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				Chapter 1

				The cubicle was small, barely the width of a refrigerator, but at least it provided the minimum amount of privacy he needed to make his phone calls about the dead. Well, not the dead exactly, but the nearly dead. Famous people who had lived long enough, who they expected to die at any moment, who would kick the can if they had any decency or respect for the grim science of journalism.

				Henry took a deep breath and lifted the receiver. It was the worst part of the job, hands down. Worse than the isolation. Worse than being sandwiched in between Alberto in Classifieds, a gross fatso who breathed sweat and who plodded back and forth to the vending machine to buy moist ham and cheese sandwiches that he clutched like trophies as they slid out of the swinging door.

				On the other side was Truman, who worked in Adult Personals. Truman thought of himself as a matchmaker between the broken and the desperate and relished his position and the power he felt he wielded in forging deranged love connections. His voice was slippery, and he spoke quickly. It was almost too much for Henry at times. He had put in many requests for transfer, but no other departments would have him. He was seen as a bad luck charm, sort of a manically depressed version of the Oracle of Delphi. He brought the thought of death with him everywhere, after all, but only because that was his job.

				Now, as he was about to make his call, he heard Truman’s voice pour over the divider.

				“Uh-huh. Tall. Yeah, of course girls like that. It’s better than the opposite. It’s better than being short. Fuck, man. Let me tell you something: no one trusts a short person. It’s like they didn’t try hard enough in the womb. Short people were lazy zygotes. It’s a fact.” There was a silence as he listened. “No no no. Girls don’t care about what you’re interested in. They don’t care that you’re up on current events or politically active. In this day and age it’s all about the little things. It’s the idiosyncrasies that sell the man. Look, we’re white Americans...you’re white, right? I mean, I’ve never met a black person named Jeff. Listen, Jeff, we’re white. We’re privileged, and we’ve had too much of a good thing for far too long. I don’t know about you, but I can get as indignant over my Wi-Fi going on the fritz as I can about what’s going on in Darfur. Know what I mean? That’s not necessarily a bad thing, Jeff. You just don’t want to lead with that. You just don’t want to advertise that you’ve had it too good for too long. It’s like you’re rubbing their face in it. It’s like you’re rubbing their face in the white man’s messy shit that you’ve left behind.”

				He stopped long enough to hock an enormous loogie into a cup on his desk.

				“No, that was me. Listen, all I’m saying is, go with what makes you you. Whatever that is, that’s what the chicks are gonna respond to. Whether you gave up lube for Lent when you were sixteen and have never gone back to it as a matter of religious conviction, or you bring a bottle of Wild Turkey into the shower with you in the morning, that’s what you should go with. That’s your lead, my friend.”

				Truman stood up and poked his head over the cubicle as the man talked. He pointed to the phone and smiled, mouthing the words, This guy’s nuts.

				“Yeah. I think ‘dry jerker seeks unemployed co-dependent’ is a total winner. You got it, buddy. Enjoy all that pussy you’re about to be knee deep in. Okay. Later.”

				He put the phone down and walked around to Henry’s desk.

				“I’m a machine. You know that? I’m a fucking machine.” Truman’s pot-belly jiggled in the ever so slight, come hither kind of way it had of contracting and contrasting. “You wanna get some lunch today, or what?”

				Henry put the phone down and rubbed his face.

				“Truman, I’m trying to make a call. Can you give me a minute, please?”

				“Sorry, grim reaper, I don’t want to stop the perpetual motion machine that is your genius.” He wiped his sweaty hands on his T-shirt. “Alberto, lunch? Or wait…let me guess: you’re having a ham and cheese orgy with the girls down in ad sales.”

				Alberto stood up and draped his pale arms over Henry’s cubicle wall.

				“Ha ha, very funny, pervert. I’ll walk out with you, though, I don’t want to be here when Henry does his thing.” He turned to Henry. “It’s unnerving hearing you talk about people like they’re dead when they’re still alive.”

				“I know. I know. You hate hearing me interview people. I get it. I just want to be clear, though, that neither of you are exactly charming neighbors, either.”

				Truman jerked back in false offense. “What do you mean? I hope you’re not saying anything about my work in bringing together the less fortunates of the world.”

				“Is that what you call it?” Henry asked.

				“Yeah, that’s what I call it. I’m a merchant of love. I’m cupid with a bazooka. You…you’re something different. Don’t compare what I do with what you do.”

				Alberto chimed in. “He’s right, Henry. He’s sick, but what you do is sick. There’s an important distinction there. Somewhere. I feel like I’m splitting hairs.”

				Before he had a chance to retort, Truman slapped Henry on the shoulder and started heading for the elevator.

				“Let’s do this, Alberto. Let Woodward & Bernstein & Kevorkian do his thing.”

				Alberto grumbled after him, a tumbleweed with cholesterol problems.

				“Try to be done by the time we get back, okay? Thanks, Henry.”

				Henry sighed. They were right. His job was grim, but it wasn’t the worst thing in the world. He’d once seen a documentary on the Discovery Channel about the worst jobs in the world. In it they’d profiled a man in the Philippines whose job it was to dig up the remains of corpses whose families could no longer afford to pay rent on their burial plots. That was worse.

				Still, it had its utility. Like any morbid occupation, it was a function of expediency and efficiency. Clear the space for the falling tree. Break a few eggs to make the great human omelet. In truth, he tried not to think too much about it. As Truman was fond of saying, avoidance was the great indulgence of the twenty-first century.

				He picked up the phone and dialed the number for the Gorbachev Foundation in San Francisco.

				“Hello, this is Cheryl. Thank you for calling the Gorbachev Foundation.”

				“Ahem…,” he cleared his throat to waste time. He always tried to get a mental picture of them before he started in with it. This girl’s voice was small but Henry didn’t picture her as a diminutive person. Small, but viable, like light from a hallway slicing into a dark room through the crack under the door. Her voice reminded him of light.

				“Ahem, hi. Sorry to bother you. My name is Henry Colmes. I’m a reporter with the Los Angeles Daily Ledger. I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions for a story I’m doing on Mikhail Gorbachev.”

				“Um…” her young voice lingered leaving vapor trails of innocence. “I’m not usually the one who talks to the press. Maybe I should…”

				“No, no. That’s okay. I’m not really a reporter. I’m more of a researcher, and, uh,” he paused, savoring the seconds before he dropped the bomb, “I’m working on writing Gorbachev’s obituary.”

				The girl was silent for a moment and then he heard her breath work back up to a steady rate.

