our time.”

      “You’re hurting my feelings, Dean.”

      “Oh my God, now he has hurt feelings. What are you going to do, take your tools and go home?”

      “I wouldn’t do that. I love this gig. It’s indoor work, you pay me off the books, and you have no idea when I do something wrong, so long as I keep whistling.”

      When Lizard had gone off to demolish another wall, Ross said, “I kind of like it.”

      “Like what?”

      “Dos Gringos. It’s apt.”

      “Come on. It may be apt, but it sucks.”

      “Still, I like it.” Ross picked up Dean’s camera and pretended to take a picture of him. “Do you have all your lenses in your camera bag? Do you have that big mother zoom lens?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know why I brought it. Not like I need a long-distance lens to photograph urinals. Why do you ask?”

      “I was wondering if I could borrow it.”

      “Now the lights are off,” Dean hollered down to the electrician. “Yeah, sure, I’m not really planning to go on safari anytime soon. What do you need it for?”

      “Off? They can’t be off now!” The electrician came rushing up the stairs. “They are off! Oh my God, what have I done?”

      “It’s just amazing, how many things can go wrong,” Dean said.
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      “Open one more button,” Dean told Ross. “That’s good, now fluff up your chest hair.”

      “I’ve been here before, I think. What was this place before it was New England Bell?”

      “Dante’s. Appropriate name. There’s a certain resemblance between hell and Kenmore Square.”

      “Oh yeah. When Laurel was in town, she wanted to hear some punk music, so we came here. We saw The Scabies before they made it big, and Roadkill, and a band called Slime Mold, I think... or maybe it was Pond Scum—oh, and The Garage Band.”

      “What garage band?”

      “No, that was their name—The Garage Band. Place looked a lot different then. The walls were black, and there weren’t any hanging plants. I wonder if it took them as long to remodel as it’s taking us.”

      “I don’t know. I know they had to put in a lot of telephone equipment. Okay, what I think we should do tonight is try to look sad. That’s easy for you, that’s your fallback demeanor, but I have to work at it.”

      “What do you mean, sad?”

      “Sad. You know, gloomy... morose... glum. But with just a trace, just a twinkle of enigmatic humor lurking behind the sadness. Get it?”

      “I’m not sure. And why is it easy for me?”

      “You know why. You always look like this big old galoot whose horse just died. Me, I always look chipper.”

      “Who told you that you look chipper? And why are we trying to look sad?”

      “To stand out against all these vacuous smiles. And because melancholy men are mysterious, and mysterious is interesting.”

      They found a table. There was a big sign on the table that said Extension 23, and there was an old-fashioned candlestick phone. Dean lifted the receiver to his ear and dialed O. He spoke into the top of the phone and ordered a beer for Ross and a scotch with a twist for himself.

      “What do you think of those two that just came in?”

      “They look like a couple of keypunch operators.”

      “So what’s wrong with that?” Dean asked. “After a long, tedious day punching keys, I bet they...”

      “I don’t have anything against keypunch operators. I have no idea what they even do. I’m just afraid you’ll try to stick me with the one in the pink jeans.”

      “Hmm, I was hoping to. Okay, forget them. What about the ones over at Extension 36?”

      “Better, but... one of them looks awfully angry about something.”

      “Well, maybe she’s just pretending to look angry to seem interesting. I think I’ll give ol’ Extension 36 a ring.”

      “All right, go ahead, just don’t ask them to dance.”

      “What’s the matter with dancing?”

      “I didn’t mind so much when the point of dancing was just to throw yourself around and jump up and down now and then. But I’ve been watching, and the people here, they all seem to know what they’re doing.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen you dance. You dance like you’ve got bumblebees in your underwear.”

      “Besides, I hate strobe lights. Those things can give you seizures.”

      “Only if you’re prone to seizures. But okay, we’ll tell them you had polio as a kid or something, so no dancing. Hey, nobody’s answering.”

      “Maybe their phone’s out of order. Call a repairman.”

      “Better idea—let’s just walk over and say hello.”
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      “My friend and I were wondering if maybe we could buy you drinks.”

      “We already have drinks,” one of them said. This was the woman they thought looked angry. From up close, she looked positively rabid.

      “Want to dance, then?”

      “Dean, I told you...” Ross was fighting down an impulse to hit Dean in the face.

