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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 

Set in Maddley, Connecticut, The Fictionist tells the story of Henry Riordan, a young man 

unable to come to terms with loss. As Henry pursues a series of unattainable dreams in order to 

recover an unalterable past, he learns that love, hope, and life reside in the present. The Fictionist 

is a story of memory, imagination, and myth.      

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

 

The first time you ever heard the tale of Jack and the Beanstalk, that fable of the witless 

but goodhearted boy who is duped into swapping the family cow for a fistful of magic beans, 

who then surprises everyone by climbing to the sky, slaying a giant, and bringing home the 

golden goose, you were in the second grade. Your teacher Miss Rubini — a gravel-voiced, 

gypsy-haired beauty up from Brooklyn — was suffering from the flu the day she read aloud and 

instead of beanstalk you heard Meads’ dog. You had neighbors named the Meads, a suspicious, 

foul-tempered elderly couple that lived in a decrepit stucco bungalow and hated children of all 

sorts. They owned a fox terrier. And for a long time after, years in fact, you thought Jack rode a 

vicious, teeth-baring canine to the sky. What a feat! Forget the giant; you had seen the Mead’s 

dog chew through corded nylon rope to get at the paperboy. Your misunderstanding had its price. 

You were taunted on the playground, jeered at, bullied, forced to look at illustrations from the 

text that clearly showed Jack climbing a bean stalk. But you held to your version of the facts. If 

good Jack could skip across the clouds, fell an ogre, and pocket a priceless duck, why not tame 

the snarling cur that lunged at you from the shrubbery every morning as you waited for the bus. 

In the end you withstood spitballs, headlocks, and the nickname Rubberhead Riordan defending 

a story that did not exist. But you never looked at the Meads’ dog in quite the same way again. 

You fed him baloney slices each morning before school. 

 Eventually you named him Buddy. 

This is the story that returns as you stand beneath the rust-washed marquee of the Starlite 

Drive-in Theatre on a bright blue morning in October. It is either a Tuesday or Wednesday. 

Things are little hazy at the edges. Tyler shields his eyes from the sun and squints up at theatre’s 

crooked billing.  
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COMING SOON ! 

A fat crow lands with a squawk on the marquee’s neon comet.  

“My point is,”’ you say. “You can believe one thing to be true and discover — much later 

— you’re entirely wrong. It doesn’t mean you won’t make friends with a dog.” 

Tyler looks around the deserted lot, the weedy gravel, the ruined concession stand, the 

derelict screen like a huge white flag hung in desultory surrender.  

“I don’t get it,” he says.  

“What don’t you get?” 

“This place is closed,” he says. 

“Exactly my point.”  

Tyler stood in the throbbing purple lights at Melville’s last night, a vulpine magnet. 

Someone new in town, a fresh-faced stranger, a fox-haired Connecticut farm boy down from 

Gales Ferry. A freshman at Maddley Community College, an engineering major? Aviation? 

Metal shop? Something. You drank. You told each other your stories. You finished up two years 

ago at Maddley Community, an AA in psychology and theatre arts. You sell books now. 

Correction: you untangle register tape and mollify legions of Maddley, Connecticut’s impatient 

crones. Tyler nodded with great sympathy and concern, Molson Golden tipped up against his 

open mouth. With only three years separating you a gulf opened up, fathomless and steep. You 

had lost sight of the game plan a while ago you confessed, stalled somewhere between who you 

were and who you wanted to become. And what precisely was it anyway? A dancing therapist? 

An improvisational analyst? You suddenly couldn’t remember in the dim of the bar. On the 

dance floor two men danced to an old Nat King Cole song. They laughed then wept. You and 

Tyler watched them go round and round under the sparkly lights. 

“Look at those guys,” you said. “I bet they go to the movies all the time.” 

“It happens.” 

“It does.” 

Tyler swallowed his drink. “Boyfriend?” 

“Out of town.”  

“Mine too,” Tyler said. “Class in the morning though. I can’t be late.” 

The crow plunges off the comet. The sky is exceptionally blue, deeper at the center and 

growing lighter as it fans out toward the bay. Tyler looks around, his hands in his pockets. His 
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brow twisted in question. He has followed you up here this morning, seven miles out of his way, 

on the expectation of seeing something great, grand, really, immensely cool. This was the 

promise you made. The concession stand’s door bangs open and shut in the wind. Empty beer 

cans clatter through the gravel.  

“I gotta go,” says Tyler.  

“But you haven’t seen the best part yet!” 

“Maybe some other time, Harry. I’m late for class.” 

“Henry,” you say. “My name is Henry.” 

Tyler looks at you in the shadow of the marquee. There are soft violet shadows under his 

eyes. In bed he had been glib and distracted, a little lazy. After the festivities he fell promptly to 

sleep, face down. You lay very still, looking up at the glittering glass eyes of the stuffed raven. 

You hadn’t come yourself and it hardly seemed the point. You were barely aroused anyway. 

When you were sure Tyler slept, you climbed out of bed, took a deep scalding shower, drank a 

glass of Ovaltine in the flickering kitchen, and slept out on the couch. You dreamed of storm-

ravaged seas and great fish rising open mouth to claim you.  

“Sorry Henry,” Tyler says. 

“Yeah. Whatever.” 

Tyler digs through his backpack and pulls out a pen. He traces down his digits on the 

back of a lunch receipt in a small careful hand. He hands you the note. At the bottom, beneath his 

phone number, he has added his name. Travis Ridgley Underwood. 

“Oh,” you say. 

“What?” 

You shake your head. “Nothing.” 

Tyler nods and lays a hand on your shoulder with something like sympathy. “Give me a 

call sometime,” he says. “Maybe we’ll go check out a movie.” 

“A movie?”  

“Yes,” Tyler says. He looks around as if your very presence in this place were proof 

enough.  

“But I hate the movies,” you say.  

Travis stares a long minute then stalks off to his car parked alongside the abandoned 

ticket booth a few yards away. 
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“Where are you going?”  

“You’re crazy,” Travis says. “You know that?”  

“IT’S NOT MY FAULT!”  

Your voice echoes out across the lot, reverberates off the screen. The crow squawks and 

heckles away. Travis guns his engine and circles out of the lot, leaving you in a cloud of gravel 

dust and the long chevron-shaped shadow of the marquee, a stiff wind singing over its double 

metal blades, a sound like something hurtling toward earth. 

 

Professional theatrics was not your intended course of study at Maddley Community 

College. It was not even your first. There were others. Art History. Hospitality Management. 

Something called “Life Animation.” You spent five years at a two-year college. It was time, your 

academic advisors all agreed, to move on. So you took three consecutive semesters of Musical 

Comedy and Studies in Freud and kick-ball-chained your way out into the laughless and 

maladjusted world.  

You park behind Pier Street Books and stumble up the walk, tucking in your shirt, 

wriggling into necktie, pinning nametag across your pocket. In the front window, Pearson is 

hanging placards stenciled with seasonal themes: Spooky Savings! Bone Chilling Bargains! 

Paper pumpkins, fuzzy bats, a cardboard zombie hangs on the front door. For a moment your 

own haunted, hung-over expression appears there, superimposed over the limbless corpse. 

Pearson taps his watch and frowns. You shove inside, the bell tinkling its empty refrain. You 

clock in, swipe the price gun, and wander over to Remaindered Island, that dusty atoll of the 

unwanted and dispossessed. You are pricing a brightly illustrated stack of Sleeping Beauty when 

a woman in a pink jogging suit bounces up. 

“Excuse me,” she says. “Where might I find Romance?” 

“In this town?” 

She puts both hands on her hips and sighs, a trim unsmiling brunette with an expensive 

haircut and no ring on her finger. You want to help. You do. 

You send her to War. 

Off she goes. You turn back to the junk heap of puzzle books, legal thrillers, and 

inspirational desk calendars. Pearson strides up, running a hand over his long seamed librarian’s 

face. “What the hell is the matter with you?” 
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At the register the woman fumes, a great puffing locomotive of insult and injury.  

You look over. “She asked a question I gave an answer.” The woman tosses back her hair 

and flips up her nose. You turn back to the bin. “Romance. Please. You think those books tell the 

truth?”  

You bang a HOT SALE sticker across Prince Charming’s forehead. 

Pearson folds his fussy arms over a clipboard. “How long is this going to continue?” 

“How long is what going to continue? Love stories? Popular lies? She’s better off with an 

encyclopedia on heavy artillery, foxholes, barbed wire.”  

The woman folds her arms and glares. You rip the pin from a phantom grenade and toss it 

her direction. Pearson clutches your elbow and pushes his voice into a strangulated whisper.  

“For Christ’s sake Henry, pull yourself together. You’ve been late all week. You screwed 

up inventory again.” He holds up a fistful of carbons. “You left me with a god awful mess 

Thursday night.” He rears back, then makes some vague fluffing gestures toward your person. 

“When was the last time you showered? Get yourself a shave. Look at yourself for the love of 

Pete!” 

“His name wasn’t Pete.” 

Pearson relents, shoulders slumping. 

“What do you want, Henry?”  

You stare off at the bargain bin: Hidden Treasures of the Ancient World, A Better Body in 

30 Days, Daily Devotions for the Active Man.  

“I don’t know anymore.”  

And this seems the worst truth of all.  

You and Pearson look at one another a long moment. He is not a bad man, just a simple 

and a sober one. In the distance the woman makes an exasperated wail and strides out of the 

store, hands in tiny fists. “Come again,” you say cheerfully. The bell tinkles shrilly, like an 

alarm, the sound of something left too long in the oven.  