				“I don’t understand,” she choked on the words. “I can’t believe it…”

				He pictured her there, alone in the front office of a grungy non-profit in San Francisco. Prefabricated pieces of wood scabbed and peeling off the walls. Carpeting, the original shade of which no crime lab in the civilized world could uncover. Sourcing DNA was nothing. This carpet held the secret of life. A proclamation from the president of the City Council hanging crookedly over the Xerox machine, the wide-striped calligraphy decreeing it to be Gorbachev Foundation Day in the city. Hear ye. Hear ye. Everyone got a day. Live long enough and you got a street. Live too long and they can’t wait for you to die. It’s not the evil that you fought against that the people feared, stupid. It was waiting too long for the other shoe to drop. That’s what set certain men apart; an absence of anxiety, the sniper’s touch.

				So, the guy ended the Cold War? Big deal. Who the fuck really cared?

				He pictured Cheryl in worn-down jeans, hearts and phone numbers scribbled on top of the kneecaps, a jacket the color of the weather in Portland, shoes made for men who worked with their hands. He imagined light hair, trust-fund blonde, the color of never having to worry about being disappointed by heartbreak. She was probably just out of college, an Ivy Leaguer, no doubt. All of these well-known non-profits had them. They were way stations for the privileged, a time and a place to refer to later in life at the Fourth of July party at your place in the Hamptons.

				He took a sip of water and smiled. He would give it one more second before he broke the news that Gorbachev wasn’t dead. That he was only collecting bits of research for the obituary that the newspaper would have at the ready when the great man died. When all the great men died. He would tell her that they’ve written the death of all the greats, that her memories of standing next to the man at a gala dinner were already more than that. That they were already bits of nostalgia that would be winnowed down and presented as pulp. As good as fiction. The best years of your life.

				“No, no,” he rushed in to save her. “He’s not dead or anything. This is standard operating procedure. I’m sorry. Did I upset you?”

				“Standard…operating…procedure?” she repeated lithely.

				“Yeah, there’s someone like me at all the big newspapers. Someone who collects information about famous people, getting biographies together that will one day be used as the basis for their… uh… obituaries. One day. But not now.” He rushed the last part, hoping to make up for what he’d just done.

				“Oh,” she said, hesitatingly, “I see.” Pause. “That’s a strange job.”

				“I know. I know. I get that all the time.”

				His computer went into sleep mode as a lonely deserted beach appeared on the screen. There was a blanket and an umbrella stuck into the sand. Perfectly blue water glittered in the distance. Ironic that Microsoft’s version of paradise had no computers in it.

				“Well, what do you want to know?”

				He stayed on the phone with her for about an hour, asking basic biographical questions, important milestones in the man’s life, the history of his non-profit work. She gushed on and on, her reticence succumbing to hero worship, a backhanded compliment of her own choice of vocation. Still, he owed it to her. Owed her the chance to self-aggrandize after the cruel trick he played. It was easier to be patient with people if you felt like you owed them something.

				The call finished, and he shook his computer’s mouse and the machine buzzed back into being. He began to type up his notes about Gorbachev, methodically and carefully he began to script a narrative, imagining a time in the future when he, and all the great men, would be dead.

				* * *

				Five o’clock happened, as it always did, with an anti-climactic click of the clock. No horns, no angels, no forty-seven virgins waiting to punch the clock for you, to part the traffic in two and collapse it on top of your enemies once you were safely through.

				Henry, Alberto, and Truman walked around the corner from their building to a bar where they often waited out the traffic. Just a beer or two until things died down out there, a little something to wet the whistle while staving off the trauma of commuting.

				They sat at a grimy table and ordered their usuals: beers, chips, French fries. When their order was ready, Ray the bartender called out, “Henry.” He got up to get the food. He hated hearing his name called out and regretted ever having used his real name from day one. Henry. Two syllables that didn’t go together. It was not a young person’s name, even when he was small. Or at least younger than the thirty-seven he was now. Hennnnnn-ryyyyyyyy. There were too many syllables in there somehow, too much flat action. Not the name you’d want hollered out at a bar. It was, however, a name to be screeched from another room, an ailment, a one-word diagnosis. Henry. The only pillow talk it conjured was a death bed’s coarse whisper, the last requests of an earnest acquaintance. The bottom line was, he didn’t feel like he deserved the name. He didn’t quite live up to its dreadful expectations. He was not an unattractive man, and certainly not overweight like his compatriots. He still had most of his hair but opted to keep it short and parted like a schoolboy. Brown eyes sat frozen for most of the day behind a pair of black-rimmed glasses. He dressed plainly, opting usually for a pair of cords or khakis, and a button-down shirt that he invariably struggled to keep tucked in for most of the day. He didn’t think he was bad looking, nor did he think he was particularly terrific looking either. He just was. His only really remarkable trait was what a girlfriend had once called his “New York face.” He suffered from year-round allergies and was always either wiggling his nose or blinking his eyes against the dryness and itchiness of living in a place where plants not only lived year round but thrived as well. She had said that his constant twitching had reminded her of time-lapse photography of New York where all the cars stop and go in broken little lines, where clouds poured over Central Park and unspooled in rapid succession. He loved the observation and once when they were out they saw an old man, an apparent stroke victim, being pushed in a wheelchair, a blanket up to his neck. The man’s face hung languidly, and Henry had leaned into her and whispered, “That’s a country home face.” He had meant it as a joke, of course, the opposite of his bustling metropolis of a kisser. She didn’t take it that way. “That’s sick, Henry.” She called him cruel and they broke up two weeks later and he felt like the comment was merely an excuse to end things.

				He came back to the table with the drinks and they said cheers absentmindedly, the way a Midwestern family might say grace before a meal.

				Truman licked his upper lip clean of froth and looked at Henry.

				“So,” he began, like a gravedigger shoveling out the first scoop of dirt from a plot, “who’d you kill today?”

				Henry smiled as his nose twitched, “Gorbachev.”

				“Very nice. Big fish. You’re really getting around the globe these days. Knocking ’em dead from sea to shining sea.”

				Henry took a sip of his beer and smiled. He liked it when Truman got silly with it, not huffy and strange like before when he wasn’t sure whether his friend was being serious or not. Gullibility had always been one of Henry’s fatal flaws. It was cute when you were a kid, all wide-eyed and questions, but when you got older, it could easily be the gateway drug to paralyzing anxiety.

				“Did you do that thing again where you make them believe the person is dead first?”

