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  Chapter 1: Jim Dandy to the Rescue


  When I was drinking, it was like Ulysses hunting the head of Medusa: for a long time I dared not look drinking in the face. And I favored bars without mirrors behind them so that I didn’t have to look into my face, either. I was fairly sure I wouldn’t see leering snakes and turn to stone, but I feared I might not recognize myself. I resisted looking into the face of the stranger wearing my clothes. To be a good drunk—and by good I mean proficient and not admirable—it’s useful not to see who you really are, never to meet your actual self.


  A good drunk naturally locates other good drunks. It’s like having internal radar, a GPS for drunks. And there’s sort of a gravity affecting drunks that pulls them together and holds them in place, creating a tribe. This gravity throws together people who might already be friends since their innocent childhoods. Or from years at a dreary job. But often they are just people on the barstool next to you—strangers about to become your buddies. The tribe is always open to new members because new members can be milked for drinks, the tribe’s true currency.


  But the members of your tribe aren’t truly your buddies, just as drinking is not your best friend, but it’s the friend you can always reach the quickest. It’s the friend that’s motivated to spend time with you. If tribe members really were your friends, true friends, they’d cast you out of the tribe. But they need you. They don’t want to drink alone. Drinking alone is for when they finally have to go home. For when the bar is closed. For when not even family can fill the void.


  



  My tribe camped at Louie’s Trophy House Grill on the near north side of Kalamazoo, Michigan. It was an ancient neighborhood of crumbling factory buildings. Gibson guitars used to be made in that neighborhood. The Kazoo from Kalamazoo. Elvis Presley and Keith Richards visited the Gibson plant back in the day. Other big names, too. But this was 2012, and many buildings were vacant, the human and mechanical sounds of work silent for decades, bricks slipping the foundations like dead skin peeling away. Elvis was long gone and Keith Richards had become a lovable zombie.


  Louie’s is where I first met Bennie Amundsen. The only empty seat at the bar was next to him. It was the last one at that end, and I liked the idea of having only one stranger next to me instead of being sandwiched between two. But I hesitated and looked down at the other end of the bar to see if anyone was about to leave. Bennie turned to me.


  “I’m Bennie,” he said with enthusiasm, offering a large callused hand with dirt under fingernails that needed to be clipped. It was a catcher’s mitt of a hand. An aircraft carrier of a hand.


  “Bryce,” I said, accepting the hand reluctantly, but with a smile nonetheless. “Bryce Carter.”


  My hand seemed pink and inconsequential trapped in his grasp. A baseball splatting into the leather of a cavernous, gnarled mitt. There was an awkward pause as several other tribe members—wrinkled, bearded men in faded blue overalls—looked up from their drinks and glanced our way. The only sound in the bar was ice cubes clinking against each other in glasses.


  I pointed to the empty stool and said, “Anyone sitting here?”


  “Just you, Chief,” Bennie said.


  Chief. I smiled thinly. ‘Chief’ was a common greeting from a tribe member to a stranger. If the crowd at the bar was much younger—like in a bar over at Western Michigan University, for example—it would have been ‘dude’ rather than ‘Chief.’ At Louie’s, it was ‘Chief’ all the way. ‘Dude’ would have seemed too hip at Louie’s.


  “Much obliged, Bennie,” I said as I slipped onto the stool and pushed a half-full pint of warm beer away from me. The bartender was not behind the bar. I looked around quickly, felt Bennie’s eyes on me. I knew it was his unofficial role to judge whether I was a new member of the tribe, or just a member of another tribe merely passing through to see how it goes with another tribe. The special gravity governing drunks allowed them to pass in and out of the galaxies of other drunks, always allowing for the potential of a better fit with a new tribe.


  Upward mobility.


  After another awkward moment, Bennie said, “Bruce, is it?”


  “Bryce. Like in ice.” I had no idea why I said that and so I just grinned. I was really ready for a drink. I was a drunk—I needed a drink. But there was still no bartender in sight.


  “Bryce like ice … how the hell are you?” Bennie said.


  “Fair to middling,” I said, knowing it was bedrock blue-collar lingo. “How about you … how’s it hanging?”


  “It’s hanging,” he said, smirking, amused.


  ‘How’s it hanging’ is more bedrock blue-collar lingo. Tribal dialect.


  Now, names aren’t necessarily exchanged right away, or even at that first meeting when encountering a new tribe. Sometimes not for months. Or longer. Names don’t matter all that much. A nod will do, a knowing smile, a subtle wave, as one orders the rocket fuel of the day—Crown Royal in Bennie’s case. Canadian Club on the rocks for me. There has to be a period in which two tribe members meeting for the first time get acclimated and used to sitting fairly close together as strangers.


  Tribal banter.


  But a squirt of industrial strength booze lubes the gears, and soon they mesh nicely. Soon there’s a chat about the Bears or the Lions—Kalamazoo having about as many fans of each because it’s almost exactly halfway between Chicago and Detroit. I was a Bears fan, having come up to Michigan years before from northwest Indiana—Hammond, which is a solid blue-collar town and something to mention at the right moment, I reminded myself on that day.


  Bennie offered his hand again—drunks often forget they have already performed that nicety of tribal diplomacy—and we shook hands briefly, but not terribly firmly.


  “Bryce,” he said flatly.


  “That’s the name they gave me,” I said, arching my eyebrows.


  He nodded and appeared to ponder it.


  “I think it might be sewed into the band of my underwear, too,” I said, getting in the spirit of it.


  “Bryce, like ice,” he said again, this time softer. He seemed to assess the sound of it. He even cocked his head to the side. Bryce no doubt sounded a bit refined in an unrefined bar of Bills and Bobs and Jims and Joes and a few Janes and Bettys. But Bennie was a good name to the tribe because it had a friendly sound. It rolled off the tongue quite nicely.


  Bennie the friendly drunk.


  But Bryce … a little stiff when it plopped off the tongue.


  A bit too curt, perhaps.


  A bit too much like a guy Bennie figured would hold court at the Kalamazoo Country Club, which I have never visited and likely never will. But thanks to the magical lubrication power of booze, focus on a name dissipates quickly. It becomes only a word, too familiar to worry about. The tribe accepts it and moves on. It’s not unusual to forget someone’s name and still be in their tribe for years. It’s not like tribe members have name tags. Or uniforms. Or bylaws. There’s no secret handshake or monthly newsletter or monthly dues or fraternal saying or guiding principle—other than remembering to buy drinks for each other from time to time. It’s about the alcohol opening up a drunk to another drunk and forcing out anger and confusion, but sometimes also bliss and satisfaction, in ways booze wouldn’t quite do with a wife or a husband or a mother or a father. Pain or pleasure—drunks often have a hard time dealing with either one.


  Or they wouldn’t be drunks.


  Bennie abruptly dug around in a pants pocket and then handed me his business card. He was a plumber for Roto-Rooter, and being a plumber is an honorable profession, I know. But Roto-Rooter is one of the most ridiculous names I’ve ever heard.


  “You never know,” he said, handing me the card, which was smudged from handling. “You wake up one day and you need Bennie the plumber to fix your toilet or sink.”


  “I don’t have a card, Bennie,” I said. “Sorry. But thanks.”


  “That’s okay,” he said. “Plenty more where that one came from.”


  “Good to know,” I said, making sure I gave the card more than just a glance—tribal etiquette. “Blue. That’s a good color for a card.”


  He looked pleased. “That’s my personal card, not the company’s. I get a discount from a guy. I fixed his toilet off the clock.”


  I nodded. “Sounds like you did a good job.”


  “I did it up right,” he said, winking. “Now that shitter’s got enough suction to swallow the Titanic.”


  “The Titanic,” I said, smiling. “Boy.”


  I looked one more time at his card before slipping it into a pants pocket. A nicety of breaking the ice.


  “The Titanic,” I said again. “That’s some image.”


  “Kind of sticks with you, don’t it?”


  “I may not sleep tonight,” I said.


  Actually, not having a card was good when first encountering the tribe because a lack of a card could mean I wasn’t important enough to merit a card. And if I didn’t merit a card, it was almost assured I wasn’t someone to envy or fear. Thus the tribe did not have to be suspicious of me—or even resent me.


  “Don’t lose that card,” he said. “You never know.”


  “Goes on the fridge door, for sure,” I said. “Might come in handy.”


  “Trouble comes right out of the blue,” he said. “Your toilet working okay?”


  I nodded. “Seems fine. Good flow. A nice flush, I’d say.”


  “Well, good, but you just never know,” Bennie said, more to himself than me, it seemed. Almost subdued. He was drunk and working on drunker.


  “I haven’t spotted the Titanic over at my place yet,” I added and he seemed to visibly perk up. “But I’ll keep an eye out.”


  “You’ll know her when you see her,” he said, taking a long sip from his drink. “And from a long way off.”


  “I’m sure I would,” I said, wondering whether he was actually visualizing the Titanic. “I’ll watch for icebergs, too.”


  I actually did have business cards, but never carried them. They were somewhere in my house and locating them would require a search party. I’ve never been a card kind of guy.


  “My cards are on fridges all over Kalamazoo,” Bennie said absently, sipping his Crown Royal. “You just never know when it’s Bennie to the rescue.”


  “Like that song,” I said suddenly, and immediately regretted it because it was a spontaneous thought uttered at a crucial point of entering the turf of a new tribe and the opening round of tribal diplomacy. It was like auditioning to play in a band and then hitting some clunker notes all of a sudden.


  “What song?” Bennie said, so far simply curious.


  “ ‘Jim Dandy to the Rescue,’ ” I said, purposely reciting the title rather than singing it and potentially digging a deeper hole.


  “Oh, yeah,” Bennie said, but sounding like he was struggling to place it.


  “Black Oak Arkansas,” I said, wishing I hadn’t brought it up. I had needlessly diverted the opening diplomacy to unfamiliar territory for him.


  “What?” Bennie said.


  “That’s the band,” I said. “Black Oak Arkansas. Turns out it’s also an actual town in Arkansas. Imagine that.”


  “Yeah,” he said, glancing down at his drink a moment. “Imagine that.”


  “It’s a simple song,” I said. “A dumb song. Mostly it just keeps repeating ‘Jim Dandy to the rescue.’ I can’t even recall what Jim Dandy was rescuing.”


  “Maybe he was rescuing the song,” Bennie said.


  “It needed it, for sure.”


  “Okay—I think I know that one,” Bennie said, his tone neutral and signaling no real damage had been done. “That might be on the jukebox down at Up and Under.”


  Music was a dangerous topic at the front end of meeting a new tribe. The music could be the wrong music. I’m a diehard Stones fan, for example. The Beatles and Jimi Hendrix, too. Give me The Kinks and The Who anytime. Or Led Zeppelin. But Bennie could be country. Bennie might get boners for Hank Williams, or even Hank’s dipshit Tea Party son. All that tears in my beers stuff. I think that’s from a country song. The whole tribe at Louie’s might circle jerk to Travis Tritt and Clint Black and all those other folks wearing silly-ass cowboy hats while maybe not knowing which end of a horse the oats go in.


  I bought Bennie a Crown Royal to make sure I hadn’t strayed too far and tainted my first tribal encounter.


  “You from down there?” Bennie said. “Arkansas? Did you work down there?”


  “Nope, never been that far south,” I lied. Drunks lie easily and even happily, and besides, I didn’t want to open up more things to be explained at a first meeting. Lying is Jim Dandy to the Rescue.


  “Me, neither,” he said. “I guess Cairo, Illinois, is as far south as I’ve gone. That’s south enough for me. Got some family down there. Hillbilly relatives.”


  When Bennie said Cairo, it came out as ‘Kay-row.’ I’d always thought it was pronounced ‘Care-O,’ at least that was how I’d first heard it. My family had driven through the town once when I was a little kid and we had stopped there for lunch, at a Dairy Queen. I pronounced it ‘Care-O’ and Bennie either didn’t notice or didn’t care. I wondered briefly whether he would pronounce the Egyptian Cairo as ‘Kay-row’ or ‘Ky-row.’


  “I don’t know Cairo,” I said, lying again. “I’ve been to Cincinnati. Is that south?”


  “From here it is,” Bennie said, slapping his palm on the bar.


  “Most places are south of here,” I added, not exactly sure what I meant by it.


  “That’s right,” he said. “Just us between Canada and the rest of the damn country.”


  “Ever been to Canada, Bennie?”


  “Fuck Canada.”


  I took that as a no and decided not to pursue it. Instead I quickly gauged how I was dressed. I never wore suits or ties and usually wore khakis and a button-down shirt, sometimes a sweater vest, too. Or a crew neck sweater when it was cold. I had on khakis and a polo shirt on that day because it was warm outside. I know Bennie probably had me pegged for some sort of office job. Just not an office job too far up the food chain, which was good. My hair—brown and a full thick head of it—tended to creep past my ears a bit, but without appearing to be something I spent too much time on. Long hair would be okay with the tribe if it belonged to someone who worked up a sweat for a paycheck. Bennie had a dark crew cut, and because he was short and stocky it made his head seem even bigger. It was not a small head.


  I ordered a Canadian Club on the rocks, smirking about the fact that it was Canadian whiskey, and we sipped our drinks silently for a few minutes, bringing to the forefront the sound of a good-looking, tall blonde with a great rack bullshitting several tribe members at the other end of the bar as she stretched her white blouse. Someone played the jukebox, but it was country and they all sound the same to me.


  “So,” Bennie finally said, “been working hard, or hardly working?”


  That was perhaps one of the oldest and corniest and most overused Midwestern expressions I knew, but pretty much standard fare for Bennie’s tribe, I suspected, which was lubricated by booze, but bound by the notion that they worked for a living—worked with their hands.


  “Hardly working, of course,” I said, adding “man” because man is a good way to address tribe members to be familiar, but not too familiar—to be down to earth and one of the fellows. A solid, working man. I raised my glass in salute because by then I had enough of the whiskey in me not to mind a mindless conversation.


  He raised his glass, too. A moment later he said, “So, what sort of work have you been avoiding lately?”


  I sipped my drink, which would always be understood by tribe members as a sort of private moment all were allowed as time to think before answering. It was what passed for contemplation within the tribe—fleeting introspection. Sort of like a quick time-out. I thought of movies about World War II, where an escaped Allied soldier tried to pass for German to board a train, but first had to get past the two burly Gestapo guys in gorgeous leather coats that checked his papers and listened carefully to his accent.


  “Well,” I finally said. “You know … the usual. A little of this, a little of that.”


  He smirked, but it was a good smirk, a friendly smirk, an accepting smirk. The official tribal smirk. The drunk tribe’s version of the greeter at Walmart.


  And I couldn’t possibly tell him, in the first encounter with the tribe, that I taught English at one of the local colleges, and had even published several novels. Guys like Bennie didn’t do much reading unless it was a sports magazine while they waited to have their cars serviced at Jiffy Lube. What I did for a living would take some time to get used to because tribe members were suspicious of work that didn’t involve hands and sweat and elbow grease. It’s not that I wouldn’t have been welcome that day, but I would have been kept at a distance, like a foreigner wandering into the wrong place to ask directions.


  An independent bookkeeper, for example, someone who did taxes, would be welcome into the tribe because that person often did the taxes for guys like Bennie. And an independent bookkeeper ran a small business, which was also a good attribute as far as the tribe was concerned. Bookkeepers weren’t high up on any corporate food chains. A bookkeeper didn’t have to have an MBA and tend to be an Armani-wearing jerk-off in a Porsche.


  I guessed that at first I must have looked like a potential bookkeeper to Bennie and the tribe. Or an insurance agent, which again was not too bad as far as the tribe was concerned, as long as the agent showed up without a tie, or at least loosened his tie and kept his expensive jacket off and didn’t look too corporate. If an insurance agent bought them drinks and told them raunchy jokes, they’d squeal with delight and slap him on the back and say, “That Jim Lonnergan. He’s okay for a corporate fuck.”


  “A toast to ‘hardly working,’ ” I said when more drinks arrived. I saluted Bennie again, who returned it enthusiastically. For a tribe, saying “hardly working” was sort of like Nazis shouting, Deutschland über alles. Minus the Holocaust, swastikas, World War II etc.


  “Bears or Lions,” Bennie said quickly—a crucial pop quiz. Sports were usually the cornerstone for the tribe.


  “Bears,” I said quietly because I didn’t yet know whether Louie’s was a Bears bar or a Lions bar or a little of both. There were banners for both teams on the walls. In Kalamazoo it was often a mix, with some joints leaning toward Detroit instead of Chicago and vice versa.


  “Good man,” Bennie said. “Da Bears.”


  “Absolutely. Da Bears.”


  “What’s your take on Cutler?” Bennie said.


  “A crybaby, but a great arm.”


  “There’s that,” Bennie said. “But he’s still a pussy. Fuck Jay Cutler.”


  I nodded. “As long as he beats the Lions, he’s a good pussy. He’s our pussy.”


  That was nice and safe. No controversy. Bennie raised his glass in salute.


  “Fuck the Lions,” he said, “and fuck the damn Packers, too.”


  “I’m hearing you on the cheese heads, man,” I said.


  “Fuck the cheese heads,” he said.


  “Absolutely. Fuck them. Their cheese, too.”


  “And fuck their women, too,” Bennie said.


  “I’ll help you all I can,” I said.


  “And fuck the horses they rode in on,” he said, raising his glass again.


  “Can’t help you with that one,” I said.


  He grinned. “You’re okay, Bryce.”


  “Bryce like in ice,” I said, again perplexed as to why I said it.


  But I was clearly in like Flynn. I knew it was best not to get into an argument over a player or a team the first time with a new tribe. That can go south quickly and turn ugly. Then you’re a marked man. An outcast. Just go with the flow at first. Be a jovial fellow. Plenty of time to bitch and moan about sports and women and politics once the tribe is used to seeing your face and hearing your voice. And after you have bought tribe members many more drinks. Drinks are as good as gold to the tribe.


  On that day, my first day there at Louie’s, my first powwow in the tribe’s encampment, Bennie was sort of the tribe’s point man, their scout. And as we got drunker, my allegiance to the Bears and hiding my job as a professor and novelist for a while helped me grease the wheels and gradually become accepted. Only after a number of visits to Louie’s would I reveal what I actually did for a living, that I had an actual expensive education and knew the ten-cent words and could spell them, too. But by that time I had bought a great many Crown Royals for Bennie and others, and made a great many silly comments about women and football and baseball and politics. And so in the end, I became sort of the token education wing of the tribe.


  That was three years ago.


  



  



  Chapter 2: Not the Actual Beginning


  Interminable night shape-shifted into reluctant morning as the pale, smooth bedroom ceiling stared back at me. Covers up to my chin, I contemplated for a time whether the ceiling was merely off-white or actually beige. Or a shade between the two I could not name. Soon a fly meandered along the ceiling until it stopped so long that staying in bed to watch it didn’t sound like a plan. I sat up with all the grace of two dry and rusty gears attempting to mesh and I rubbed my eyes. I was well into exile in my house, on my street—Kalamazoo Street. Exile on Kalamazoo Street. That would make a good title for a book, I realized. Like the Rolling Stones, rock and roll exiles who holed up in Keith Richards’ basement in the south of France to create something new, something raw and primal—Exile on Main Street—I was holed up in my house to create something and feeling a bit raw and primal, too. I resolved to listen to Exile on Main Street again, though so far I had avoided the electric universe of TV, DVD players, and the Internet in order to focus on the world right in front of me, through sober eyes.


  After I was dressed, someone knocked loudly on the front door—the doorbell was broken and I had no plans to fix it. Through a crack in the yellowed curtain covering the door’s small window, I saw a tall, thin man with close-cropped brown hair. His face was so narrow, so pinched, that I fleetingly recalled one of those aliens-posing-as-humans stories from a tabloid in a magazine rack at Walgreens. The man cleared his throat and looked down the street for a moment. He wore a handsome dark suit and blue tie and a very crisp-looking white shirt—a tan trench coat under one arm, despite the cold. I didn’t recognize him at first. After a moment of indecision spicing a fear of the unknown, I realized it was Rev. Mortensen, the head Holy Roller at the church my sister Janis attended. I had gone there a few times with her the previous year when her marriage was on the rocks, and she needed someone to listen to her. But I couldn’t imagine why he was at my door. I barely knew the man, had met him maybe twice with Janis at church—which was Presbyterian, I think. Even then the meetings had been brief and mercifully superficial. Behind me, Black Kitty sat on the stairs as Rev. Mortensen knocked again.


  “He’s a persistent cuss,” I said to the cat. “Do we let this salesman in, boy? He’s a salesman, I can assure you. He sells the ultimate product.”


  Black Kitty didn’t seem impressed, and I waited to see if the reverend would knock a third time. He did, which was impressive as well as disappointing. I realized I had to answer because if I didn’t, he might alert Janis about it, and she would worry for no reason. I had learned to save worrying for all the really good reasons. I opened the curtain, remembered to smile, and motioned toward the side door.


  “Use the side door, Rev. Mortensen,” I said, realizing I had forgotten his first name. I was not especially enjoying the ominous Swedish sound of Rev. Mortensen.


  I was slow to get to the side door—delaying my arrival because the good reverend was not just in the neighborhood. No coincidence, to be sure. And he likely was selling something I wasn’t interested in buying. For Janis’s sake, I knew I had to be polite. Or at least attempt politeness. I suspected the good reverend might be flummoxed by the news that I had exiled myself in my house for the winter in order to stop drinking.


  Exile meant being an easy target. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. One lonely fish in a small barrel. And now people were discovering the barrel. Soon Jehovah’s Witnesses and Buddhist monks would arrive, too. And a good old-fashioned Bible-thumping Baptist preacher, just for good measure. Maybe some nihilists. And why not some anarchists?


  I opened the side door, and the reverend’s hand shot out so quickly I couldn’t be sure he hadn’t stood there with it out before I arrived. Though merely Presbyterian, he was strident enough, I expected, to be a Mormon or Scientologist, should he ever decide to truly go off the deep end.


  “Rev. Mortensen,” I said in a friendly tone, to set up the lie, “an unexpected pleasure.”


  “Mr. Carter,” he said with a lovely smile and a honeyed voice. He thrust his hand closer and I accepted it without hope I could avoid it. The grip was firm, but pleasant, warm, lingering. He likely moved a lot of goods with that practiced handshake. Salesman of the month. Salesman of the year.


  Salesman for eternity.


  “What can I do for you, Reverend?”


  “Not a thing for me, Mr. Carter. Thanks for asking. But I felt I should come by and look in on you.”


  His smile was beginning to seem permanent and etched into his granite cheeks. I was tempted to cuss or act irrationally, or even belch or fart—or both—just to see if that Mt. Rushmore smile could be altered.


  “Really?” I said. “Why is that … Reverend?”


  “Because you can’t come to me, it appears.”


  “I see,” I said, wishing I didn’t. “I guess the Lord really does move in mysterious ways.”


  “Your sister, Ms. Caldwell, advised me of your situation, Mr. Carter.”


  I nodded. “That was mighty generous of her. I must remember to thank her.”


  Amazingly, his sweet smile widened. I didn’t think it possible.


  “Oh yes, she is just the most generous woman. A treasure.”


  “Don’t I just know it,” I said, vaguely wishing it would start snowing, flakes becoming thick dandruff on his impressive blue suit. But I couldn’t be angry at Janis, my younger and only sister, a dutiful mother, freshly divorced, who believed unflinchingly in the magic the church might wield on wounded people as surely as I doubted it. Janis was an onward marching Christian soldier. But she just wanted the best for me.


  “May I come in, Mr. Carter?”


  I could think of several pithy replies, none of them useable, given the circumstances.


  “Of course, Reverend. I’d be delighted. Watch the steps up to the landing. They sometimes show no mercy.”


  In the kitchen, I hung his coat on a rack by the refrigerator and offered to make tea. I was highly motivated to take the time to make tea, a finite ritual that might shorten the actual visit and sales pitch.


  “What a lovely cat,” he called from the living room.


  “He’s a dandy, Reverend,” I called back. “Do you like cats?”


  “We have several critters at home, Mr. Carter.”


  “Excellent. And call me Bryce.” I resisted the urge to ask his first name.


  “Very well … Bryce. And the cat, Bryce?”


  “I believe he’ll let you call him ‘Black Kitty.’ ”


  “That’s his name?”


  “He seems to prefer it, Reverend.”


  I brought the tea and sat in my usual chair opposite the sofa. Black Kitty sat under the coffee table, looking up through the glass at the reverend.


  “Honey really sells tea,” he said after a sip.


  “I’ve come to rely on it, Reverend.”


  I looked across at the man in that gorgeous blue suit and sky-blue tie and shirt whiter than snow and felt decidedly underdressed in jeans and a Chicago Bears t-shirt. Black Kitty swished his bushy tail and appeared to be gauging the reverend. The reverend scanned the room between sips of tea and I waited patiently because the mark certainly can’t hurry the con.


  “A nice fireplace,” he finally said, “and a recent fire, I see.”


  “Yes. Do you have a fireplace at home, Reverend?”


  “We do. My wife and I enjoy a good fire and hot cider.”


  “There you go,” I said. “Hard to beat, a fire and cider.”


  “Indeed.”


  I could tell his sales approach depended on establishing his presence. I waited for the first pitch to see if it was a fastball or a curve. Turns out the good reverend liked them mostly right down the middle of the plate.


  “Janis tells me you have exiled yourself here all winter, Bryce.”


  “Janis is very … informative.”


  “She’s just trying to help,” he said. “Naturally she’s concerned.”


  “As apparently are you, Reverend. Enough to actually come looking for me.”


  “Well, that’s part of my job, Bryce.”


  “Tracking down people who barely attend your church?”


  “I prefer to call it helping anyone who might need it, Bryce.”


  He had a decent fastball, but I decided to swing for a triple.


  “How do you feel about that, Reverend? My exile, that is.”


  He sat his cup on a coaster on the coffee table and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.


  “I’ve come by to ask you that very question, Bryce.”


  “I guess I’m certainly the guy to ask,” I said. “But what does Janis tell you about it, Reverend?”


  “Janis is very thoughtful.” He nodded gravely. “She was concerned for you, of course.”


  “Of course.” I decided to make him work for it.


  “Is there anything I can do, my son?” he said.


  There it was—“my son.” From a man who looked to be a good five years younger than me, although admittedly in a damn fine suit. Maybe that awesome suit evened out the age thing.


  “What did you have in mind, Reverend? I’m pretty well provisioned. I’ve got cable, a phone, a laptop computer, television. And Black Kitty.”