      “I don’t,” answered the angry woman. “Do you?” she asked her friend. The other woman had feathered hair, as if she’d just come from a salon. This, and a tendency to tilt her head to the side, made her look a little like a sparrow.

      “No,” the sparrow said, “I guess I don’t either.”

      “Well, in that case, maybe we could all move to a bigger table and just talk.”

      “We’re already talking,” the first woman said, “to each other.”

      “I suppose, then,” Dean said, “a couple of blow jobs would be out of the question, huh?”
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      “Did someone drop you on your head when you were a little kid, Dean? Is that why you act the way you do?”

      “So I overestimated their senses of humor. I wish I had my camera with me. I would have loved to have caught those expressions.”

      “I thought that one was going to bite you or try to poke out your eye. Or at least call the manager.”

      “Who comes into a place like this for a quiet little chat? They were misrepresenting themselves by being here.”

      “I think I’m misrepresenting myself, too. I liked this place better when it was the Inferno, and I didn’t like that place at all.”

      “Not the Inferno, Dante’s. Let’s have one more drink,” Dean said. He was reaching for the phone when it suddenly rang.

      “Probably a wrong number,” Ross said.

      Dean picked it up and listened for a minute. Then he covered the mouthpiece. “It’s someone wanting to know why we look so unhappy,” he told Ross. “See, I told you a little Weltschmerz would go a long way.” He spoke for a few minutes more and then said, “She wants to know if we’ll buy her a Long Island iced tea.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Extension 11.”

      Ross looked around and saw her. She waved. “That’s a god-awful drink but... tell her yes.”

      The woman came and sat between them. Her name was Gail, they found out. Dean ordered her drink of choice.

      “Did you just come in? We didn’t see you earlier.”

      “I was in the game room with my roommate Darla.”

      “Oh, that’s where those ungodly sounds are coming from. You have a roommate here?”

      “I did, but she left with the guy she was playing Space Pirates with.” Gail sighed. “Are either of you guys a third?”

      “A third what?” Ross asked.

      “You know, a third. If I meet one more guy with a III behind his name...” She left the threat dangling. “So, what are your job titles?”

      “Our what?”

      “Your job titles. What do you do? Isn’t that what I’m supposed to ask you?”

      “We don’t know either. We’re kind of new to this,” Ross said.

      “Well, I think it is.” She laughed. Her laughter seemed discharged at nothing in particular. “Now, you take that guy Darla left with. He came up to me back in the game room, and he said, ‘Hi, I’m Barnet Kingston the Third, and I own Kingston’s Records and Tapes. How do you like me so far?’

      “And I said, ‘Not so much, Barnet, so far.’ And he said, ‘That’s okay, I’m the kind of guy who grows on you. Who are you, and what’s your job title?’ He was a retread, a real retread. I can’t believe three generations got stuck with that dorky name. Barnet! Bar-fucking-net Kingston. And so then I asked him if he was married, because he had a white circle on his ring finger where you’d wear a wedding band. You know what he said? This is precious. He said, ‘To a certain extent.’ Unbelievable, just unbelievable. But Darla went off with him. They’re all retreads, thirds are.” She laughed again, her laugh a little more high pitched.

      Ross realized this woman was not entirely sober. It didn’t take many Long Island iced teas to get a person drunk.

      “Well, if that’s what we’re supposed to do, I guess we’d better get on with it,” Dean said. “We don’t want to violate custom. You first. What’s your job title?”

      “Ticket taker,” Gail said, “at the Mini Cine.”

      “How do you like ticket taking?”

      “Usually it’s pretty much okay. Sometimes there are things... things that just annoy you. Like last night, this couple came in, and they had a diaper bag. A diaper bag but no baby! I’m sure it was full of popcorn. Too damn cheap to buy from us.”

      “Ma and Pa Kettle go to the movies,” Dean said. “Well, I used to be a consultant for a window-installation agency. I designed window displays for clothing stores.”

      “Oh, my roommate Darla works in a clothing store.”

      “Well, then, maybe you’ve heard from her that there are some appalling things that happen in clothing stores...”

      “They may not seem all that appalling to you,” Ross said to Gail. “Dean appalls easily.”

      “Some appalling things,” Dean insisted. “Things more dramatic than people bringing their own popcorn. I could give you an example—what went on with the Duchess of the Denim Den.”

      Gail gave him a puzzled look.