				“Uh-huh,” Henry nodded.

				“Why do you do that? You know what you’re doing, right? You know what that does to people.”

				“Is that a question or a statement?” Henry wondered honestly.

				“Break it up, you two,” Alberto piped up as he worked french fry after french fry into his busy mouth. The greasy detritus of one or two popped out, and it reminded Henry of those pictures of the helicopters taking off from the top of the U.S. Embassy as Saigon was falling, people scrambling to hang on to the bottom of them, some falling back helplessly to the roof. As if reading his mind, Truman pointed at Alberto.

				“Watching you eat makes you kind of want to cheer for some of the food to get away.”

				“Fuck off,” Alberto said, undeterred. “You’re an idiot.”

				“You know, I used to think you might have a tapeworm and that that explained your appetite,” Truman pondered aloud, “but now I think I know what it is. You are a tapeworm. You’re a Mexican tapeworm and no one is safe from you. You even scare the worms that are in the tequila. Those worms hate you.”

				Alberto stopped eating and stared at Truman.

				“You can leave if you don’t like it.”

				“No, I can’t. The gravitational pull is too much. We’re getting sucked in!” Truman began flailing his arms and legs as he pretended to be getting pulled into the solar system of Alberto’s digestive tract. “Aaahhhh!”

				Ray, a grizzled old stump of a man that may have once been an oak, looked over and whistled through the gap in his front teeth.

				“You two, cut it out. I don’t want to have to tell you again. This is a bar, not a fuck shed!”

				Truman giggled hysterically.

				“Fuck shed! He said fuck shed. I love that! Ray, do you mind if I use that for a bumper sticker? ‘This is a bar not a fuck shed.’ Or, how about ‘This is a manger, not a fuck shed?’”

				“I don’t give a shit what you do, fruity. Just don’t get it caught in your pants when you’re shoving it up your ass.”

				Ray was right. It was a bar, but barely. Cache, located just around the corner from the newspaper, in the heart of Downtown L.A., may have once been a hopping place, but somehow, as restaurants and bars developed schtick and asserted niches to stay competitive, it remained the same. Desultory sports paraphernalia from the late 1980s adorned the walls, as drooping and sad as the old drunks who hid in the corners of the bar like roaches afraid of the light. Smoke moved from all corners, conjured from the tips of the patrons’ desperate cigarettes, and drifted lazily to the ceiling all at once like a flock of birds deciding in a split second to head for better weather. Their colleagues at the paper, the “real journalists,” would never be caught dead in a place like this; a place that still allowed smoking. Despite its convenience, the others would rather go to their sports, vodka, or martini bars, not one whose niche might have been best advertised as entropy. Henry thought of a slogan, Come on in and taste the entropy! It had its appeal, and God knows it would have its audience.

				As the night wore on, they continued to drink steadily, sip by sip obliterating the fantasy that they had just stopped in for a nip while they were waiting out the traffic.

				Henry admired the resilience with which Truman and Alberto continued to argue. They were two parts of a perpetual motion machine that ran on antagonism. Alberto was talking about his novel in progress, the story of a transient whose Christ complex mystifies the middle-class neighborhood in whose garbage cans he resides, and whose residents inevitably take him in and look to him as a guru.

				Truman had begun a novel, too, out of spite, and was arguing for the commercial viability of his concept about a mentally handicapped man who is elected President of the United States.

				“Don’t take this the wrong way, buddy, but your shit is derivative. Down and Out in Beverly Hills. Being There. Sorry, I know the creative process can be a real mindfuck sometimes.”

				Alberto sputtered, “But your idea is ridiculous. Who would ever in a million years believe that a slightly retarded guy could ever be elected President. It’s absurd. Besides,” he went on, motioning to a wall he mistook for a waitress to get him another drink, “you’re just writing a novel because I am. You’re writing angry. You’re doomed to fail.”

				Truman shook his head.

				“I feel sad for you. I really do. You’re my muse. I wish you could see it that way. You’re my big, fat, artery-hardened muse.”

				He grabbed Alberto in a friendly headlock. Henry watched them and suddenly felt a pang of jealousy. He had no one with whom he could butt heads. No one to tickle his toes while he lay in the coma of everyday life. Once upon a time he did. Once upon a time he had his sister, Grace. He had his friend, Cal. But they were both gone now. Gone, gone, gone. Gone as though they were never here. No, that’s not right. That wasn’t entirely right.

				Just then, Ray called out his two AM benediction, “Last call!” and the few drunks left in the bar, the true believers, groaned a hallelujah chorus of disappointment. It was unanimous. There was no place like home.

				Henry pushed himself back from the table and struggled to tuck his shirttails into his pants.

				“I’m leaving,” he announced with a slur, anointing the air around him with the stench of cheap beer and fried food.

				“Of course you are,” Truman said as he belched, “it’s last call. We’re all leaving. You’re not so special.”

				Henry, drunk and magnanimous, wagged his index finger at his two friends.

				“You two should be glad you have one another. That’s all I want to say. It’s good to have someone you can fight with all the time. It’s the best reason there is to live.”

				Truman unhinged his lower jaw and swallowed his last whiskey sour in a dramatic, primordial gulp.

				“After a thing like that I feel like it’s the end of the world, not just another Monday night.”

				“Make the most with what you got,” Henry slurred back, tired and toxic. “If it’s Armageddon you want, don’t let anyone stand in your way.”

				He made a quick salute and turned on his heels. Drunk, he stumbled onto the street, and even though he knew every light in the world was blazing back at him, not one single drop of luminescence reached his eyes.

				* * *

				It’s no wonder that he dreamt of war. It had been his secret fantasy since youth, since his time with Cal, and at times when he’d had enough to drink, like tonight for example, he’d been known to drape a skinny arm around the shoulder of a bored cop and whisper a sad confession.

				“Don’t you ever feel like you’ve been cheated by not getting to go to war? I mean, Officer…uh, Kozlowski, is it? What good are we if we don’t ever get to live up to the memories we think we’re owed, let alone what we think the future may or may not have in store for us?”

				The cop yawned as he pulled out his nightstick. Henry got wise and disentangled himself from the business of law enforcement.

				“Sorry, Officer,” he stammered around a tongue puffed up by alcohol. “I thought you were someone else. I’m profoundly color blind.”