  At the sound of his name Black Kitty jumped into my lap.


  “A dutiful friend, your Black Kitty,” he said. “But often we need more. Often we need the friendship of the Lord, the wisdom and benevolence of the Lord.”


  “Sounds good, to be sure,” I said, nodding vigorously. “I’m all about having friends. Wisdom and benevolence are handy, too.”


  He leaned back into the sofa, his hands clasped in his lap. I was really hoping he wasn’t about to pray for me, though I didn’t actually think it would hurt.


  “The Lord is our greatest friend,” he said solemnly.


  “He sure sounds like it,” I said, trying hard not to sound snarky.


  The reverend looked determined, and that solid gold smile had evaporated.


  “Janis told me you had a problem with drinking, Bryce.”


  I nodded, more to acknowledge the statement than to convey any notion of agreement or guilt. “Well, Reverend, you know what Keith Richards said, when asked if he had a drug problem? He said he didn’t have a drug problem; he had a police problem.”


  “Keith Richards?” The reverend blinked rapidly several times.


  “The Rolling Stones,” I said. “He plays guitar in the Rolling Stones. You know, a famous stoner, so to speak.”


  “Yes, yes, the Rolling Stones,” he said. “Now I know what you mean. Did you have a police problem, Bryce?”


  “Thank goodness no, I don’t. Pure luck, though, Reverend. Pure luck driving home many times under the influence, I’m afraid.”


  “Well, it’s fortunate you avoided the legal dilemma in all this, Bryce.”


  “I do feel fortunate on that, Reverend. Truly blessed.”


  He nodded, flashed some of that golden smile for a moment. He had marvelous, gleaming teeth. Perhaps Janis’ ex was even his dentist. No doubt the good reverend always remembered to floss.


  “Do you believe in God, Bryce?”


  There it was: his fastball, his best pitch, his favorite pitch.


  “Well, Reverend, that’s certainly the eternal question.” But I knew that wouldn’t throw him off the scent.


  “Do you believe, my son?”


  After a pause that began to get uncomfortable I said, “How old are you, Reverend?”


  The look on his face suggested he wasn’t used to such questions and he hesitated.


  “I’m forty-four, Bryce.”


  “I’ll be fifty-one this summer, Reverend.”


  His eyebrows arched slightly. “You look younger.”


  “I think it’s the hair,” I said. “Does it remind you of Jesus?”


  “No, you don’t remind me of Jesus, Bryce.”


  That one was a hard fastball for a strike. It hit the catcher’s mitt with a loud pop.


  “I didn’t mean to actually suggest it, Reverend. But my point is that I’m actually older than you, and so the use of ‘son,’ or ‘my son,’ seems … out of place.”


  “An expression, Bryce. I certainly did not mean to offend.”


  “No offense taken, Reverend. Truly.”


  “I’m glad,” he said, pressing his hands together in his lap. “So, tell me, what do you believe in, Bryce?”


  So he had the ability to adjust the pitch. Good for him. Maybe he had a good curveball, too.


  “That’s a tough one, Reverend. I guess I do believe in something bigger than me, greater than me, and all that. A controlling force, for lack of a better way to express it.”


  “Good, excellent,” he said eagerly. “This is a good and promising beginning.”


  “But what that bigger thing is, Reverend, I just don’t know. Something pulls the strings, I suppose. Fate, maybe.”


  “Certainly fate is in the equation,” he said.


  “Then I’m on the right track, Reverend.”


  He picked absently at the knot of his gorgeous blue tie for a few seconds.


  “Would you consider attending church some time, Bryce?”


  “Yours, Reverend? Or just any church?”


  “Well, mine, of course. That’s not a knock on other churches, mind you.”


  “Of course not,” I said. “And why would you recruit for other churches? I do understand. But my exile makes any church a bit problematic. Are there any online churches, Reverend?”


  He actually appeared unprepared for that and bought himself time by finishing his tea.


  “So, when does ‘exile’ end, Bryce?”


  “I get asked that a lot.”


  “Do you have an answer?”


  “I don’t know, Reverend.” I made sure I smiled and bared some teeth.


  He cocked his head to a side, as though unsure what he had heard.


  “You don’t know when you can step out of your house again? When you can rejoin the larger world, so to speak?”


  “I’m sorry, Reverend. No, I don’t know the answer to that yet.”


  “Really, Bryce?”


  “Really, Reverend.”


  His face looked like I imagined it would if he had a son or daughter who has just presented him with a vexing math problem he thought he had the answer to.


  “Do you have children, Reverend?”


  “A son and daughter.”


  “Are they good at math?”


  “Math?”


  “Just curious,” I said. “Never mind. You were asking me something. Sorry for the distraction. What did you want to know, Reverend?”


  He picked at the tie’s knot again. I guessed it was his stress tic. I wondered for a moment what mine was. I couldn’t think of anything. It used to be drinking. Now … perhaps now it was barely suppressed snarkiness.


  “Well, Bryce, I was asking you about rejoining the world. When do you think you might do that?”


  “Clearly a great question,” I said. “Obviously that’s important. Any advice on that?”


  He cocked his head to a side again and touched the knot of his tie.


  “Well, Bryce, you can’t stay inside forever. Can you?”


  “Financially, I can certainly stay a good while.”


  “Good finances are important, to be sure,” he said. “I understand you made some money from your books.”


  “Janis really has been informative, I see.”


  “She’s your sister,” he said. “She cares.”


  “I’ll be sure to thank her. Have you read my books, Reverend?”


  He cleared his throat nervously.


  “I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure yet.”


  Given the amount of sex and dissipation and profanity in my books, I didn’t guess they would offer him much pleasure.


  “I can send a copy of one home with you, Reverend.”


  “That’s thoughtful of you, Bryce. Very considerate.”


  “No problem. I get a discount on copies. One of the benefits of being a writer. That, and exile.”


  ”Is that what you want … exile?”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Not forever, anyway. I admit I miss being outside. I’d maybe like to go fishing again, although it wouldn’t be all that important to catch anything. It’s pretty pleasant, sitting on a lake in a boat. Or sitting on a bank by a river. But for now, exile serves its purpose.”


  “What purpose?”


  “I don’t drink, Reverend.”


  “Do you think you would if you left the house?”


  “I hope not. Certainly it’s an experiment to make sooner or later.”


  “When, Bryce?”


  I shrugged. “When later becomes soon, and soon becomes now, I suppose.”


  He sighed. “Until then, Bryce, God waits for you at my church.”


  “Your church?”


  “His church,” he said.


  “Reverend, if there’s a God or a Buddha or a Cosmic Emperor, he or she—or it—hears me here in my house. Otherwise, that wouldn’t be much of a god.”


  He had an expression I could not quite decipher—something stuck between amusement and curiosity and even a dash of confusion.


  “Can I get you more tea, Reverend?”


  He blinked and seemed to come back from wherever his mind had gone momentarily. To a higher plane, no doubt. The highest plane.


  “Thanks, but no, Bryce. It was very good tea, though.”


  “It’s the honey, Reverend, I always say.”


  He nodded gravely and then I showed him out the side door. From the window in the front door, I watched him walk to his car and stop next to it for a long moment, looking back at my house. I instinctively backed away from the window, fearful that somehow he could look past the door and into my soul. I knew I had been a bit churlish with him—what a word, churlish. It seemed to sound like what it described. I resolved to dial down my snarkiness whenever I could. I knew that he was just doing his job, as I was doing my new job of being a lost lamb. Snarkiness and churlishness were part of the territory.


  



  



  Chapter 3: The Actual Beginning


  There were days before Black Kitty appeared in which thick winter clouds hugged a pudgy horizon. Fidgety sparrows clumped together on power lines, or clustered for warmth on bare, bony tree branches. It was so cold it stung to press a finger to a windowpane, even from the inside. January had come wickedly hard and frigid. The street in front of my house—Kalamazoo Street—was submerged beneath a brilliant white coat of snow, and on the first day of the blizzard the snowplows did not dare appear. I saw no one outside at all for hours and the wind whipped the snow furiously. I watched for the sparrows, but they had gone somewhere else and I could not quite imagine where they could go that was any better.


  The first of the snowplows appeared skeptically. I could hear it chugging along. Black smoke erupted from its exhaust. I saw two men get out and walk up to where the street lay buried. They wore black rubber boots, thick brown overalls, and hats with flaps like in movies about Russia. Both men were short, squat, and stood with gloved hands on their hips to survey the snow with a perplexed air, as though considering whether to decline this particular order. Then they exchanged a look and climbed back into the yellow snowplow. It carved a path down the street, slowly, sluggishly—a battering ram with a loud chugging motor. One of the men stuck his head out a window to watch the blade cutting. He shook his head and I raised my cup of warm and steamy coffee in salute, but of course he did not look up, had no reason to look up at a window, did not see me or anything but the struggle ahead between metal and frozen water as the icy wind blew back the flaps of his silly hat.


  Kalamazoo Street took hours to clear, the snow piled in dirty heaps in front of houses, and the brown and red bricks of the street exposed and clean, like a newly excavated site picked clean by archeologists. But it was still very cold and a glaze of frost soon covered the street. A car slid sideways and was stuck in the only drift that had been left below the curb. I watched the driver, a woman bundled tightly—encased—in a full-length down coat and red knit hat pulled down over her ears as she walked back up the street. She quickly returned with three men equally sealed in thick coats and their heads topped with blue knit caps. They pushed her car out of the drift as the car’s exhaust stained the snow the color of charcoal.


  At night I watched the clear street from the second-story bedroom window. The moon was almost full and glowed brightly. Across the street from my house, a streetlight flickered into life. I could see the very tall pine tree behind it, and lights warm and glowing in houses along my block, and soon a man in a coat with the hood up trundled along the sidewalk across the street. I could see his breath ejaculating from his mouth, his head was down, and his hands stuffed deeply into the pockets of his coat. I watched him until he disappeared into frigid darkness up the street. I was left looking at the shadowy figure of the pine tree. I wondered absently if the sparrows had burrowed into its dense branches, drawn by the illusion of warmth.


  * * *


  Another blizzard hit Kalamazoo a few weeks after the first one, but by then I had become quite used to always being in my house and surrounded by snow and having my sister drop off groceries. My life had devolved to watching my limited world from the second-story bedroom window as I drank warm coffee or tea. At first I took many naps and did not feel well at all, but after a while I did feel better, and soon I could tell I didn’t need the many naps anymore. I knew that was a sign, a good sign, but of what I was not entirely sure.


  After the snow was cleared and piled in tall, dirty clumps once again, I noticed a lean black cat across the street. It picked its way through gaps in the snow and looked for human footprints to walk in, gingerly, across the deeper sections, which the cat did with great care and grace. It would walk around the houses quickly, but always aware and wary. I couldn’t imagine where it found shelter during such bad weather, but apparently it did and had managed to survive so far. Food had to be scarce because of the weather, and so after seeing it skulk around for several days, I called my sister to see if she could catch the cat and bring it to me.


  I monitored the great cat hunt from my window. My sister was diligent and searched patiently around several houses, looking under cars and into the bare stubs of bushes, and even into the fenced backyards of two houses. But it was quite cold, and even though she was bundled snugly and wore black thick gloves and a sky-blue knit cap pulled down over her ears, I could tell from her movements that she was getting cold and tired. Because it was not a day to drop off any supplies for me, she finally shrugged her shoulders dramatically—knowing I was watching—waved and made a gesture for me to call her. I watched her stomp the snow off her boots before she got into her car and drove away, tiny gray clouds spurting from the exhaust.


  * * *


  My sister came back on another day after I called and urged her to try and catch the cat again. I’d seen it loitering around the house across the street all morning, sometimes just sitting stoically on the porch steps, where it could feel the few meager rays of sunshine as the sun, very shy, slipped in and out of clouds. The cat seemed uninterested in much of anything at all and appeared unmoved when my sister pulled up and walked slowly toward it with strips of meat from a chicken breast. She placed the morsels on the ground in a spot where there was no snow and retreated a few yards. The cat picked up the scent of the meat and started toward it, but halted, remembering, perhaps, that the choice was between food and the potential of undesirable human contact. But it quickly concluded, I suspected, that there was no choice at all. It chose food—immediate survival—and devoured the meat.


  When the cat was done, my sister, who kept cats of her own and understood the timing involved, immediately scooped the cat up with both hands. It twisted and flailed but she had a good grip. Tucking the dark bundle of fur against her side, a bit like a halfback tucking the football securely, she skipped across the street and handed the cat to me while I stood in the open side door of my house. Then she pulled the blue knit cap off her head, as though catching the cat required a victory lap in the form of freeing her long blond hair to tumble out and cascade over her shoulders, strands dancing provocatively in the breeze. Her blue eyes sparkled. She was just two years younger than me, with fifty threatening to soon appear on her horizon, but still she retained girlishness, lightness, in her broad face.


  I cradled the cat against my chest with both hands as it squirmed and tried to claw me. But my grip was solid and it could not move much. I looked up and out the door at my sister, who grinned as I struggled to contain the hissing cat. And because again it was not one of the days to drop off supplies, she coaxed her grin into a smile and nodded what I felt was approval of our cat kidnapping. Giving a thumbs up with one hand, she trudged down the driveway to her car. She drove away and only then did I realize how cold the air sweeping in through the door was. Using my elbow, I managed to pull the door closed. I carried the cat up the stairs to the kitchen and released it, laughing as it hit the kitchen floor with all four feet a blur. It slipped on the linoleum and hit a wall before disappearing around a corner. I did not see it again for three hours.


  * * *


  Where the cat slept at night was a mystery, but I knew it felt most vulnerable when sleeping and had probably already found a secure place in the basement, where there was an old sofa with old blankets piled on it, or in the living room or sitting room, where it could sleep on a chair and still feel safe enough. From downstairs the cat could listen for my footsteps on the stairs long before I could reach it.


  Fortunately we had also reached the point where it was aware of what time I generally got up and would slip onto the bed silently, without waking me, just before I naturally woke. And so it was time for a proper name and I named it Black Kitty. When my eyes opened each morning, it would be at my feet, watching.


  * * *


  A third blizzard came close on the heels of the second one. This time I sat by the bedroom window with the cat on the sill and we both marveled at the heavy flakes. I was used to the snow, and the cat was now outside its jurisdiction, so neither of us had any reason to feel threatened by the storm. As I sipped tea, I unexpectedly thought of James Joyce and “The Dead” and that last paragraph in the story: “Snow was general all over Ireland.” I thought, I could be in Ireland, or Sweden, or Canada, and it would all seem the same, except for the styles of cars and houses and other cultural artifacts not yet completely covered by snow.


  When the snow stopped, the clouds parted enough for a few weak rays to break through and dance on the snow, which glittered like an immense field of diamonds reflecting light. There was no breeze at all and nothing outside moved. No people ventured out. No cars squirted along the street, and it felt as if I was the only person left on the planet. But that feeling passed. I closed my eyes a moment and soon I felt the cat brush against me and sit with its paws across my legs as I stretched out on the bed.


  * * *


  Then came the days when I thought about drinking. At first I paced throughout the house deciding—hoping—that exercise would be enough to stave off a relapse, but suspecting I was misjudging the power of exercise. Even as I skipped up and down the stairs—the cat sitting on a living room chair to watch—I began the logistical analysis of what it would take to obtain a drink, or two or three, should exercise and willpower prove inadequate. I began to assess the walking distance, in the snow, to a store, which was not inconsequential, and as I sweated and went up and down the stairs, I grew tired enough finally to sit on a step breathing hard, the cat swirling in and out between my legs. Endorphins were activated. They exploded within me and I felt rather good, and slowly, like dying embers, the thoughts of taking a drink—or two or three—began to fade. Once again I was content to look out the window by the stairs at the snow hiding my driveway.


  A period of sleepless nights set in again. I thought I was past all that—liberated from it—and frustrated that I wasn’t. I was forced to admit that while the drinking was not happening but the underlying cause was still there, I would be like the cat and nap here and there, but mostly be awake at night and watch what moon there was until it became full. Some nights, little things would stand out, such as the glowing taillights of a car as it crawled along the icy street, or the smaller glow of a cigarette as some hardy soul trudged along the sidewalk.


  I did laundry one day with the cat flicking its tail lazily, sitting on the basement stairs where it could keep watch over me while also looking out a basement window at the snow. As I waited on clothes in the washer, I cleaned out a cabinet of odds and ends, thinking that to do so meant accomplishing something, and that accomplishing something might lead to increased self-worth, though I felt I had plenty of worth. Or maybe I was overestimating that. As I rummaged through the cabinet and tossed empty detergent jugs and torn, stained towels, into a trash bag, I found a pint bottle of whiskey that was perhaps a quarter full at most—enough for one stiff drink, or several shots, or just one long pull from the bottle.


  I set the bottle on a shelf, tossed the clothes into the dryer, and sat down on a sawhorse left behind by the house’s previous owners. I listened to the dryer spinning and stared at the bottle. Once I even got up and picked up the bottle and held it to the naked light bulb dangling from a short cord from the ceiling. I looked at the light filtering through the amber whiskey. I knew how easy it would be to just unscrew the top and down the whiskey in one gulp, but that inclination passed more quickly than I expected, and I sat the bottle down again on the shelf and waited as the clothes spun around and the cat brushed up against my legs.


  When the clothes were dry, I carefully folded towels and placed them along with underwear and socks in a basket. The cat jumped onto the dryer and sat watching me, looking down as I folded towels, as if amused at the task. After the basket was full, I looked again at the whiskey bottle on the shelf and tried hard to understand why it could have such a pull on someone, on me. I picked it up and hefted it in my hand. I stared again at the fluid as the light filtered through it. I shook the bottle and put it back on the shelf. I sat on the sawhorse and for a time I simply stared at the bottle as though it might speak and reveal a secret. Then I took it up the stairs and opened the side door. I stared at the bottle one last time and then poured the amber liquid into the snow.


  



  



  Chapter 4: A Digression Worth Reading


  It’s a truth well understood, if I may borrow loosely from Austen, that bad is often followed by even more bad, an endless sea of bad washing the jetsam and flotsam of your life back on you. I learned that just days after Rev. Mortensen’s visit. This time Black Kitty and I were upstairs in the bedroom as I sorted through clothes to keep and discard and making good progress on the discarding side of the equation. Black Kitty’s head swiveled sharply when the knocking began. It seemed quite loud and hard, even from upstairs.


  From halfway down the stairs, I could see that it was Bennie Amundsen. When the bar had been a constant destination after work—and I had snorkeled in the Whiskey River along with Bennie and other regulars—those times often splashed over into parties at my house and the houses of others. It became a little society of men and women who drank too much to spice up dreary, average lives, and who sometimes checked their morals at the door.


  That bar had indeed been a hideaway.


  Time at the bar with Bennie and the tribe was like events in a Fitzgerald story—like “Babylon Revisited.” Now I was Charlie Wales at the start of that great story—minus the ritual daily drink.


  I sat on the stairs and waited to see if Bennie would just go away, but he knocked hard again, and I concluded that while I had no problem pretending not to be home, he likely knew I was here, and to avoid reality would be to backslide—something I didn’t want to do. Black Kitty appeared at my side on the stairs. After rubbing him behind the ears a moment while Bennie knocked some more, I trudged on down and swept the curtain aside. Bennie was lighting a cigarette. I motioned toward the side door. When I got there, the cigarette was dangling obscenely from a corner of his mouth.


  “No smoking in the house, Bennie.”


  “And good afternoon to you, too, Bryce.” He exhaled blue smoke and grinned, revealing front teeth headed in different directions.


  I’d forgotten just how bad his teeth looked. We stared at each other for an awkward moment.


  “Chief, you going to let me in?” he asked impatiently.


  “Not with that cigarette.”


  He arched his eyebrows and then squinted at me. “Really?”


  “Yes. Really.”


  “You a tree hugger now, Bryce? Greenpeace, maybe?”


  “I don’t want to help you smoke a cigarette, Bennie.”


  “That didn’t stop you before.”


  “It’s not ‘before’ anymore, Bennie. Now it’s after before.”


  “Sounds complicated … and clever.”


  He smirked and took a last puff, flicked the cigarette toward the street. It landed in my driveway. That annoyed me, but I decided to let it pass. I didn’t want to let him in, but then I did, out of some weak notion of civility. He followed me up the stairs to the living room and asked for a beer.


  “There’s no beer, Bennie.”


  “How about Crown Royal?”


  “There’s no booze at all. Nothing.”


  He took that in for a moment and then leered.


  “You’ve probably got something stashed. Downstairs, maybe?”


  “Search the house if you like, Bennie.”


  “Oh that’s right,” he said, nodding his head and looking quite smug. “You’re on the wagon, so I hear.”


  “I’m not on the wagon,” I said. “I pushed the wagon off a cliff. Kind of a difference.”


  “That’s what they all say.” He smirked for added effect.


  “Have you ever said that, Bennie?”


  He shrugged. “I’m not pushing wagons off cliffs. Wagons have a way of coming back. Why bother pushing them?”


  I looked over Bennie’s head, to where the stairs disappeared past a shelf above the sofa and Black Kitty peeked around the corner. It was just his head, and he did not seem interested in coming down. I vaguely wished Black Kitty would trade places with me.


  “What are you pushing, Bennie?”


  “Not a damn thing, old pal.”


  “You were just in the neighborhood.”


  “I’ve been in this neighborhood a lot, Bryce old buddy.”


  “True enough,” I said. “And to what do I owe the pleasure of today’s visit?”


  “I was headed to Louie’s. Figured I’d see how you were hanging.”


  “And maybe get a free Crown Royal, too.”


  “Wouldn’t be the first time.”


  “And it’s not the last time, Bennie. The last time has already happened.”


  “Months ago, Bryce. A long time. People finally stopped asking about you at the bar.”


  “Good. I’ve stopped thinking about the place. So it works out pretty well.”


  He ran a hand through his hair and sighed softly.


  “It’s not far, you know, Bryce. A short drive. We could go there now. Ten minutes and we’re there. Less than ten minutes if I drive fast.”


  “No thanks,” I said. “But it’s terribly thoughtful of you. And please, drive safely.”


  He chuckled, seemed to relish the sarcasm.


  “Plenty of Canadian Club there, at Louie’s, Bryce. That’s your drink, right?”


  I smiled sweetly and settled into my chair.


  “I don’t have a drink, Bennie.”


  “You used to, my friend. You sure did. Probably still do.”


  “You’re living in the past, Bennie. I’ve moved on.”


  “That’s noble. Maybe you should run for pope.”


  “I’m not Catholic. Sorry.”


  “Jesus, Bryce. Lighten up.”


  “I’m light enough.”


  “You might just blow away, my friend,” he said.


  “Not your concern, Bennie. Or the pope’s, either.”


  “Just trying to help.”


  “No, you’re not,” I said. “But whatever. I hear Louie’s calling you, Bennie. Don’t want to be late now, do you?”


  He laughed and exposed those ugly front teeth.


  “If you can hear it calling me, my friend, you can hear it calling you, too,” he said.


  I looked away, toward the fireplace for a moment and then up higher to a painting of a sloop on a lake of sparkling blue water and charcoal clouds in the distance. I had to concede that he had a point. That was the real danger for me, that somehow I’d lose perspective and succumb to the allure of dissipation. Whiskey River still existed in the world. I had poured it out of my house, out of me, but it was still in the world.


  “Nothing is calling me, Bennie. Except maybe dinner.”


  He shifted his weight against the arm of the sofa. I could tell he was ready for a drink, needed a drink soon. Wanted a drink. Wanted to ease into a drink like someone cold easing into a Jacuzzi. Whiskey River was his friend forever. They were married and there would be no divorce.


  “Where’s your sense of humor, Bryce? We used to have a lot of fun. Didn’t we all have fun?”


  I shrugged. “Maybe we remember it all differently now, Bennie.”


  “We threw some great parties, Bryce. Lots of fun right here in this house.”


  “It’s not a whorehouse anymore, Bennie. It’s just a house.”


  “That’s a damn shame,” he said, glancing quickly around the room. “It was a good whorehouse.”


  “Depends on your perspective, Bennie.”


  “Oh, now you have perspective, Bryce. I see.”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “That’s right, I don’t,” he said. “No need for it.” He leaned forward as though sharing a secret. “Life doesn’t need to be more complicated than it is.”


  “That’s all you’ve got, Bennie? Barroom philosophy, barstool philosophy?”


  “I recall you were pretty free with philosophy when your smug ass squatted a stool, Bryce.”


  “Fair enough.” I had to give him that one. “But I’m not complicating my life. I’m working on simplifying it.”


  “Good luck with that, Bryce. Good luck with that shit, for sure.”


  “That’s real good of you, Bennie. Nice.”


  “Hey, I’m a good guy, man.”


  “A legend in your own mind.”


  He smirked and stared at me. “Well, I used to be good enough for you, anyway. Before your shit stopped stinking, that is.”


  “That’s not what it’s about, Bennie.”


  “I bet you don’t even know what it’s about,” he said.


  “My problem, not yours.”


  “I need a fucking cigarette,” he said and got up and walked out of the room.


  “You know the way out, Bennie,” I called.


  “You’ll be back, Bryce,” he yelled as he passed through the kitchen. “We’ll keep a barstool warm for you.”


  “Knock yourself out, Bennie. With a Louisville Slugger. Swing for the fence.”


  I heard the side door shut and I sat there a minute with a kaleidoscope of images from the past swirling around in my head. I could visualize Bennie giving me the finger as he drove away. Black Kitty skipped down the stairs and jumped in my lap.


  * * *


  The next day there were more loud knocks at the front door. Was my house now on the register of historic places? Or a stop on a tour of ex-drunks? I briefly considered fixing the doorbell for a change of pace if people were going to keep showing up. But that would have required going outside, a rank violation of exile. And perhaps demanded more mechanical acumen than I possessed or cared to acquire. As I walked to the door from the kitchen, I figured it must surely be the good Rev. Mortensen, returning my smutty and vulgar novel.


  Or, if my luck was truly and gloriously bad, it was Bennie again, drunk, and determined to get me to jump into Whiskey River with him. But then I realized both of them would probably remember to knock on the side door. I peered cautiously over the top of the front door curtain and saw two of my former students, Elsa Jurgens and Matt Whitehouse. It took a few seconds to recall the names. In my last year at the college, they had taken my Introduction to Literature course and then my creative writing class. Both had met in the morning, so I was usually sober. Maybe they even learned something. All I had learned at that time—barely—was not to drink before classes.