You have heard this all before. 

“Why don’t you take an early lunch,” Pearson suggests. 

“I ate last week.” 

Pearson repeats himself. Each word driven home like a nail. It takes you a cold clear 

moment, but you look up at him, into those ruined basset hound eyes, and you understand. Since 
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college graduation you have held approximately 23 jobs across Essex County, Connecticut, none 

of them lasting more than a few months. You are all too familiar with the perfunctory rhetoric of 

goodbye, the obfuscation, the lies, the lame justifications, yours and theirs. In order to survive 

you’ve become a shape-shifter, a career chameleon, an occupational alchemist schooled in the 

magical art of the Xerox machine and the deep fat fryer, the cash register, the switchboard, the 

push broom, the triple-scoop ice cream sundae. You have worn paper hats and polyester vests, 

safety goggles, clown shoes, a pink carnation in your tweed lapel, you’ve said you’re welcome, 

why thank you, happy birthday! come again, and that looks terrific on you. You meant none of it 

of course, but you’ve always relied on a certain dramatic genius to get you through the day. 

Pearson’s mouth is a grim twitching line, his hand held out, eyes on the floor. You unpin your 

nametag and lay it in his palm. 

It’s time for an early lunch.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

 

Because you were raised in a very pleasant home by a mother who often needed comfort 

and a father who needed none, in a house where nothing was ever discussed, you learned early 

that all emotional truth is found in the kitchen. Witness the pantry of your childhood, one week a 

shrine to consolation and good cheer: one family size jar of Marshmallow Fluff, one box Lucky 

Charms cereal, two aerosol cans of Cheez-Wiz, four discs Jiffy-Pop popcorn, one economy size 

carton of Goldfish crackers. Even with the cabinets closed you could hear the voices within: 

Come, taste, see that I am good. 

But where is the welcome when Dad loses his job at Glenview Insurance and develops a 

migraine that will not go away? In the industrial-sized carton of powdered milk? The six-pack of 

discount tuna? The four dented cans of unlabeled spinach? They have no song to sing, no melody 

to offer. So who will tell you that life will go on? That good will return as surely as it will leave. 

Where are you to go? To the television! To the garage! To the fort erected under your bed where 

you chew shoes laces and string, and develop the one skill you will never forget: the power to 

wait. Under your bunk, face to the slats, you crush hunger and need into a burning kernel of want 

and nestle it deep in your belly, like a seed planted in winter. A seed waiting for spring. 

 And now, peering into the rusted Hotpoint in your own lackluster kitchenette, you 

discover winter is still here: the empty gallon of milk, the months-old bag of liquid lettuce. Hot 

dog buns. Sauerkraut. No meat. An oversight which suddenly seems an accusation, one 

suggesting a life of no substance, only effect. And all along the door stands that brightly colored 

chorus of condiments — Horny Devil hot sauce, Sweetheart baby gherkins, orange blossom 

honey bear — all silent witnesses to happier, more optimistic times. 

You shut the refrigerator door and in its rusty complaint you hear the echoing chords of 

your future. You have done the math. After this week’s paycheck, plus your $24 in savings, you 
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will have $232.55 in your account. Subtract rent, phone bill, utilities, and one 12-pack of 

Ballpark franks you will have exactly $-112.14 to your name. On the kitchen table you set out 

frankfurter buns, hot sauce, telephone, and little black book. You smear the bun with a dollop of 

hot sauce and bite. You flip to L for landlord, skip down to the doodle in the margin, the leering 

hawk-faced cartoon profile of Hugo Oz.  

You dial. The phone rings and rings, seems to ring forever. Finally, a sharp, hoarse, 

dissatisfied voice answers.  

“Yes.” 

“Hello, Mr. Oz. This is Henry —” 

“No.” 

“Excuse me?” 

 “You were late last month. And the month before that.  Layoffs. Car wrecks. 

Men…problems. Whatever you call them. I don’t care anymore, Henry. Pay up or you get out.” 

A blob of hot sauce squeezes from the bun and hits the table with a splat, gory as a 

gunshot wound.  

“Mr. Oz, I just need some —”  

Click. 

The dial tone buzzes in your ear, the unfinished appeal burning in your mouth. You sit 

very still and wonder what it is you need. If life were a fiction you would make three wishes, call 

on the good fairy, rub your magic lamp. But you smashed every lamp two weeks ago and you 

know no good fairies in town.  

You wish you had a drink. 

 

Welcome to Melville’s, the only gay bar in the tri-country area! You bang open the door, 

and steer through the maze of crumbling cork cocktail tables and stained deck chairs, past the 

rotting fish nets on the wall, over the carpets that smell vaguely of vomit and grenadine, under 

the mirror ball revolving above an empty dance floor. It’s Melville’s — a place you’ve been a 

thousand and one times, a place you’ve sworn never to return to again, and yet here you are, 

belly to the bar, saying hello to Maurice who is wiping down the captain’s wheel wall clock at 

one in the afternoon and asking you about your day. 

“It’s fine. I’m going to have a nice cocktail, then I’m going to shoot myself in the head.” 
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“Sounds serious. Will anyone be able to intervene?” 

“No, probably not. Not this time.” 

“All right then, what’ll it be?” 

You glance around at the happy couple nuzzling at the jukebox, holding hands, picking 

out tunes. 

“Kamikaze,” you say. 

Maurice nods, pulls down a glass and wipes it clean. He pushes you an orange flyer 

printed with black cats and dancing skeletons. The Buccaneers’ Ball. Batchelor auction. Tricks 

and Treats. Dance Contest: $500 cash prize.  

Costumes mandatory. 

“Right,” you say. “I’ll be the rotting corpse.” 

Maurice nods, reaches for the liter of vodka, shining. “Any word from Jonas?” he says.  

“Who?” 

Maurice peers over the neck of the bottle. “Ah,” he says. He shakes the jigger, reaches for 

a lime wedge. “So what sort of gun then?” 

“I don’t know. I’m thinking about the cannon on the green. I could stick my head inside, 

but I’ll need someone to light the fuse.” 

“You’ll need a cannonball, too.” 

“I know it. Nothing works a damn in this town, Maurice. I should have left when I had 

the chance.”  

“It’s a decent town, Henry.”  

“Please. It’s a rat trap. A lobster pot. A cannon with no balls!”  

Maurice hands you the drink, shimmering in its V-shaped glass. You reach for your 

wallet and look inside, impoverished as Ichabod’s boudoir.  

“Henry,” Maurice says. “We’ll worry about the bills and the balls later. Tonight’s on 

me.” 

 

At your corner table, beneath a fiberglass swordfish and a nest of Styrofoam buoys, you 

watch the bar fill and make a list of Melville’s casting suggestions on the back of your cocktail 

napkin. After your second kamikaze you glance down and realize (Stan Laurel, Clark Gable, 

Mae West) that among other things you were born half a century too late. A guy named Leon 
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Lutz (a loud-mouthed Mickey Rooney type, slimmer, better teeth) rolls up and asks you to dance. 

You smile, tap the napkin, and tell him you are working on a little bit of drama. You watch him 

shrug and trot out onto the floor, now a sea of bodies moving beneath the bored and insistent 

flicker of the strobe. On the warped video screen, Miss Madonna, guiding spirit of Melville’s 

Lost Voyage, grabs her crotch and points the way.  

You nod once, knock back the last of your drink and steer off toward the men’s room, 

chewing a lemon rind, measuring your steps to the thump and roll of the bass, seaworthy but 

waterlogged, you: semi-drunk. Unzip, exhale. You crush your eyes shut against the red light that 

buzzes and flickers. A headache threatens like rain. You spit the rind at the trashcan under the 

sink. You miss. When you look up you read the message someone has left on the blackboard 

above the urinal.  

WE ARE ALL GOING TO DIE.  

You stand, feet apart, just staring. You consider this a moment, then smudge the final 

word with the heel of your hand. You pick up the nub of chalk. 

We’re all going to — going to what. Drink? Dance? Screw? Find exciting jobs, quit our 

lousy jobs, buy insurance, fall in love, wake up alone, go to a matinee, take a night class, look for 

the answers, find the answers, pray for help for assistance acceptance freedom purity peace 

goodness mercy what?  

In the last stall four feet scrape and shuffle: a pair of construction boots and a pair of 

Nikes. You zip up. Flush. Leave the chalk where you found it. You wash your hands and stare at 

your face glowing red in the mirror. 

“This is the Maddley Police,” you say. “Come out with your pants up.” 

Long pause. 

“Is that you Riordan?”  

You consider this a moment. “No.”  

 

Upstairs at the crow’s nest bar you swallow a tequila and count heads below, ten, eleven, 

twelve if you include Maurice, which you do because a crowd marked by an even number, in 

fact anything marked by an even number — an office door, a license plate, a lunch receipt — 

will soothe and reassure you in ways that the same item tallied to an odd figure (especially those 

ending in fives and nines) will plague you like a cloud of mosquito-digits hunting for blood. You 
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try to focus on the flickering dance floor…six, seven, eight, eight, shit. You give up, grip the 

railing, and gaze out across the dance floor. Shouts. Cries. Flashes of light. Melville’s pitching 

and rolling in the fury of the night.  