				As he walked back to his car, he kept his eyes tilted upward because he swore there was a sound that skyscrapers made as they flexed their weight into the air, a certain creaking and groaning that clung to oxygen and cleaved the atmosphere as if it had no more substance than a warm pad of butter. In the car he sighed, reminded himself that birthrights were like voices and not everybody had one, took a swig from the flask he stashed in the glove box for special occasions, and listened to the swaying buildings tell him about life at the top.

				The car started with a sputtering roar as he powered it into gear. He made a beeline for Hollywood where he took a right up Laurel Canyon and turned on to Mulholland to where the mountains strained to touch the sky like wannabes behind the velvet ropes of some new industry club. Looking at the city from on high, he could see that electricity was at its core as the alternating currents pulsed with incessant regularity. The moon rested above his left shoulder in its quarter state, gleaming like a silver-plated dagger. It was suddenly not out of the range of possibilities for him to end it all right here, to rev the engine, let go of the brake, and pop the clutch, sending the whole kit and caboodle over the cliff and out into the sky. The fall would kill him for sure, and if he was lucky he might even get a nice fireball at the end and take out half the canyon with him.

				A brand-new, metallic blue BMW 7-series came to a rest in the spot next to his. He looked over and saw a pretty young girl and her boyfriend start to go at it like diseased Huns, executing with great exuberance the corporal equivalent of a home invasion on one another. The guy’s beefy, leather-clad leg was slung over his date’s waist, their arms scratched and pulled at body parts that seem to be regenerating from everywhere and nowhere at once, a schizophrenic lizard biting off his own tail every six seconds just to spite itself. Lovemaking in the mercenary position.

				Henry’s radio was tuned to NPR. It was the tail end of one of those human-interest stories they were always running about quirky people and their subterranean interests, as if liberal slices of life were somehow rich and meaningful enough that one could extrapolate from them a broader perspective of the world and somehow be convinced that it didn’t count as cultural imperialism. It was a story about a woman who, as a missionary in Africa in the 1980s, brought over crates of old pop-psychology and self-help books to teach the locals how to speak and read English. “Now,” she explained, self-satisfied, “there are whole villages of Hutus in Rwanda and Bushmen from the Kalahari who understand that men are from Mars and that I’m okay if you’re okay, and isn’t it wonderful,” she gushed from her home in suburban Detroit, “that the truths we hold so dear have proven in the long run to be so universal.”

				What a disaster, was all Henry could think as he imagined some native villager getting his head bashed in by a rival tribesman after using Napoleon Hill’s advice about influencing people to finalize a goat trade. What a mess we’re in without context, he told himself, switching off the radio and vowing to the gods above that public radio was nothing more than a twelve-step program for the self-obsessed and the next time he thought about making a pledge he’d take a good long look in the mirror and think about the future of indigenous life in Africa.

				When he looked over at the BMW again, the couple were staring back at him. Pointing and laughing, the pretty girl rolled down her window and said something he couldn’t hear but already knew was going to piss him off but good.

				He rolled down his window and got defensive.

				“Whaddya want?” He yelled at them in a voice that sounded like the desert.

				The girl snickered.

				“Jesus. Welcome home, Marine,” she said around a mouth full of braces. “All I said was that I hoped you were enjoying the show.” They laughed and the man slapped his leather thigh in appreciation.

				Henry scowled and gunned the motor a few times to test his nerve. How’d you like a little unhinged guy begets supernova to spice up your night, he muttered to no one in particular. How’d that be for a show, huh? A little fire in the canyon to end your night, leather man and brace face? He stopped, realizing that he was starting to sound like a comic book super villain.

				He spat but missed the window. A brownish, yellow hunk of mucus ran down the inside of his car. So many things had ruined his life, but they were all thoughts, the memories of people and places, things that happened that were monuments to no one but him, that stood for nothing but to the importance he gave them in the soft hours of the night. So many things had ruined his life, but war, and the dream of war, in other words, the gorgeous conflict of others, had defined him now and forever as nothing better than a spectator. He could write the obituaries of a million people, he could cover the earth with spilled ink, fresh as blood, but what would his own say?


				Chapter 2

				Henry, aged thirteen, had given up trying to get his mother to play the new U2 tape on the car’s tape deck. He sat back, huffed, and stared out the window. The Southern California sun poured onto his right leg and the right side of his face, tingling the skin like the bristles of a broom.

				“Why do I have to play your music on the stereo?” she asked him. “You have your Walkman. Put it on there. I don’t have to listen to it, too.”

				She scowled slightly as she said it, her eyes drawn to little slits behind oversized, white Emmanuelle Khanh sunglasses.

				“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “You might like it.”

				“No, sweetie,” she said, a little more sweetly now, “but thank you. It’s nice that you’re always thinking of other people.”

				They were on their way home from the library where Henry hung out after school every day, whiling away his time until dinner by reading reference books and watching a bunch of younger kids play Dungeons & Dragons in one of the utility rooms. Ideally, it was the perfect opportunity for him to be getting his homework done, which was the point of him going there, especially since he had no afterschool activities to speak of: no sports, no drama club, no friends, no nothing. His favorite book was a collection of Nostradamus’ predictions and he leafed through it often, focusing especially on the modern predictions, and tried to imagine what Nostradamus would say if he were alive today, in the 1980s, about his future forecasts. Would he see Pac-Man as the harbinger of Armageddon? Darth Vader as the black threat rising in the east, a threat to all mankind? Or would it be the opposite? Would he come and see that his predictions weren’t about geo-political events and the fates of nations, but about video games and movies and become disappointed and feel irrelevant? If there was one thing that held true from century to century, it’s that there was nothing worse than a morose soothsayer.

				There were scribblings in the margins, another thing about the book that he loved, places where kooks had made notes about the predictions, like they were marking up a college textbook getting ready for finals. He imagined these men—because surely no women would ever get caught up in such foolishness, they were far too serious of creatures for that—crouched in dark apartments that reeked of sodium-heavy foods, sharpened pencils at the ready, trying to make sense of their lives by deciphering these prophecies and the relevance of them to their day-to-day existence. It was funny how much stock people put into nonsense, like how his mother insisted on reading Henry and Grace their horoscope every morning before school, dispensing the newspaper’s vague allusions as a substitute for motherly advice, which had to be, quite frankly, much more specific and couldn’t be relied upon as regularly as the good graces of the cosmos, which had never ceased, by their mere position in the night sky, prognosticating with tenderness since the beginning of time.