  I opened the curtain, smiled, and pointed toward the driveway and side door. They looked as shiny and expectant as I dimly recalled they always had been. Elsa was still a Midwestern corn-fed beauty with long blonde hair and blue eyes. Matt was athletic looking, almost stocky, but didn’t play sports that I recalled. His almost black hair seemed longer. Both wore dark, full-length wool coats. As they trudged up the steps into the kitchen, I wondered whether they had become a couple—or maybe had always been a couple—and I just never gave it much thought. I had spent a lot of time concentrating on staying sober long enough to conduct classes.


  I served tea in the living room. Black Kitty appeared and sat between them on the sofa as though there to chaperone. Elsa massaged his favorite spot—just behind his ears.


  “He’s adorable, Professor Carter.”


  I nodded, smiled, but added, “I’m not Professor Carter anymore, but yes, he’s adorable. And he knows it.”


  “You quit teaching for good?” Matt said.


  “I think teaching quit me,” I said, remembering to smile and seem upbeat, positive.


  “Were you fired, Professor Carter?” Elsa said.


  “No.” I sighed softly, looked into the dead embers in the fireplace for a moment. “One day I just wandered away and didn’t go back.”


  “I know what that’s like, for sure,” Matt said, nodding and chewing on his lower lip.


  “Do you really, Matt?” I said, my skepticism perhaps a little too clear. “How so?”


  Matt shrugged, and Elsa poked his ribs good-naturedly.


  “I flunked out not long after you left,” Matt said.


  “Okay,” I said, nodding. “That qualifies. I guess I sort of flunked out, too.”


  “But Matt went back later and graduated,” Elsa said quickly. “He likes to forget that part of the story … to seem like an outlaw, I guess, though I have no idea why.”


  Matt smirked, as if Elsa’s version was satisfying.


  “That’s the best part of the story, Matt—redemption,” I said. “Didn’t I teach you not to leave out the best part?”


  “He got a C in creative writing,” Elsa said. “I got an A.”


  Matt shrugged but maintained his falsely buoyant smile, despite his general apathy.


  “Of course you did, Elsa,” I said. “Are you still writing?”


  Her smile erupted and rippled across her face.


  “I had some poems in an online journal.”


  “Good for you,” I said, forcing my smile wider.


  “I know it’s just a small online site,” she said.


  “We all have to start somewhere,” I said. “Hemingway once complained that he could only get published in an obscure German magazine.”


  “But then he became Hemingway,” Elsa said.


  “He worked hard,” I said. “He didn’t give up.”


  “Like that Tom Petty song,” Matt said abruptly.


  “Tom Petty?” Elsa said. She shot him a frown. “You’re equating Tom Petty with Hemingway?”


  Looking a little lost, Matt shifted awkwardly on the sofa.


  “I just meant that line from the song. You know, that song about never backing down, no matter what.”


  “It’s a damn fine sentiment,” I said. “I like the song, too.”


  “Really?” Matt said. “You listen to Tom Petty?”


  “Sure I do.”


  “Who else?”


  “The Stones, mostly. I’m a Stones fan.”


  “The Stones are awesome,” Matt said. “They’re like a hundred years old and still rocking.”


  “Keith Richards is my hero,” I said.


  Elsa rolled her eyes and Matt scratched his chin.


  “Which one is he?” Matt said.


  “The ugly guitarist,” I said. “Dr. Death.”


  Elsa sniffed. “That doesn’t narrow it down far enough.”


  “Good line, Elsa,” I said. “Save it for a story, or a poem.”


  Her face lit up. “Maybe I should. Do you have any advice for me, Professor Carter? As a writer?”


  “Inherit money.”


  She blinked several times. “Would that help?”


  “Depends on how much money,” I said. “If it’s a lot, you could avoid writing.”


  She looked confused and after a few seconds said, “You’re joking with me, Professor Carter.”


  “Sure I am,” I said, nodding and not forgetting to smile.


  “I agree,” Matt said suddenly and too loudly. “If you got money, why would you need to write?”


  Elsa poked his ribs again, but harder. “To create something, Mr. Buzzkill. For your posterity.”


  “For my ass?” Matt said.


  “Posterity, not posterior,” she said. “God, Matt, you don’t know your posterity from a hole in the ground.”


  I laughed. It was a good line. Maybe there was a writer in Elsa after all.


  “Definitely hold on to that one, Elsa,” I said. “That one is memorable.”


  She elbowed Matt gently. “See? I’m on the right track, even if you don’t appreciate it.”


  “But I do appreciate your posterity,” Matt said. “I admire it all the time.”


  He glanced at me and winked. I kept a neutral expression and looked at Elsa, who either didn’t catch his meaning or chose to ignore it. She looked instead at Black Kitty and traced a finger between his ears. For a moment I wondered what it would be like to fuck Elsa. Pretty good, I suspected. Maybe even amazing, spectacular. She was, after all, about 23 or so. I was an exile, but still a man. I finally made the notion go away with some difficulty. I had never slept with a student—as long as she was still my student, that is—despite several opportunities, and I knew it was one of the few accomplishments from recent years I could still be proud of.


  There was a long pause as I watched them gaze around the room. Matt looked ready for a nap or a beer or a baseball game … anything but socializing with a former professor. Elsa cleared her throat several times.


  “Your hair is much longer, Professor Carter,” she said. “I like it.”


  “Thanks. I’m auditioning for the Allman Brothers Band,” I said a little too snarkily.


  Matt arched his eyebrows. “I never heard of that band.”


  “Before your time,” Elsa said.


  “And before yours, too, Elsa,” I said, dropping the snarkiness.


  “But I have heard of them,” she said sweetly.


  “You play an instrument, Professor Carter?” Matt said.


  “I can tap my fingers to the beat pretty nicely, Matt, but, no.”


  “Who are these Allman dudes?” he said.


  “Half of them are dead now,” I said, “like The Beatles.”


  “Who’s dead from The Beatles?” Matt said.


  Elsa sniffed and punched his arm.


  “Matt Whitehouse,” she said sternly, her eyes narrowing. “You’ve never heard of John Lennon?”


  “Heard of him? Sure. He’s dead?”


  “Years ago,” I said.


  “How’d it happen?” Matt said.


  “Someone shot him,” I said. “A fan.”


  “That was no fan,” Matt said, shaking his head.


  “George Harrison’s dead, too,” Elsa said. “He was my favorite Beatle.”


  “Not Paul?” I said.


  “Paul was cute. Even now. But George was … soulful.”


  I nodded and felt ‘soulful’ was about as good a word for George Harrison as any other.


  “Did someone shoot George, too?” Matt said.


  “Cancer,” I said.


  “Bummer,” Matt said, “but I guess he was old.”


  “He was fifty-eight, Matt,” I said. “Is that old?”


  “It’s not old at all,” Elsa said.


  “Are you fifty-eight, Professor Carter?” Matt asked.


  “Not for a good number of years yet, Matt.”


  “God, what a thing to ask, Matt Whitehouse,” Elsa said.


  Matt shrugged, frowned. I figured Matt mostly listened to rap and concluded that somehow people talking was actually music and somehow actually art. Black Kitty slipped off the sofa and rubbed against my legs before jogging off toward the kitchen.


  “So, Professor Carter,” Elsa said, trying to steer us back to the mundane, “what do you do these days to keep busy?”


  I shrugged, unsure what to say.


  “A new book is coming along, I hope,” she said, edging forward on the sofa as though awaiting an announcement. “Another new novel, maybe?”


  “I keep busy around the house, Elsa. Laundry and plenty of chores. Maybe I should get that doorbell fixed.”


  “Aren’t you writing?” she said with a frown.


  “I’m not, no.”


  “Really? Why not?”


  “Don’t forget about posterity,” Matt said, no doubt hoping the line was still funny.


  “I’m afraid I mostly sit on my posterity, Matt.”


  “Good one, Professor Carter.” He nodded approval.


  “But, if you have the time,” Elsa said, “you could write a new novel.”


  I shrugged and eased back farther in my chair.


  “Maybe I don’t have anything to say, Elsa.”


  “Yeah,” Matt said. “Maybe he doesn’t have anything to say. Stick to your guns, Professor.”


  “Thanks, Matt. That’s what helps get me through my hours of need.”


  Matt nodded, grinned. “No problem.”


  “A writer always has something to say,” Elsa said, and I suspected she felt that was the right answer. True, even.


  I had learned that it was never that simple.


  “Not always,” I said. “Writers take days off, too.”


  “But you’ve taken years off,” she said.


  “A few,” I said. “That’s how it works sometimes. Or how it doesn’t work, that is.”


  “Nobody wants to work all the time,” Matt said. “For sure.”


  “There you go,” I said and Matt grinned again. I suspected that it was all the validation he needed.


  “Wisdom from a guy still looking for a job,” Elsa said, pointing at Matt and then thumping him lightly on the forehead.


  “But it has to be work worth doing,” Matt said. “Right, Professor Carter?”


  I hesitated. “Certainly we want our work to have value, Matt.”


  After another awkward pause, I offered more tea. They glanced at each other and Elsa said, “Well, I guess we should be going. We don’t want to take up too much of your time.”


  “Nobody else is asking for my time,” I said, “so you’re welcome to theirs, too.”


  “Good one, Professor Carter,” Matt said.


  “Life’s a series of one-liners, Matt,” I said.


  “Very much so,” Matt said.


  Elsa thumped his forehead lightly again.


  “Don’t speak, Mattboy.”


  He nodded, appeared confused again. I was betting Matt was getting real tired of being thumped on his forehead. Clearly she wore the pants.


  “He’s in outlaw mode,” Elsa said to me as though Matt was not there.


  I walked with them down the stairs to the side door and held it open as they filed out to the driveway.


  “Thanks for stopping by,” I said. “Good luck with that outlaw thing, Matt.”


  “Keep listening to Tom Petty,” Matt said, saluting and then drifting slowly down the driveway to their car. He had already shifted mentally to wherever and whatever their next stop was.


  “Keep after posterity, Matt,” I said, and he turned and grinned. Matt was clearly an ass man. An ass outlaw.


  Elsa offered a hand and the lingering handshake revealed the soft warmth of her hands. Pink hands. Small hands. I tried not to think about fucking her and couldn’t quite manage it. Then I had to try not to think about Matt fucking her. I wasn’t successful.


  “Keep writing, Elsa,” I said. “It all starts somewhere.”


  “I know,” she said, “but where does it end?”


  “That would be a good story to tell, I suspect.”


  “Maybe I’ll try.”


  “You should,” I said.


  “What about you,” she said. “What stops you?”


  “Inertia, maybe. Gravity.” I shrugged, tried to smile gamely. “Who knows? Some days I think I might sit down and never get up again. Maybe melt into the sofa.”


  “You won’t do that,” she said.


  “You can’t be sure, Elsa. I can’t be sure.”


  “I’m confident you won’t.”


  “You have the confidence of youth.”


  “But you have the confidence of experience, right?” she said. A breeze swept her hair across her face and she pulled it back and smiled.


  “You should write something, Professor. You were good.”


  I frowned slightly. “Maybe I will. You never know. And just call me Bryce the next time.”


  “There’s always a next time. Do you believe that … Bryce?”


  “I will if you will.”


  “Then I’ll believe it,” Elsa said. “For sure.”


  She turned and walked a few steps, then halted and looked over her shoulder at me, not quite smiling but not quite frowning, either. I watched her all the way to her car, noting that Matt was right about posterity—she certainly had a good one.


  



  



  Chapter 5: Whiskey River


  One day I looked for Black Kitty and found him sniffing curiously at the side door. I looked out the little window, but did not see anything or anyone, and so I opened the door and stuck my head out—careful not to violate the prime directive and set a foot outside. As I pulled my head back and began to shut the door, I saw an envelope sitting in the mailbox. Retrieving it, I saw that it had no stamp and no writing at all, and anyway it was too early for the chirpy-voiced mail carrier to show up to drop mail and critique the state of my driveway, which looked okay to me, with just the thinnest of white coatings. I did notice that there were tracks in the snow leading to my door and back out to the street, which had been cleared, and there the tracks ended and the envelope mystery began.


  The sealed envelope became a test of will of sorts and remained on the coffee table for days. Each day I challenged myself not to open it, not to learn what mystery might be behind it, who might be behind it, what its purpose might be, whether there was mystery at all. I felt very satisfied every day that I managed to avoid opening it, and sometimes I congratulated myself for not even glancing at it. Once, Black Kitty knocked it on to the floor and I did not notice for hours. When I did pick it up, I tossed it back onto the coffee table without giving much thought to the fact that it was an unopened letter. I felt sure the envelope was not a bill, or from a family member, or anyone I could think of or even imagine, and I was not expecting an envelope from anyone in the universe, or even the universes of Mormons and Scientologists. The rules and boundaries of my self-exile had eliminated the expectation of any mail other than bills. I was sure this letter did not come from the chirpy letter carrier and so it was an x-factor as far as fate was concerned, and as far as I was concerned. The letter might well exist outside of the normal channels of fate. Perhaps it was a wild card, the joker in the deck, a mutation, and I was happy to believe that I controlled the letter’s effect on my destiny regardless of whether I opened it in a week, a month, a year, or never.


  After a time, I realized the envelope had no magnetic pull, no overwhelming power over me, and that to resist the letter might be a very good thing because in resisting it I was asserting myself in my relationship with fate. I was declaring that I had a say in things—in fate—and a degree of control, perhaps a large degree of control. By not opening it, I was establishing that my life might go on fatefully without receiving whatever message the letter carried and which might be a factor in fate if I opened the envelope and allowed what was inside to become activated along a channel of fate. After a few more days, I secured the unopened envelope to the side of the refrigerator with a magnet so I would not automatically encounter it every time I pulled open the door.


  * * *


  Bennie came back, of course. Drunks are stubborn, and so it didn’t surprise me to hear him knocking again on the side door. Drunks want a drinking partner and don’t give up easily. It was tempting to just not answer the door, but of course he knew I was home. I was always home.


  I eased down the steps to the door, still hoping he’d get tired of knocking and move on. That depended, I knew, on how recently he’d taken his last drink. If he hadn’t been to Louie’s yet, the gravitational pull from the bar could soon suck him away from my door. But if he’d stopped somewhere on the way over, he was fueled for a bit and might linger. No doubt he was convinced that a drink could yet be had at my house.


  “I know you’re home, Bryce,” he called as he knocked again.


  I looked over my shoulder, up the steps. Even Black Kitty had a skeptical look on his face. I waited a few more seconds and opened the door.


  “About fucking time, Chief,” Bennie said, a cigarette dangling from his mouth.


  “You’re not coming in with that cigarette, Bennie. That rule hasn’t changed.”


  I had meager hopes we could fight our skirmish at the door and he would soon be snatched by the drunks’ tractor beam from Louie’s and sucked up into the sky and out of sight.


  He smirked, blew smoke my way.


  “Have it your way,” he said, and flipped the butt toward the street.


  “In my house, it’s always my way, Bennie.”


  “Used to be, you didn’t much care what happened in your house.”


  “Used to be,” I said. “Now we’re beyond ‘used to be.’ ‘Used to be’ is fifty miles behind us.”


  “The clever writer.”


  “I can claim to have been a writer. I’m not claiming clever.”


  “Lost your mojo, Bryce like in ice?”


  He had the ugliest smirk I’d ever seen. I knew better than to allow the conversation to drift into mojos and writing.


  “What do you really want, Bennie? I’m not going to Louie’s with you.”


  “Who said anything about Louie’s, Chief?”


  “Have you already been there … Chief?” I said. “Or are you on the way?”


  “Does it matter?”


  “Not to me,” I said. It was cold and I began to hope the cold would motivate him to seek out a drink.


  “Can’t a guy look up an old pal?” Bennie said, attempting to smile sweetly, but his bad teeth defeated the effort.


  “We did that already, Bennie.”


  “You won’t invite an old buddy in? It’s cold out here, Bryce.”


  “There’s no booze here, Bennie. That rule hasn’t changed, either.”


  “So you said, Chief. But it’s still cold out here.”


  “Okay,” I said, hoping that giving in meant I was the better man and simply demonstrating good hospitality. He followed me up the stairs to the kitchen.


  “How about some tea, Bennie?”


  “Iced tea?” he said,


  “I was thinking hot tea, Bennie. It’s a cold day, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  “I noticed. But I’d prefer iced tea.”


  “All right,” I said. “Iced tea it is.”


  “I’ll go sit with your cat, Chief,” Bennie said as he headed to the living room.


  “The cat doesn’t want to go to Louie’s, either,” I called.


  “Funny guy,” he called back. “You should be a writer.”


  “I’ll give it some thought,” I said, too quietly for him to hear.


  When I took Bennie his tea I was pleased to see that Black Kitty was keeping his distance. I figured cats knew horseshit when they smelled it.


  I sipped my tea and watched Bennie sip his and then make a face.


  “Not enough sugar, Chief?” I said.


  “The sugar’s fine,” he said. “But something’s missing.”


  “You want some honey in it?” I said. “I’ve got honey.”


  “Honey’s for pussies,” he said. He dug into his coat pocket and produced a pint bottle of whiskey. “This is what she needs, Chief.” He poured a good amount into his tea and gulped it. “Now that’s tea, Chief,” Bennie said.


  “You’re an asshole, Bennie,” I said quietly.


  “But a thoughtful asshole,” he said, holding up the pint bottle. “See? It’s Canadian Club, Chief. Your old favorite.”


  “A thoughtful asshole is still an asshole, Bennie. It doesn’t change the odor.”


  “More clever-writer shit, Chief.” He leaned forward. “Now let me spice up your tea, Chief, for old times’ sake.”


  I sipped my tea.


  “Old times are called ‘old’ for a reason, Bennie. That’s because people move on from them.”


  He extended the bottle toward me.


  “Just a nip, Chief?” he said. “I know you want it.”


  Perhaps there was a particle of my being that would have taken a drink, but that particle was now too small to matter, like the last dying ember of a fire that isn’t going to flame into sudden life.


  He grinned and leaned closer across the coffee table, swinging the bottle back and forth.


  “Just let me sweeten your tea, Chief, and we’ll be back to the old days. You remember the good old days, Bryce? You enjoyed the good old days.”


  I looked at his ugly face for a moment and then at the bottle. I leaned forward and his grin widened.


  “There you go, Chief,” he said. “Come to papa.”


  I grinned and scooted even closer, but then I swung a fist hard and knocked the bottle from his hand and against the brick fireplace, where it shattered. I could smell the whiskey dripping down the bricks.


  Bennie eased back on the sofa.


  “A waste of good whiskey, Chief.”


  I dug into a pants pocket and found a twenty and tossed it onto the coffee table.


  “Go buy yourself a replacement, Bennie. Buy two for all I care.” I stood up. “Now get out, Chief, and don’t come back.”


  He gulped his drink and picked up the twenty.


  “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll get myself a pint and one for you. I’ll leave yours at your door, for the next time. How’s that, Chief?”


  I stepped across the coffee table and grabbed Bennie by his throat with both hands and put a knee in his chest. He looked awfully surprised. I couldn’t quite believe it myself.


  “There’s no next time, Bennie. Do you hear me?” I put my face almost against his. “There’s no fucking next time, no fucking more Canadian Club and Crown Royal. There’s no more anything.”


  “Get the fuck off me.”


  I pushed my knee hard into his chest and he coughed. He brought his huge hands up to my arms, but he couldn’t dislodge my grip.


  “Let me up,” he said, his voice squeaky from the pressure of my hands. Instead I increased the pressure against his throat and he struggled, but could not get free. Adrenaline had given me the advantage. Slowly I relaxed my grip and stood up. Bennie coughed a few times and got up slowly. I expected a fight, but he apparently didn’t have it in him. He looked at me a moment, more surprised than angry, and then I followed him to the side door. He stood in the driveway, still massaging his throat, and turned back to me.


  “You’ll be back,” he said, his voice a little hoarse. “They always come back.”


  “Others do, but not me.”


  “What makes you so special, Chief?” he said.


  “It’s not about being special, or not special, Bennie.”


  “Then what’s it about?”


  I thought about it a few seconds. “It’s about saving your life, Bennie. Before it’s too late.”


  He laughed, but it was a nervous laugh and not convincing. Then he walked toward his car. He stopped once and said, “You’ll be back, Chief. Trust me.”


  I watched him drive away and knew it was the last time I’d have to hear him say that.


  * * *


  It truly had become the winter of blizzards, a record season of them, the television proclaimed. Another descended ferociously, the wind howling and driving snow horizontally, and I felt concern for the neighborhood boy and his wonder machine when he showed up rather skeptically to once again clear my driveway. He worked harder and longer than before and wore a thick blue scarf across his mouth and lower face, a green watch cap pulled down tightly over his ears. It was slow going to clear the drive. I watched him struggle and then filled out a check for double the amount.


  The chirpy letter carrier came to my side door, even though she had no mail for me that day, and complimented me on the state of my driveway while she stamped her feet to dislodge caked snow off her boots. I was sure she thought that each time the driveway was cleared I had bundled up like an Eskimo and worked hard to clear it just to satisfy her, and her rules. That made us buddies under rather false circumstances. I did nothing to discourage what I was sure she believed, and I nearly asked her about the unopened envelope sitting to the side of the refrigerator, but I knew she had not delivered it, so I merely smiled and offered a sloppy salute. She trudged down the sidewalk, which had not yet been cleared. As she struggled to make her way, I wondered, only momentarily, whether I should someday invite her in for a cup of hot chocolate or tea.


  Very late in the day the snow went from deluge to a trickle. Soon I could see the familiar and stoic sparrows huddled on power lines, and even a blue jay and several energetic cardinals. Finally a crow appeared, sat on a branch of the tree by the deck, and looked defiantly in my direction. I went to the window, pressed my face against the glass, and waved at the crow as it cocked its black head to one side. I saw its beak open, but I did not hear anything, and then it allowed itself to drop off the branch into a shallow flight across the yard and out of sight toward a frozen lake just beyond a thick stand of trees.


  * * *


  When I looked out a window at the snow, I wondered whether snow was a frozen river dispersed into more parts than could be counted or comprehended. I knew snow was symbolic enough of something—something capable of whitewashing things, of overwhelming things, coating things and hiding things, and even swamping things. My life had been swamped for a long time as I climbed out of one mess after another, soaked to the skin and shivering, washed up on a shore like so much flotsam from a maritime wreck, masts sticking up bent and splintered grotesquely toward a sullen sky, bodies in my wake. An odd part of me propelled me to the basement. I scoured it closely and found yet another pint bottle of whiskey, this one with even more amber liquid in it than the previous bottle, and once again I sat and held the bottle and looked through the amber liquid as I held it up to the light.


  Soon Black Kitty came down the steps and brushed against my legs, and by this time I had opened the bottle and smelled the amber contents and jiggled the bottle to see the amber fluid sloshing like little waves—little amber waves hiding a giant amber river that could jump its banks and drown everything. A watery genie that could seep from the bottle and grow into a giant. I judged that I likely came very close to tasting the amber liquid, but something lowered the bottle so near my lips. Something as unseen as colorless gas compelled my arm to fall. I did not quite understand the force behind that action, but I appreciated it very much and admired it, and this time, instead of going upstairs to pour the amber liquid into the snow, I walked over to the drain in the floor by the washing machine. I slowly emptied the amber liquid down the drain until only a dark stain remained for a few moments around the mesh of the screen.


  * * *


  Then there were the sharp-edged, prickly days of looking back into the past darkly, and remembering what it was like to be swept along in Willie Nelson’s Whiskey River. I bobbed maniacally, the alcohol permeating all cells, to the bone, a man thoroughly drenched, saturated, pickled, like a bloated fish swimming in alcohol, a battered soul drowning, the current too strong to swim against. My willpower was easily swamped as the current took me nowhere, but always downriver, until fate, I supposed, deposited me on shore, half in and half out of the Whiskey River, and here, in this house, in this exile.


  I recalled my teaching days before exile, those soggy days. I had written a book that made money, and then a second one, and then I could write no more and teach no more because teaching and writing cut into drinking and wallowing in the river. And so writing and teaching had to go, and then I wrote a third book, an alcoholic book, and then self-exile began because I had begun to believe the world was flat and the Whiskey River was nearing the edge of a cosmic waterfall and would deposit me into the infinite space of the universe.


  There was no momentous moment, no Joyce-like epiphany, no snow falling poetically all over Ireland, though I always loved that part of the story. Instead there was a gradual dog-paddling toward a distant, unseen shore, toward oxygen, toward a shore shrouded in fog, but it was there, the shore, and I knew it—I felt it more than I knew it. I was like a wild animal swimming to shore with no more thought than it’s shore that must be reached, that if I kept struggling in that direction I might avoid drowning and have a chance to breathe again.


  There came an abrupt thaw of several days, the sun a faint yellow yolk in the sky. The sun brightened a bit more each day, and snow melted and water ran off the roof in shiny rivulets, and several times I heard chunks of ice break loose and fall against the side of the house before shattering on the driveway, which looked good and clear thanks to the thaw. Black Kitty sat by the glass door to the deck and watched streams of melting snow rush down the windowpane. He delighted in trying to smack the water as it raced to the bottom of the glass. I made a breakfast of eggs and bacon and toast and treated Black Kitty to more of the beloved tuna from a can.


  The thaw, which I knew was temporary—the forecast called for more snow and colder temperatures—woke up the bird community in my backyard, and sparrows, bluebirds, and cardinals sang insistently and flitted about in the trees along the bony dead branches. Sparrows huddled as always on power lines, but appeared cheerier, peppier. Often they ruffled their feathers and puffed themselves up like cartoon birds, and then flew off in swift flights of two or three to scour newly exposed yards. After a while there were nearly a dozen crows, or perhaps exactly a dozen—had I chosen to keep a meticulous tally—perched at various levels of the tree whose branches hung over the deck. They all looked defiant and dark and even a little menacing, and I laughed at the thought of a tree full of crows.


  I was sure that one of the crows was the defiant one who often sat alone on a branch of that tree, eyeing me coldly, or perhaps regarding itself warmly. I knew I would never quite know which emotion it was, but I was sure one of birds was that crow, and eventually I decided it was the one who sat highest among the crows, as though on a throne for a crow leader, a flight leader. When that one flew away, they all erupted into flight and followed it in a frenzy toward the frozen lake. With the sliding door open a crack, I could hear the collective voices of a dozen, or near-dozen, cackling crows.