      “I guess I’d better explain. You may have noticed, there are two distinct schools of mannequin design. One school goes in more and more for abstraction. They churn out those featureless, metallic, android mutants you see in some stores. A lot of them don’t have faces, or even heads. Now, the other school makes mannequins that look human. Not like those mannequins you used to see, the ones with about as much expression as a lump of dough. These mannequins—you’d swear they were human.”

      “Those are the dummies I like best,” Gail said. “Ones that look real.”

      “Don’t call them dummies,” Ross warned her. “That term upsets Dean. Appalls him.”

      “In the biz, we never use that term, dummies. We call them mannequins. Mannequins. Well, the Duchess, she was the most realistic of any of them. State of the art. Now, they say mannequins are named after the model who posed for them, and the rumor was, the Duchess really was an aristocrat from some defunct little country somewhere. I don’t know, but whoever she was, she must have been one hell of a good-looking woman. Her hair felt”—Dean rubbed a strand of Gail’s hair through his fingers— “felt every bit as real as yours. Her skin”—he briefly touched Gail’s cheek—“was as soft as yours. She even had nipples”—Gail quickly scooted her chair out of Dean’s range—“as I’m sure you do too. Anyway, I convinced Lance--Lance was the manager of the Denim Den—I got him to order a Duchess. But I never got to put so much as a halter top on her. Lance had her uncrated, took one look, and locked her in a dressing room they weren’t using. He’d spend all his breaks and lunch hours with the Duchess. Now, I didn’t exactly blame him. Working at a clothing store is incredibly boring, and...”

      “I don’t know about that. Darla likes it, and she gets her clothes forty percent off,” Gail said. “She can even buy clothes for me.”

      “Trust me—I’ve put in plenty of time in clothing stores. Selling clothes is so boring, it withers the soul,” Dean said. “Next time you go into a clothing store, take a look at the people working there. They all have these glassy-eyed expressions. They look like brook trout. So I don’t blame Lance for taking advantage of any diversion that came along. And like I said, the Duchess was a looker. And she was probably a better conversationalist than half the people who worked at the Denim Den. But he shouldn’t have monopolized her.”

      Gail wanted to know what, exactly, the manager did with a dummy.

      “With a mannequin, you mean. There’s no point in going into details. The thing is, he was squandering a resource. The Duchess was so spectacular, she may have helped turn things around for the Den. If people had seen her in the window, smartly dressed, of course, they would have come flocking in. As it was, that store went under a few months later.”

      “You know what?” Gail finished her cocktail quickly. “I’m beginning to think you guys are a couple of retreads.”
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      “Don’t get discouraged, Ross,” Dean said when Gail had gone. “I don’t think we’re missing much. Her nose whistled when she breathed, did you notice? Can you imagine sleeping with her? She must sound like a little steam calliope.” Dean pulled Ross’s pen out of his pocket and made a note on a cocktail napkin. “I’ve got to remember that line, ‘How do you like me so far?’”

      Dean was about to dial O to order more drinks. “Don’t order one for me,“ Ross said. “I’m leaving.”

      “Leaving?” Dean chomped on Ross’s pen. “Why are you leaving? They have a late happy hour.”

      “Because, I told you, I don’t like it here. If I actually got together with someone in a place like this, I’d feel sort of shallow. But since I haven’t, I feel even worse. I’m not even successful at being shallow. I’m not even a good retread. Whatever that is.”

      “Don’t go. Sit back down. Amy’s gone somewhere, and if I get home before she does, she’ll think I spent the whole evening pouting at home.”

      “What do you mean, she’s gone? Like on a date?”

      “Tell you the truth, Ross, I don’t know where she’s been going lately. She won’t tell me. She says I never tell her where I go, so why should she?”

      “But you think she’s seeing someone?”

      “Maybe. Probably, even.”

      “That might be for the best. You’re always saying she doesn’t have much experience in the real world. What is it you always say she is?”

      “Pathologically unsophisticated?”

      “Right. Well, I never thought that was true but... at least now she’s getting new input.”

      “I don’t know how you can say that. You know she’s never gone in for this sort of thing, and now, maybe she’ll sleep with someone and it will seem terrific to her, not because it’s any better, because I guarantee you it won’t be, but because it’s different, and she’ll be dazzled. Dazzled. She’s a rookie at this, Ross. She doesn’t even know when she’s supposed to feel guilty.”

      “She’s just bored. I’d be bored if I did what Amy did all day.”