When Sister Sledge hits, the bar lets out a collective shriek and you stand, feet apart, 

considering the sad disco truth of it all: You Are Family. And for a brief moment you are stung 

by nostalgia and love and loss all at once, like a man going down with his ship, a man looking 

out one last time at all the faces he has called home. At Maurice who has been serving up two-

for-one specials since “I Will Survive” made the top ten, but who now survives alone in a house 

that hasn’t changed in the sixteen years since Brad Bell died there: same furniture, same photos, 

same bed.  

At Ted Noonan, investment banker, husband of Dottie, father of Katie, Suzie, and Sara 

Jane, now studying at Duke, Brown, and Stanford respectively. Drinks 7&7s, wears sunglasses 

indoors, talks in circles until the booze catches up with him and the theme for the evening 

becomes: Entrapment!  

At Vince the Handsome Electrician, the Elvis totem at the end of the bar, the one that you 

and every other Melville’s patron is holding a bone for but whom none will ever possess, not 

completely, not in the way that you want, because while Vince is available and interested, 

relaxed and easy to approach, good with mechanics and (so you’ve heard) randy in bed, there is 

nothing Vince wants, not from you, not from anyone. There is nothing behind the eyes.  

And then there’s Dougie. Not Douglas. Not Doug. Dougie. A Melville’s mascot. A fetish. 

A carnal hors d'oeuvre passed around more times than the prosciutto plate at an Italian wedding. 

Here five nights a week. He’s Dougie! Just now leading a four-man conga-line around the dance 

floor.  

Your very first impression of Dougie was that of a small neat child reared on a gay dude 

ranch somewhere in Montana. This was nearly five years ago. You forget who introduced you 

but someone did. Even from across the bar you had marveled. Dougie sat perched on a barstool, 

hands the size of playing cards, the glint from kindergarten-size cowboy boots tipped in chrome. 

He wore a high black Stetson and a rodeo belt with the word STUD burned into the leather at 

regular intervals. You shook hands (such rough hands, sturdy, fingers like Vienna sausages but 

strong, and you wondered then about other things, too). You admired his belt and Dougie told 

you he had it custom made by a convicted felon working the souvenir booth at Six Flags 
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Amusement Park in Jackson, New Jersey. “Guy was completely hot,” Dougie said, “I nailed him 

out behind the log flume after work.” He went on at some length and while he talked you stared, 

gaped, transfixed, not so much by his striking physical compactness but by his eyes, enormous 

googly brown eyes — the eyes of a twitchy Pekinese with an evil unpredictable bastard for an 

owner. Eyes that had seen too many hard things. 

Through three long dance re-mixes Dougie talked evenly about sex on roller coasters, in 

stolen cars, in the power tool section of Sears, all the while sipping a Manhattan through a thin 

red straw. When Kajagoogoo hit, he bit the cherry from its stem, hopped down from his perch, 

and saloon-walked out on the dance floor, chest held out, shoulders braced. And you watched 

him dance, a thick bull-chested manchild waving his cowboy hat among a forest of legs. 

In all the years that you’ve known Dougie not once have you expressed an interest in any 

of his more candid offers — “Wanna wrestle?” “Wanna see my new couch?” But just now, 

under the dreamy spell of three kamikazes and two tequila shooters, you can no longer tell if 

those bug eyes of his are disconcerting or somehow mysterious. Secretive. Alluring. As if stories 

of love and loss and triumph flicker just beneath them, like Japanese fish glowing in the shallows 

of a midnight pond. You grip the brass railing, chewing a lime wedge slower and slower, gazing 

at his belt, its bold-faced advertisement writhing liquidly beneath the strobe: STUD. The twang 

and shudder of Blondie’s “Heart of Glass” loosens your spine, your fists, your mind.  

Dougie waves to you from the dance floor, drink in hand, he does a little bump and grind. 

He is dancing alone. Sad yet somehow heroic. And you begin to wonder if you’ve misjudged 

him all along. Five men shake absently on the dance floor. Dougie makes six. He is wearing two 

Air Nikes and two gold chains. Dougie just turned twenty four. There is nothing odd about him. 

So after your fourth kamikaze, after tripping on the carpet and dropping your drink, after losing 

your keys and then finding them, after Maurice has rung the brass bell and steered you toward 

the door, you scrawl a street map on the back of a Jagermeister coaster and tell Dougie to drive 

very, very slow. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

 

In the living room Dougie admires your two bookcases. “Dang. You read all this?” 

“Yes. Lender’s library. Here, Milan Kundera.” 

“Nah,” Dougie waves. “I’m not into book type stories, they bore me.” He wanders over 

to the television set, then lunges for the console. “TROY ALLEN? No way! This guy is HOT.” 

You lift the boxed cassette from his hand. “We are not watching that.” 

“Why?’ 

“Because I’m starting my life over and it does not include fake people.” You stagger over 

to the recliner and collapse. 

“What do you mean?” Dougie gapes at you, his round eyes do not blink and the effect is 

both penetrating and a little reptilian. 

“I mean Troy Allen is not a real person.” 

Dougie looks at the box and tries hard to understand. “What, like a robot? Like on It’s a 

Small World?” 

You drape an arm over your rubberized face. “No. I mean, he’s an invented sexual 

fantasy, Dougie. He is the face in front of a machine. A giant impersonal machine that is making 

millions of dollars off guys like us. Guys who dream of meeting and falling in love with the Troy 

Allens of the world, but who settle for jacking off alone in front of the television set, twenty nine 

bucks out of pocket. It’s a trap.” 

Dougie looks down at the box, at Troy Allen’s broad gleaming shoulders, his burnished 

skin, his direct and defiant blue-eyed stare. Troy Allen reposing on the cliffs of Corfu. 

He says, “You got this for twenty nine bucks?” 
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On the couch Dougie splays like a starfish, legs outstretched, head thrown back against 

the wall. It is three a.m. The room flickers bluely as Troy Allen humps through a series of 

hitchhikers/art students/sailors on leave, his tanned and muscled haunches executing their steady 

slow-motion whomp whomp whomp to the screech and whine of an electric guitar. Troy’s face is 

a grim mask of concentration, his hands vice grips on flesh. You look over at Dougie, his eyes 

bulging, shining. He is breathing through the mouth. 

Different cast, different credits, always the same script. You have been here enough times 

in your life to know what happens next. You swore never to be here again, but the dark truth of 

the evening has begun to seep into your chest. There is no future here. Dougie sees only the 

surface of things. He takes the world at face value, sometimes not even at that. A rubber ball is a 

rubber ball, never a collection of colliding atoms, never the goose’s golden egg.  

You look back at the television. Troy Allen wedged between two farmhands in a rural 

green pasture. There are sheep in the background. The sky is very blue. Troy arches his back and 

lifts his face to the sun. He turns and kisses one of the men, the muscles in Troy’s neck twisting, 

writhing, thick gold cords straining for more, more breath, more life, eyes shut, jaw working, 

camera zooming guitar screaming and oh god it feels so… 

Fake? 

You look over at Dougie. His chest is working like a bellows, his face glistening from the 

strain. He looks like he might let out a vicious scream at any moment. What is to become of us, 

Dougie? you want to ask. But he does not seem to notice you there. You bite the end off a 

hangnail and wait. Troy Allen releases with a deep-lunged yodel. The camera pans to a bruised 

and inflamed sunset. The credits crawl up the sky.  

You inspect a cuticle. “Actually, not filmed in Greece,” you point out. “Filmed on 

Malta.” 

The television screen explodes into snow. No one gets up to rewind the tape. Dougie sits 

up in slow motion. He peels off his shirt and looks down at his chest with grave interest. He 

twists his nipples like he is tuning in a distant radio station.  

He says, “I am so horny.”  

 

Dougie is stretched out on your bed, a pale puffy gingerbread man nestled into the white 

wedge of his boy’s department briefs. This surprises you, mildly. You had imagined Dougie a 
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fan of the string bikini, the leopard print thong. A midget wrestler in snug satin shorts. He 

squirms like a feverish child and something inside you softens at the sight of Dougie in high-

waisted BVDs. He looks frail, trusting, diapered.   

“I always knew you wanted me, Riordan,” he says. “Admit it.” 

“Okay, Lemanski. I admit it,” you lie. 

You shuffle into the bathroom and brush your teeth. Wash your face with a freshly 

unwrapped bar of soap. Rinse with cold water. You snap the cabinet shut. In the mirror your eyes 

are red-rimmed and raw, resigned as a receptionist in a dead end job. You run a hand through 

your hair, and for a moment you try to imagine yourself at 60. You see a pale puffy face. Frayed 

blue pajama top. Same eyes. At 70? At 80? Will there be anyone in the next room? Will you 

even know his name? What does it matter?  

We are all going to die.  

You snap off the light and pad into the bedroom in a pair of New England Patriot 

sweatpants and the faded Kiwanis Club T-shirt you have worn since the eleventh grade.  

You, young. For now.  

You flop into bed, gaze into the yellow eyes of the taxidermied raven mounted on the 

wall. A 21st birthday gift to Jonas. Two and a half years ago you sat on this very bed, watching 

the late, late movie, eating bagels, smoking a joint, when Jonas sat up with a start. “Look, look!” 

he cried. “It’s him!”  

You squinted at the television screen: Fall of the House of Usher. Vincent Price 

conniving away in brocade jacket and satin ascot. Jonas scrambled to the edge of the bed, hugged 

his knees, and watched the hammy drama unfold, his face inches from the set. It all began in the 

fourth grade, he said. He was happily sketching a T-top Corvette during art period when the 

teacher set the needle to a scratchy vinyl recording of ‘The Raven.’ Words by Edgar Allen Poe. 