  The thaw was pushed aside by more snow—light, wet, lake-effect snow—and soon all was again coated in white and submerged in a freeze. Black Kitty curled up against me on the sofa and we watched snow fall and accumulate. But I took it as progress, or at least as promising, that I began to think of the Whiskey River not as a river at all—or as having the qualities of fluid life or being alive in any way—but rather simply as a disease, as death, as a diseased shape-shifter that could alter its appearance to seem warm and fluid and appear to be flowing and glowing and comforting. It was an alcohol Jacuzzi, all the while disguising creeping death and misery and slowly drowning its victims.


  I had not drowned, though I supposed it was a near thing at that, and having been washed ashore, saturated, groggy, I might as well have been living by an actual river in a house so close to the river that the crisp flow could be heard, and the snap of rapids slapping the banks could be felt and seen as well, and from every window the river was there, unavoidable, intrusive, demanding, preening, flowing past with the promise of menace and disaster. It flowed and never ran out. It was circular—yes, the Whiskey River was circular—and when a section of it flowed past it did not disappear forever downstream, but circled back, always looking for the chance to jump its banks and engulf its victims.


  * * *


  The river was not quite done with me, I learned. One day as snow was intermittent and light, my pulse raced and my heart quickened and I began to sweat and feel sick to my stomach. Walking it off didn’t help, and I drank water, and then orange juice, and paced a bit more throughout the house. But the symptoms persisted, and soon Black Kitty was pacing with me and rubbing against my legs. I was a moving target and yet Black Kitty kept up with me and seemed to insist on keeping up with me. I tried to focus on something, anything—a book on a shelf, the blank TV screen—to calm myself down. Finally, abruptly, I attempted to sit on the floor by the glass door to the deck and ended up landing a bit hard. There I sat, my face pressed awkwardly against the cold glass, Black Kitty draped across my legs as though all was quite normal.


  After a time I pulled my legs up and managed a sitting position as I rubbed the cold spot on my forehead from leaning too long against the glass. I thought maybe I was feeling better, less queasy, but my pulse quickened again, and my throat was dry and my stomach churned. Black Kitty’s tail flicked across my face. Outside I saw the defiant crow—a crow if not the crow—high up in the tree nearest the deck, looking down toward me. But with crows, who knows what they truly are looking at, and what they are really aware of, what they care about? I felt like throwing up for a moment, then that passed, and soon the feeling returned and I did finally throw up, mostly saliva. As I wiped the corners of my mouth with the back of my hand, the crow lifted off slowly from the branch, as if in slow-motion—although maybe it only seemed like slow motion to me, and for the crow it was normal flight and speed—and flew lazily in a circle above the backyard before darting over the trees toward the lake.


  I managed to grab a pillow from the sofa behind me and slip it under my head. I sagged heavily against the pillow, which sagged against the side of the sofa, and Black Kitty sagged against me, his tail again flicking at my face like a furry and cool flame that teased and tickled and comforted instead of burned. I lay there a long time, rubbing Black Kitty behind the ears, hearing Black Kitty purr, and soon I really felt as though the last vile dregs of the Whiskey River were emptying out of me and cascading off me and splashing across the floor to the deck door, pooling briefly before finding an exit, and then seeping under the door and onto the deck, flowing off and freezing and turning the backyard into a skating rink.


  



  



  Chapter 6: Beyond the Whiskey River


  From the very start of exile, my ability to think had been almost exclusively restricted to the present, not much beyond the hour, certainly not beyond the day, and with the frigid burial of Whiskey River, the past opened up to me again. A vivid kaleidoscope, at first. Even a tad overwhelming and too bright and rapid and kinetic for me to maintain focus and make sense of any one thing. It all sped by in a blur: faces and events coming into focus momentarily before disappearing back into the swirl of images and colors and sounds, and even smells, that formed a river of history. I worried, at first, about the prospect of another river running through me, but then time slowed down, and I began to truly see things for the first time in a long while.


  Soon I was able to follow random images and isolate them, zoom in, fix them for inspection, analyze them. I recalled a night before exile began, a night of drinking for no more reason than a bottle and a glass existed, and my ability to pour the glass full many times was unimpeded, and my ability to raise my arm and glass to my mouth worked perfectly and naturally. Alcohol was the wondrous giant killer I accepted and relied on—the Whiskey River—and I welcomed the disease, opened my house to it, opened my mouth to it, left a light on for it, longed and pined for it like a neglected lover, though I did not then know it was a disease, and instead looked upon it as a friend, my good and dear friend.


  As with all good friends, it was natural to want to have fun with it, to do things together, to see things together, to go places together—to share and enhance the love and intensify the love with shared experiences—and so I introduced Whiskey River to Exile on Main Street, the great Stones album. Much later I would understand that Whiskey River knew Exile on Main Street, knew all the great albums, and all the great songs, because they were among the countless artifacts, the infinite multitudes of artifacts and devices that a Whiskey River absorbed on its course through the human vessel.


  But it was Exile on Main Street that I was recalling so well, and as Whiskey River jumped its banks that night and filled me up and swept me away—swept me off my feet—I floated and drifted and felt no pain and could recall no morality, had no regrets. I marveled at the songs—“All Down the Line,” “Happy,” “Tumbling Dice,” and “Sweet Virginia,” but the next morning, when I could barely function before coffee and food, and not much better after those things, when all the regrets and morality rushed back into me like roaring tide, filling me up so much differently than Whiskey River had, other song titles from Exile on Main Street came to me. Those titles were like ominous Burma-Shave signs alongside a foggy road full of twists and turns, and song titles like “Turd on the Run,” “Soul Survivor,” “Torn and Frayed,” “Rip This Joint,” and “Stop Breaking Down,” rushed toward me. They battered themselves against me, and somehow those titles became like voices that succeeded in breaking through the tidal wave of Whiskey River for just a moment, but just long enough. Like the Stones holed up in the basement of a house in southern France to make that classic album, I realized I would have to hole up in my house and become an exile, too.


  * * *


  There was a girl, and there’s always a love interest, if a story or a life is interesting at all. This girl was also a student, my student—not Elsa, but a former student, which is an important distinction to make because it was risky and even dangerous to have an affair with a student, which, of course, only intensified the experience and stoked our desires—made them more feverish—and made the girl even more desirable. There was desire enough, and the spark between us had been real enough, despite the years between us.


  The girl’s name was Marla. The first time I saw her, as she slipped past me through the door into class, I had only a fleeting glance at her face, at her raven hair thick and unruly on her head and shoulders, and I rather thought she might be part Asian, vaguely Polynesian, perhaps. She turned out to be merely Irish, Catholic, and Republican, but with a glow about her, an aura. When we were in sight of each other, it was as though gravity intensified and somehow pulled us together instead of merely keeping us planted on the ground. Gravity kept us from flying off into space and instead we flew into each other. We merged. And at first, gravity was enough. Later, it just made it harder for us to float apart.


  Marla was always late, no matter the occasion. I learned to add two hours to any time she had agreed to as her time to materialize. And always, despite the two extra hours, I was excited when she finally appeared and my frustration melted away immediately. She would smile, tell me how wonderful I was, and I would have waited for as long as it took. She was a woman of twenty-two, but a girl nonetheless, because despite the glow, the aura of promise and spirit, she proved unable to fly, and she was instead the butterfly that sat on a purple flower perpetually flexing fragile wings of yellow and black. She never revealed me to her mother, and when she called her mother to say she would be spending a night in Kalamazoo, she lied, saying she would be with friends. Marla couldn’t make decisive moves to advance her life. I often wondered why the flirtation happened at all and why it ever blossomed into something much more. I concluded, years later, that fate had created the flirtation—a test, I suppose, a trial for me to endure and survive and perhaps even gain strength from, to gain some sort of perspective on relationships and the flirtatious capriciousness of love. After Marla, I was courted by Whiskey River, seduced by Whiskey River, honeymooned with Whiskey River.


  My second book was about Marla, disguised as best as I could as fiction. It apparently fooled enough people, but it was not as good as my first book, and in the end I was the real fool because she left me. That sounds dramatic, but the reality was less so. In our final conversation, on the sidewalk in front of the college library, we spoke reasonably.


  “You were always there,” Marla said.


  “Where else would I be?” I said.


  Then she turned, slowly, sadly, and my last look at her, seared deeply into my memory and soul, was of her back and long dark hair as she disappeared into a sunset created by fate.


  * * *


  I had entered exile with short hair, though not a crewcut or one of those concentration camp looks so popular among metrosexual men determined to extinguish individuality, and at first I didn’t think much at all about my hair, which was still mostly brown and thick. As it grew and I acquired bangs, and the growing hair dusted the collars of shirts and beyond, I rather enjoyed a glimpse of myself in a mirror, slightly unkempt, disheveled, but not quite in Aqualung album territory, either. I supposed I had begun to look like a hippie of sorts, which also pleased and amused me, because unlike the men I went to high school with—who now had graying hair or the balding pates befitting the insurance agents they had become—I could still imagine Woodstock Nation as a viable replacement to capitalism.


  The growing hair required a bit of maintenance. My sister commented playfully on my new shampoo and conditioner needs. As my hair grew longer, I began to envision how soon enough the snow would disappear and the grass would grow, too, and all through the neighborhood those men who had become insurance agents, or subservient middle-management flunkies, would obsessively cut that growing grass as though letting it get out of hand was to be avoided at all costs. They saw close-cropped lawns as desirable alternatives to actual nature, while I saw them for what they really were—symbols of the taming of unruly nature—because the men mowing the lawns had traded in their own unruly natures years earlier in favor of uniformity, and they resented anything that contradicted their world view.


  * * *


  As my hair grew, I joked to Black Kitty that I could imagine getting honorary membership in what was left of The Allman Brothers Band. I realized that some trimming was in order. That was a task I could do, I supposed—with minimum confidence—but perhaps not well. I worried that having self-cut hair would give me the look of a man in a cave, so my main concern was how to get it done without doing it myself, or violating exile. I ran all these considerations by my sister on the phone. She arranged for a friend who cut hair out of her house to come by, which sounded good until I realized she would be the first stranger to set foot in my house in months. Perhaps some brushing up on my people skills was in order. I had to make a good run through the house’s first floor to make sure it appeared clean enough, especially the kitchen, where I imagined we would perform the transformation, creating a more refined look for an old would-be hippie who didn’t think he was all that old or truly a hippie. Hippiedom, I always believed, had died not long after Woodstock, at Altamont, but I knew my sister called me a hippie sometimes just to give me some semi-good-natured grief—I say “semi,” because at least a slice of it didn’t come off as all that good-natured. After I straightened up the house I had the brilliant idea for a trial run at being in the same room with a stranger.


  I waited by the side door, and when the chirpy letter carrier approached with my mail, I smiled and thanked her and assured her that I would clean up the thin coat of snow on the driveway, and she assured me that it was no impediment at all, that it looked more like a coat of white paint than snow. Abruptly I suggested she come in for a blueberry muffin—an idea I’d had once before—and she said she had a schedule. I asked where she was at on that schedule, and she looked at her watch and said she was actually ahead of schedule. After looking down at her black shoes for a moment, she came in and we sat down at the kitchen table with blueberry muffins and coffee.


  She checked her watch as she munched the muffin, which she said was quite tasty, and all I could think of was how odd it seemed to have a stranger in my house. Soon Black Kitty jumped up on the table. I apologized for the breach of manners and shooed Black Kitty off to the floor and the letter carrier said that was common at her house because she had four cats. She told me their names and personality traits, and then finished her muffin and we stared awkwardly at each other for a long moment. She got up and said she had to get back on schedule. At the door she thanked me, and we even shook hands. I watched her walk down the block, and even though we had not really conversed beyond the merits of blueberry muffins and a house full of cats, I felt it had been a good trial run at re-uniting with reality.


  * * *


  The day after the trial run—blueberry muffins with the chirpy letter carrier—my sister’s hair stylist friend arrived. She was a bright-eyed and perpetually smiling woman of about thirty-five, attractive in a slightly too much hair coloring and slightly too much blue eye shadow sort of way that avoided sliding fully into trashy. Nonetheless, she was attractive and friendly. Her name was Sherilynn, and she was tall—almost as tall as I am at around five-ten or so—and wispy thin but not emaciated. There appeared to be a good and lean figure under the red sweater and faded jeans. I tried to gauge the lines of her body without getting caught, and although I wasn’t sure I accomplished that, I figured she likely got her share of looks and was used to it. She took command and positioned me on a stool at the kitchen sink and washed my hair slowly, lovingly, massaging the shampoo and then conditioner firmly into my scalp. She was very careful to assess the warmth of the water before rinsing, and through it all we chatted about how much snow the winter had brought as Black Kitty sat on a window sill on the other side of the kitchen.


  “How’s the water?” she said a second time, to make sure. “Too warm, not warm enough?”


  “Perfect,” I said. “Invigorating. I think this is the best part of a haircut.”


  “My clients always say that. A good shampoo is like a good massage.”


  “You could go house to house and make money,” I said.


  “People would think I was crazy, knocking on doors to offer a shampoo.”


  “Not my best idea, I guess.”


  “You keep thinking,” she said. “Since you’re a writer, you might come up with one yet.”


  “I’ll do my best,” I said quietly.


  It was a fairly vulnerable position to be in, my head dangling into a sink, an attractive woman washing my hair and then toweling it dry before running a comb through it and cutting it with crisp snips of the scissors, the wet clumps of hair falling onto the blue smock she had wrapped around me. As she cut and combed, she suggested nonchalantly that I needed to get out of the house more, but she never questioned the concept of exile. I figured that my sister must have filled her in.


  “You really haven’t gone out at all, all winter?” Sherilynn said.


  “Not once.”


  “How do you stand it?”


  “It’s comforting. I always know where I’ll be.”


  “But isn’t that boring?” she said.


  “No more than always going to the same place to work every day.”


  “But at a job, you have people around you.”


  “Now people come to me.”


  “I guess you have me there,” she said.


  “No, you have me here,” I said. She laughed and I did, too.


  Sherilynn used a blow dryer, which I never used, and fashioned my still long but more manageable hair into something a bit slicker and flatter than I preferred. I didn’t mind. I knew that it was just for that day, and after a shower the next morning I could let it slip and slide into the shape it liked and it would look more natural, less choreographed. I decided long hair suited me and I wore it well, but that I should remember to look a little less like Jesus.


  



  



  Chapter 7: Intermission


  It stopped snowing.


  Days lengthened.


  Evening darkness shrank.


  Morning light hurried.


  Snow melted slowly.


  Moisture seeped silently.


  Ice fell sharply.


  Yards browned haltingly.


  Winds snapped emotionally.


  Tree branches creaked insistently.


  Dogs barked neutrally.


  Horns honked mechanically.


  People emerged tentatively.


  Walked.


  Smoked.


  Gazed.


  Geese and ducks returned eagerly.


  Sparrows sighed compassionately.


  Cardinals chirped joyously.


  Bluebirds cackled aggressively.


  Crows cawed ominously.


  Black Kitty sat in a window sill.


  My hair grew.


  Fate slumbered.


  



  



  Chapter 8: The Middle of the Actual Beginning


  Someone was knocking on the side door. The knocking was tentative and at first I wasn’t sure I was hearing it at all. It was more of a pecking sound, like a woodpecker tapping away on a tree. I peeked out a window by the stairs and saw Elsa in her long wool coat, blonde hair cascading across shoulders and nicely framing her oval face. I can’t say I expected her visit, but I wasn’t surprised, either. I had thought of her a few times. Mostly I thought of her naked, her blonde hair hanging over her breasts, her mouth wet and glistening, and without Matt, the ass outlaw in training.


  She placed her red mittens over her nose for a moment to warm it up. Mittens. Elsa wore mittens. I suppose I thought she would be more grown up and wear expensive black leather gloves. Maybe have her hair in a ponytail and be well into the transition to soccer mom. But she had a few years yet before all that. She knocked again and I snapped out of the fantasy. I couldn’t let her freeze.


  “I wasn’t sure you’d be home,” she said as she mounted the steps into the kitchen.


  “I’m always home,” I said, already pondering how to explain that. I hung her coat on the rack and automatically filled a teapot. “Tea, Elsa?”


  “I’d love tea … Bryce.” She rubbed her hands together. “Where’s Black Kitty?”


  I turned on a stove burner and opened a cabinet to find tea bags and honey. I could feel her eyes on my back.


  “He’ll turn up all right. He loves company.”


  “I think you need more company.”


  I turned and smiled. She wore a tight navy sweater that emphasized her large breasts. I tried not to drop my gaze to the tight denim vee between her legs.


  “Lately company hasn’t been a problem,” I said. “It’s been Grand Central Station.”


  “Oh,” she said. “I hope we didn’t impose the other day.”


  “You didn’t.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Absolutely. You’re always welcome. But where’s Matt?”


  “Off in Mattland, I suppose.” She wrinkled her nose and it was very cute, endearing … and sexy.


  “And where is Mattland?”


  “Not my day to watch the boy,” she said. “But he can be found with his bonehead buddies at Sharkey’s, shooting pool and swilling Bud Light.”


  “Are Matt and the boys all unemployed pool hustlers?”


  “They were student painters, until it got too cold. Now they sit around Sharkey’s playing with their sticks … pool cues.”


  The teapot whistled and I poured us each a cup.


  “Honey?” I said.


  “What?” She looked surprised. “Oh … honey. Sure.”


  “Say when.” I squeezed honey into her cup.


  “Hose me down, I guess,” she said.


  “Sure you’re ready for that?”


  She looked down at the kitchen floor. “Ready for what?”


  “All this honey.”


  She looked up, grinning. “I love honey.”


  “How much?” I said.


  “A lot. I love how it tastes and coats my tongue.”


  “That’s a lot, for sure.”


  “Give me all you got,” she said.


  “And if we run out?”


  “What are the chances?” she said, her grin expanding as she leaned back against a counter.


  “We can always get more, if we need it.”


  “An endless supply?” She pulled hair away from her face and revealed a pink ear.


  “Depends on the source, I guess.” I wondered how far she was willing to take the game.


  “Do you have plenty of honey, Bryce?”


  So, she was a player indeed.


  “We won’t run out today.”


  “Today is all we have,” she said. “Isn’t that a famous saying? Did Gandhi say that?”


  I wondered how often she truly contemplated Mahatma Gandhi. When I hear Gandhi, I don’t think of a famous quotation. I think, Ben Kingsley.


  “It wasn’t Gandhi,” I said. “I believe it was actually Mother Teresa—‘we have only today.’ ”


  “How do you remember all these things, Bryce?”


  I smirked. “Maybe that’s it. Maybe you somehow asked me the only one I could remember.”


  “Like fate?” she said.


  “More like coincidence. But fate might be involved, too.”


  “But you did know the answer,” she said.


  “What if I saw it on TV, on a game show while surfing channels?”


  “It’s still knowledge,” she said.


  “More like trivia. There’s a difference.”


  “Does it matter how you know something, as long as you know it, Bryce?”


  Well-said, I thought.


  “To a purist, maybe.”


  “Are you a purist, Bryce?”


  “Not any fucking more.”


  “Are you a writer?”


  “That’s debatable.”


  “What are you, then?”


  I threw up my hands, but smiled.


  “An exile, Elsa. I’m an exile in my own house.”


  She arched her lovely eyebrows.


  “No way. How are you an exile?”


  “Way. I haven’t been outside of this house all winter. That makes me an exile.”


  “Since when?”


  “Right after Christmas.”


  “Really? How do you get groceries?”


  “My sister brings them.”


  “Why are you doing it?” she said.


  “To stop drinking. But it’s turned into more than that.”


  “Did you drink that much, Bryce?”


  “Yes. I certainly did. Now I can see just how much it was. Many times I had my fill and then somebody else’s fill, I guess. I drank the Whiskey River.”


  She chuckled. “That’s a Willie Nelson song.”


  “I guess it was sort of my theme song for years,” I said.


  “Is it working … exile?”


  “There’s no booze in the house.”


  “But you don’t have the outside world.”


  “I can see it out the window,” I said. “It looks like it’s still there. Still in color and all that. The squirrels are still bushy and brown.”


  “But what about perspective on the outside world, Bryce?”


  She pushed away from the counter toward me.


  “Do I need much perspective, Elsa, if I’m an exile?”


  “Yeah, you do.” She stepped closer.


  Okay, I thought, yeah, that’s probably true.


  “And how do I get it?” I said. “Perspective, that is.”


  She reached for my belt buckle and rested her fingers on it for a few seconds while I watched. Then she grasped the buckle and pulled me toward her.


  “I’m from the outside world,” she said. “I can give you perspective.”


  I thought it sounded very corny, which rhymes with horny, but it also sounded like a very good idea.


  “Lead on,” I said, and she grabbed my hand and led me through the house and up the stairs to the bedroom. Black Kitty was napping on the bed. Dreaming of perspective, no doubt.


  Elsa was behind me, her crotch thrust into my ass, her arms running up and down my chest.


  “Black Kitty will need to find another place to nap,” she said. “He doesn’t need to see what we’re going to do.”


  I reached around behind her and squeezed her ass.


  “Will it hurt?” I said playfully.


  “Only if you want it to.”


  * * *

  



  My side door, I concluded, was still something of a turnstile. Rev. Mortensen returned one day, his trench coat under his arm like the last time. I wondered why he bothered to lug it around. He wore another magnificent suit, a blue pinstriped number, and a baby blue button-down shirt and a black tie. Maybe he always carried his coat to show off his impressive suits. Or to give the impression he was hale and hearty. He seemed like the hale and hearty type—strenuous, strident. Convinced of his ideology and his mission. No uncertainties, I supposed. Holy Rollers were fueled by conviction. He probably figured that doubt was the hobgoblin of a faulty mind. Or maybe he just didn’t take into account what others might be thinking.


  I noticed he was carrying the copy of my book. Maybe he forgot the Bible. Not likely, I reminded myself. No doubt he had one in his car if he needed it. No doubt he had memorized enough of the Bible to wield it as a weapon, even when a copy was not in his hand.


  In the living room, he sat quietly on the sofa and stirred his tea. He seemed to be composing his thoughts. And I was definitely in no hurry to hear them. For a moment I feared he might lead us in prayer. Otherwise, I was happy just to pet Black Kitty, who lounged in my lap. Had the good reverend suddenly risen and announced a Holy Roller emergency elsewhere else, I would have smiled and nodded and not given it another thought.


  But that’s not how it went.


  Finally he looked up from his contemplation and said, “Bryce … how are you, my friend?”


  So, we were friends. Buddies. Of course, that didn’t spare me from also being a lost lamb in need of a shepherd.


  “Doing well, Reverend, all things considered. And you?”


  “I’m blessed by the Lord’s presence.”


  A hard act to follow, I had to admit.


  “Is he here with us now, Reverend?”


  I resisted the notion of looking round the room. The good reverend nodded approval and rubbed his hands together. He nearly smiled.


  “He is always with us, Bryce.”


  I was tempted to blurt out an insolent remark about remembering to keep the shower door closed in the future, but I suppressed it. Instead, I nodded slightly and avoided a smile or a frown.


  “I see you have my book there, Reverend.”


  “Yes,” he said, holding it up in with both hands, which oddly enough made me remember a picture of Moses holding up a tablet or one of the Commandments—were they the same? My knowledge of the subject was sketchy.


  “Did you read it, Reverend?”


  “I did indeed, Bryce. Quite the experience.”


  Now, “quite the experience,” I had to admit, was actually one of the nicest reviews the book ever got. If more of the reviewers had actually called it “quite an experience,” maybe it would have sold a few copies.


  Maybe I should have titled it, Quite An Experience.


  “There’s all sorts of experiences, of course,” I said.


  “Indeed.”


  “Not your cup of tea, Reverend?”


  He wiggled his lips and looked away a few seconds.


  “I suppose my taste runs to Grisham, or Dan Brown. Or some of the Christian authors I am more familiar with.”


  “I haven’t read Grisham or Brown,” I said. “I did see that Da Vinci movie, though. Tom Hanks was dandy in it.”


  “Indeed he was.”


  “Did you bring the book to give it back, Reverend?”


  That would have been a first—a reader actually tossing the book back to me in person.


  “No, no,” he said. “A gift is a gift. I know you must have offered it in good faith, and I should honor that sentiment.”


  “Good faith” was quite the stretch. But at least he took the high road. And maybe he brought it along because he still couldn’t quite believe it had been written. I could never quite believe it, either. But there it was, in the hands of a good reverend.


  “I can sign it for you, Reverend.” I certainly enjoyed saying it.


  He looked pained for a second or two and quickly switched to a grin, though his cheeks reddened slightly.


  “Well, of course, that’s a plus,” he said. “Certainly having the author’s signature does have an effect. It enhances the book, I suspect. Even bestows value.”


  I thought, if God his-own-self appeared and signed my book, it wouldn’t enhance it at all. But certainly the value would immediately shoot up.


  “Do you have a pen, Reverend?” I could clearly see one sticking up from his breast pocket.


  He hesitated and then plucked the pen from his pocket and handed it along with the book over to me. As I signed, he crossed his legs and pretended to smooth the fabric of his very nice pinstripe trousers. I signed my name and wrote the following inscription:


  “For Rev. Mortensen, who one day knocked on my door when few were knocking.”


  I handed it back and he studied the inscription and nodded, flashing a quick grin and then placed the book—rather gingerly, I felt—on the coffee table. I wondered whether that might be a ploy to leave it behind. I resolved to make sure he left with the book. It was the price of admission the good reverend owed me for the prosecution of his agenda.


  “Thank you, Bryce.”


  “The least I can do.”


  It was actually far from the least I could do. I imagined that at home he would want to keep the book on the highest shelf, if he had bookshelves, so that it went unnoticed, given the sex and profanity and general dissipation the book renders.


  “A memorable story,” he said, a bit absently.


  “Many critics said there’s no story at all, Reverend. I recall my agent telling me that if it sold, it would be because there wasn’t another book quite like it. Turns out there’s a good reason why no other books are quite like it.”


  I smiled sweetly, like I had seen Elsa do. I admired her sweet smile. It was probably genuine.


  “Your agent had faith in you, Bryce. Faith is powerful.”


  He was out of the bullpen now and warming up his fastball.


  “Indeed,” I said, remembering there needed to be a ban on the word.


  “Faith moves mountains,” he said.


  “I’ve heard that one, Reverend.”


  “An old sentiment that’s always true.”