				The other book that Henry spent an inordinate amount of his time with were the big picture books about the machinery of war, especially the Jane’s books; massive hardbound picture books with direct but extravagant titles like Jane’s Infantry Weapons, Jane’s Guns Recognition Guide, and Jane’s Urban Transport Systems, the names of which, like so much technical writing, intimated a kind of pornography by the very nature of their specificity. Originally, it was the size of the books that had caught his eye. As he walked amongst the coldness of the library stacks, letting his fingers trace a line across the bumpy spines of row after row of books, he imagined the library to be not a building crammed full of lifeless words, but a sleeping dragon, these thick tomes its skeletal structure, the ribs and backbone of the recumbent creature. His fingers eventually hit upon the Jane’s books, which were larger than the rest and therefore protruded further into the aisle. He took one down and was immediately struck not by the immaculate photos of the guns on the cover, but by the name. Jane’s. He couldn’t conceive why a girl would be involved with a book like this, a book that photographed and explained every bit of minutiae of the tools of war, from a weapon’s velocity to a diagram of its component parts, all photographed in such excruciating detail you could almost see the oil dripping off the moving parts, the smell of powder as its ordnance was discharged. Later, he read that the book was produced not by a woman named Jane, but by a company that had been founded by a man named John Jane in the early 1900s. Before he realized that, though, he would try to imagine what sort of woman this Jane must be, and as he constructed her in his mind—her love of weapons, her fit military physique, a sick, raunchy sense of humor—he developed a sort of a crush that  eventually blossomed into full-on love. Although just an archetype, the book gave her life; the images of the machine guns, tanks, and fighter jets gave her an attitude. It was enough at that age to build a woman up like that, to picture her within the narrow framework of one’s own world, because love was only a fantasy then, the materialization of every good thing in the world happening all at one time. Love was overload and wish fulfillment. Love was darkness and the complicity of hands and lips, of swaying and devotion. Love was Jane.

				His mother steered the station wagon onto their street, a typically suburban cul-de-sac replete with kids playing all manner of outside games, of houses whose floor plans were all thought up by the same unimaginative domestic engineer, of well-manicured front yards that told you nothing about the inside of the house. Devoid of personality, the only thing the little suburb had that spoke of its tenacity was its color palette. The reds and blues of the birds of paradise that were found in most of the gardens almost bled life, the color so alive it seemed to run down the flowers fresh from the bucket of a careless painter. The flecks of granite and stone in the sidewalk glinted startlingly bright, catching the sun at every angle, reflecting light back in a dizzying kaleidoscope of motion that verged on musical. Even the sun itself was brighter there, more yellow, more intent to succeed here somehow than in other parts of the world. These were colors so rich, so sincere, that in his mind they couldn’t occur anywhere else in the world; they were manufactured hues designed not to emulate nature but to somehow surpass it. His mother’s car, for example, an ugly, brown, hulking station wagon that wheezed like an injured circus animal when it was forced to stand idle, was more than just brown. Grace called it “baby shit brown,” and she was right. It was a brown car like none other. Uglier than any other.

				As she came around the corner, piloting the car with an attitude that was somewhere far left of cavalier, she noticed the kids on the street playing their different games.

				“Oh, look,” she said, trying to make it sound nonchalant as she narrowly missed kids’ skateboards, basketballs, and even the kids themselves, “Some of your friends are still out playing. You can play with them for a little while if you want. Before dinner. There’s time.”

				Henry watched with morbid fascination as his mother nearly missed a little girl pushing her dolls in a red wagon, the closeness of the car causing the hem of the girl’s dress to puff up, a near vehicular manslaughter version of Marilyn Monroe’s up-skirt flirtatiousness.

				He didn’t answer her. He knew that she was trying to get him to go outside, to play with other kids. But she also knew that that wasn’t what he did. She understood that he had very little interest in playing outside, that he wasn’t good at sports, that these kids, even though he had lived in close suburban proximity to them almost his entire life, didn’t know him just as he didn’t know them. Sure, he knew their names. He saw some of them at school and in town when he went to buy packs of Return of the Jedi trading cards, but he hadn’t been to any of their houses since he was a small kid when everyone played with everyone else, because it wasn’t clear yet who fit in and who didn’t.

				Something landed in the road in front of them and his mother hit it without noticing as she kept on driving. Henry knew she hadn’t meant to do it, because if she had she would have shown some sign of recognition, a look in the rearview mirror or the release of a little “Oh my.” Besides, she was quick to acknowledge the negative, celebrate it even, which was why when her vivid hypochondria was in bloom, a fireworks display of concern, he knew that everything was all right. He turned around in his seat and saw a dead bird lying in the road behind them.

				After she parked, he got out of the car and walked over to where the bird lay dead in the street, its body whole but bleeding, one wing spread out to its full length as if it were attempting to crawl across the road. Why did the pigeon crawl across the road? he thought to himself and smiled. It wasn’t that he thought the dead bird was funny, but he had to admit to himself that it certainly did die in a very dramatic pose, victorious even, the way a soldier might want to be seen hoisting the American flag above his head as an enemy’s bullet sunk into him.

				A few of the younger kids walked over to where Henry was standing. A girl with a Strawberry Shortcake T-shirt looked at the bird, looked and him, and then pulled on her friend’s arm.

				“Come on,” she said, coaxingly, the maternal instinct flourishing naturally, “your mommy says you’re not allowed to be in the street.”

				The two little girls walked to the sidewalk and sat on the curb all the while keeping their eyes on the corpse as if they were waiting for it to do something. They were still too young to understand that this was it, that there’d be no flying away, no sad, lonesome sound, no nothing. Then, without any prompting, they began to pick up little stones and bits of gravel that were around their feet and throw them, sometimes accurately, but mostly missing wildly, at the dead animal as if they were willing it away, casting out evil spirits the way it may have been done thousands of years ago in more superstitious times.

				More kids began to walk over to see what was happening, and before too long, word went out that it was Henry’s car that had killed the bird. Henry had killed it. Other kids joined in the rock throwing until one boy, the oldest of the lot, maybe twelve, threw one of the rocks at Henry. Henry knew who the boy was from seeing him around and he had always looked innocent enough, as towheads so often do, but once he started throwing rocks, he suddenly looked evil and malicious. He thought that all kids looked like that: either angels or devils. Or, they were angels until they became devils. Long story short, he told himself, you should never trust a towhead.

				He shielded himself from the projectile, and as soon as the first one bounced away, more started to come his way. Soon, all the children were using Henry as their target, pelting him all over, stinging his legs and uncovered arms. He crossed his arms over his face and lifted a knee to cover his balls. He remained folded like a piece of origami while they used his body for target practice, never once feeling like he had the right to call out or run away, that he had this coming for what his mother had done to the poor bird.