Read by Vincent Price. Until that moment life had been grammar school simple, Jonas said. 

Then suddenly that mellifluous, rumbling voice reached out of the speakers and took hold of his 

uncomprehending prick like two velvet-gloved hands. “I never heard anything like it before,” 

Jonas gushed. “I mean, it was so deep and soft and intense. I had to keep my knees together.” 

You looked back at the television set. “Vincent Price gave you a hard on?” 

Jonas nodded with real enthusiasm. 
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At commercial break you slid up behind him, cupped your hands over his eyes, and 

began in your best B-movie horror voice. “Once up a midnight drrreary, vile I pondered veak and 

veary…” 

The effect was instantaneous. 

Upstairs, a door slams shut. The tinkling of glasses, of muffled conversation. Music 

plays, a Tom Petty song.  

Dougie studies his big toe with interest. “Miss him?” he says. 

“Miss who?” 

Dougie looks over in the dark. “Jonas.” 

“No. Hell no. Adios muchacho. I am moving on.”  

Dougie is quiet a moment. He rolls over. He does not believe a word you are saying. You 

lie very still and listen to the faint music upstairs, the soft laughter, the creak and groan of 

furniture being carried down the backstairs. The hippies are moving out. Soon the house will be 

empty as a tomb. A car passes out on East Bedford, headlights crawling up the wall. Dougie is 

curled in the corner of the bed. He looks like the toppled statuary of a Greek child with thick 

arms and too much hair. He sleeps the sleep of the innocent. You shut your eyes and reach out a 

hand. Your fingers brushing the soft wings of his shoulders, the slope of his back, the narrow 

curve of his waist, naked and white, a little bit beautiful and belonging only to him.  

Hoping, trusting, breathing.  

So.  

This is you moving on.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

  

Ladies and Gentleman, For Your Consideration: 

The Failed Lovers’ Suite, Op. 54 

A Pre-Orgasmic Concerto in Four Movements. 

Performed by the Denim and Flex Philharmonic Orchestra.  

Henry Riordan: conductor. 

 

 

I.   Joey Donatelli: Molto Allegro (4:28) 

“Oh yeah, that’s it, cowboy! GO! GO! GO! Yes! Ooooh…SCOOORE!!!   

 

II.  Sam Greenberg: Adagio (0:15) 

   “Um…I…it’s…oops. Sorry.”  

   

III.  Diego Navarro: Intermezzo (5:00) 

   “Wait. I don’t kiss.” 

 

IV.  Troy Allen: Fantasia (11:36) 

“I can’t believe it. I’m here. In Tahiti. With you? Henry, it’s like a dream.” 

 

  Mmmh, ah, yess. Sounds. Those impromptu concertos of grunts and groans, yelps and 

sighs and pleas and moans, the gasps, the cries, and those long rolling hymns of surrender… Oh 

I’m dying I am I am I am for you! These are the songs you sing the morning after. After wallets 

have been sorted and pants slipped on, silences, smiles exchanged, keys and wallets lost then 
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found. Coffee? No, I’m late. Yeah, me too. Movie? Sure. Thursday? Can’t. Friday? 

Actually…actually I’ll call.      

 I’m dying for you. 

 I am. 

 But the words never come. Instead you wait for a safe place to sing. Here at Footie’s 

Magic & Trick Shoppe, that run-down second-hand costume shop on the corner of Portsmouth 

and Pier, a dilapidated warehouse of battered sombreros and patchwork trousers, of fouled shirts 

and snapped suspenders, the pleasant workaday smell of grease paint and boot polish; the fag end 

of amusements rented than returned.    

After you wake to find Dougie gone you spend the long morning wandering the aisles in 

a sort of trance, eye closed, hands outstretched, suspended in some extravagant dream of escape. 

It is only the place where love seems possible. Stooping now to gather the frayed hem of a velvet 

cape you press it your face, breathing until the musty scent fills you and its lifeless folds spread, 

stretch and fill with the broad body of your imaginary prince. And this time the words come. 

This time they come. 

“No, Zorro, don’t go! I understand there will always be trouble in the world. I understand 

un hombre must fight for what he believes. But listen when I say these hands, this heart, this 

mind can give you more than all the souls in all the villages of Mexico. Can’t you see that? Can’t 

you see?!”  

The smack of a gloved hand at the back of your neck. You are drawn powerfully to your 

feet. Heat. The haunted caverns of those eyes. That insolent mask. The dry hot smell of saddle 

and gunpowder and miles and miles of burning corn. A moment’s hesitation. Then a fierce and 

sudden kiss, the sharp rebuke of his unshaven cheek. You grip, seize, crush his body to you even 

as he turns, flicks his rapier, and gallops off toward a flame-wracked sky. 

“Fine. You’ll be back. Do you hear me, Zorro! YOU WILL BE BACK!”  

But memory dims and eyes stray and hands find their way elsewhere, through forest and 

glen to the soft leather pouch of Robin’s loaded quiver. Your finger tripping down the taut 

leather laces of a calfskin jerkin that twist, groan, and stretch to life with the simplest trick of the 

mind. 

“Yes, Milord, there is trouble in the world. ‘Tis true. But I am a man of no particular 

cause. So I will tend the fire and count the coin and cut the birch to make your bow. Rich or poor 
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it makes no difference. Return to me and…Marian who? Well, I don’t see how. With all we’ve 

done together? With all we’ve said and planned and promised. You cut our initials in that tree: 4 

Ever. That’s you. Oh, fate my ass. You lied! Fine. Be complete. Be whole. Be what nature 

intended. But let me tell you something, Jack. You can chase all the virgins in all of Nottingham 

but you know and I know that underneath it all you’re still just a blonde in tights. You’ll be back. 

Just wait and see, Hood. YOU WILL BE BACK!” 

But anger cools and hands wander and hope snaps eternal like the hard bite from a coiled 

bullwhip at your wrists. You roped, wrangled, driven to your knees. Leather chaps bulging, 

fringe a flutter. This could be trouble. 

“Listen, partner. We just met and I…” 

“Knock it off, Riordan,” Footie says. 

“I’m just looking.” 

“You’re humping an empty shirt.”  

“So.” 

Footie swings past lugging today’s early shipment — Nielsen’s Plastic Party Boobs — to 

the front counter. You struggle to your feet and smooth down the ruffled shirts of only two 

Musketeers, Aramis a miss. 

“Tomorrow, mon frères. Tomorrow.” 

And anyway what you need is not here. It is elsewhere. So drift along past ape suit and 

zoot suit, down the long line of Confederate grays to the vision of something half remembered 

— the long white sweep of a medical gown. Immaculate. Immortal. Iconic. 

You. Only better.  

You slip in, lace up. You dig out the black electrician’s boots beneath, a confident size 

15, and sink a foot down into each…aaah, mmmh, yesss. And  now, reaching up you set both 

hands on that wooly bees nest of raven hair, its ashen thunderbolt like a jagged exclamation point 

of genius and pronounce yourself ALIVE! 

Thunk SHHH. Thunk SHHH. Arms out, eyes wide, you thunder, crash, menace your way 

back to Footie’s Trick Shoppe Mirror, a six-foot two-way funhouse looking glass rescued from 

Hugo Oz’s Dreamland bankruptcy auction decades ago. Its installation was strategic. Footie 

spends his slow afternoons behind it, slouched at his desk, eating meatball grinders, and 

watching fleshy high school mermaids wriggle in and out of sequined tails.  
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You however prefer this side, gazing back at the world inverted inside the morbid frieze 

of its gold-leaf frame. Its keystone crowned with a monstrous sucking octopus, that devouring 

one-eyed subterranean emperor, unfurling limb over coiled limb to stroke the curved backs of 

twin leopards, teeth bared, skulls gleaming, whipping tails caught in the talons of two rearing, 

spread-wing griffins. The entire twisted, writhing orgy of nature and art and myth balanced on 

the plump shining shoulders of a snorting, slit-eyed, open-mouthed Bacchus, his bronzed curls 

spewing forth fistfuls of gilded grapes.  

You adjust your wig, smooth out your gown. Turn left, right. Glare. Hisssss. Behind you, 

an old man sits on a broken wooden crate. You glance over your shoulder then back. That sharp 

patrician face. The silver pompadour brushed back over a narrow insidious skull. He looks 

bedeviled. He looks dangerous. Actually, he looks an awful lot like, well… 

“Vincent Price?” 

The old man lifts his rheumy blue eyes from a book spread across his knee. He wears a 

satin ascot and an impeccably tailored smoking jacket in peacock green. Touching a long finger 

to his hollow cheek as if remembering something, he pauses, shakes his head, then looks back at 

his book. 

You step toward the glass. “Mr. Price?” 

He lifts his head slowly, regarding you with a vague interest, as if your voice were 

coming from somewhere very far away. 

“Mr. Price, you’re supposed to be dead.” 

He shuts the book and looks up. “I was supposed to be a lot of things,” he says. 

Crestfallen, he gazes off toward the ape suits. After a moment, he turns back and smiles sadly. 

“Please,” he says, “call me Vincent.” 