  “As true as true can be,” I said, wondering why I said it, or what that phrase even meant.


  A silence settled in between us and I wished I had made a fire because a fire would have offered crackling and popping noises that would have helped punctuate the silence. I was thinking like a writer again, I supposed. Or maybe just someone full of shit. Maybe I was thinking like a writer full of shit.


  “That’s a fine suit, Reverend.”


  “Thank you, Bryce.” He gave it a quick glance and adjusted his tie.


  I made a mental note to someday explore why men wear ties. To me a tie was slow strangulation.


  “Do you think the suit makes the man,” I said, “or the man makes the suit?”


  “The latter, of course.”


  “True,” I said. “Hitler wore suits. All the time. Stalin, too. But suits didn’t make those guys better men.”


  “Certainly not,” he said.


  “More tea?” I said pleasantly.


  “I’d love some. I do like the honey you put in it, Bryce.”


  “One of my former students dropped by recently, Reverend. She likes my honey, too. Very much.”


  “I’m not surprised. She must be a smart young woman.”


  “Oh, she is,” I said. “I think I must have taught her well. I think I’m still teaching her.”


  “Wonderful,” he said. “Marvelous. What do you teach her now?”


  “Oh, you know … a little of this, a little of that. I think mostly she’s now teaching me some things.”


  “That’s the mark of a good teacher, I suspect,” he said. “That she keeps coming back to see you.”


  “She does,” I said, “keep coming.”


  He nodded approvingly. I went to the kitchen and refilled his cup and squeezed a generous dollop of honey into it. And I resolved to tone it down a bit. He was probably not as bad a guy as I imagined him to be because of his strident insistence on pushing his faith. He just believed. He’d made up his mind and set his course and felt he was sailing toward his true north. That was something to be admired. Or at least, grudgingly respected.


  “Just the right amount of honey,” he said, quickly taking a second sip. And then a third.


  “That’s what my former student says, Reverend.”


  Okay, okay, I told myself, enough with the snarkiness. You’ve had your fun. You amused yourself. You can tell Elsa all about it and have a good laugh. And then hose her down with some more honey. Ha! Ha!


  “Bryce,” he said after yet another sip and a pause for effect. “How are you, truly? I have worried about you. I have prayed for you, of course.”


  “Kind of you, Reverend. But I suspect I’m fine.”


  “But this exile … it can’t be your future.”


  “I doubt it’s my future, Reverend. It’s merely my now.”


  “The now has a way of slipping away from us and becoming the future,” he said.


  I wondered if he had a job before becoming God’s messenger. I felt he might have made a good auto salesman. A reverend, after all, is a born salesman. Likely he went straight from college to whatever school it is that manufactures reverends.


  “But Reverend, the now is really all we have.”


  “And yet we must also plan for the future. Live with an eye toward our futures. Both here, on earth, and beyond.”


  “Beyond,” I said, also pausing for effect. “That’s an awesome concept … beyond.”


  “Do you believe in the hereafter, Bryce?”


  “The hereafter? That makes it sound like there’s just clearly the one, the only hereafter destination. Oz, Valhalla. I can’t recall some of the other names for it. Well, heaven, of course. And … paradise. Club Med, though, is probably stretching it.”


  “Indeed,” he said quietly. “But do you believe, Bryce.”


  I sagged into my chair and sighed. It was perhaps too early in the day to wrestle with immortality. It was certainly too early for strident reverends, but I had let him in and so I deserved what came of it.


  “That’s a tough one, Reverend. That one requires faith.”


  “Faith is the key,” he said, leaning forward and clasping hands on thighs. He looked capable of dropping to his knees to implore me to pray with him.


  “Indeed,” I said.


  “Tell me about your faith, Bryce.”


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Reverend.”


  “What do you believe?”


  I had images of Elsa, naked. And in one of her crotchless body stockings.


  “That’s a toughie, Reverend. I’m drawing a blank there.”


  I thought of how Elsa liked to bend over my bed naked and wiggle her butt.


  He leaned back against the sofa, his hands still clasped in his lap. He sighed, but it was not a loud sigh and did not seem terribly impatient or reproachful. Perhaps somewhat impatient. Slightly impatient.


  “Do you believe in heaven, Bryce?”


  “You’re not first going to ask if I believe in God?”


  “Would you be more comfortable if I did?”


  “Not really. Both are toughies, Reverend. Both are minefields.”


  “Minefields?” He looked annoyed but managed to suppress it quickly enough.


  “Sure,” I said. “No matter where you step, you risk it all blowing up in your face.”


  He tapped his finger on a knee for a few seconds and squinted at me … a little bit like that hard-ass squint Clint Eastwood gave the bad guys in spaghetti westerns. Just before he shot them.


  “Maybe life has a minefield aspect,” he said, the tone of his voice not conceding my point. “Sometimes. I can see that. I can sort of concede that. But faith in something greater than life here. It transforms life here into something wonderful.”


  Yes, I could see the good reverend selling cars.


  “Indeed,” I said.


  * * *


  There were fleeting signs of the spring to come, but spring was still lurking behind a distant corner and dragging its feet. There was no more snow falling and none predicted, and only scraps of snow still lingered in places where shade kept the remnants alive. My yard had snowy patches under the bare trees, but the dormant brown-green grass dominated and squirrels dashed busily from tree to tree, leaving tracks only in the white patches.


  The winds arrived from wherever winds live and prosper, and they lingered for several days, vacuuming the landscape and sucking plastic bags from open dumpsters and pummeling them against trees and into branches to twist grotesquely. Black Kitty’s ears would perk up as bursts and shears of wind would rattle up and down the chimney.


  At night it was still cold, but not arctic anymore, and on some days the sun would peek out from behind billowing clouds that somehow did not produce thunderstorms, though those storms were coming. The sun would disappear again, but during the days of false spring the sun beamed without radiating much heat as it tried to marshal strength for days coming.


  There was a day when the sun wanted to reassert itself, batting clouds aside and peeking out here and there. Then, abruptly, wet snowflakes floated down—not many and for only a few minutes. They melted right away and then the sun had better luck as the clouds thinned into puffs of white-gray smoke.


  * * *


  I was napping on the sofa with Joyce’s Dubliners open on my chest and Black Kitty draped across my legs. Several times I woke up, groggy, as wind rattled the roof or tumbled down the chimney, and then slid back into sleep. I dreamed about why Dubliners is so good and readable and Ulysses is genius but unreadable—to me, anyway. I woke up again to a pounding sound. Black Kitty jumped to the floor and ran into the kitchen. The pounding continued and finally I understood it was someone pounding on the front door. I peeked out and saw a former colleague from the college—Paul Herringer, a decent poet and decent friend in those days—as he gazed down the street. I didn’t think he saw me, and I considered just retreating back to the living room and waiting for him to give up and leave, but he knocked again, just as insistently, and so I pulled the curtain aside and smiled as genuinely as I could.


  “The side door, Paul,” I said, motioning in that direction with my hand. “Go to the side door.”


  He smiled and nodded enthusiastically, and by the time I opened the side door he was there, still smiling. He offered a hand and we shook. His grip was firm and I adjusted mine to be firmer. He had grown a beard since I’d last seen him, and it had come out mostly white. Perhaps he’d intended it as a counter-balance to his receding hairline, a function it fulfilled nicely, if my first impression was correct.


  “You look well, Bryce,” he said. “It’s been a while.”


  “It has, it has,” I said, nodding and then glancing down my faded Levi’s at my white-socked feet, unsure of the right answer.


  “Your hair has really grown,” he said.


  “Has it?” I said absently.


  “Quite a bit. Are you auditioning for a rock band?”


  “No, no. Nothing so exotic. Just a new look.”


  We stared uneasily at each other a moment.


  “Well, come on in,” I said. “Watch the steps up to the landing.”


  In the kitchen he offered a hand a second time, more awkward than the first.


  “I’m going to make tea, Paul. How does that sound?”


  “Good, good,” he said, clearly nervous. “I’d love some.”


  He went into the living room as I boiled water. I was grateful for the task and a few minutes to ready myself psychologically for company.


  “You have a cat,” he called out.


  “Yes,” I called back, annoyed at having to raise my voice.


  “What’s its name, Bryce?”


  “He answers to Black Kitty.”


  “Not a very ambitious name for a writer, Bryce.”


  “Who said I was a writer?” I said as I poured honey into our tea mugs. There was no reply. I had already heard my first name invoked too many times.


  I handed him his mug and sat in a chair opposite the sofa. Black Kitty sat on the sofa with Paul, but at some distance to indicate cautious hospitality. Cat etiquette. As we sipped tea, Black Kitty abruptly jumped off the sofa and onto the back of my chair. He curled up behind my head to peek out over my shoulder at Paul.


  “It’s loyal to you,” Paul said.


  “I feed him.”


  “The same thing, Bryce,” Paul said.


  “Something like that.”


  Paul was older than me, in his late fifties—fifty-eight, if I recalled correctly. It made me think suddenly of a birthday coming in June. I would be fifty-one. I had not thought about age much in exile.


  “How’s your tea, Paul?”


  “The honey always makes the difference.” He held his mug up in salute. It made me think of people in bars raising beer mugs or shot glasses.


  “Honey’s my new religion, Paul.”


  “Really?” He cocked his head to the side as though actually assessing this proclamation.


  “No. I’m just saying that to make conversation.”


  We studied each other a moment and sipped tea.


  “How’s life at the college?” I said.


  “Good, good,” he said, nodding his head. “Folks ask about you from time to time.”


  “Some probably do,” I said. “Some probably don’t.”


  “Kathryn Miller asks about you, Bryce.”


  “How is Kathryn Miller these days?”


  “She’s the department chair now, Bryce. Since January.”


  “How nice for her ambitions,” I said. “Has she got the rest of you wearing uniforms yet?”


  He nodded and smiled knowingly. “No, no. Well, not yet, anyway.”


  “Plenty of time for it,” I said. “See if she’ll go for the beret and turtleneck sweater look, Paul. I think a beret might suit you.”


  He wrinkled his nose and sipped tea.


  “She’s not so bad,” he said. “And she did ask about you.”


  “Tell her I’m alive. And kicking. Don’t I look it?”


  “I can see that,” he said. “You look … younger.”


  “Maybe it’s the hair.” I shrugged my shoulders.


  “And you look … healthier, too,” he said. “Have you lost weight?”


  “Nearly ten pounds.”


  He nodded approvingly and raised his mug again.


  “Must be your diet, Bryce.”


  “And I don’t drink.”


  “Ah,” he said, arching his eyebrows. “How’s that going?”


  “There’s no booze in the house.”


  “I was just asking,” he said, staring into his teacup.


  “That’s okay, Paul. How are you doing?”


  “No real complaints.” He raised his mug in salute again.


  “How’s Sheila?”


  “Good, good.” He nodded and chewed his lip. “We went through a bad spell there for a bit.” He looked off at the wall. “But I think we reeled the thing back in.”


  “Good,” I said, raising my mug. “Here’s to fishing.”


  “Fishing?” He looked confused.


  “You said you reeled it back in. Marriage can be like fishing. You need to use the right bait.”


  He smiled, nodded. “That’s the writer in you, Bryce.”


  I smirked. “There’s that accusation again.”


  “Are you back at it … writing?”


  “No, I’m not. Not in a long time.”


  “How long?” he said.


  “Several years.”


  “But you did fine when you were, Bryce.”


  “That last one went nowhere.”


  He forced a smile. “I thought it was fine.”


  My turn to force a smile. “It was a stinker, Paul.”


  “That’s harsh,” he said. “Do you really think so?”


  “Yeah, I do. But thanks for trying to make me feel good.”


  He rubbed a finger absently across his chin.


  “Bryce … nothing’s ever as good as they claim, or as bad as they charge us with.”


  I chuckled and sipped tea and thought about it a moment. It was a nice line. If I were writing, I’d like that line. Maybe I’d steal that line. I leaned my head into Black Kitty and he rubbed his face against my cheek.


  “But what do you really think, Paul?”


  He hesitated. “Certainly it wasn’t a stinker.”


  “But ….”


  “Well, it wasn’t as much fun as the other two, Bryce. I guess that’s how I’d put it. That doesn’t make it bad. It was just different than the first two. A new direction, perhaps.”


  “A dead end, you mean.”


  “I wouldn’t go that far, Bryce.”


  “How far would you go?”


  “It’s different among friends,” he said. “The politics of criticism are different.”


  “We’re still friends?”


  “Of course. Did you think we weren’t, Bryce?”


  “I don’t know,” I finally said. “It’s been a long few months, I guess.”


  “Exile can’t be easy.”


  “But it’s been necessary.”


  “I guess I see that, Bryce.”


  “Do you?”


  “I don’t know. I’m trying to. What matters is how you see it, I suppose.”


  Black Kitty slipped off the back of the chair and into my lap.


  “I’m still working on how I see it, Paul.”


  He nodded. “Understandable.”


  “Are you sure?” I said.


  “Reasonably.” He shrugged his shoulders. “You really haven’t been outside at all?”


  “Not since Christmas.”


  “Not a foot outside?” Paul said.


  “No, that’s the rule. The prime directive: no foot set outside. No full foot.”


  “No full monty?”


  “No,” I laughed. “Certainly no full monty.”


  “How about toes?” he said, grinning.


  “Once. One time I dipped my toes in the snow. Not as much fun as dipping toes off a dock in summer.”


  “I can imagine,” he said. “So, when does it end?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “This … exile,” he said.


  I rubbed Black Kitty behind the ears and watched his eyes slowly close.


  “I guess it ends when it ends. All things end when they end.”


  



  



  Chapter 9: Even More of the Middle of the Actual Beginning


  Abruptly, rudely, winter declined its invitation to leave. The morning after Paul’s visit, I woke up to drifting flakes, and the backyard was painted white again. Squirrels perched on branches and seemed as disappointed as I was. But it was not very cold. I stuck a bare foot out the sliding deck door and knew the snow would melt quickly. The forecast predicted rain soon, though the forecast had not predicted snow.


  My sister Janis—named for Janis Joplin and not resembling Joplin in appearance or behavior—showed up at a little after five with supplies. I invited her in, which surprised her. She had cut her long blond hair into something that struck me as perky, trendy. It framed her broad face nicely. I supposed she was still young enough to worry about trends and what vacuous people on TV looked like, despite leaning a bit too far toward the limited Republican view of the world. Still, the haircut suited her.


  “How’s that old black cat?” she said in the kitchen as she slipped off her navy peacoat and brushed her new bangs out of her eyes.


  “He’s around here somewhere,” I said as I emptied grocery bags on a counter and she handed me butter, milk, eggs, and yogurt for the refrigerator.


  “Is he good company?”


  “He doesn’t say much. We communicate nicely by telepathy, though.”


  She laughed and stacked cans of cat food on a shelf.


  “You always liked cats, Bryce. Even when we were kids.”


  “Cats always seemed to speak my language, Janis. And I guess I speak theirs.”


  She leaned her back into a counter and watched me arrange things in the refrigerator.


  “I still remember that big old orange one, Bryce. When we lived in Indiana.”


  “EH,” I said as I closed the refrigerator door. “That was one hell of a cat.”


  “He liked to sleep on my feet,” she said, “keep them warm.”


  “Mine, too,” I said.


  “I didn’t know what EH stood for until I was in high school and you’d gone off to college,” she said. “I just thought it was initials and kind of a weird name.”


  Memories of childhood washed over me: some good, some not so good. Dead history.


  “Everyone thought I was odd to call a cat Hemingway, so I shortened it to EH,” I said. “I had just read The Old Man and the Sea in junior high school.”


  We went into the living room and Janis sat on a sofa. I rummaged through the bookshelf next to the fireplace and found my battered old copy of The Old Man and the Sea. To myself I read the brilliant opening sentence about the tragic old man who could not catch a fish. The cadence and rhythm of it was still remarkable to me.


  “Read it aloud, Bryce,” she said. “Just some of it.”


  I read the wonderful opening sentence and several paragraphs after that. Then I closed the book and studied the cover a moment before finding it a more prominent place on the shelf.


  “His writing is sort of like music,” she said.


  “That’s one of the secrets to writing, I think.”


  “Making it like music?” she said.


  “Yes, making it have rhythm. Making the language of a book have rhythm, that is. That’s what carries the story.”


  She nodded. It was very quiet for a moment.


  “I could make tea,” she said.


  “Go ahead. Lots of honey in mine.”


  I listened to Janis rummage around in the kitchen. Black Kitty finally showed up, fresh from taking a nap upstairs on the bed.


  “Were your ears burning, Black Kitty? We were talking about you.”


  Black Kitty jumped onto the sofa and settled next to me.


  Janis brought the tea and sat on the sofa. Black Kitty rolled over on his back, placed his paws against her leg, and purred.


  “I guess he forgives me for capturing him that day,” she said.


  “He’s thanking you, I suppose.”


  “I’m glad you have him.”


  I studied her face a moment. She was still pretty, still youthful.


  “Are you worried about me, Janis?”


  “No. You seem okay. You look good … healthier. The hair takes some getting used to, but then you always were a bit of a rebel.”


  “A rebel? Was I really?”


  “You didn’t accept things as you heard them, I mean,” she said. “You often went your own way.”


  I leaned back into the sofa, slipped my hands behind my head, and stared up at the ceiling.


  “And then I suppose I lost my way,” I said flatly.


  “Yeah, I suppose you did,” she said, “but that’s no sin. That’s life.”


  I wanted to ask her about her recent divorce, how she had adjusted, but I felt the subject was something to avoid. She was still adjusting to her daughters—my nieces—shuttling back and forth across town between her and her ex, who was a dentist. I had not seen them since exile began. Janis had managed her ex’s dental practice, but now had a job managing another one.


  “How’s work, Janis?”


  She shrugged her shoulders dramatically.


  “It’s going good so far,” she said. “This time I won’t marry the dentist.”


  “Probably a good idea.”


  “He’s too old, anyway,” she said.


  “You’re sure?”


  “Oh, absolutely. He’s sixty-four, for goodness’ sake.”


  “Just keep reminding yourself that,” I said.


  We both laughed and sipped tea. It was the first time in years we’d had a relaxed conversation of any depth. The main reason for that, of course, was my drinking and carousing.


  “Do you miss teaching, Bryce?”


  I contemplated that question a moment, recalling a few teaching memories. Student faces were, of course, a blur.


  “Some days I do, yes.”


  “What about writing?” she said.


  “Do I miss it, you mean?”


  “Do you?”


  “Of course,” I said, after staring for a few seconds at the blackened fragments of consumed wood in the fireplace, “but writing’s different than teaching.”


  “How so?”


  “It requires a different energy, I guess.”


  “Do you think you’ll write again, Bryce?”


  It was a good question. No specific answer came to mind and I sipped tea to buy time, but that didn’t really help.


  “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. It didn’t end so well the last time.”


  “But you made good money from writing.”


  I nodded. “Did you read the last one?”


  “Some of it.” She looked down at Black Kitty curled against her. “I didn’t always understand it. Are you too disappointed?”


  I weighed that a moment.


  “Not really. Hell, Janis, I didn’t understand all of it, either.”


  “Goodness, Bryce, you wrote the thing!”


  She smiled and I smiled, too, and I really didn’t feel very bad at all. The book seemed to be far enough out in my wake to finally joke about.


  “Maybe the first two cancel out the last one,” I said.


  “Of course they do. That’s how you should look at it. And you can always write another.”


  I frowned at the notion of starting a new book and stared into the dead fireplace. Maybe writing was not yet far enough in my wake after all. Or maybe I was just too touchy and really needed to get over it.


  “Maybe,” I finally said. “It’s complicated.”


  “You could write about a man who never leaves his house, Bryce.”


  She looked hopeful and I knew she was just trying to be helpful. I studied her face, which didn’t seem to betray judgment and instead looked rather neutral, though she had always been good at disguising her emotions.


  “It’s not like I won’t eventually leave the house, Janis. Staying here has served a purpose.”


  She nodded and put her teacup on a coaster on the coffee table.


  “Well, you can afford it, Bryce.”


  I mulled that concept over for a moment.


  “Do you mean financially, Janis? Or something else?”


  “Financially, I guess. What other consideration would there be?”


  I rubbed Black Kitty behind his ears and he turned back toward me.


  “Oh, how it looks, I suppose,” I said. “Self-imposed exile in a house all winter. People talk about things like that.”


  “It would be different if you were on welfare or something,” she said.


  After a few seconds I said, “In a way, I am.”


  She blinked several times, but didn’t say anything. Then she got up and collected our empty cups and took them into the kitchen. I could hear her run water to rinse them.


  



  



  Chapter 10: The Movie People


  My phone almost never rang, which was a good thing. I was usually startled just by the sound of it. And I almost never made calls except to order a pizza from Santorelli’s or to remind Janis of something when she shopped for me. And, of course, Elsa never called. It wasn’t a ‘call first’ kind of thing that we had—whatever it was that we had, which was still a mystery, but a pretty pleasant one. All mysteries should involve a naked 23-year-old woman with a shaved, 23-year-old vulva.


  Elsa would show up unexpectedly from time to time, with no pattern to the time-to-time part of it, and we always ended up in bed for an afternoon or an entire night. Sometimes days went by between sudden visits—she always knew where she could find me—and I was okay with that. It helped lessen any notion I might have of a relationship with or responsibility for her.


  On this day, amid fleeting thoughts of Elsa’s mercurial unpredictability and her 23-year-old, shaved vulva, the phone rang. Black Kitty was keeping my feet warm as I reread Tender is the Night on the sofa. In the background I played the Stones’ album, Let it Bleed. The phone seemed louder than it should, insistent. Perhaps the overall quiet in the house—just the occasional metallic clicking when the heat came on—made the ringing of the phone seem too loud, out of proportion to its usefulness. I actually moved too slowly to answer it, and it stopped, but as I sat back down on the sofa it rang again, and that made me curious to know who was so persistent and why.


  The caller was my agent—former agent?—Mavis Thompson of Mavis Thompson and Associates Literary Agency, of the Pretentious Nation of New York City. I assumed she was my former agent because we had not talked in quite some time, and because I had not written a damn thing in an even longer time, and of course, the last book had been a stinker, regardless of how Paul tried to spin it. The last book was the one I gave Rev. Mortensen. He’d handled it like a turd suddenly dropped in his hand. I figured his opinion of me could surely not drop any lower, but there was always that chance and one could hope.


  So, in the midst of exile in a Midwestern burg desperately waiting for winter to really get off its fat ass and leave—I assumed the burg was desperate but I could not be sure since I was in exile—a call had come in from New York.


  The big old goddamn apple.


  The freaking center of the freaking universe.


  A legend in its own mind.


  Civilization.


  I had spent time in New York when I was actually writing books that made sense … and money. I was not fond of the place. Midwesterners aren’t born with the automatic notion that everyone else lives in the wrong place. But New York had some terrific bars—that little Irish basement across from the art museum. Whiskey River had flowed through it like Niagara Falls. All the bartenders in that bar knew me well.


  “Mavis Thompson,” I said into the phone. “I’m surprised you still have my number. And that you would call it.”


  “I had to look for it, Bryce. I won’t kid you. I found it on the wall of the ladies room, where you must have scrawled it.”


  “Probably a fan, Mavis.”


  “You keep believing that, Bryce.”


  “And perception becomes reality, Mavis.”


  “In your dreams. So … how long has it been?”


  “A couple years, at least. Should we try and calculate it?”


  “Any interest in that, Bryce?”


  “None whatsoever. How the hell are you, Mavis?”


  “Busy, but good. Hanging by my fingernails, as always.”


  “And how’s New Damn York, Mavis? Still there, is it?”


  “Right outside the window,” she said. “Shall I open it so you can hear the city?”


  “How cold is it?”


  “It’s not warm.”


  “Fuck the window, Mavis. Fuck New York, too.”


  “I see you still have affection for us, Bryce. And that impressive writer’s vocabulary.”


  “Once a writer, always a fool, Mavis.”


  “Sounds clever … and familiar,” she said. “Wasn’t that a jacket blurb for your last novel?”


  “Of course. I believe Hemingway wrote it. Or maybe it was Faulkner. Or Fitzgerald. Or Virginia Woolf. Or J.K. Rowling, since she’s actually alive.”


  “And selling books.”


  “Book are supposed to sell, Mavis?”


  “That’s the theory, anyway,” she said. “Rowling’s do.”


  “But enough of the pleasantries,” I said.


  “Are you doing stand-up comedy these days, Bryce?”


  “Sit down comedy. I do it right here from my sofa.”


  “Convenient.”


  Mavis and I had always had a blunt relationship, yet we understood that the barking was always far worse than the biting. Sort of a necessary ice-breaking. She was a tough New York City bird.


  “What are you reading these days, Bryce?”


  “Right now, Tender is the Night.”


  “Fitzgerald? That’s ambitious.”


  “Could you sell Tender now, Mavis?”


  “Iffy, my friend. I suspect we’d need to get some Opus Dei conspirators mucking about in it.”


  “I could get on that right away for you, Mavis, if you like. Fitzgerald isn’t likely to complain.”


  “That’s why I’m calling.”


  “To have me fuck up a great novel?”


  “You can do that if you want, but I’m calling to see if you’re interested in writing a screenplay.”


  “Really?”


  “Go figure,” she said. “There are still people who remember you.”


  “Two or three, I suppose. “


  “Be optimistic, Bryce. It might actually be up to four or five now.


  “I don’t think I can count that high.”


  Then it’s good you’re not a mathematician,” she said. “So, does a screenplay interest you?”


  “Well, I’m not doing anything.”


  “What are you doing Bryce? Still teaching?”


  “I took a hiatus.”


  “I see,” she said. “To have more time for drinking?”


  “I took a break from that, too.”


  “Just a break?”


  “More than that,” I said. “A divorce. A pox on its house and all that.”


  “Good for you. Sounds promising. But what are you doing to stay busy?”


  “I’ve exiled myself in my house for the winter.”


  “That would make a good first line for a novel,” she said. “You still have the Bryce Carter touch.”


  “Except it’s true,” I said. “I haven’t stepped foot outside since after Christmas.”


  “Jesus, Bryce. You don’t look like Howard Hughes, do you?”


  “Not at all. I shower daily and even wash behind my ears.”


  “Just you in the house alone?”


  “I have a cat. Black Kitty.”


  “That’s his name?” she said. “And here I was thinking you’re still a writer.”


  “Tell me about this screenplay, Mavis.”