				Out of nowhere a deafening cry of “Stop!” echoed around the street and he looked up to see his sister Grace, two years his senior, standing on their front lawn, her arms crossed sternly in front of her. The kids obeyed instantly, as if the word had broken a spell, an irresistible trance that was the quiet consent of violence. She stood staring at them all for a moment, her brown eyes sizzling with anger, her jaw clenched and set like a trap, her pale skinny arms armor over her chest.

				“What is going on?” she demanded of them.

				When no one spoke, she walked over to Henry and asked him again what had happened.

				He shrugged. “Mom hit a bird with her car. I think they’re mad at me.”

				She put her hands on him, checked his arms and face for scratches and welts, and when she was satisfied that he looked relatively unharmed she turned and stormed back into the house. No one moved while she was inside, and in a few moments she was back with a shoebox in her hand. She walked straight to the bird carcass and, with her bare hands, grabbed the thing by the tip of its wing and put it in the shoebox, sliding the lid quickly over the top. She began to walk down the street with Henry at her side, and without a word the other kids followed along, slowly, keeping their distance and with an uncharacteristic silence that children typically had to be coerced into keeping. Even the towhead got off his bike, a thing none of them had ever seen before; that his legs worked as instruments of walking was a marvel to them all.

				The procession moved as a group, and the sound of ceramic roller skate wheels clack-clacking against the sidewalk marked their time, a patient grammar they wordlessly agreed to obey as they marched in solemn unison. The most amazing part of it to Henry, the thing he marveled at, was his sister’s ability to impose her will on them all, to shame them into behaving and being orderly, himself included. He was suddenly ashamed at himself for having just stood there while they threw rocks at him and could sense that her disappointment extended to him as well.

				She led them to the vacant lot at the end of the cul-de-sac, a place they called Rosie’s Field for the neighborhood Irish Setter that used it as its primary bathroom. She knelt and dug a shallow hole in the ground and gently placed the box inside. After covering it with dirt she stood, clasped her hands in front of her, and turned finally to look at them.

				“Do any of you have anything to say?”

				The children looked at one another. They knew that even though she was talking about the bird, about gracing its life with a few simple thoughts, what she was really suggesting was that they take a moment to be ashamed of themselves, that they look upon the dead as just that, the dead, and not as a reason to attack and blame one another for their anger.

				She sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.” She cleared her throat and unfolded her arms. “Dear god,” she said, her voice high and strong, “we’re sorry that this bird died on our street. Please don’t let it make you think less of any of us. Birds don’t die here all the time, and our mother,” at this she looked at Henry and smiled, “she’s not always the best at paying attention. Amen.”

				The kids murmured an assenting “Amen” and stood there until she shooed them away. “Go on, everyone. Get out of here. Nothing else happens. That’s it.”

				Bikes were remounted and roller skates resumed their wobbly trajectories and the field was once again the domain of the neighborhood dogs who would no doubt find the bird’s body not too far into the future and that would officially be it. The dogs would have the last say.

				Henry and Grace strolled back to the house together, and she let the silence sink in before she asked him, “Why did you let them do that to you? Why didn’t you say anything or do anything back? What’s wrong with you, Henry?”

				It was the inevitable question of a protector, the rhetorical mantra that compelled people like Grace to perpetually worry about people like Henry. He wished he had an answer for her, wished he didn’t have to be such a fuck-up, wished she didn’t have to ask the questions that he knew he’d never be able to get to the bottom of, even for his own sake. But there wasn’t anything to say, which was one of the convenient facts of family, that communication was crucial but ultimately not a requirement. She would always be there for him, his older sister by two years, but besides their being siblings, he couldn’t quite figure out why this was. She was infinitely more attractive than he was with her perfect bone structure and skin that was the right shade of pale, and her popularity in school was unparalleled. She got good grades and would certainly get into whatever college she wanted to go to. He secretly wished that it would not be too far away because the thought of living in their house without her made him truly sad.

				Once he came close to understanding her love for him. It was the first time his parents fought so badly that his dad punched the wall, denting it with his fist. The china cabinet rattled, and his mom had smiled and said, “Too bad you’re so earnest about things no one cares about, Phil. I hope that hurt.” His dad had scowled, and Henry remembered being impressed that his mom knew so well how to push his dad’s buttons. They were never as intelligent to him as when they fought with one another. That’s when all the strategy came into play, mind games, crystal-clear recall of events that seemed, at the time they occurred, to be completely insignificant.

				When their dad had punched the wall, Grace had taken Henry by the wrist and led him up the pull-down ladder above the hallway into the little attic where all the artifacts of their attempts at emulating a “normal” family life were stored away for future unearthing: tennis rackets (they were going to play doubles!), tents, and enough board games to choke a horse. He laughed when he imagined the kind of museum they could build with all of the refuse that was the good intentions of families. It would definitely be one of those things you could see from space with the naked eye.

				They sat in the attic and talked about nothing, just bullshitting, and when he made a joke about feeling like Anne Frank trapped up in the attic, she laughed and hugged him.

				“That’s why I love you, Henry. That’s why we’ve always got to stick together. No matter what.”

				“Okay,” he said, quietly, not sure exactly what she meant, but sensing that she loved him deeply.

				“You know what else?” she went on, supremely confident in her analysis of things. “This is not how parents should treat their kids. We shouldn’t be the ones that have to go and hide. They’re the ones that should get a room or whatever…” She started to cry, and it absolutely froze him. He had no clue what to do. She was the one who always looked after him, who comforted him, who told him everything was going to be okay. He stared at the walls, where brand-new fishing poles were lined up, part of the architecture of the house now, at cobwebs that captured the infinitesimal light that leaked into this space and glistened as invisible air trembled its ribs. There were so many things he should have done, things he felt like saying and doing, but couldn’t summon up the courage somehow, of worrying that it might come off as somehow inauthentic. That would be the worst sin. If she thought he loved her any less than he actually did. It was better not to say anything. So he didn’t.

				* * *

				Everyone wanted to be loved more than they deserved. It was a chronic condition that started in childhood—no, was encouraged in childhood—and continued unchecked throughout life. There was no cure, Henry was sure, because he had heard in school from a teacher who was having them read Lord of the Flies that unconditional love didn’t exist. It was a figment of your imagination, of your childhood, the teacher said, and the sooner you learned that the better.