 

You went crazy once. You remember the moment clearly, a day not so unlike today. It 

was the morning after your failed initiation into that pantheon of pagan sports: The Freestyle 

Beach Weekend Orgy (Men’s Division). You recall little of the actual sex. Everyone was so 

drunk. There was too much wrestling around, too much kinetic energy, too many flailing and 

disembodied limbs. You could hardly keep up. The orgasm eluded everyone like the mechanical 

rabbit at a dog track. The festivities merely culminated with Kurt vomiting on the sofa and Lex 

going into diabetic shock. Who knew? At 6 a.m. you sat in Emergency waiting for news, 
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savagely hung-over, lonely, adrift, ten days away from the age of consent. You stared up at the 

wildlife calendar above the nurse’s station. The days formed blocks. Blocks upon blocks. Seven 

blocks linked and formed a row. The row snapped tight, dropped down, and slid to the right. And 

like the most hackneyed of cinematic techniques the pages rustled, fluttered, flew. 

And the weeks became trains. 

The fetid rush of underground air, the screech of rails, blue sparks flying, newspaper 

flying. Blown back against the wall, you shut your eyes. You tried to keep up, tried to remember 

the significance of dates, your precise location in history, the determinate distance to holidays, 

birthdays, to gifts given and received: December 25, February 14, April 15, July 4, the first 

Tuesday in November. But the days screamed, shrieked, rocketed away, abandoning you on this 

underground platform, a hellish cavern filled with vagrants and lunatics and stranded tourists, the 

whole host of humanity lit only by the intermittent flicker of a disappearing train. 

Come back! 

 

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” you say. 

“Neither do I.”  

“Then why can’t I see you when I turn around?” 

Price climbs stiffly to his feet and presses a hand to his lower back. He stretches slowly 

and winces. “Can you see Justice? Gravity? The national debt?” He gestures toward thin air. 

Footie storms by with an open cardboard box and the UPS man in tow. The two men, 

flesh and bone, shadow and light, swing down the aisle marked Novelties and Tricks. Price 

watches them go. 

“Rrrrow-mance,” trills Price. 

“Excuse me?” 

Price rubs a finger against his chin and points toward the glass. You peer at your 

reflection, the long sweep of gown, the gleam of the boots, the electrified tower of smoky hair. 

You grow wistful for her, for you. 

“The romance,” says Price. “My greatest regret.” He pauses and holds up his book, a 

bound manuscript curling with age. The title page reads Laura, 1944.  

“Have you seen it?” says Price.  

You shake your head.  
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“My dear boy.” Price arches a brow.  

You look at the floor.  

“It was my twelfth film,” says Price. “I was still so young. I was supposed to have been 

the next Errol Flynn, you know.”  

Music begins to play, old fashioned movie music, the sob of single violin scratching out 

from somewhere overhead. Price shuts his eyes and hums along, his voice tremulous, hoarse, 

then swelling suddenly as the old man’s reflection ripples, rewinds. Bronze and burnished, Price 

goes marble smooth as any young Valentino. You breath leaves you in a gust. But the music 

soon fades and the young Price goes with it, shoulders sinking, brow withering, chestnut mane 

freezing into a thin crown of white. His head hangs from the weight of it all and when he opens 

his eyes they are wet.  

“Mr. Price, I had no idea.” 

“Of course not. No one remembers.” Price turns and studies his profile in the mirror. 

“The world moved on,” he says. “It found other Errol Fynns. Kirk Douglas. Bill Holden. Marlon. 

Jimmy. Rock. I eventually found my place. The Pit and the Pendulum. Scream and Scream 

Again. Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein.” 

“Those I saw.” 

Price nods. “It was the face I suppose. Made for winter. Not for spring.” He smiles. 

“See?” 

“I do.” 

Price wags a finger. “But you, you are different. You have the constitution for romance.” 

“I know. That’s what got me into this whole mess in the first place.” 

“Are you willing to try again?” Price says. 

“I don’t know. I do want someone to love. I don’t know how.” 

Price nods gravely. “You must be willing to risk again. This is no time for half 

measures.” 

You turn and look hard at your reflection, expectant, ridiculous, an unshaven monster-

bride draped in white. You adjust your cone of hair. “All right, I’m willing to try. What do I do?” 

Price holds up his manuscript. “Show the world what might have been.” 

“An old movie.” 

“A second chance.”  
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“At love?” 

Price says nothing, merely waits for your reply. 

“Oh, you can’t be serious,” you say.  

Price shrugs. You look at the script, at the floor, then at him; the ghost, the man, the actor 

Vincent Price.  

“Wait a minute. How do I know this is real. That I’m not dreaming. That I’m not making 

this up. Can you give me something to go on here? Some proof. A little hope.” 

Price smiles sadly, affectionately, like a sideshow barker to a disappointed fan. “Hope I 

don’t do,” he says. “Let’s just call it suspense.”  

Then he turns and wanders off, a thin stooped figure vanishing down the aisle marked 

Legend & Myth.  

He is gone. 

 

“Footie, I need a job.” 

“Again?”  

The Foot is hunched behind the register hard at work on a day-old Italian sub. He pushes 

the floppy torpedo into his mouth and cracks the cover of this month’s Titanic Topps magazine.  

You take a breath and straighten your wig.  

“Look. I’ve only worked here two other times. And both times I made employee of the 

month.” 

“Both times you were the only employee.” 

“So?” 

“Sorry, Riordan. Halloween is in two weeks then kaput. Rental season is over. I don’t 

need the help. Sorry.” He belches and peels back a page: Miss October milking a cow. 

You push up your sleeves and lean across the counter. “Listen Footie, that Screen Gems 

aisle is a mess. Have you seen it lately? Judy Garland has been trampled by Mohicans. It’s not 

right. I’m telling you. I’ll fix it. I’ll do inventory. I’ll clean on Sundays. Six bucks an hour.” 

Silence.  

Footie holds up a page. “What would you say to a woman like this, Riordan?” 

“Great shoes.” 

Silence. 
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“Footie, please.” 

He takes another bite, winces, and thunks the sub in the trash, wiping his big mitts on his 

T-shirt.  

“Five an hour,” he says. “No overtime and no advances.”  

“Oh man, thank you, Footie. I owe you something big.” 

“Skip it, Riordan. And listen to me. No more talking to yourself with customers around. I 

mean it. It gives people the creeps. No moaning, no groaning, and no conversations with the 

dearly departed anymore. You got it?”  

You stand very straight now; a queen, a bride, a gorgeous runway monster in your spit-

shine boots.  

“You know what your problem is, Footie?” 

He folds both arms over his chest and narrows his eyes to a squint. 

“You don’t believe in magic,” you say. 

Footie leans back and grins broadly, a 300-pound genie guarding his plunder of plastic 

tits and X-ray glasses.  

“I don’t need to, Riordan,” he says. “I found morons who’ll buy it.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

 

When Hugo Oz came to Maddley no one remembers or even knows why. Some say he 

came up from New York’s garment district in the late 40’s with plans to open a string of discount 

shoe factories from Hoboken to Hartford; others that he was a bookkeeper with preternatural 

investment abilities and ties to the Mob. Whatever the actual story Hugo Oz appeared in 

Maddley, Connecticut sometime in the 1950’s, a short brusque laconic man who he began 

buying up and restoring derelict homes around town, the collapsing Greek revivals and vacant 

stone mansions out on Mullen Hill Road. For a brief time Maddley bloomed. It became rich, 

fashionable, picturesque. And for a brief time Hugo Oz was publicly admired, even esteemed. 

No one in town ever actually liked the man — his Jewishness they all murmured trailed him like 

the scent of fish — but they were pleased with his labor and its rewards. 

Until Dreamland. 

In a forgotten corner of the Maddley Public Library sits a dusty plastic display case 

housing a scale model replica of a Coney Island style amusement park, “Dreamland” spelled out 

in small blue tiles around its base. There is a popsicle-stick boardwalk and a cardboard carousel, 

a band shell, an ice cream parlor, and a drive-in movie theatre on a sculpted green hill. Crisp 

curling issues of the Maddley Weekly Word tell a story of community outrage, of old money 

versus new, of solid Puritan values versus “the Big City Agenda.” It was 1975 and town council 

was split. But Hugo Oz pressed. Dreamland would be clean, profitable, and far from the center of 

town. It would pump blood back into the heart of a dying town.  

Maddley, Connecticut! America’s favorite summer playground!  

After months of appeals and small incremental exchanges of land the vote passed four to 

two. Oz bought up 300 acres of reedy salt marsh north of the harbor. The wetlands were dredged, 

filled, lit, planted, and watered. The grounds were fit with a quarter mile of winding boardwalk. 
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An ice cream parlor went up. The tracks were laid for a rollercoaster. Then the recession hit. Gas 

prices skyrocketed. Builder’s fees tripled. And no one felt much like going to the fair. Hugo Oz 

was dead broke. Only the Starlite Theatre made its initial debut, a retro fifties drive-in high on a 

hill overlooking the bay. It limped along for a few unsuccessful years then quit altogether. What 

few meager holdings Oz could sell in town always came at a loss. It was a ruin nearly Biblical in 

scope. And it would only get worse.  

Following his graduation from Columbia Law School, Aaron Oz, Oz’s only heir, drove 

his Fiat up to Maddley to surprise his father after passing the bar exam. Aaron stopped in at the 

Hungry Yankee for lunch, turned left onto Water Street, and into the path of an oncoming lumber 

truck that skipped the light.  

The funeral was sparsely attended.  

Eva Oz, a librarian in town, never recovered. She died of a broken heart three years later. 

The bound volumes are brittle and yellow now with age. The early photos bear no resemblance 

to anyone you’ve ever actually seen before. They show a smiling prosperous family at civic 

functions and ribbon cuttings around town. Eva Oz in floral print dress and stacked white heels. 