  “Well, hard as it is to believe, there are people who still remember you and even like you—no doubt the dwindling few who caught you on the days when you waited until afternoon to start drinking. There was even an article in The Times about your first two books. I can’t explain it, but you still have fans—at least three of them. “


  “You said I was up to four or five now.”


  That’s the people who might remember you, Bryce. The fan club is surely even smaller. Anyway, a producer friend of mine wants to know if you can write a screenplay based on a novel.”


  “I was in The Times?”


  “Buried inside, a short piece, nostalgic, a little pathetic, but yeah.”


  “Send me a copy. And what novel are we talking about, War and Peace?”


  “Cute, Bryce.”


  “Is it something I’ve heard of?”


  “You have intimate knowledge of it.”


  “Enlighten me.”


  “Your last one.”


  “Fuck me,” I said softly.


  * * *


  A couple hours later, I called Mavis back to make sure I hadn’t been dreaming, mildly delusional, or too gullible because she’d been merely playing a prank.


  “Are you really sober, Bryce?”


  “Yes. Nary a drop all winter.”


  “Nary? Who uses ‘nary’ anymore?”


  “Maybe it’s in Fitzgerald somewhere. If not, I’ll pencil it into my copy of Tender.”


  “That’s how you keep busy these days?”


  I thought briefly of Elsa—certainly that was how I kept busy some days, and I hoped to be busy with that some more.


  “These days I don’t worry about keeping busy. I worry about the day I step outside my house again.”


  “Do you?”


  “I certainly wonder about it,” I said. “Mostly I worry about where the world has gone since I’ve been away from it.”


  “Really?”


  “No. Only when I watch TV. Or hear Republicans talk.”


  “Do a good job with the screenplay, Bryce, and maybe you can start writing reality TV show scripts.”


  “They have scripts?”


  “I have no idea.”


  “What do you know, Mavis?”


  She didn’t say anything for a few seconds.


  “I know that Fitzgerald was wrong about no second acts in America,” she said. “It happens all the time.”


  * * *


  The first and last thing to know about my third novel, Reflections, is that it was so bad it circled the sun three times, reached the speed of light, fell singed to earth, and magically became good in the way that the film Road House is so bad it somehow became good and a cult classic.


  I wouldn’t call Reflections a cult classic—nobody would—though it wouldn’t surprise me if some tiny absurd cult somewhere, say in the wilds of rural Oregon, used it as their Bible. Or at least tore pages out for toilet paper … unless of course it was an anti-toilet paper cult. Or an anti-shitty novel cult.


  The second thing to know is that Reflections is a self-indulgent mess by a self-indulgent drunk.


  A drunk who was still capable of obtaining ink by the barrel.


  Reflections avoids plot, mixes stream of consciousness with sudden passages of experimental prose that Joyce could have whacked off to, and it’s a 500-page leviathan that lurches finally into incoherence about a man searching for his soul.


  And he never did find it.


  Perhaps he didn’t even have one.


  Or know where to look.


  At the time, the writer certainly didn’t.


  And mercifully he ran out of gas on page 500.


  Ran out of booze, maybe.


  Hard to remember.


  It got published only because I still had a name that could be traded on.


  I guess it’s the literary version of “Revolution 9” by The Beatles.


  While Ulysses is genius to millions, Reflections is genius to four or five people, apparently, including some dipshit producer from LA who figured the only thing wrong with it is that it’s a story better put on screen than the page, and that it’s really a concept that can only work if it’s built around just the right actor. That way it might become a cinematic tour de force, the way Road House somehow exploited the talents of Patrick Swayze as Dalton the unlikely and diminutive Zen bouncer.


  In short, a stinker on the screen, too.


  But perhaps bad enough to become the next Road House.


  And who better to write the screenplay than the idiot who created the novel?


  The theory, as Mavis explained it, was that I might be counted on to make the screenplay as incoherent as the novel, which is what the producer was shooting for. An actual experienced screenwriter in Hollywood might instead turn Reflections into something coherent and plot-driven, which would ruin the whole idea of taking a cinematic dump and hoping the audience would call it art featuring a big name star.


  They were counting on me to fail.


  And I would be well paid for it, too.


  “So, Mavis,” I said by phone the next day, “My appeal to Hollywood is that I wrote a shitty book?”


  “Shitty’s not the word they used, Bryce.”


  “What word did they use?”


  “Crap,” she said. “Pure crap. I think mindless drivel was mentioned, too.”


  “But that’s what they like about it, right?”


  “Absolutely, Bryce. They said they couldn’t be more pleased with how bad it is.”


  “And they’re counting on me to make the screenplay pure crap, too, right?”


  “They’ve got their fingers and toes crossed that you’ll fuck it up royally.”


  “Wow, zero expectations. And for good money.”


  “No, Bryce, they’re paying good money because they actually have sky high expectations. The bar’s actually set pretty high here, my friend.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You have to avoid coherence,” she said. “They even suggested you write it while drunk, but I told them you were on the wagon.”


  “What did they say to that?”


  “They offered to pay more and then pay for rehab later.”


  “Generous.”


  “I thought so, too,” she said. “I told them I’d run it by you.”


  “Nice of you to look out for me.”


  “That’s what an agent’s for.”


  “Do they have a title yet?”


  “I believe Incoherent Shitty Movie is a contender so far.”


  “Nice,” I said. “Seems to capture it.”


  “I suggested ‘Slutty’ instead of ‘Shitty’ to add sex appeal,” she said.


  “Sounds more like porn appeal.”


  “That’s a large audience, too, Bryce.”


  “Maybe it could become a weenie whacker classic.”


  “It could be called Masturbation Nation. How does that sound, Bryce?”


  “As a title, it has good cadence. Who do they like in the lead?”


  “The usual,” she said. “You know … Johnny, Tom. The other Tom. And Denzel. Can a black actor work in your story, Bryce?”


  “I imagine even a dead one could. And race is no barrier to incoherence.”


  “That would certainly save them money. A dead actor,” she explained.


  “Which they could lavish on me for rehab.”


  “Something to think about, Bryce.”


  * * *


  The movie people were very understanding, very solicitous. The whole notion of self-exile was “charming” and “inventive,” the producer said on the phone. I wondered whether he could find Kalamazoo on a map. I suspected he missed the whole point of what I was doing, rather preferred to miss the point, or just wasn’t interested, and instead made superficial LA conversation before lunch at Spago. He seemed to instead regard exile as wily self-promotion. After they faxed a contract, which Janis delivered and sent back for me after a lawyer had a look, the movie people dispatched Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to my house to get me going on the project.


  I watched the movie people’s courtiers get out of their rental car in front of my house and look around. It was snowing lightly, morning and not particularly cold by my standards, but by theirs I imagined it was arctic, as though they had been parachuted abruptly into Ice Station Zebra. The man was thirtyish, tall and lean and tan with spiky dark hair. The woman, who looked to be the same age, was rather short but attractive, blond—tan, of course—raised her sunglasses momentarily to regard the falling flakes. She wore white gloves. And shiny black boots. Apparently someone had reminded them that they had been banished to the barren provinces between New York and LA in a lingering winter, and so they both wore long dark wool coats but didn’t look comfortable in them. The man had turned up his collar and his hands were thrust deep into pockets. They looked up and down my street at the houses and pointed and gestured. All in all I suspected they were golden people hoping to survive passage through a rather black and white Oz.


  The two courtiers knew to knock on my side door. I lingered in the kitchen with Black Kitty a long moment, enjoying the picture of them trying to make sense of the cold and snow.


  “We’ll just let them absorb the atmosphere and ambience a little more,” I said to Black Kitty, who swished his tail a few times before trotting out of the room.


  I wore jeans, but also a nice navy sweater, and the house, too, was presentable. When I opened the door, smiles popped wide on the courtiers’ faces, like window shutters flying open.


  “Please come in,” I said as I headed up the stairs to the kitchen landing. Behind me I heard the man remind the woman—Marci—to stamp her feet on the rug to shake off the snow.


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “That makes perfect sense, Dylan.”


  I listened to her stamp her feet far longer than a local would have done. I would learn later that the man was originally from Wisconsin and knew what snow really was. The woman was born and raised in LA and knew what sand was. The closest I had to sand was the kitty litter in the box in the basement.


  I took their coats, and while I hung them on the kitchen coatrack, they looked around the kitchen, at the pots and pans hanging on hooks by the stove, out the window at the snow-covered backyard, down at the white tile floor, which I had steamed clean.


  “How about some tea?” I said. “I have green tea and plenty of honey. Or would you prefer coffee?”


  “Whichever is easiest, Mr. Carter,” Dylan said.


  “Call me Bryce.”


  “Okay … Bryce.”


  “I’d love tea and honey,” Marci gushed.


  I pointed them to the living room and made tea.


  “Such a cute cat,” Marci called after a minute.


  “I’ve been hearing that a lot lately,” I called back.


  “What’s his—”


  “Black Kitty,” I called.


  “It suits him,” she called.


  “He doesn’t seem to object.”


  We sipped our tea silently for a moment and Black Kitty sat at my feet, his tail draped across my shoes.


  “Where are you two staying?” I said.


  “The Holiday Inn,” Dylan said.


  “But it’s very nice,” Marci said apologetically. “I can assure you.”


  “I’ve been there,” I said. “The bar is not bad at all. There’s a view of the interstate.”


  “Really?” she said. “How nice.”


  “And there’s a nice stand of trees on the other side of the highway,” I added.


  “I’ll look for them,” she said enthusiastically.


  “You must try the local beer,” I said.


  “We’d love to try the local beer,” Marci said excitedly.


  “I grew up in Madison,” Dylan said. “Sometimes I miss the beer.”


  “I don’t drink anymore,” I said, “but I can certainly recommend the local beer.”


  “Yes,” Dylan said, “we were told you don’t drink.”


  “I guess we can’t invite you for the local beer,” Marci said.


  “No, sorry.”


  “And you really haven’t been outside since Christmas?” Marci said.


  Dylan gently patted her knee.


  “That might be getting too personal, Marci.”


  “I didn’t mean anything by it,” she said, looking horrified.


  “It’s okay,” I said, imagining that the two of them were sleeping together.


  “It’s courageous,” Dylan said suddenly.


  I studied his handsome face, his Malibu or Santa Monica or Venice Beach tan, his expensive haircut, his pricey Italian shoes and tailored slacks and brand-name shirt.


  “How so?” I said.


  “Well, it’s admirable,” he said. “It takes discipline, for sure.”


  “What do you admire about it, Dylan?” I said.


  He shifted uncomfortably on the sofa and took refuge a moment in his tea.


  “I just meant that you made a commitment and you stick by it,” Dylan said.


  “And so we came to you,” Marci said happily.


  “That’s very accommodating,” I said. “So how long have you two been in town … when did you arrive?”


  “Last night,” Dylan said. “Our flight from Chicago was delayed.”


  “How was Chicago?” I said.


  “Oh I love Chicago,” Marci said. “I love shopping on Michigan Avenue.”


  “You’ve spent much time there?” I said.


  “Last year,” Dylan said, “on a movie.”


  “We stayed at The Drake,” Marci said. “Very nice, I can assure you.”


  “I’ve stayed at The Drake,” I said.


  “Oh,” Marci said. “I didn’t mean to—”


  “That’s okay, Marci,” I said. “I haven’t been in exile my whole life.”


  “Of course not,” she said. “Who would?”


  Dylan gave her a subtle look of reproach.


  “Did you eat at Rosebud?” I said. “It’s just down the street from The Drake.”


  “We did,” she said. “I love Rosebud. John Cusack took us there. He’s from Chicago, you know.”


  “So I’ve heard. He was in the film?”


  “He was,” she said. “John’s such a super guy.”


  “Maybe we could get him for this one,” I said. “What do you think, Dylan?”


  “He’s on the list, for sure. It’s complicated at this stage.”


  “Without a script, you mean,” I said.


  “Exactly. But that’s why we’re here.”


  “And I’m the writer,” I said.


  “Exactly.”


  “You’re the man with the vision,” Marci chimed in with such a sweet smile.


  “How long are you in town?” I said.


  “A few days at least,” he said. “Longer, if necessary.”


  “We’re here for you,” Marci said.


  “How nice,” I said. “You’re here to sort of get me pointed in the right direction, I take it.”


  “Guidance,” Dylan said, “but you’re the writer.”


  “I read the book,” Marci said abruptly.


  “And you still came?” I said.


  “Of course, silly,” she said as she reached over and tapped a hand on my knee.


  Dylan sniffed softly.


  “What did you think of the book?” I said.


  “Fascinating,” she said.


  “Ambitious,” Dylan said somberly, nodding.


  “You both realize it’s crap, right?” I said.


  They glanced at each other.


  “That’s not our concern,” Dylan said after a pause. “We’re looking at this entirely as a film. We are seeing it all as a film.”


  “We’re not literary critics, Bryce,” Marci said solemnly. “We’re movie people.”


  “Diplomats, too,” I said.


  Dylan smiled, leaned forward.


  “Our only concern is translating something to the screen, Bryce. If it’s good enough to wind up on the screen, then of course it has merit. Of course.”


  “The critics didn’t agree,” I said.


  “Water under the bridge, Bryce,” he said. “Let’s see what movie we can make.”


  “That’s right,” Marci said. “It’s all about the movie, now.”


  “And I’m the writer,” I said.


  “Indeed you are,” she said, patting my knee again.


  “When do you want to start?” I said.


  “We’re at your service, Bryce,” Marci said.


  “Your servants,” Dylan added.


  “I’d like a little more time to think of how to get going,” I said. “Would you be okay with coming back tonight, after dinner?”


  “Of course,” Dylan said. “That’s no problem at all.”


  “No problem at all,” Marci said. “You should definitely have some time to collect your thoughts.”


  “To formulate a direction,” I said.


  “You’re the writer,” Dylan said.


  “I just need a start,” I said.


  “It all starts somewhere,” he said.


  “It does,” Marci said.


  I nodded, and so did they.


  “How about around seven, then?” I said.


  “Seven is perfect,” she said and Dylan nodded eagerly, glancing at his watch.


  I helped them on with their coats and showed them out the side door.


  “What will you do until tonight?” I said.


  “We have calls to make,” Dylan said.


  “Lots of calls,” Marci said with a frown.


  “Endless,” Dylan said, shrugging.


  “There’s always something,” Marci said. “And before we know it, it’ll be time for dinner.”


  “Try the local beer,” I said.


  “We will,” she said. “Any special one?”


  “They’re all good.”


  * * *


  The movie people came back a few minutes before seven and we settled into the living room with orange and blue flames licking hungrily at logs in the fireplace. I served them tea. Black Kitty settled into a chair next to me, opposite the movie people clumped on the sofa. Two teams squaring off. Black Kitty’s ears perked up every time the fire popped and cracked. I was happy to have him in the room as an ally.


  “What a great fire,” Marci said. She pretended to warm her hands from across the room.


  Dylan nodded. “It’s a dandy fire. What wood do you use?”


  “Wood from the shed out back,” I said. “Brown wood.”


  Dylan nodded again. “Brown wood seems to burn well.”


  “I haven’t had any trouble with it yet,” I said.


  “Brown wood’s good,” Marci said.


  “It comes in just the one color,” I said and she nodded gravely.


  “I love a good fire,” Dylan said.


  “I can’t tell you when I last sat by a fire,” Marci said.


  “Aspen,” Dylan said, patting her knee. “When we were in Aspen two years ago.”


  “That’s right,” she said. “Or was it Sun Valley?”


  “Definitely Aspen,” he said. “We were never in Sun Valley.”


  “Why did I think Sun Valley?”


  “I don’t know,” Dylan said. “Have you been there?”


  “No, I haven’t,” she said. “I would remember that. I don’t know why I thought Sun Valley.”


  “And yet they say it’s very nice in Sun Valley,” I said.


  “Have you been there, Bryce?” she said.


  “I haven’t,” I said. “Exile has so far prevented that. But we could shoot the film there. It could be shot anywhere, pretty much.”


  “That’s a thought,” Dylan said. “Sun Valley.”


  “Or Aspen,” Marci said.


  “True,” Dylan said. “They’re essentially the same. Interchangeable.”


  “And we know Aspen,” Marci said.


  “Intimately,” Dylan said.


  “I liked Aspen very much,” Marci said.


  I waited until it appeared Aspen had trumped Sun Valley, and then slowly and as nonchalantly as I could, I said, “What if we called the film, Jedi Mind Trick?”


  Marci and Dylan blinked eyes rapidly, and Marci cleared her throat. Dylan cocked his head to a side momentarily.


  “Like from Star Wars?” Marci said quietly.


  Dylan looked puzzled, seemed to still be assessing it.


  “We couldn’t actually call it Jedi Mind Trick,” Dylan said. “George Lucas would pop a gasket and sue us.”


  “Oh, yes,” Marci exclaimed. “George would maximize The Force on us—or whatever that is. But otherwise, he’s such a nice man.”


  “But it has a good ring to it, don’t you think?” I said. “Short and sweet. Punchy. And with good cadence.”


  “It does offer good cadence,” Marci said. “I like a good cadence.”


  “And good name recognition,” Dylan said, nodding. “If we could use it, that is.”


  “Everyone knows Star Wars,” I said. “It’s sort of like The Beatles—everyone knows The Beatles. Everyone loves The Beatles.”


  “I love The Beatles,” Marci said.


  “So do I,” Dylan said, determined not to be outdone.


  “What’s your favorite Beatles song?” I said, looking at Marci.


  Her smile grew and threatened to engulf her face, which reddened slightly.


  “They’re all great,” she said. “I don’t think I can pick just one.”


  “I couldn’t pick just one, either,” Dylan said quickly.


  After an awkward silence, I said, “I think Jedi Mind Trick works as a title because everyone likes Jedi. But of course, we can’t use it. So, I’ll think of a new one.”


  “Jedi are cool,” Marci said. “No doubt about it.”


  “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for,” Dylan said, smirking, and even adding the little hand gesture Alec Guinness used in the film.


  “That’s the best line in the film,” I said.


  “For sure,” Dylan said, and I felt he was sincere.


  “It is,” Marci said. “For sure. Are we still talking about Star Wars?”


  “Gone with the Wind,” Dylan said and it took Marci a moment to realize he was kidding.


  “Gone with the Jedi,” I said and Dylan laughed.


  “Okay, you guys,” Marci said. “So, Bryce, how did you come up with that title?”


  I shrugged and glanced at Black Kitty, who was napping. Dreaming of The Beatles, perhaps.


  “It just came to me, Marci. After you two left today.”


  “Just like that?” Marci said. “Wow!”


  “Just like that,” I said, snapping my fingers. “That’s the way it was with the book—it just came to me. And it shows.”


  “But the film’s a clean slate, Bryce,” Dylan said.


  “Indeed it is,” I said, “and I’m the writer.”


  “You’re the writer, for sure,” Marci said.


  “I’m the one who truly knows the story.”


  “Only you know the story,” Dylan said. “It’s your vision.”


  “It’s your baby,” Marci said.


  “And the book reads like a man having visions while on peyote,” I said.


  They maintained their smiles and eye contact.


  “So, Bryce,” Dylan finally said, “have you sort of got the whole script mapped out?”


  “Not at all,” I said, trying to look very serious.


  Marci and Dylan glanced at each other.


  “I’m kidding, folks,” I lied.


  Their smiles were slow to reappear.


  “Just pulling our legs,” Dylan said. “Humor’s important.”


  “So important,” Marci said.


  “And since you’ve got a … working title, obviously you’ve put some thought into it,” Dylan said.


  I had not thought much about it at all, but I nodded enthusiastically and they looked quite relieved.


  “I mulled it over all afternoon,” I said, “while you two sampled the local beer out at the Holiday Inn.”


  They both laughed.


  “We haven’t yet sampled the local beer,” Marci said apologetically. She gazed into the fire.


  “Working our way to it, Bryce,” Dylan said. “As a reward for hard work.”


  The fire popped loudly and we all gazed into it a moment. It woke Black Kitty up and he climbed into my lap.


  “Your buddy,” Marci said, for once making perfect sense.


  “Cowriter,” I said. “The title was his idea.”


  Marci reached over and rubbed Black Kitty behind the ears.


  “And why did he choose that one, Bryce?”


  “So that no one remembers the book.”


  * * *


  I had the movie people over again the next afternoon because the night before I had managed to say a lot without saying much of anything about the screenplay. As an icebreaker I ordered a sausage and pepperoni pizza from Santorelli’s. Black Kitty successfully begged sausage bits from me.


  “Just like being back in the dorm in Madison,” Dylan said with a mouth full of pizza.


  “Minus the local beer,” I said.


  “I just might try that local beer tonight,” he said. “And more of this super pizza.”


  “It’s scrumptious,” Marci said. “No doubt it’s good with the local beer.”


  We ate lustily—Santorelli’s made a nifty thin crust—and I suspected that the movie people had begun to adjust somewhat to an exile of their own away from gilded and insular Hollywood.


  “So, what have we agreed to?” Dylan said hopefully.


  “That Santorelli’s makes a great pizza,” I said, finishing my last piece.


  “They do,” Dylan said. “Takes me back to my UW days. But I meant the film. What have we agreed on so far?”


  “Well, it’s about a man,” I said.


  “What sort of man?” Marci said.


  “A loser?” I arched my eyebrows perhaps a bit too dramatically.


  “We can’t make a film about a loser, Bryce,” Dylan said.


  “No, indeed not,” Marci said frowning.


  “Then how about a Jedi loser?” I said.


  “How can a Jedi be a loser?” Dylan said. “The Jedi are usually winners.”


  “Except when they were betrayed by Darth Vader—before he was Darth Vader, that is,” I said.


  “True,” Dylan said. “But they became winners again. How can our guy be a Jedi and a loser?”


  I shrugged. “A drug problem. A woman problem. Or … he loses his Jedi mojo.”


  “Jedi have mojo?” Marci said.


  “The Force,” Dylan said. “The Force would be their mojo, I guess.”


  “That’s right,” I said. “And our guy loses his. That’d be a bummer for a Jedi.”


  “For sure,” Marci said.


  “Agreed,” Dylan said, “but how would we know he lost his mojo?”


  I leaned forward toward them on the sofa.


  “For starters, he’d have to open doors himself like any other jamoke instead of just waving his fingers or thinking them open.”


  “Would that be so bad?” Marci said.


  “Maybe for a Jedi,” I said. “Think about it: they’re pretty much used to being able to literally move heaven and earth.”


  “I guess that’s so,” Marci said.


  “Well, maybe not heaven and earth,” I said, “but just about anything that isn’t nailed down. Imagine having to brush your teeth with your hand after just sitting back for years and willing the toothbrush to fly over and just handle it while you lean back and nap.”


  “Darth Vader was a Jedi, right?” Marci said absently.


  Dylan glanced at her and sniffed lightly.


  “But Bryce,” he said, “how does all this relate to our character, our film? He isn’t really a Jedi, is he? In your book he’s a would-be philosopher who works in a convenience store in Florida. We’re not making a sci-fi.”


  “That’s a good point,” I said. “But he does win the lottery and leaves Florida to see the world. In a way, he becomes a Jedi of sorts.”


  “How did Darth Vader become Darth Vader?” Marci said. “I forget that.”


  Dylan patted her knee. “We’ve moved on from Darth Vader.”


  “He’s not in the film?” she said.


  “Only symbolically,” I said.


  “How so?” Dylan leaned forward, clearly intrigued.


  I leaned forward, too. “Our guy needs a nemesis, I think. His own Moriarty—his own Darth Vader.”


  “Who’s Moriarty?” Marci said.


  “Sherlock Holmes,” Dylan said. “Robert Downey Jr. You met him at Sid’s party.”


  “He’s a sweetie,” she said. “So, will our guy’s Darth Vader be a Jedi?”


  “Figuratively, but not literally,” I said. “Like our guy, he will be Jedi-like.”


  “Our guy is Jedi-like?” Dylan said.


  “Sure,” I said. “He’s … he’s Luke Skywalker with a winning lottery ticket instead of a light saber.”


  “And that makes him Jedi-like?” Dylan said.


  “It does,” I said. “The money is his new mojo—The Force for our guy.”


  “Agreed,” Dylan said after a pause. “I like that. He is Jedi-like.”


  “There you go,” I said. “Instead of slicing and dicing like a light saber, the lottery money paves his way wherever he goes. He’s a modern-day, earthbound Jedi.”


  “But if he wins the lottery,” Marci said, “how can he be a loser?”


  “He’s a loser at first, working in the convenience store,” Dylan said. “Is that about right, Bryce?”


  “That’s right. In my novel he’s pretty much a loser from start to finish. So’s the book. But the film has a chance to avoid that sand trap.”


  “And it will,” Marci said. “We’re here to make that happen.”


  “And I’m the writer,” I said.


  “You’re the writer,” she said.


  Dylan looked lost in thought for a moment.


  “I want to go back to something,” he said. “Back to the notion of his becoming Jedi-like by winning the lottery. What’s his conflict, his quest—his reason for being?”


  “He’s searching for his soul,” I said.


  Dylan nodded. “But what was wrong with his soul to begin with?”


  “He couldn’t find it, I guess,” I said. “Selling Slim Jims and Slurpees and Big Gulps and Twinkies at the convenience store had worn it away. Or maybe caused him to misplace it.”


  “I’ve never had a Twinkie,” Marci said, “or a Slim Jim.”


  “Have you had a MoonPie?” I said.


  “No. But I’ve heard of it. What exactly is it?”


  “A southern version of a Twinkie, on steroids,” I said.


  “Oh. They put steroids in it?”


  “No,” I said. “Much worse … sugar.”


  “We could open the film in the convenience store,” Dylan said. “Our guy could be shelving MoonPies and Twinkies.”


  “And Slim Jims,” Marci said. “What’s in a Slim Jim?”


  “You don’t want to know,” Dylan said. “Anyway, that’s just a thought on the opening. You’re the writer, Bryce.”


  “Indeed you are,” Marci said. “How does that opening sound?”


  “It’s exactly what I had in mind,” I lied.


  “Awesome,” Marci said. “This is really progress.”


  “It is,” Dylan said. “I can picture your opening.”


  “It’s very human, very ordinary,” I said, “but with potential.”


  I had no idea what I was saying or even meant to say.


  “Lots of potential. Our guy could be anyone at the start,” Dylan said. “He’s anybody and everybody.”


  “It’s universal,” Marci said. “It transcends.”


  “What does it transcend?” I said.


  She widened her smile.