				Grace was right when she had cried in the attic about their parents, that it was the parents’ responsibility to console and protect them and not the other way around. But reality didn’t work like that and so Henry tried with all his might to meet his father on the old man’s terms—baseball cards, football, and poker—all subjects about which he cared not a thing, but developed an impressive store of knowledge about nevertheless, which would one day serve to shock the hell out of people in bars and in staff meetings.

				 His father, Phil, was a punching bag of a man; not exactly fat, but there was somehow too much of him somewhere, like his very mass was on the verge of bursting out of its seams. All of his allegiances were sworn to his high school years in the late 1950s when he was, to his own recollection, a star athlete and an unparalleled ladies man, a true Renaissance supernova. True happiness came for him in the telling and retelling of stories about track records being shattered, last-second touchdown runs, and beer busts and girls and cars that could outrun anything (but old age). Henry did his best to keep up with the lore. He remembered the names and the dates, scores and speeds. They became a part of his own childhood, pieces of his own memory, a hallucination they could cherish together.

				It was a Saturday morning, and he lay in bed listening to his parents arguing with one another. They were yelling about him.

				“Take him with you, Phil. It’ll be good for you two to go out and do something together.”

				“He doesn’t want to come,” his dad replied like it was a fact of nature. “He doesn’t like baseball cards. He comes to these things and he just sort of wanders around all airy-fairy like.”

				They were talking about baseball cards, the thing that his father held in higher esteem than anything else. Particularly when it came to the 1952 Topps complete set. It was his father’s pride and joy. Almost every card was in gem mint condition, sealed in plastic sleeves and stored in notebooks at the back of the closet. 1952 wasn’t the most famous year in baseball. In fact, it wasn’t even the year that Mantle and Mays were rookies. That was 1951. But something about ’52 made it the most sought after, the most prized. All the great ones were in it. Yogi Berra, Roy Campanella, Mantle, Mays, Pee Wee Reese. Shit. You name the guy and if he was worth talking about, hell, even thinking about, then he played in 1952. And even though most of the cards in his dad’s set were gem mint, there were a few of the higher numbers (there were over 700 cards in the set that year) that were not quite there. For some reason the higher numbers always seemed to have a slight gum stain shading the back, or a nick in the corner from when some kid in the fifties was stacking his cards up to flip against a friend and accidentally laid the pile down too hard. Who knew? All Henry knew was that he would go downstairs to the kitchen sometimes to get a glass of water before bed and his father would be sitting at the kitchen table, taking out each card and looking it over with a jeweler’s loupe in his eye, breathing slightly where there was a gum stain and trying to scratch off the discoloration with a wet Q-tip. He’d hear Henry and look up at him, disappointed almost, Henry sometimes thought, that it wasn’t Mickey Mantle or Willie Mays coming down the stairs with some of the high number common cards for him in mint condition. He would see Henry and smile, slightly ashamed, the way Henry was ashamed when his father once opened his door without knocking and found him lip-synching and playing air guitar to Van Halen’s “Panama” in front of the mirror.

				It was said that the human body was made of something like 92 percent water. If that was the case, then for his dad the other 8 percent was the ’52 set. He wondered what could have been so great about 1952 that made his father obsess about this particular year. Because it had to be about that. It couldn’t be this particular group of players or that the design of the borders and backs were so innovative. His father would have been ten in ’52, which was before high school, so all those glory days were still ahead of him waiting to be collected. He imagined his father at ten, with a crew cut and outfielder’s glove, shagging balls in the front yard with his older brother. The two of them would run to Wrigley Field every day in the summer, gloves in hand, getting baseballs signed by all the players, the sun and humidity unimaginable burdens, but in the happiness of the times, they were hardly noticed. When Henry would complain about the heat in the summer and ask his dad if he could turn on the air conditioner, his dad would tell him that they never had air conditioners back when he was a kid and they did just fine. He didn’t see how it was possible that people could exist in those kinds of conditions, but as he got a little older, he realized that when you were as happy as his father must have been during that summer, you didn’t worry about things like air conditioners and pocket change for the movies. All you worried about was waking up and being the happiest person on earth.

				It was all a bit much to try and relate to.

				“Just take him with you,” his mother said in that way of hers that meant the discussion was done, that to continue arguing would flip a switch in her that would make her go from impatient to angry.

				“Fine,” his dad mumbled.

				“And please watch him around those friends of yours. They’re so repulsive.”

				Henry giggled. He and Grace laughed at their mother’s choice of adjectives, which were always slightly off, usually leaning toward the excessive side of whatever point she was trying to make, and they would sometimes call her Senorita Mommy when she did it as an inside joke, as if her verbiage had earned her the suspicion of not really being from this country.

				The baseball card conventions were always in a plain-looking ballroom at some local chain hotel, the kind of places where businessmen stayed on overnight trips and it took two calls to the front desk minimum to get a clean towel. The ballroom was always a dingy place with low, claustrophobic ceilings and large picture windows that inevitably gave you a view of the parking lot or a nearby Applebee’s. The ballroom contained row after row of six foot tables, cheaply skirted, banners hung over the edges declaring from what state the dealer had schlepped his wares. Pennsylvania. Illinois. Florida. It was amazing to Henry how far they came for these conventions and the camaraderie of their shared obscure interests. He could almost imagine a convoy of these people, getting bigger as it went, heading out west like stagecoaches of old. A trail of tears marked out by stale pieces of rectangular bubble gum and fast food wrappers.

				They made a beeline straight for the table of Burl Armstrong, a dealer from Iowa who was one of his father’s best friends. Burl specialized in the “good stuff,” as his father called it, not all this new shit that wasn’t worth a damn. Burl was sitting with a few other collectors and dealers, all people his father knew, and as they saw Henry and his dad approach they began to shout, “It’s 1952! Hey, ’52!”

				His father was all smiles as he shook hands all around, asking about everyone’s business, everyone’s collections. A couple of the men said “hello” to Henry but for the most part he was ignored and stood there watching his father and marveling at how easily he could become relaxed and happy when he had the inclination.

				“How’s the stuff here, Burl?” his father asked the broad man.

				“So-so. There’s a few things here you might like. Jason Baker from Dallas is here, and he’s got a few high numbers you should take a look at. Stu Fleishman from Denver. Ira Dillard from Minneapolis. Otherwise,” he took a break to pop the last bite of a hot dog into his mouth, “it’s a bunch of shit. Not many serious collectors here.”

				His father nodded and looked at Henry.

				“So, you wanna look around? Meet me back here in two hours?”