      “I think it’s more serious than boredom. Want to hear what she told me? She said that, since every cell in a person’s body is replaced by new ones over a seven-year period, why then, less than half of me is the person she fell in love with four years ago.”

      “Well, that could explain the seven-year-itch theory,“ Ross said. “She was serious when she said that?”

      “Semi-serious, anyway. You know where she’s getting this drivel, don’t you? She’s getting it from that guy Chewy.”

      “Chewy? That’s someone she’s seeing?”

      “No, you know Chewy. Amy went to grade school with him. Remember, he gave that Halloween party we went to down in the North End?”

      “Oh yeah. He came as a butterfly or something. Bald guy, right?”

      “He shaves his head, I think.”

      “Isn’t he supposed to be gay?”

      “I don’t know what he is. He never talks. Not to me, anyway. Amy’s taking some kind of karate lessons from him. I don’t get why she wants to be his good buddy, but, whatever. Hey, instead of going home, let’s go somewhere else. We could go down to the Combat Zone. The Naked i or the Teddy Bear Club, maybe. You can always get strippers to smile at you.”

      “But they smile at everyone. That takes all the fun out of it.”

      “Come on.”

      “No, I need to go pick up Jeremy at his friend Mojave’s house. He spends more time over there than he does at home these days. They play these endless war games.”

      “What, like Gettysburg? We used to stay up all night playing that in my dorm. I was good at it, too. If General Lee had used my battle plan, the South would have won the war. But those games are pretty complicated for a kid Jeremy’s age, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah, he says Mojave always beats him. Anyway, I’m going to get Jer and then I have some things I want to do at home. You go to the Combat Zone by yourself.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “On second thought, maybe you shouldn’t. You might get beat up if you do. I remember you talking about that time when you first got to town and...”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ve learned how to handle myself up here at night. You never want to make eye contact with anyone. It was different down in Virginia. You could look at anyone whenever you liked. Up here, you can’t make eye contact with people after dark, or else they think you want to screw around with them.”
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      Dean came out of Dunkin’ Donuts on Boylston Street trying to get his umbrella open. There were three kids huddled together just outside the door, wet hair hanging in their faces. They were speaking softly together in a language Dean couldn’t identify. He looked at them and listened, trying to place the language. Then one of them said to him, “Ay, you, what you looking us for?”

      “Oh, no, I wasn’t. I was just...”

      “Give us you hwalled.”

      “Give you what?”

      That particular kid didn’t say anything else. Maybe he was upset because Dean hadn’t understood him. Another kid pulled out a knife. “We have knife,” this one said. “Give us wallet.”

      Knife against umbrella; Dean tried to calculate the odds. The umbrella had the longer range, but the knife was sharper. But what exactly had the kid meant by “We have knife?” Did he mean that we, collectively, have one knife among us, or that each of us have one knife apiece? That would make a difference.

      Another one of the kids reached into his coat pocket. Dean heard the snick of a switchblade opening.

      Dean shifted his umbrella to his left hand and drew out his wallet. “I’m afraid I find myself basically impecunious at the moment.”

      They gave him a puzzled look. “Give us wallet.”

      “There’s nothing in it, see?” He held it upside down and shook it to emphasize its emptiness. “See, nothing. I had two dollars, but I spent most of it on doughnuts.”

      Dean thought that, at this point, maybe he could simply walk off. The holdup had been pretty informal up to this point. He put his wallet away and opened his umbrella.

      Those who had knives out brandished them. “All right,” Dean said. “Here, take my thirty-seven cents and my doughnuts. That’s the best I can do.”

      They seemed pretty unhappy at this arrangement and consulted among themselves in their unknown language. In the end, they accepted, but without grace. They took his umbrella, too, while they were at it. They didn’t want soggy donuts.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dean said, “Nowadays I don’t have any trouble. I just never look at anyone.”

      “Be careful, anyway. You still might get mugged. Or walk into a parked car.”

      “I don’t think I’m going to go if you don’t. If I went into a strip joint by myself, I’d be liable to take it seriously. I guess I’ll just sit here and have another drink.”

      “See you tomorrow, then. Don’t drink too much. We have to finish sanding the floor in the bar tomorrow.”

      “I’m sick of sanding. I don’t know why we’re paying all those people, and we have to do our own sanding. Maybe I should have stuck with mannequins. Mannequins were boring, but at least I knew what the hell I was doing.”
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