  “Life, of course.”


  * * *


  The movie people were so enthralled with having found what they were sure they were looking for—whatever that was—that they cheerfully went home to their life, which had to be a reality version of Entourage. They had survived brief exile in that great cultural wasteland between LA and New York. I think Black Kitty took a shine to Marci and was sorry to see her go. I admit that I was, too. Marci and Dylan had brought a new energy into the house. I had been awfully snarky with them and regretted it. With more time, pizza, and the local beer, I might have made proper Midwesterners out of them.


  Mavis called to see how things went.


  “They’re Hollywood shills,” I said, “but I rather liked them.”


  “We don’t have to like them to take their money, Bryce.”


  “I bought them pizza,” I said. “They looked like two bored rich kids at a fraternity mixer.”


  “Vampires,” Mavis said. “Baby sharks. Don’t let their youth fool you. Carnivores.”


  “Maybe so. We did have pepperoni and sausage on our pizza.”


  “There you go,” she said. “So, what’s the film called?”


  “Reflections of a Shitty Writer,” I said.


  “I don’t know, Bryce. A title doesn’t have to be so accurate to be good.”


  “Funny, Mavis.”


  “Just some agent humor,” she said. “You’re no shitty writer, Bryce.”


  “Thanks for that tepid vote of confidence.”


  “If I was there I’d give you a hug and we’d sing ‘Kumbaya,’ ” she said. “Is that better?”


  “A little better.”


  “You’re a good writer, Bryce, or I never would have signed you. It’s that third book that’s shitty. But now you have a chance to offset that with the screenplay. Redemption, my friend.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Suppose nothing, Bryce. The gods have smiled.”


  “Have they really?”


  “You’re sitting on your duff in your house all winter and about to get paid handsomely. How bad can life be?”


  I thought for a few seconds of Elsa, naked and riding up and down on top of me, her breasts bouncing and tickling my nose. Sweat dripping from her pink nipples onto my forehead.


  “When you put it that way, how could I possibly complain?”


  “You can’t,” she said. “So, did you change the name for the film? Reflections is too … artsy-fartsy.”


  “Jedi Mind Trick,” I said.


  “What?”


  “That’s the title I came up with—Jedi Mind Trick.”


  “And they bought that?”


  “They scooped it up like ice cream on a hot day, Mavis.”


  “Or like a dog turd on the sidewalk.”


  “Glad you like it, too, Mavis.”


  “Just keeping it real, Bryce. Why do they like it?”


  “Turns out they’re Star Wars fans … sort of.”


  “Jedi Mind Trick is actually the name of this film, Bryce?”


  “No—they pointed out that George Lucas would skewer us, maybe loose Darth Vader on us, but it sure as hell sounds good to me. Give me something better, if you have it.”


  “Damn, Bryce. I don’t know if I could top Jedi Mind Trick, but give me five seconds.”


  “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Just where’d this title come from?”


  “I pulled it right out of my ass.”


  “Sounds like it. I hope you had some toilet paper.”


  “Thanks for that image, Mavis.”


  “I wouldn’t be a good agent if I couldn’t help, my friend.


  “That’s how I wrote Reflections—out of my ass.”


  “Yes, I recall,” she said. “I was there, remember?”


  “I remember. But you share blame, my friend. You sold the damn thing.”


  “Guilty as charged,” she said. “But you know, Jedi Mind Trick does sort of have a ring to it. It’s direct, blunt.”


  “Does it have pizzazz, Mavis?”


  “That might be asking too much.”


  “I’ll try not to ask too much,” I said. “Life doesn’t like it when we ask too much.”


  “It’s okay to ask, Bryce. Getting … that’s something else.”


  “I’m writing that pearl down, Mavis.”


  “Screw you, Bryce. Now, tell me what this crap film is about.”


  “Well, it’s about a Jedi convenience store clerk in Florida who misplaces his light saber. But he wins the lottery and searches the world to restore his mojo.”


  “Good Lord!” she said.


  “That’s the logline, anyway. Too awful, Mavis?”


  “No. Sounds exactly like what they want,” she said.


  “Are you sure?”


  “Are you?”


  * * *


  After I talked to Mavis, I called Janis at work and invited her to dinner. It was to be my first actual sit-down dinner with another person since Christmas, which had been at her house with her kids and some cousins we saw only at holidays. And I was perpetually drunk at the time and so it was a comical blur with many elements of tragedy for good measure. I wanted to make her a nice dinner to show appreciation for her willingness to be my servant during these long months of exile. Not that she really minded; she always said how glad she was that I quit drinking, and if exile was the path, then exile was the path. She believed in paths.


  I fried salmon in olive oil and served it with asparagus and baked potatoes. I even spread a clean white linen tablecloth over the table. I vaguely wondered what the movie people were eating out where the streets were paved with gold.


  When Janis arrived and trudged up the stairs to the kitchen, I was pinching off bits of salmon and feeding them to Black Kitty, who perhaps had never had such a treat, though I often gave him real tuna from a can, which was an improvement over the tuna dinner cat food he otherwise ate along with cans of something called mixed grill and ocean whitefish.


  “You’re spoiling that cat, Bryce.”


  “He certainly doesn’t mind.”


  “He’s getting fat.” But she smiled and reached down to rub him behind the ears.


  “He needed to reclaim a few pounds, Janis. He’s earned it.”


  “I suspect he has.”


  “Sorry there’s no wine,” I said as we sat down at the table and had our first bites of the lovely pink salmon.


  “Iced tea’s fine,” she said, holding her glass up in salute. I returned the salute with my glass.


  “A good Sauvignon blanc would mix well with the salmon,” I said.


  “I can have that at home, Bryce. Don’t worry about it. I have Chardonnay at home.”


  I nodded and she scooped baked potato slathered in butter and sour cream onto her spoon and into her mouth. We ate silently for a bit, enjoying the warmth of the house, the aroma of the salmon, and the popping sounds from the fire I had lit just before she arrived. Black Kitty ate another chunk of salmon from my hand before disappearing for a nap.


  “If we were out somewhere, you could have wine,” I said abruptly. “That wouldn’t be a problem.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Reasonably. The training wheels have to come off at some point, right?”


  “When do you suppose that will be, Bryce—going out?”


  I leaned against the back of my chair, chewing salmon. It was quite flaky and not too dry. Cooking salmon is a challenge.


  “Re-entering society,” I finally said. “It almost sounds momentous.”


  “Well,” she said, wiping the corners of her mouth with a napkin, “it is sort of a big deal, really.”


  “Maybe the TV station can be persuaded to show up, Janis. They could film me emerging from my long hibernation, like Punxsutawney Phil.”


  “You wouldn’t want that.”


  “No, I wouldn’t.”


  “One day you’ll just walk outside. Don’t you think, Bryce?”


  “I suppose,” I said. “Not very dramatic.”


  “Should it be?”


  “No. Life goes on.”


  We finished and I brought her chocolate ice cream. We sat at the table, full, satisfied, the pleasant crackling of the fire coming from the living room. At one point, though, I looked up sharply, over her shoulder toward the kitchen and side door, convinced I heard a knock. I didn’t think it would be a good time for Elsa to show up with nothing on under her coat. And I didn’t want to have to turn it down, either.


  “Did you hear anything?” I said. “A knocking?” I cocked my head to one side and listened, but heard nothing.


  “I didn’t hear anything,” she said.


  “Wait.” I held up a hand toward her and I concentrated hard. She swiveled her chair toward the door.


  After a moment she turned back to me, arching her eyebrows.


  “I’m not hearing anything, Bryce. Are you okay?”


  I cocked my head one more time, but the only sounds came from cracking embers.


  “I’m fine. Just thought I heard a knocking.”


  “Expecting someone else?” Janis said.


  “Just Jehovah’s Witnesses.”


  “Are you hearing things, Bryce?”


  “Yes, a knocking. Just not this moment.”


  She got up and went through the kitchen to the door. Even Black Kitty had come into the room and looked at me curiously.


  “Nobody out there, Bryce,” she called loudly. “Should I walk up and down the block just to make sure?”


  “Funny,” I called back.


  I was both relieved and disappointed. And becoming practical, I fantasized that Elsa would turn up right after Janis left to help top off the evening nicely. That would be the dessert.


  Janis brought us both more ice cream and sat down.


  “Maybe you should get your hearing checked,” she said. “Or maybe being in the house alone all the time is making you a little buggy. Do you think?”


  I shrugged. “It was probably that woodpecker—I hear him all the time. Usually in daytime, though.”


  She arched her eyebrows again and ate ice cream.


  “So, Bryce, how did it go with the movie people?”


  Recalling Marci and Dylan was a sufficient enough diversion and I even smiled.


  “It went swimmingly.”


  “Swimmingly?”


  “We didn’t speak the same language, but managed to somehow understand each other.”


  “That’s what swimmingly means?”


  “No, not at all.”


  “You’re not hearing any knocking now, are you,” she said, smirking.


  “Only between the voices in my head.”


  “Maybe that woodpecker finally called it a day and went to bed,” she said. “Did the movie people hear it when they were here?”


  “It’s the woodpecker’s night off, Janis.”


  “Well, that’s a relief. So, you’ll have to tell me what the film’s about.”


  “I will … as soon as I know.”


  “You don’t know?” she said.


  “I haven’t given it that much thought.”


  “Yet you met with movie people—the ones paying you. That must have been a fascinating conversation.”


  “It’s quite a pickle, isn’t it?”


  She reached down and tickled Black Kitty behind his ears.


  “I’ll help you clear the table and do dishes,” she said.


  “Don’t even think of it, Janis,” I said as I grabbed our plates. “Go enjoy the fire.”


  I cleared the table and stripped off the table cloth and took coffee to Janis; then I washed dishes and tidied up the kitchen. I opted for tea and joined her by the fire. The embers glowed orange and blue. I wasn’t sure what type of wood was burning, but the aroma was sweet and pleasant. Black Kitty had been napping in a chair, but now he was awake and seemed mesmerized by the flames.


  “He’s your sidekick now, Bryce,” she said, inclining her head toward Black Kitty.


  “He’s a good boy.”


  “He helped you through the winter, I think,” she said.


  I thought about how Elsa helped me get through the winter, too. I listened a moment for any knocking sounds, but there weren’t any.


  “It would have been awfully lonely without Black Kitty,” I said, “but you helped me through the winter, too, Janis. Obviously I couldn’t have done it without you.”


  She sipped coffee and stared back into the fire.


  “It was for a good cause,” she said finally.


  “A lost cause, at one point.”


  “Not true.” She shook her head vigorously and her long brown hair danced on her shoulders. “Only people who won’t change are lost, Bryce.”


  I nodded. It was a good line. It was true and a good line. A line for a book but an even better line for life.


  “Once I was lost, but now am found,” I said. “What’s that from?”


  “ ‘Amazing Grace.’ ” She kept staring into the fire. It gave her face a glow.


  “I knew it was some song.”


  “Mother sang that song when we were kids,” she said. “Don’t you remember?”


  Pieces of childhood came back to me.


  “Yes. Yes, I do. Sobriety is good for the memory, I guess.”


  “And soul,” she said, turning to me and smiling. The side of her face nearest the fire still glowed.


  “Ah, the soul. An elusive character.”


  “Is it?”


  “Maybe not as much as it used to be, Janis. Another benefit of sobriety.”


  She turned back to the fire.


  “Can you hear her singing, Bryce—Mother singing that song?”


  I could. It came back to me. It was far off in my mind, but distinct enough to hear.


  “Yes, I can,” I said, smiling and feeling warm inside. “She had a lovely voice, actually.”


  “Yes, she did. She sang in the church choir while you were away at college.”


  “I never knew that, Janis.”


  “She stopped after Dad died. That sucked all the wind from her sails, I guess.”


  “That would do it,” I said.


  I tried to remember the day he died, but it had been twenty-five years, and the memories were fragments, like shattered glass on a floor. Our mother was killed in a car accident just a couple years after Dad’s heart attack. That was far more tragic than Dad’s death, far more of a searing pain and loss, and yet it, too, had occurred long ago, back in the cloudy, murky past. Both experiences flooded back into me and my eyes flooded.


  “I wish they had lived long enough to see my first book,” I finally said. “Does that seem selfish?”


  She shook her head gently.


  “It’s not selfish. They would have been very proud of you. I’m very proud of you, Bryce. You’ve survived a lot.”


  “Both of us.” I extended my tea and we toasted cups.


  “To exile,” she said.


  “Does exile really make sense to you, Janis?”


  She smiled. “Now it does. More than before, anyway.”


  We listened to the fire crackle and pop, entranced by the glowing embers. Soon Black Kitty tumbled from his chair and joined us. He sat between me and the fire, gazing into it longingly, it seemed—even lovingly. I wondered what was going through his mind. In my mind I was experiencing a jumble of feelings: loss and pain and confusion and dissipation and recovery and exile—but also hope.


  I thought, as I had early in my exile, of “The Dead” and the incomparable passage about snow falling all over Ireland and Gabriel Conroy’s epiphany. I thought, too, of what Stephen Dedalus said: “We walk through ourselves, meeting robbers, ghosts, giants, old men, young men, wives, widows, brothers-in-love, but always meeting ourselves.”


  My exile was surely about meeting myself. And lately about Elsa leaving her underwear at home. I wondered what she was doing—hoped she wasn’t entertaining Matt, the ass outlaw in training, with her 23-year-old shaved vulva. That really was none of my business, I reminded myself. Unsuccessfully.


  Through a window in the failing light, I saw snow falling and flakes battering themselves against the glass. The snow had been falling for ages, it seemed, with great purpose as well as great tragedy on some days, and without tragedy on others. Or so I imagined.


  After all, it was just snow and did not have much longer to live.


  



  



  Chapter 11: The Muddy Homestretch


  Purplish-white flowers sprouted in my backyard in the growing expanses where the snow had melted. Rain fell, sporadic at first, and then hard, washing the remaining snow away, except for thin white collars around the trunks of trees. Soon the collars evaporated, too, and the yard was soggy and brownish green as lively brown and black squirrels scavenged for what they had buried in the fall. Mourning doves appeared in pairs and sparrows lined power lines, but no longer seemed to huddle together for warmth. In the trees I saw many vibrant cardinals and husky blue jays, and on one day I spied a hawk circling lazily, high above the trees.


  Soon I had days of pleasant enough inertia and I reread The Great Gatsby and A Farewell to Arms. I enjoyed very much the worlds of those two books and was summoned out of them only to field calls from the movie people. But I managed to convince them the script was going well when in fact not a word of it existed on my laptop screen.


  Or even in my mind.


  Maybe it existed in some form in my subconscious.


  In my conscious mind the debate raged over whether I would actually write it. It was good that I could afford to give back what money I had already accepted.


  Mavis kept after me by phone.


  “Working hard, Bryce?”


  “Hardly working.”


  “Ah, that sage Midwestern wit.”


  “Colorful, aren’t we, Mavis? Ever hear this one: piss up a rope?”


  “Now I have. And I’m sorry I did.”


  “That’s okay. Pissing up a rope is overrated and a bit messy.”


  “D’ya think?” she said. “Put it back in your pants and tell me about the screenplay.”


  “What screenplay?”


  “Cute. The screenplay you took good money for. Ring a bell?”


  “I do hear something, off in the distance. It’s a bit faint.”


  “You’ll be fainting, Bryce, when Hollywood asks for its money back. Maybe they send Tony Soprano to collect.”


  “Maybe I can get Tony Soprano into the screenplay.”


  “Why not? A wise guy Jedi would fit in just as much as anything, I suppose.”


  “I’ll get right on that.”


  “My friend, you better get right on something … anything.”


  “Let me play some more with my lightsaber. I’ll get back to you.”


  “Don’t hurt yourself, Bryce.”


  Clearly she had a percentage to protect.


  And an investment in my future, she claimed.


  Ah, the future.


  Yogi Berra was right: it ain’t what it used to be.


  Unchartered territory.


  Foreboding horizons.


  I had not allowed myself to think much about the future for quite a while.


  The future seemed like a novel yet to read.


  To write.


  Or not.


  * * *


  Elsa and I had settled into a routine that was not routine. She still lived with her folks, but had a job as a teacher’s aide at an elementary school. And graduate school at Western Michigan University seemed on the near horizon to her. I couldn’t imagine her parents would have been anything but devastated to know she had taken up with a man old enough to be her father, but I was slowly letting go of the guilt in that area. Our routine was what it was. And our routine was based on her sneaking away from her folks’ house at night. If she stayed the night, she told her folks she had stayed with a girlfriend. She didn’t always stay the night—guilt, I suppose. She likely had plenty of guilt. Me, not so much. The older I got, the more I was willing to accept the unexpected pleasures, no matter how wicked they might seem to others.


  What she told her folks on those nights when she returned home, I didn’t know, and I didn’t ask. I cared, but not quite enough to ask about it and have to worry about it. I was the recipient of charity, of sorts, my academic gifts to Elsa finally coming back to me in a much more practical form. Maybe it was the universe and fate conspiring to pay me back for what I gave others. I was hoping I wouldn’t elevate our fling to anything more than that and begin questioning the value of the gift or the morality of it. I did the math and accepted it with little guilt: 51 goes into 23 quite nicely. And a number of times.


  My routine with Elsa was consistent in its inconstancy. Regular in its irregularity. We were ravenous sinners, but our encounters didn’t feel sinful to me. They felt providential, serendipitous. Like striking oil or like finding hunks of gold in a stream. They were wet and slippery. There were … fun. Elsa showed up whenever she could and the impulse struck. I was, after all, a sitting target. A fish in a barrel, waiting to spawn.


  As often as not, she arrived in her long wool coat and black boots with a good amount of heel, but with nothing underneath her coat except garters and stockings and that shaved 23-year-old vulva. It was a work of art, that young and eager vulva. And finally blooming, I supposed, like it never had before. Learning just how hungry it was. I figured I was seeing a show that Matt never got to see. She would let the coat fall open when I answered the side door. It sometimes hit the floor on the way up the steps to the kitchen. Sometimes it made it as far as the dining room—never as far as the living room, though. And many times we didn’t make it upstairs to the bedroom and instead used the sofa, coffee table, and several chairs for our gymnastics, stopping only for water breaks.


  One time, Elsa made an abrupt naked dismount from astride me on the bed, and I grabbed her thigh, thinking the bell had sounded on the round too soon. Somehow we landed on the floor, elbows over assholes, with Black Kitty rushing over to investigate. Elsa laughed and leaned against the bed, drawing her knees up under her chin, that 23-year-old shaved vulva winking at me—an old friend saluting another old friend. Well, hopefully not an old friend but instead a new friend.


  I stretched out on the hardwood floor on my back like I was doing the backstroke. Sweat ran through my butt cheeks onto the floor beneath me. Black Kitty stretched out between us, against me, his tail swishing against my half-erect penis.


  “Now that’s kinky,” Elsa said, her hand over her mouth as she giggled, her eyes big.


  “I had no idea Black Kitty was gay,” I said, chuckling, though a little embarrassed, too, and then catching his tail and gingerly scooting him away a bit. He seemed not to mind at all and rolled over onto his back.


  “I bet you liked it,” she said. “Admit it.”


  I pulled myself up on an elbow.


  “I’m not admitting anything. It was incidental contact—no blood, no foul.”


  “It was foul all right,” she said.


  “And your fault. You suddenly jumped off like there was someplace you had to be.”


  “I was tired,” she said. “I just needed a break.”


  “The rest of the team needs to know when you change the play.”


  “Team? Do you need help?”


  “I feel like I’m doing my part,” I said.


  “So far.”


  “So far?” I said.


  “The second half starts soon. We’ll see how you do then.”


  “Put me in, coach.”


  She giggled and opened her legs some more, allowing the 23-year-old vulva to peek out at me. I suspected she was learning its power and how to use it. I wanted to look at it, study it, admire its symmetry, but didn’t want to seem obsessed. A tall order.


  “You’ll have to put yourself in,” she said.


  “I thought that was what I was doing … doing my part.”


  “More like doing me with your part,” she said, giggling again and letting her legs fall all the way open. I could imagine her suddenly a sexual ventriloquist, able to speak through her 23-year-old vulva. It had been speaking to me all night. I hung on its every word.


  * * *


  The house needed a good cleaning and I pitched into that for several days, Black Kitty often dogging my every step. Then I switched on the vacuum cleaner and he disappeared until that monster was slain.


  The kitchen required the most work and I steamed the tiles and wiped counters and scrubbed the sink and emptied cabinets of the jetsam and flotsam of a winter. In one of the cabinets I rediscovered that mysterious blank envelope that had seemed to appear out of nowhere in my mailbox.


  I held the envelope up to light, as I had when it had materialized seemingly out of nowhere, but as before there was nothing to see. The mystery of it came back to me and ignited curiosity again, and I placed it on the coffee table and tried not to look at it. I would occupy myself with other things to avoid the sight of it, but always my eyes drifted back. I truly wondered why I put so much time into not opening it. But time was a commodity I had in abundance. Exile had taught me to pace myself in everything. Time in exile was not time in the world. Two different places. Different time zones. Separate planes of existence. And yet separated only by a side door of wood and glass. Hardly a real barrier at all. The cold leaked through it, slipped through cracks. But somehow most of the outside reality did not penetrate. A curious thing. As curious a thing as the unopened envelope.


  The afternoon of that day lengthened and light lost its vibrancy slowly as the sun descended into the west. I could no longer resist and picked up the envelope, knowing as darkness fell that for some reason I did not want to open it and learn whatever secret it contained.


  It was a secret that required light, even waning light.


  Black Kitty appeared and jumped onto the coffee table as I held the envelope in a hand like a high school love note I wanted to open but feared opening. He rubbed his face against the envelope and then jumped onto the sofa and settled in next to me.


  I opened the envelope and saw a slip of paper inside. A message? From who? Why? But the slip of paper was blank. I looked at both sides as if somehow I had missed something. I even held it up to the light. A blank piece of paper. In a blank envelope. Where had it come from? Who took the time to place it in the mailbox? Why? When had they done it—the middle of night? Early morning? Did that even matter?


  And my mind turned again to contemplating fate: what if whoever had placed it in my mailbox had been mistaken and the envelope was intended for another mailbox—a simple error regarding an address—and so the mystery handed to me was meant for another? And what was the mystery? Did the envelope and blank paper solve a mystery at all? Were they clues? Solutions? Random irrelevancy?


  I put the slip of paper back into the envelope—closing Pandora’s box?—and flipped the envelope onto the coffee table. Black Kitty jumped onto the table, batted the envelope several times with a paw, and then lost interest and jumped down, meandered into the kitchen, and ate from his bowl.


  On her next visit, unannounced as usual, Elsa sported a new black crotchless body stocking beneath her coat. She slipped out of her coat, handed it to me, and stood in the cold driveway. She pulled one breast free and let it hang, tweaking the nipple until it was firm and pink.


  “If any of the neighbors is looking out a window, I’ll have to move,” I said. “Which will be tough since I can’t actually leave my house.”


  “Then no treats for you,” she said, slipping the breast back into hiding.


  “Do you want your coat back?” I said.


  “Warm me up with your body.”


  Some of the things she said seemed to come straight out of a secret and rather juvenile manual for how to seduce older men. Or from a reality TV show. Then I would look at her 23-year-old shaved vulva and lose my train of thought, thank God.


  “And what if I just keep the coat and leave you standing there?” I said.


  “Then there’ll be no more cookies in the jar for you.”


  The argument was flawless.


  Just like the 23-year-old vulva.


  * * *


  The mysterious blank envelope and slip of paper remained on the coffee table. Black Kitty grasped it once between his paws and chewed off a corner and licked the adhesive. He made a sour face and licked a paw—to neutralize the taste, I supposed. He shook his head several times and sneezed. I wished he could talk. Maybe he did, too.


  Mavis called again to offer … encouragement?


  “Bryce, are you actually writing, or just playing with your lightsaber?”


  “That’s good, Mavis. That could be a line in the screenplay, if I was writing a screenplay.”


  “Well, you’re certainly being paid to write one,” she said. “Eventually—call me crazy—but eventually, they just might suspect you aren’t writing a screenplay.”


  “You think they’ll notice?” I said.


  “They’re morons, Bryce, but not stupid morons.”


  “That doesn’t really make sense. A moron who isn’t stupid can’t be a moron.”


  “Well, you get my drift.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Are you going to write the damn thing, Bryce?”


  “Should I?”


  “Well, are you doing anything else with your life, for example, besides exile with a black cat?”


  “I don’t really think of it as exile anymore.”


  “What are you calling it now?” she said. “Jedi House Arrest?”


  “Maybe that should that be the title of the film.”


  “I thought you weren’t writing one, Bryce?”


  “It’s more fun to just play with my lightsaber.”


  “I have no doubt. But grappling with your lightsaber isn’t in your contract.”


  “I thought you got me the grappling clause.”


  “You should have mentioned it,” she said. “Too late now.”


  “I suppose it is,” I said. “Next time I’ll ask.”


  “There’s no next time, Bryce, if you screw this up. This is the life ring they’ve tossed you. It’s grab and live, or … sink.”


  “Am I on the Titanic, Mavis?”


  “You are the Titanic, Bryce. It’s up to you to avoid the iceberg or plow smack into it. And the water’s damn cold.”


  “I can imagine.”


  “I’m not so sure you do,” she said.


  “No, I know,” I said after a moment.


  “It’s high stakes poker,” she said.


  “I liked the Titanic analogy better, Mavis … more drama.”


  “You want drama, Bryce? Go ahead, have the movie people ask for their money back and watch yourself become forever associated with the third novel that not even the Jedi could fix.”


  I had the sudden desire to never watch Star Wars again.


  Black Kitty appeared and went to the deck door and looked out. The nearest tree was full of chattering crows perched precariously as wind made the branches bob up and down.


  “Still there, Bryce?” Mavis said.


  “Yeah, sort of. Barely.”


  I sniffed loud enough for her to hear. I felt like crying but choked it back.


  After a short pause Mavis said, “Bryce, are you afraid to go outside?”


  “Yes.”


  * * *


  And so I had fixed one problem, drinking, but created a new one—fear of going outside. Fear of reality. Fear of … life. That sucker had really snuck up on me. Blindsided me like a quarterback with a shitty left tackle. I hoped that fear would prove too strong a word—that apprehension would be more precise.


  I was pulling for apprehension. Fear seemed like a tough cookie to defeat.