				Before Henry could assent, his father handed him a $20 bill.

				“Here,” he said, “in case you want to buy anything and get something to eat.”

				Henry nodded, familiar with the routine.

				As he walked away, he looked back and saw his father in a huddle with the men, each of whom, like his dad, had a jeweler’s loupe growing out of his eye. They were all so alike these guys, these “serious collectors.” They were all around his dad’s age, and a lot of them were lawyers like his father. He wondered if each of them had a special year that they focused on, a year they tried to fix up into perfect condition, seal into plastic, and leave in the back of a closet for their sons as hermetically sealed heirlooms. It was awfully presumptuous, he thought, to assume that what your kid was going to want of you once you were gone were memories of his happiest days—of days in which your kid didn’t even exist.

				Henry wandered the aisles looking at the cards, noticing the big men who hunkered down everywhere in front of glass displays full of memorabilia. They were men who were big in the way the Enola Gay or the Queen Mary were big; bombastic and unrealistic. These men would never fly. They would never float. This hovering would be it.

				He stopped in front of a display case that featured old war memorabilia. Medals, snapshots, and trading cards with pictures of planes on them floated on a sheet of black velvet backing. A man in his forties, gray flecks sprinkled in his bushy moustache and at his temples, making his head look like a pastry, watched Henry studying the display.

				“Hey kid,” he said, his voice sanded down by years of yelling and cigarette smoke, “you like this stuff?”

				Henry looked up and studied the man, suspicious of someone who would bring something non-sports related into this place.

				“Is all this stuff for sale?”

				The man smiled. “Some of it. Some of it’s just for show. You like this stuff, kid? You into war?”

				Henry shrugged his shoulders, suddenly bashful and ashamed to admit that he did indeed like “this stuff.”

				The guy stood up and took his hands out of the pockets of his old Army issue green jacket.

				“This one here,” he said pointing at one of the medals, “I got for being a superior marksman. See the little bullseye?” Henry nodded, entranced. “This one over here’s for bravery. And this one…”

				“Is the Purple Heart.” Henry interrupted. “Sorry.”

				“That’s okay,” the man said. “I’m glad you know what it is.”

				“Were you in Vietnam?” Henry asked him, getting a little more comfortable, bolstered in his confidence by knowing what the Purple Heart was.

				The guy nodded.

				“And you got hurt?”

				He nodded again.

				“What…” Henry paused not knowing quite how to finish the question.

				“What was it like?” the man finished the question for him. “Is that what you want to know?”

				Henry nodded, embarrassed again.

				The guy laughed and thought about it for a minute.

				“That’s a hard one...” he paused. “What’s your name?”

				“Henry.”

				“Nice to meet you, Henry.” He stuck out his hand to shake. “I’m Bill.”

				Henry shook his hand and was surprised by how hard his skin felt, tough and stretched, so unlike his father’s or any other hand he had ever touched.
“Nice to meet you, too,” Henry replied.

				“So, getting back to your question. Fuck, dude. I don’t know. What’s anything like that you want to forget but at the same time remember every little bit of?” He stopped, lit a cigarette, and blew the first drag up to the ceiling, watching the smoke drift away. If there was an answer to be divined in the white puff of smoke, Henry couldn’t see it.

				“Let me try to put this in a way that might make sense to you. You know when you’re at school and everyone’s kind of picking on you—your teachers, friends, whoever—and you feel like the whole world is just kind of coming down around you? What do you want to do at times like that?”

				Henry knew exactly what he meant. He thought of his parents fighting and his dad’s indifference toward him, of school and how little he wanted to be there every day. It occurred to him then, perhaps not for the first time, how often life was about not wanting to be doing what it was you were supposed to be doing.

				“When I feel like that I just…I just want to go away to where no one knows my name. I want to go to a place where I can start again. Start over.”

				Bill puffed on his cigarette again and pulled an imaginary piece of tobacco off his tongue.

				“That’s awfully deep for a…how old are you?”

				“Twelve.”

				“Let me ask you this: do you think you’d actually be any different if you could start over again? Do you think you could change and be the person you wanted to be just like that? If you could start over why not just start over right now? You don’t have to go anywhere to do that.”

				Henry shrugged as the man looked at him with kind eyes.

				“It’d be easier that way, though.”

				“But then you wouldn’t really be yourself, would you? You want to be yourself, don’t you, Henry? What’s so wrong with Henry?”

				Henry shrugged again. He felt like an idiot, but he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say to that. He had the inclination to get his dad and bring him over so he could hear this conversation, since there was no way he’d be able to remember it all later. But who was he kidding? Even if he could remember every word, he’d never bring it up with his father.

				“Okay, so in your words, because I think you understand already,” Bill went on, not noticing Henry blush with pride for the compliment, “it felt just like you described. It felt like all that stuff happened to another person. Or, if not another person, at least in another life. I wish I could put my finger on it, but that wasn’t me,” he shook his head from side to side and Henry could sense that Bill was disappointed in himself that he couldn’t give a better explanation. “That guy in Vietnam was someone else. Truly. And this me,” he stuck the cigarette between his lips as he moved his finger around his general area, “this me is the me, in the words of the great philosopher, Henry the Prepubescent,” and here he winked, “that’s in the new place where nobody knows my name. This is not the real me. Okay? The real me is back there, stuck in a place where everyone knows my name, and where everyone knows the real me. On one hand I want to get back there, like, to put my hands on myself, and really make sure that I was real. But on the other I don’t. On the other hand I couldn’t be happier that that guy is someone else now.”

				Henry looked at him, confused, and Bill, sympathetic but not able to make it any easier imitated the kid and gave an earnest shrug of the shoulders.

				“Look, Henry, I don’t kno,w what to tell you. A guy beats off, he hits the hay…that’s everyday life. It’s all violent and violence. That’s who we are. People never really get over anything. Not really. Maybe that’s the way to think about it. Maybe this is all a war and our only job is to get ourselves to the next part. To the next life. Whatever you want to call it. Maybe that’s how you should think about it. Does that make any more sense?”

				Henry smiled and nodded out of politeness, even though he barely could process what had just been explained to him.

				“But look,” Bill said, clapping his hands together, “I don’t want to bum you out. You wanted to know what was for sale, right? Okay, here’s what I’ve got.” He took out a pack of trading cards that showed profiles of different fighter jets from down through the ages. “Take this. Forget this baseball shit, right?”

				Henry smiled. “Right.”

				He took the pack of cards and gave Bill a dollar
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