Aaron with wide corduroy lapels and a handsome, open, optimistic face. And at the margins of 

the photographs, always a little in shadow, smiling but somewhat stern, detached, submerged in 

inscrutable thought, Hugo Oz.  

For as long as you can remember Oz has been that mysterious, somewhat sinister figure 

holed up in his ramshackle Italianate mansion up on Talmadge Hill Road, a hallucinatory 

Charles Addams’ replica, all slant gables and dying vine. As a young boy the mere mention of 

his name could strike terror into your young heart. Every fourth grader in Maddley knew that 

only delinquents and runaways wandered into the woods around Talmadge Hill Road, foolish 

and heedless, doomed by their hubris and their misdeeds, they would not go unpunished when 

they came upon Hugo Oz in the forest, holding his copper cooking kettle and sharpening his 

knives.  

Later, you knew Hugo Oz as the sad old bird in plaid suits and white spats who 

occasionally drifted into town, muttering to himself on street corners or shouting back at the 

teenagers who heckle him from their honking cars. You’ve only ever met the man on two 

occasions, both times you were alarmed but pleasant. The first when you signed the apartment’s 

lease and Oz stood glowering in the corner of the kitchen, a stooped staring figure with an 
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octogenarian’s hunch and a spooky Bela Lugosi barb to his voice. It was like being in the 

presence of a fabled creature you had only ever read about in Grimm’s, the wicked magician or 

the troll under the bridge. The second, less formal introduction took place the morning he arrived 

unannounced to repair the broken water heater and accidentally walked in on you and Jonas in 

the shower. Oz stood staring as if there were a 300-pound heifer in the tub. Jonas yelped and 

reached for the loofah, brandishing it like a fig leaf.  

“It’s uh, water conservation week,” you said. Then: “It was HIS idea!”  

Jonas didn’t speak to you for a week. 

Tonight you drive across Maddley, past the corn fields and the moonlit pastures north of 

town. The land rolls and dips and gives way to Hutchinson Woods, impenetrable and deep. A 

mile down the road you slow then stop. You find it here, hidden within a snarled curtain of 

sumac and poison oak — the speared iron railing of Talmadge Hill Road. The rusted gate creaks 

open in the wind. There is no welcome sign. There is nothing warning you away. Something 

takes flight against the stars. Right, you think. Sure. You’ve seen movies like this. Only victims 

and morons drive on.  

You drive on. 

You turn up the long slow hill. And the mansion emerges through the trees. The slow rise 

of the turret. The long shuttered windows. The sagging dormers and vine-strangled gables of an 

Edwardian nightmare.   

You park at the crest of the hill, under an old apple tree, and climb out. A cold wind cuts 

across the hill, hisses through the grass and the pigweed that has not seen a blade in years. You 

mount the porch steps, the worm-eaten boards shrieking under foot.  

The door is a dull coal color, chipped and faded in places to reveal a lurid blood color 

underneath. The tarnished brass knocker in shaped like a lion’s head, verdigris dripping from its 

jowls like juice. You lift a hand to knock then stop. Inside you hear voices, a man and a woman 

arguing. You listen a moment. Then you turn on your heels and creep gingerly toward the porch 

steps. The porch light flashes on and a voice booms through the door. 

“Who is there!” 

You freeze.  

The door creaks opens an inch, then two. You can make out a pale stripe of face and a 

staring eye. Hugo Oz. 
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“What do you want?” he says. 

“Nothing. I’m here. I brought…Here it is. It’s late. And I’m sorry.” 

You dig in your coat pocket and hold out the long blue pay envelope. Oz swipes it. He 

stands in open doorway in a bathrobe and smashed house slippers, flipping through the cash.   

“Where’s the rest?” he says. 

 “It’s coming. I just wanted to give you an advance.” 

An owl hoots mournfully over on the hill. 

“Advance?” says Oz. “You’re a week late and one hundred dollars short. You call this an 

advance?” He shoves the envelope in the pocket of his robe and tries to slam the door.  

You jam in a foot. 

“Wait.” 

“What?” 

“How about a glass of water.” 

Oz stares a moment. “It is nearly eleven thirty.” 

“I know. I’m a little thirsty.” 

Oz’s stares expressionless. “Use the hose,” he says.  

You look across the sagging porch, the crabby yard.  

“All right.”  

You step down the porch, push through a thicket of dead forsythia, looking the spout. Oz 

makes a disgusted oh! from the doorway.  

“Oh now!” he says. “Come on. Come on!” He waves you inside. “Just don’t touch 

anything.”  

 

The front hallway is long and narrow, carpeted in something threadbare and old. The 

cobwebbed chandelier in the center of the ceiling gives off weak strands of dirty light. You 

follow Oz down the passage, the walls lined with clocks, more than a dozen. Bavarian cuckoo 

clocks, like small thatched cottages. Sunburst wall clocks with sharp jutting rays. Antique clocks 

with roman numerals or the faces of laughing old men. It is a little weird. None of them seem to 

be working. At the very end of the hall, on either side of the doorway, stand two grandfather 

clocks tall and dead as sarcophagi. Oz says nothing, he simply moves into the kitchen, a wide, 
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bright, open space that you are grateful to discover holds only one clock, a little hula girl in a 

grass skirt ticking and swaying above the doorway. Her time is correct. 

Hugo Oz shuffles over to the sink and thrusts a glass under the tap. He pushes it at you, 

then stands at the kitchen table reading last week’s ball scores. The room smells of Lysol and 

rotten bananas. 

“Great place,” you say. 

Oz grunts. 

“I’ve never actually seen it before.” 

Silence. 

“I mean I’ve heard about it but…” 

Oz wheels around, his face folded in on itself like an old shoe. “Are you finished?” 

You slug down a mouthful of water. It tastes like warm nickels. You motion toward the 

tap. Oz sighs and makes hurry-up gestures. In another room, the televised quarrel erupts again. 

Katherine Hepburn swinging from a ledge. Cary Grant looking for a ladder.  

“Archie Leach,” you say. “They don’t make ‘em like that anymore.”   

Oz frowns, flips a page. “I know nothing about it.” 

You gulp down more water and set the glass in the sink.  

Oz holds up the pay envelope in his hand. “You will pay by Friday or you will leave.” 

“Yes,” you say. “Friday. And there’s something else.” 

“What now?” 

“Would you consider re-opening the Starlite Theatre?” 

Oz stares at you, his gaze the opaque scalding blue of anti-freeze. His hands hang loose at 

his sides. Water is dripping in the sink. You lean over and shut the faucet.  

“Mr. Oz.” 

He glances at you. 

“I know this sounds crazy,” you say, “But I would like very much if you would consider 

opening the Starlite Drive-In. Just for a night. I’ll get Footie to run the projector. I’ll have help 

selling tickets. Seven bucks a carload and all proceeds go to you. All you have to do is let me 

screen an old film.”   

 
 
 

29 



The clock above the doorway strikes twelve. The hula girl revolves out of her hut and 

strums her little ukulele, a tingling music box version of ‘Bali Hai.’ Oz starts, inches around, 

watches the clock as if for the very first time. 

“Mr. Oz.” 

“Yes.” 

“I am asking about the Starlite Theatre.” 

“Star light star bright where the hell is sports?” he says.  

You rustle through some loose sheets of newsprint on the kitchen table. “Here it is. 

Listen, I know this must seem strange. Especially at this hour of the night and with everything I 

already owe you. But I’ve been over to the theatre. I’ve had a good look around. It’s shabby but 

it’s workable. Trust me when I say I know what I’m doing.” 

The hula girl has stopped strumming and gone back to ticking. Oz snaps the sports 

section shut and glances up at the clock.  

“What time is it now?” Oz says. 

“Midnight. It’s correct.”  

You grab a note pad by the old rotary telephone on the counter and the stub of a pencil.  

I, Henry Riordan, assume full responsibility for a one-night viewing at the Starlite Drive-

In. All proceeds to benefit Hugo Oz, Inc.  

You tear the sheet and hold it out. “Just say you’ll think about it.”  

Oz snatches the note and stuffs it down into the pocket of his robe. He rubs his bristly jaw 

with the palm of his hand and looks around. After a moment he drags a chair under the doorway. 

You watch in utter bewilderment as he mounts it, sways, then rights himself.  

“Whoa there,” you say. “Whoa, Mr. Oz.” 

He says nothing, just carefully twists the clock’s little hand to the three and the big hand 

to the twelve. The hula girl revolves out of her hut and begins strumming again. Oz climbs down, 

drags the chair back to the table, and dusts off his hands. You stand staring up at the clock.  

“All right,” Oz says. “Go on. Go have your fun.” 

You look over at Oz rummaging through old newspapers. “So that’s a yes?” you say.  

“Yes is yes. No is no.” Oz holds up a finger. “But this is between us.” 

“Oh, absolutely.”  

“No shenanigans.” 
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“None.” 

“And no gallivanting,” he says. 

“Strictly prohibited.”  

“And not a word about this to your mother.” 

The hula girl stops. The room falls silent. You cock your head, just a little to the left. 

“My mother…” 

Oz lowers his voice and glances toward the hall. “She’s a good woman, your mother. But 

some days I think I married the prophet of doom.”  

A ghostly blue light flickers in the hall. An antacid commercial plays. You look back at 

Oz. His gaze is cloudy, detached and far away, as if he were looking at you or through you, into 

some other place. You stand very still for a moment. 

Politely, you ask him for the time.  