  I recalled a day back in the dead of winter when snow fell thickly and the side door had been open for a moment and Black Kitty had been behind me, assessing the opening and deciding not to go through it, despite his wild nature. I knew that the cold and falling snow contrasted against warm food and a warm bed had much to do with his decision, but I wondered if he, too, had a fear of going out into the world again. For Black Kitty, maybe it was merely a case of instinctual practicality. Emotion without intellectual analysis. For me it was much more complicated. For a human, the world could not be ignored forever. Could it?


  Of course, in order to address my apprehension, I would need the world to yet again come to me. Janis arranged for a therapist from the building she worked in to visit me at my house. Paula Santorelli was fortyish and quite attractive, with long dark hair and large expressive eyes. Sort of like Cher playing a therapist back when she had a movie career. But I didn’t mention that to Paula, who turned out to be related to the Santorelli family that owned the pizza parlor I had helped to stay in business throughout the winter.


  Even though it was not snowing or very cold outside, I made a small fire and lowered the house temperature a few degrees to compensate. I recalled hearing that Richard Nixon did that in the White House. But the days of making a fire were almost at an end. Spring had one foot planted firmly from around the corner.


  Paula wore a burgundy sweater and black slacks. She was about five-six and slender but curvy in the right places.


  “I sometimes wish I had a fireplace in my office,” she said as she sat on a living room sofa and gazed into the fire a moment. “It would have a soothing effect on clients.”


  “A fire’s comforting,” I said. “Seems ironic, though … comfort from such a destructive force.”


  She nodded and appeared to be processing that idea when Black Kitty came down the stairs and bounded onto the sofa next to her.


  “Do you mind if he checks you out?” I said.


  “Not at all. I have a cat at home. He must smell her.”


  She petted Black Kitty and he preened and rubbed his face against her hand.


  “He answers to Black Kitty,” I said.


  “Very straightforward.”


  “Does that seem … unimaginative?” I said.


  She looked thoughtful.


  “As a writer, does it worry you that his name might seem so?”


  “Not really. I just felt it suited him. It was sort of a neutral way to start us off in the beginning and it stuck. He was a stray.”


  “Then it’s the right name,” she said.


  “What’s your cat’s name, Paula?”


  “Suzette.”


  “Very feminine.”


  “She’s milky white and sometimes finicky,” she said. “A little spoiled, no doubt. Suzette seems to suit her.”


  “It has cachet,” I said. “By the way, I love Santorelli’s pizza.”


  “That’s my uncle’s place. I had lunch there this week.”


  “Delivery for me, of course.”


  She nodded. “Yes, the reason for our chat today.”


  “Thanks for agreeing to come by. I know it’s not the usual.”


  “Given your predicament, I couldn’t insist you come by the office.”


  “If I could come to you,” I said, “I guess I wouldn’t need you.”


  “A fair point.”


  She produced a pen and notepad from her purse.


  “I like to jot down a few notes, Bryce. Will that be too distracting?”


  “Whatever works. Would you like some tea?”


  “No, thanks.” She looked around the room a moment and rested her gaze on the bookshelves against the wall leading to the stairway.


  “Have you caught up on your reading this winter?” she said.


  “Exile offers a lot of time for that, yes.”


  “What have you read lately, Bryce?”


  I pointed to Dubliners on the coffee table.


  “Early in the winter, Joyce,” I said. “Just recently, Gatsby and A Farewell to Arms.”


  “And do you measure your books against them?” she asked.


  I hoped I wasn’t that delusional. I was pretty sure I wasn’t.


  “Do you know my books, Paula?”


  “I read Golden Slumber a few years ago. It was funny. It was supposed to be, right?”


  “Yes.” I smiled. “Thanks.”


  “I liked the main character,” she said.


  “Gavin.”


  “Yes, Gavin. He was often unpredictable. In a good way.”


  “How did you come across it?” I said.


  “Someone had mentioned it was by a local author.”


  I nodded, felt good. “That was my first novel.”


  “How many are there?”


  “Three,” I said. “Two good ones and a stinker.”


  “Wasn’t there a film made of one of them?”


  “The first one—Golden. It was a minor film. No real big name actors in it.”


  “But satisfying nonetheless, I would imagine,” she said.


  “Oh, sure. I actually got paid a chunk of money, so yeah. It paid for this house.”


  I looked around the living room, quickly assessing what I had. It was a small but cozy house. More than enough house for a man and a cat.


  “Did you like the film, Bryce?”


  “It was okay … sure. Not bad at all. Faithful to the book, for the most part. No real complaints. I even got paid as an adviser.”


  She looked down and wrote on her notepad. I watched her hands. They were small, delicate. I liked them and her long hair, too.


  “Is money the measure of your writing, Bryce?”


  I decided to think a moment, to seem thoughtful, but I knew how I felt about that.


  “No,” I said. “I wouldn’t say that. The first two sold well and made money, but that was unexpected, sort of. I mean, I didn’t write them thinking I would make money. Certainly I didn’t expect it.” I forced a smile. “It’s a combination of skill and luck, and maybe luck is more important than skill these days.”


  “How so?” she said.


  “Look at the stuff they crank out now … all this Opus Dei conspiracy stuff. All formulaic intrigue and no character development.”


  She wrote some more notes.


  “I’ve learned not to try and remember everything,” she said. “Earlier you said one of your books was a stinker. Why?”


  “It didn’t sell. That’s the definition of stinker.”


  “You said money wasn’t the measure, though.”


  “True, but I mean, it didn’t sell at all. The publisher had to eat that one a bit.”


  “How so?” she said.


  “It isn’t any good. It’s crap.”


  “But it was published.”


  “That’s no longer an indicator of quality, trust me,” I said. “I once had a name, a rep—even a following. Fans, for God’s sake. When there’s a following, a name, all sorts of crap gets published. Now it’s all about furthering a brand instead of literature. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not claiming my books are great literature like Joyce and Hemingway and Fitzgerald. But they aren’t fluff, either, until that last one, anyway.”


  “What happened?” she said. “With the last one. What’s it called?”


  “Reflections.”


  “Why is it a stinker?”


  “Because I was drunk, mostly, when I wrote it. Never write while drinking—literary rule number one. Even Hemingway waited until after working each morning to jump into the Whiskey River.”


  “But you haven’t been drinking since then … since Christmas?” she said.


  “Not a drop,” I said. “And there’s none in the house. That’s the whole point of exile. I even had my car taken to Janis’s house.”


  “Impressive willpower, Bryce. Will it continue?”


  I shrugged and then smiled.


  “It’s been a good run so far,” I said.


  “Any doubts?”


  “Sure. It’s a crapshoot. You know that. You work with people who go through this stuff, right?”


  “Drinking, yes,” she said. “Exile, no.”


  “Maybe I’ll become a journal article for you.”


  “Do you think it could rise to that level of issue, Bryce?”


  “Let’s hope not. Who knows? People can only try to keep doing what they’re doing if it works.”


  “And for you, what works is exile … in your house.”


  “For now,” I said. “We both know that will have to change.”


  She jotted down more notes. When I was writing a novel I certainly wouldn’t have allowed anyone to look over my shoulder, but I certainly would have liked to see what she was writing at that moment.


  “Sorry,” she said, glancing up once, quickly, as she finished writing.


  “Does it sound weird,” I said, “exile?”


  “No,” she said. “It’s a choice you made to help yourself.”


  “A choice to save myself, I guess.”


  “Do you feel weird about it, Bryce?”


  “I’m not sure how I feel, now. It seemed to make more sense in the beginning.”


  “And now?”


  I leaned back in my chair and glanced up at the ceiling.


  “Now,” I said, emitting a long sigh, “it just seems long. It seems … long. Long is what keeps coming to me, Paula. It’s been a long time, a long process. If I write a new novel, maybe I should call it, Long.”


  “Do you plan to write a new book?”


  “I was just paid to write a screenplay.”


  “How nice,” she said. “About what?”


  “An adaptation of my last novel.”


  “The stinker?”


  “Surprising, right? And ironic.”


  “Were you … surprised?”


  “Flabbergasted. Flummoxed. Dumbfounded. Dazed. Confused. That about covers it, I guess.”


  “And how’s it going?” she said.


  “I haven’t written a single word. And I might not write a single word. But I did give them a title.”


  “That’s a start, Bryce. What’s the title?”


  “Jedi Mind Trick.”


  “Really?” she said. “And why that title?”


  “It’s what came to me,” I said. “It’s what the old wishing well of a subconscious served up. What do you think?”


  She closed her notepad.


  “I think we have plenty to start with next time.”


  But there wasn’t a next time. Maybe if I had mentioned Elsa and her crotchless body stockings, and her 23-year-old shaved vulva, there would have been a next time. Maybe a whole series of next times. But I kept Elsa to myself, and when Paula called to see if I wanted to talk again, I thanked her and said that exile isn’t a condition but a choice, and a choice for me to wrestle with while still in exile. Hashing it out with a partner defeated the whole purpose of exile … whatever that was.


  * * *


  I told Elsa about the mysterious envelope the next time she parachuted onto my driveway wearing a new white crotchless body stocking beneath her coat. The notion of her actually parachuting onto my driveway was awesome: I would be looking up as her 23-year-old shaved vulva got closer and closer, more distinct, the lips glistening and ready to engulf me whole upon landing. In the fantasy, the color of body stocking didn’t matter as long as it didn’t clash with the white of the parachute itself, I supposed, though I did prefer the black body stocking because it contrasted nicely with her pale skin. Any color was quite serviceable and nicely framed the 23-year-old shaved vulva. Working as a teacher’s aide apparently paid enough to keep Victoria’s Secret in business. An actual parachute and lessons were likely beyond her budget.


  But back to the mysterious envelope.


  “That’s weird, Bryce,” Elsa said.


  “What’s weird about it?”


  “Someone sent you a letter and you don’t know who it’s from.”


  “They didn’t actually send it,” I said. “It was just put in my mailbox.”


  “Even weirder.”


  “I guess so.”


  “You guess?” she said. “Maybe someone is seriously stalking you and this is just the opening move.”


  “Who would waste time stalking me?”


  “A fan.”


  “A fan? I don’t have fans anymore, Elsa.”


  “More than you know, probably.”


  “Maybe one—in all of Kalamazoo. Besides, I’m a sitting target. Where’s the fun in stalking someone who is always in the same place? Where’s the challenge in that?”


  “I don’t think stalkers do it for fun, Bryce.”


  “What do they do it for?”


  “They have to. It’s an obsession.”


  “Maybe,” I said, “or maybe the stalker wears crotchless body stockings,” I added, slipping my hand inside her thigh and lightly tracing a finger along the lips of her 23-year-old shaved vulva.


  “Stalkers probably don’t wear crotchless body stockings,” she said. “They wear black knit caps and dark clothes and smoke a lot of cigarettes in their car outside someone’s house.”


  “You know many stalkers?”


  “I’m just saying that stalkers are probably dark, shadowy figures … something like that.”


  “You’re thinking of spies,” I said. “Spies wear dark clothes and smoke lots of cigarettes. Stalkers can be cops, or insurance adjusters, or batshit crazy women who head the local PTA.”


  “Do spies wear crotchless body stockings?” she said.


  “Of course. Female spies are horny as well as crafty.”


  “Am I horny enough to be a spy?”


  “You’re certainly horny enough to be a stalker,” I said. “How’s that?”


  “I’d rather be a spy,” she said.


  “How about a teacher’s aide who wears crotchless body stockings?”


  “Somehow that falls short,” she said.


  “Not if you have perspective,” I said. “Being a spy is a lonely and dangerous life … especially if it’s in a Tom Cruise film.”


  After a moment she said, “Am I a stalker?”


  “Do you think you are?”


  Another moment passed.


  “I don’t know what I am … yet,” she said.


  “There’s no hurry, Elsa. You’re twenty-three.”


  “Am I an old twenty-three, or a young twenty-three?”


  Now it was my time to pause and think.


  “I don’t think twenty-three can be either.”


  “That’s very diplomatic, Bryce.”


  “I’m an exile. Remember? You should ask someone out in the real world.”


  “Like who?”


  “Tom Cruise.”


  “He’s not available.”


  “Then ask Matt,” I said.


  “Matt doesn’t live in the real world either.”


  “Then you’re screwed.”


  “No,” she said, climbing astride me. “You’re screwed.”


  As she moved up and down on me, I said, “Have you ever considered taking skydiving lessons?”


  “I’m diving on you right now,” she said, grinding her hips faster.


  * * *


  Later, I watched Elsa walk down the driveway to her car, imagining that flawless 23-year-old shaved vulva hidden and warm and protected and also lurking beneath her coat. I looked up briefly, to visualize her descending from a parachute, legs far apart. I always watched her walk to her car and I always watched her pull away from the curb and drive down the street until the taillights disappeared around a corner. I always watched her leave, knowing each time could be the last time.


  And I knew, each time, that if it was the last time, I would be okay with it.


  We both needed to find our ways back to the right paths.


  But in the interim, we also need our diversions, our detours. Detours don’t last.


  They don’t need to.


  Spring seemed to just appear one day unannounced, but definitely invited and welcome. The wind fell apart and green grass began to grow and the yard was no longer soggy from melting snow. Chirpy raccoons climbed onto my deck at night scavenging for food. I would slide open the door and pour dry cat food onto the steps and they would eat and peer inside at me. Black Kitty often sat at the door watching them eat and perhaps remembering them as fellow travelers in the night when he had been homeless.


  I began to see the outside world—nature—as also living in exile, as living in a perpetual and natural cycle of exile and freedom, exile and freedom. The grass would be exiled into dormancy each winter and then eagerly rise up each spring, free of the wintry shackles of its exile and ready to pursue a new life. New leaves would erupt soon on the branches and the trees would no longer be bony skeletons and would awaken and be full and thick, their leaves casting cooling shadows during the warm days to come.


  On this day, I slid the deck door open more than a foot wide, stood in the doorway in just stocking feet, and stuck my head out into the raw outside air, careful not to violate exile’s edict of no full foot outside. The air was cool, not cold, and fresh. A soft breeze washed over me and felt cleansing. Squirrels dashed across the yard from tree to tree, and one stopped near the deck and stood on hind legs to look at me a moment before scampering up a tree onto a branch. A vee of geese appeared abruptly overhead, honking loudly as they started their descent onto a nearby pond.


  Standing there in the doorway—tasting ever so slightly the vast outside world, but still very much in the powerful gravitational pull of the tiny universe of my house—I thought of the irony of being tasked to write a film about a man with the ability to travel the world searching for some eternal truth. I thought of truth as just a word and a good idea, but something that did not really exist. There were actions and reactions, statements and replies, but there was little that could be called truth.


  It was damn nice to stand there in the doorway and smell the cool, fresh air. I looked back once and saw Black Kitty sitting well behind me but showing no inclination to approach. I slipped off a sock and stuck that naked foot out the door and into space, feeling the cool air run across it, tickle it, caress it.


  Was I truly afraid to go out? I couldn’t believe that was true in the strictest sense. If the house caught fire, I knew I could dive out the door to the deck or slip out a second floor window with Black Kitty under my arm and slide off the roof into the yard. I doubted those actions would even require thought, or much thought. Self-preservation is surely our strongest instinct.


  Maybe I feared going out before it was time, before I knew why I was going out, and where I was going, and what I would find there. I guess on this day I was back to trusting fate again, to wanting to believe that fate would reveal when it was time to go out and that in going out I would end up where I should be.


  * * *


  I read The Old Man and the Sea for a time from the sitting room love seat, where I could look out and enjoy the sprouting green grass and the antics of scurrying squirrels. At night I closed the windows because it could still be quite cool then, but by late morning the windows were open again and the air was fresh and I was adjusting to the sounds of civilization penetrating the house. Black Kitty sat by the deck door screen and was captivated by a blue jay walking rather arrogantly along the deck. He lunged against the screen several times, but the blue jay grudgingly cocked its head toward him as though barely acknowledging a mere distraction.


  I realized I was restless. I walked about the house, looking for things to do, cleaning things here and there that didn’t really need cleaning, picking up clothes upstairs. I washed what few dishes were in the sink. Later, while I was back upstairs sorting through clothes in my closet, I heard a siren and went down to the deck door, but by the time I got there I could tell the siren was outbound and soon it faded and then dissolved altogether. I wondered where it was going and what the result would be.


  When I sat back down on the love seat and picked up my book again, Black Kitty strolled into the sitting room with something in his mouth. It was white and at first I had no clue what it was, but when he reached me I saw that he had the mysterious blank envelope in his jaws. He sat down and began to chew on it. It seemed a fitting end for a mystery. I watched him chew a moment, and then an idea struck me and I reached down and pried the envelope loose from his mouth. I retrieved a pen from the kitchen, sat down again on the love seat, and took the blank sheet of paper out of the envelope. On it, I wrote, “Fill this page.”


  What did I want—had I ever wanted—from writing? Certainly more than I ever got from drinking. But what had I gotten from writing? Two novels that sold and a stinker third that hadn’t. A mention or two in the Times. But the stinker was coming back to life. Being reincarnated. Did that mean I was being reincarnated, too?


  * * *


  At first I doodled a bit at the top of the slip of paper. There was no plan. Just the notion of doing … something. Anything at all. I made several cat faces with long whiskers and large ears. Black Kitty bounded into the room and I showed him the faces, but he only sniffed the paper and then sauntered to the deck door to look at the sparrows sitting pretty on a power line. I wrote my name on the paper three times and also Black Kitty’s name three times, and I doodled some more—clouds and clown faces. I ran out of space to write anything at all and so I found an old writing tablet in a kitchen drawer and doodled some more—for nearly an hour, actually—and then I eased back into the love seat and stared at the ceiling.


  The ceiling tiles had flaws: a few were stained from drops of water that somehow had penetrated the roof. The stains were small enough, though some were in the shape of amoebas and some resembled paramecia, both the tiniest of organisms. Or did smaller ones exist? I could not remember my high school biology very well. What I remembered was that big things start off small. And that good could be spawned from bad with enough nurturing, hope … and effort. I thought of Mavis, and Dylan, and Marci, and Paula, and my sister, and Paul, and even dumb-ass drunk Bennie. In their own ways, they all wanted me back to doing good. Well, maybe all Bennie wanted was a Crown Royal partner. But even he sort of meant well. As well as a tribe member for life can ever mean. Well, maybe not … all Bennie really wanted was not to swim the Whiskey River alone.


  I had stopped letting myself down, finally. Yes. That was finally the truth. A winter’s exile and no drinking had proven that. Drinking was no longer my crutch, my friend. It had once been an exquisite friend. But only on the surface. When you finally looked drinking fully in the eye, seeing it as the enemy instead of an ally, you didn’t turn to stone after all; instead, you turned away from it. You had your chance to escape the tribe and Whiskey River and not go back. And so, if I was through letting myself down, I no longer had any excuse to let others down.


  For the first time in several months, I powered up my laptop and stared at the screen for a long time before adjourning for a lunch of chili and tuna salad sandwiches. After lunch I was back at the laptop, but mostly reading about the Bears in the Tribune. Then I read the Times and knew far too much about the state of the country, which was not good just about anywhere one cared to look, especially in the conservative Congress, which had grown quite comfortable with school massacres and government shutdowns. I paced a bit, looked out through the thin mesh of the screen door, and smelled spring slowly settling in.


  Slowly the mental constipation seemed to clear. It was ever so gradual. By not thinking so hard, I began to think more naturally and clearly. I let thoughts come to me instead of demanding that thoughts show up and make sense or offer direction. Instead of staring at the blank screen, I looked out at the backyard and watched the squirrels dash from tree to tree. I listened to the birds and their songs.


  Start at the beginning, I told myself many times, and it became a mantra. Start over. Begin again. Start over. At the beginning. I typed Exile on Kalamazoo Street onto the laptop screen. Step one. I sat back and stared at that for several minutes. It was not a bad title at all, I thought. It flowed. There were possibilities. I said it out loud. It sounded good. It sounded like a movie. I wished I had titled the book that instead of the bullshit Reflections. Would that have made the book better? Who knows? A different name, a different point of origin … maybe a different book.


  “Why the fuck not?” I said loudly, which caused Black Kitty to swivel his head toward me from his spot by the screen door.


  I started typing furiously. It came out of me easily. At first it was gibberish I erased, just jumbled words pouring from a mental spigot, but soon there was sense to it, a story, a cadence, a rhythm. The movie people had bought into the ‘Jedi Mind Trick’ concept and so I figured it was time I did, too. What you create is bad only if you don’t believe it can be good.


  I wrote the first scene after only a couple false starts. Then a second, a third, and in just six days I had a 120-minute script about a convenience store clerk in Tallahassee, Florida, who wins the lottery and travels the world looking for his soul, or perspective, or both.


  The movie people loved it. Much of it was improbable and far-fetched, but that was what they wanted. I delivered. The slate was clean regarding my stinker third novel. And while the story in the screenplay was still a desirable mess, I no longer was. I had learned that I was a mess only if I believed I was. If other people believed I was, that was their problem.


  And so it was time. The day of days had arrived. I set the alarm so I could have tea before sunrise. It had been years since I’d been up that early. My body and mind resisted at first. Sitting on the side of the bed, I stared at my bare feet, my eyes fluttering. Finally I managed to pull on jeans and a sweatshirt. Black Kitty watched me dress from the window sill. I rubbed him behind the ears, and we stared out into the blackness for a minute. We both yawned.


  The kitchen light seemed too bright and made me wince. I sipped tea and looked out the small window at the morning twilight. The sun would be up in full soon. In the lane between my backyard and the next one, a man passed by, walking his dog. The dog was white, but I could not quite tell the breed. The man had his head down and his hands thrust into the pockets of his coat. The morning would be cool at first, I reminded myself as I washed out my cup and set it in the sink. I selected a light jacket from the rack on the wall and slipped it on.


  “It’s time,” I said to Black Kitty, who was finishing his breakfast. “Wish me luck, boy.”


  Black Kitty cleaned the sides of his mouth with his tongue and then licked a paw. I walked past the coffee table in the sitting room and noticed the mysterious envelope. I looked down at it a moment and then picked it up and slipped it into a jacket pocket. I slowly slid the deck door open and stood in the doorway, smelling the sweet air. I lingered there several minutes. I could see the first streaks of daylight coming. Over my shoulder I saw that Black Kitty had jumped onto the love seat. He watched me closely. I leaned forward and planted a foot on the first step.


  The Prime Directive finally violated.


  “No going back now,” I said, looking back at Black Kitty and then stepping forward and planting the other foot on the next step. I was outside. Out-damn-side. The real world. For the first time in four months.


  I looked back inside, at Black Kitty.


  “Boy, if Elsa shows up, tell her … tell her I don’t know when I’ll be back.”


  I walked a few steps on the deck and at first I felt quite exposed, even vulnerable, but that passed, and I stepped off the deck into the yard and knelt down to feel the growing grass with my hand. The grass was wet and I smelled my hand and I relished the earthy aroma. I heard a rustling in the branches above and a squirrel gazed down at me from only a few feet away.


  “Don’t mind me,” I told the squirrel, which climbed to a higher branch. “I'm new at this.”


  I walked through my yard to the lane and looked in both directions, but there was no one, and I continued on through a neighbor’s side yard to the street. A flatbed truck rattled by slowly, and then I crossed and descended a bank to another lane that led to a small lake. When I reached the lake it was daylight and the sun had crept over the horizon. There was a public dock at the lake and I sat on it and listened to the water lapping the shore. Soon a pair of ducks cruised by noisily, happily, and then sailed out into the center of the lake.


  It was as if I was thawing out slowly from having been frozen in a melting iceberg during an ancient ice age. There was no breeze and the lake surface was glassy. Soon the sun gained strength and I shed the jacket and was warm enough in the sweatshirt. Fish began to breach the water’s surface, creating ripples.


  Down the shore a large man came out in his bathrobe and stood on his deck holding a coffee cup. He surveyed the lake and then noticed me and raised his cup in salute. I waved back and the man lingered a moment before going back inside. Once he had disappeared and I remembered I could speak, I said, “Have a nice day.” My voice sounded too loud, very anxious.


  Overhead the sky was blue and cloudless. The two ducks in the center of the lake suddenly erupted into flight and circled the lake once before clearing the tops of trees to fly west. I could hear them quacking for a few moments after they disappeared. Soon several swans appeared and sailed silently by the dock and then along the shore before easing out of the lake onto land.


  I sat there without much awareness of time passing. The sun grew stronger and I pushed up the sleeves of my sweatshirt. I leaned back on my hands and closed my eyes. The sun bathed my face. I thought about exile, about where I’d been and where I was going. I was in no hurry to find out. This place, this dock, this day, was all there was, and all I needed for now. I didn’t even think much or long about Elsa. She was a bird testing her wings. Learning to fly. Working up the nerve to truly soar toward the horizon.


  I sat there for what I would later realize was a long time, my eyes drinking in everything around me—the plants, the trees, the water, the blue sky, the ducks and geese practicing takeoffs and landings on the lake—and my mind slowed to a low, cool flame. I remembered the mysterious white envelope in my pocket and retrieved it. As best as I could, I fashioned it into a crude paper boat and pushed it out onto the lake. It drifted away slowly until it was very small and finally out of sight. I slipped off my shoes and socks and luxuriated in the feel of wet grass beneath my feet as I walked toward the far end of the lake.


  The sun tickled the back of my neck and I walked until I was beyond the lake and at a road where I could look both ways and see that the town was awake. Listening to the sustained mechanical sounds of a city at work made me think of the rare instances where someone deaf regains hearing and everything is an overwhelming symphony of sound, both wondrous and terrifying at once. I leaned against a tree for a few minutes and watched traffic along the road before crossing, socks and shoes still in my hands. From the other side I looked back at traffic: any car swooshing along might contain a voice from the past—Bennie, Paul, Rev. Mortensen—even Elsa.


  I wandered along until reaching a small strip mall and a café I had never visited or even noticed, despite many trips along that road. Inside, the lighting was soft, the walls brown and warm, and people sat singly or in clumps at tables and at a wooden counter, drinking coffee. There were kinetic children and animated teenagers. And contemplative men and women from generations much closer to the end than the beginning. Many of the patrons smiled, and some frowned. Some gestured dramatically and wild-eyed in the middle of stories. The air seemed electrically charged. A shiny copper espresso machine hissed and belched loudly behind the counter. A freckle-faced girl in a stained green smock and a ponytail swishing back and forth yelled out orders. A child ran excitedly across the room into his mother’s embrace.


  



  



  * * *
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