Oz’s gaze drifts slowly up toward the clock. His brow darkens. His lips trembling, words 

forming there, but catching, dissolving clear away. A cold fear washes through you, pours down 

through your gut and into your feet. You feel dizzy. You don’t know what to say. Somewhere 

upstairs another clock begins chiming. Oz looks at you then, his eyes bright and wet, helpless, 

then slowly accusatory, aflame. You did this, they seem to say. You. And though you see it 

coming a mile away, you do not flinch when Hugo Oz lifts a hand and strikes. You take the blow 

against your cheek.   

“Don’t you lie to me,” says Oz.  

“I’m sorry,” you say. “I’m sorry.” 

“I am up half the night,” Oz says. “I wait and wait and you do not come home. I called 

the police. Your mother cannot sleep. Look at this mess now.” 

Oz points at the cluttered table. Without a second thought you begin folding newspapers, 

moving quickly and quietly, doing just as you’re told.  

“It is five o’clock seven o’clock nine thirty now,” says Oz.  

“I’m sorry,” you say. “I lost track of time.” It is all you can think to say. 

Oz breaths heavily, tightens the sash on his robe. You keep working, not slowing down, 

not looking up. Your heart is beating in your chest, your vision skewed. You can barely see your 

own hands. Oz steps toward you. 

“Aaron?”  
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“No, I’m Henry.” 

“Aaron.”  

“No, I’m Henry Riordan. I’m not —” 

Oz shakes his head, shuts his eyes against you as if hearing some awful news. His face 

flushes red and you feel your heart nearly stop in your chest. You look around. You are standing 

in a stranger’s kitchen in a big old house, high on a hill. It is after midnight. You have never felt 

so alone in your life. You try to think. Oz is muttering softly, words you cannot hear.  

“Yes,” you say. “Aaron. I’m here.” 

Oz looks up, his head lolling. His brows lift in slow recognition and you say, “It’s late 

and I’m tired. Why don’t we call it a night?”    

Oz nods wearily and points off toward the hall. “Your mother is all silly on Florida.” 

“Florida’s nice.”  

“Ugh. The bugs. The heat. All that sand? Another forty years in the wilderness if you ask 

me. What Jew moves to Coconut Creek?” 

“Actually — ”  

Oz hisses and fans the air. You reach over and take his elbow. You lead him then, 

shuffling and kvetching, down the hall. He calls out to the television room as you pass. 

“Eva, I’m going to bed.” 

…with only three easy payments of $19.95… 

“Dead to the world,” Oz says.  

He turns into the last room on the right and flicks a switch. An enormous gilt table lamp, 

scrolled and handled like a dance trophy or a funerary urn, illuminates an immaculate 

honeymoon bedroom suite circa 1963 — a four-poster canopied bed, two standing wardrobes 

with mirror fronts, a rosewood drop-leaf secretary in one corner, and in the other a small chaise 

lounge upholstered in lilac chintz. There is a sad nostalgic odor in the air, the faded scent of an 

old woman’s perfume, the astringent tang of mothballs, and something else that stabs you a little 

in the gut: Royal Kiwi shoe polish. Either oxblood or burgundy glaze. On the nightstand sits a 

vase of wax flowers, a collection of crossword puzzle books, and a porcelain cherub clock, one 

wing broken.  
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Oz steps out of his slippers. “Ten good years in business,” he says. “Why schlep now? 

We have roots right here.” He points at his small white feet. “Listen, it’s not perfect but it’s a 

decent town.” 

“It’s a WASP’s nest,” you say.   

“Yes, and that WASP money is going to pay for law school someday.”  

“Law school?”  

“Yes, law school. You think I’m breaking my back to send you to juggling camp?” 

“No sir.” 

Oz tugs off his robe and drapes it at the foot of the bed. He wears pale blue pajamas with 

red piping along the sleeves and collar. He draws down the bed linens with some effort. And you 

try to remember what you know about law. You know your Miranda Rights. You know the first 

ten words of the Declaration of Independence. You hope there is no quiz. Oz draws himself 

under the satiny covers with a grunt and a sigh. He looks so small lying there, dwarfed by the 

enormity of the bed, the room, the house around him. You stand a moment, by the nightstand, 

just staring, and Oz stares back, blinking with something like sadness or longing.  

“Your mother wanted to name you Herschel,” he says. 

“Herschel.” 

Oz nods, shrugs. 

“Aaron I like,” you say. 

“Me too,” says Oz. “Remember that.” 

“I will.” 

“And next time wear a watch.” 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

 

Footie’s Magic & Trick Shoppe is raucous and jammed. Two grown men bicker over the 

last plastic broad sword. A small child kicks and screams. You stand in the center aisle building 

a pyramid of plastic pumpkins. You take your work seriously thee days. You begin by laying a 

solid foundation of sixteen pumpkins in rows of four, all smiles facing east. The commotion 

washes over you in soft waves of noise and bustle. It is like building a sandcastle at the beach. 

You begin on level two, alternating smiles westward. On level three, inspiration descends in the 

form of the glow-in-the-dark skull buckets, also on sale. Genius. You alternate ghostly scowls 

with toothless grins. The ziggurat grows. You feel your work begin to take shape. Perhaps your 

life will follow. The pyramid reaches eye level. You move with all the breathless anticipation 

and tender care of a man building a house of cards. The moment this realization descends a 

woman turns the corner and bumps the pyramid; it collapses in a great clattering heap, empty 

orange heads bouncing and rolling in all directions. Oops! she says and glides past. You stand 

very still, heart thundering in your chest. Tears spring to your eyes. You stare around at the 

wreckage. Everything is so fragile, you think. Everything! You see it so plainly it hits you with 

the force of revelation. You kneel and gather the pumpkins to you like little lost children. Here 

Prudence, here Peter-Peter. Something hovers at the edge of your vision.  

“Looks like someone finally found the perfect job.” 

Dougie Lemanksi. 

Christ. The last person on earth you want to see. 

He stands, arms folded, against the mechanical gypsy fortuneteller watching you with 

something like amusement. You struggle to your feet with an armload of pumpkins. You try to 

look tough, purposeful, intact. Around the corner, Brad Kellerman holds up a pair of naval 

whites. “What do you think?” he says. 
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“Hot,” Dougie says. He turns back toward you, says, “Brad’s my date for the Buccaneers’ 

Ball.” 

“Wow.”  

“And you?” 

“And me what.”  

“Whose presence will you be gracing us with?” 

“I’m not going.”  

You drop the pumpkin pails on a high shelf and shove to the front counter, begin sorting 

the lazy susan of latex wounds and rubber noses — hooked, bulbous, beaked — anything to get 

away. Dougie follows. He stands at the end of the register, watching you work. Brad wanders up 

and tosses the suit on the counter.  

“Oh, hey, Riordan. I didn’t know you worked in this dump.” 

“I’m helping out a friend. That’s forty-five plus deposit. Shoes and cap rent separately.”  

Brad’s big mouth drops open.  

“Separately?! What a rip! That cap should come with. How am I supposed to be an 

officer and a gentleman without the cap?” He looks around in real wonder.  

Several customers mutter their assent. 

You snatch up the suit. “Look. Do you want it or not?” 

Brad huffs and throws down some cash. 

“Henry isn’t going to the party,” Dougie announces. “He has…other plans.”  

“I have better things to do.” You jam the suit in a bag, bang the register keys. 

“Too bad,” Dougie says. “I hear they’ll be all sorts of interesting guys down from 

Newport and Boston this year. Who knows who you might meet.” 

“Not interested.” 

“Right.” 

Brad wrestles the too-small cap onto his too-large head. “Damn it,” he says. 

Dougie rolls his eyes. “Forget it. You won’t be dressed that long.” He pushes Brad 

toward the door. “See you around, Henry.”  

You fling the receipt in their direction. “Next.” 
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In the evening, after the last purchase has been bagged and the closed sign has been 

turned, after the register has been counted out and Footie has left for home, you take up the push 

broom and get to work on the floors. The wind creaks through the attic. Mice skitter in the eaves. 

A magic shop after houses is a conspiracy of the subconscious. You turn on the radio for 

company but only find a dating advice call-in show and “The Monster Mash.” You snap it off. 

Shadows creep down the walls. Rubber masks gape eyeless from the rafters above. The curtains 

in the dressing room are drawn after you are certain you have pulled them back. You dig at a 

broom splinter that has lodged itself in your palm. You are grateful for the few minutes you can 

spend picking your own flesh. You glance over at the telephone on the wall. You have been 

glancing at it all day. A stipple of blood appears on your palm. You wipe it away. The splinter is 

still there, buried like a tiny invader that will not go away. When you can stand the itch no longer 

you pick up the phone and dial. It rings and rings. Finally, a voice answers.  

“Hello?”  

Hugo Oz. His tone gruff, hoarse, reassuring in its displeasure.  

Silence. 

“Who is this!” he demands. 

“…I…” 

You hang up. You look around. Your heart is beating and you don’t know why. You go 

back to sweeping, furiously, pushing dirt into corners and under the front mat, not looking at the 

telephone behind you, never once looking back. 

 

 October rain tears the last of the leaves from the trees and pastes them like parking 

tickets across your windshield. You drive home through a light sprinkle that dazzles your 

windshield. Glazed pumpkins and soggy lawn chair scarecrows adorn the low-rent porches of 

East Bedford Street. At the corner of East Bedford and Lorraine someone has rigged a bed sheet 

from the low branches of a chestnut tree and tied a bulbous knot for its head. It wears a shocked 

and mournful expression, it revolves slowly, aimlessly, counter-clockwise, in the wind. 

You pull up to your apartment and stop.  

A long white figure glows radiant on the front lawn. Not a phantom at all, but a woman, a 

woman as seen from the back, her cataract of auburn hair glistening over the long undulating 
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folds of a smashing, million-dollar mink coat that glistens like as a fresh snowfall on moonlit 

night. She is smoking a cigarette. 

She stands amidst a shrapnel of old appliances scattered around the yard, coffee pots and 

hair dyers and aluminum toasters. There are wet cardboard boxes piled under the elm and thin 

flimsy dresses twirling from a make-shift wardrobe on the low branches of the tree. On the front 

stoop, a midget in a yellow rain slicker is ringing your doorbell. An old man in coveralls is 

unloading an old jalopy in the drive. You rest your head against the steering wheel a moment. 

You are too exhausted for the company of circus freaks tonight. Too tired to even ask. You climb 

out and trudge across the far perimeter of the yard, desperate, desperate to go unseen.  

“You live here?”  

You glance over.  

The woman in the mink. She is standing under the elm, a little out of the rain, her wide 

attractive face set in an expression of business-like assessment.  

“Yes,” you say. “I do.” 

She says nothing, only watches you, but her eyes, almost imperceptibly, seem to taper in 

question.  

“Isabel,” she says to air. 

At your door, the dwarf turns, not a dwarf at all, but a girl-child in a man’s rain slicker 

and size ten galoshes. She blinks at her surroundings, the goes back to picking your lock. The 

woman sweeps over and takes the girl’s hand. You make for the safety of your apartment and 

suddenly everyone is jammed up, too close, under the eave. 

“Sorry,” the woman says. “Dolores. Dee. Dee D’Ambrosia. Upstairs.”  

She points with her cigarette. 

“Oh. Right. Henry. Henry Riordan. Downstairs.”  

“Good to meet you. This is Isabel.” 

The little girl in the raincoat pushes back her hood, says, “I can do a cartwheel.” 

In the drive, a beaten vinyl sofa falls off the jalopy and lands with a wet crunch in the 

gravel. The old man in overalls grips his spine and winces.  

“JESUS H!” says Dee. 

“It’s my back,” the old man cries. “It’s no good.” 
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Dee turns toward you then, her dark eyes imploring and ablaze in a pale, strong-boned, 

quite frankly beautiful face, wreathed in white mink. What kind of movies has this woman been 

watching? But you are famished, forlorn, in desperate need of a tequila shot and ten long minutes 

of Overnight Male: Troy Allen Delivers.  

This is no time for charity. 

“How about it, Henry?” says Dee. 

What else is there to do? 

 

You carry soaking boxes up the yard, up the groaning back stairs. Boxes of Aqua Net and 

bubble bath and spaghetti sauce, children’s pajamas packed with old 45’s. Dee clomps up the 

back stairs, the hem of her coat dragging a little, drinking up muddy rainwater like ink.  

“We were in a bit of a hurry,” Dee says.  

A teenage boy, maybe fifteen, pushes past, down the stairs, wordless and scowling. He is 

sunk in a thick gray parka, his hair a coarse black cap, chopped and flattened to his skull.  

“Get the blankets,” Dee tells him. 

“I am getting them.” 

“My son,” Dee tells you. “Donny. Nice kid and a real pain in the ass. Sometimes they go 

together.” She shrugs. 

Donny lifts a hand and slopes off down the stairs.  

Dee kicks open the door of her new apartment and steps inside. A light switch illuminates 

a bare bulb in the ceiling of the small yellow living area. The place looks ransacked. Cobwebs 

clot the corners of the windows. The carpet is threadbare. The walls haven’t painted in years.  

“What a dump,” says Dee. She drops her box with a thud. 

You set yours down carefully.  

“It’s a decent place,” you say. “It’s all right. It just needs a little dressing up. Coat of 

paint. Some spackle. Maybe some cute drapes.”  

Dee does a slow turn, one brow lifting, almost of it own accord. She seems to see you 

then for the first time, slicing through layers of your reticence and distrust with the clean, sharp, 

infallible blade of her sexual intuition. Men have wanted her since what, 14? She has learned to 

understand them in a glance. You watch as she flips through the neat three-tiered card catalogue 

of her mind and pull out the drawer marked: Boy-Man (Gay). See also: Harmless/Irretrievably 
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Broken. The drawer slides shut. Dee arranges a neutral expression. She pulls a pack of Benson 

and Hedges Menthols from the pocket of her coat and sparks the lighter. Belle slopes into the 

room dragging a nickel-plated hairdryer shaped like a pistol and drops it at your feet. 

“We’re from out of town,” Dee says. “New Jersey. But you could probably tell, huh?” 

“A little.” 

“Yeah. So Connecticut,” says Dee. “It’s uh, different.” She tilts her head back and forth, 

takes a long drag of her cigarette and blows smoke at the bulb. “Pretty though. I got an aunt that 

lives here. She needs some taking care of, this aunt, uh, Mabel. I thought help her out.” 

Belle tugs your shirttail and looks up deadpan as a meter maid.  

“We ran away,” she says. 

 

Dee shuttles Belle briskly into a back bedroom, bangs the door shuts, and sweeps you 

back toward the stairs.  

“She’s at that age,” says Dee. “Everything’s a game. Running. Moving. What’s the 

difference really?” 

She pulls up short at the top of the steps and looks you in the eye. 

“I’m separated. That’s what she means. Sep-a-rated.”  

Dee pegs each syllable with a blunt inarguable finality. “I just needed a change of 

scenery. Know what I mean?” 

“I do.” 

 

You and Donny hump the sofa up the front lawn while Dee chews the old man in 

coveralls, a hired hand, down to fifty bucks for the drive up from Jersey. He relents, takes a 

damp check, and chugs off in his old jalopy.  

Too wide and too tall for the backstairs the sofa gets wedged halfway up. You clutch the 

heaving frame at the top of the steps, Donny grimace underneath. Dee ashes her cigarette and 

inspects from the bottom of the stairs. 

“I told you this place would suck,” Donny says with a groan. 

“Zip it,” says Dee. 

 She places a cork-soled platform sandal on the arm of the sofa and gives it a push. 

“I don’t think that’ll work,” you say.   
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“Maybe the couch comes apart,” Donny says. 

“Divan,” Dee corrects.  

Belle appears at the top of landing, in the doorway, just over your left shoulder. She 

combs the mane of a plastic pony and regards the scene with a sour disapproving pout. 

“It’s okay, honey,” says Dee. “We’re here. We’re just stuck, that’s all.” 

Belle stops combing and says with startling un-child-like articulation. “Well, I do not 

appreciate that, Ma’am.” 

And the door slams shut. 

The stairs reverberate. Your arms begin to ache, the muscles in your lower back stretched 

to breaking. Donny lets out a pain-wracked moan. Dee sighs, tosses her cigarette into the dark, 

and disappears around the corner. She returns a moment later.  

“There’s room out here,” she says.  

“Where?” says Donny. 

“Outside,” says Dee. “Next to the house.”  

“The sofa?” You say. 

“Divan,” says Dee. “Divan.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Price. Move it out.”  

You look at Donny. Donny looks at you. You both shrug.  

So you and Donny wrestle the divan back down the stairs, around the corner, and through 

wet sheaves of un-mown grass. You set it against the house.  

“A little to the left,” says Dee. 

You and Donny scootch it over.  

The divan. It faces the neighbor’s broken slat fence, three aluminum garbage pails, and a 

showy red maple tree shedding its last few leaves. Dee flips up her sable and takes a seat. She 

looks around. 

She says, “Perfect.”   

 

Just past midnight you pour the last of the tequila into a chipped coffee mug, tug on an 

extra pair of wool socks, and wrap yourself in a comforter that smells vaguely of marijuana and 
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Brut cologne: Eau de Jonas. The wind howls outside. A stray branch scratches at the roof. And 

the living room blazes with color and light. 

Troy Allen in toga and olive leaf crown, presiding from a marble balcony as his city goes 

up in flames. He stares around, pinpoints of flames reflected in his blank blue eyes. Troy. He 

can’t worth a nickel. He’s no young Brando. He’s no Vincent Price. But the planes of his body 

are Pythagorean in their symmetry and design.  

Enter Brutus: hirsute and glowering, a dagger concealed behind his harnessed back. Troy 

wheels. Brutus raises the knife. The two men pause then meet in sudden embrace. It is ridiculous. 

It is absolutely unbelievable. But when the synthesizer drifts in and the bass lines begins to 

pump, when the dagger hits the floor and the toga, too, it does seem possible, for the moment at 

least, that two sworn enemies might lay down their weapons, that history could rewrite itself, and 

that anything might be possible if only you believe.  

Faith like a fire. 

On your knees. 

A million aching pixels shimmering in the dark. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

 

 

In the morning you wake face down on the living room carpet. You taste old tequila and 

dirty shag. The television crackles with snow. Upstairs “Super Freak” plays on 45. There is a 

metallic bang and Dee’s remorseless shout from upstairs. Donny’s muttered reply. The smell of 

burning bacon and maple syrup drifts through the house.  

You push yourself upright and into the bathroom. You stand pressed up against the sink 

and brush your teeth. In the corner, behind the wastebasket, lies one of Jonas’ socks. It has lain 

there nearly three months, shriveled and graying, like the remnant from a terrorist bombing, a 

bungled heist. You can’t touch it. You can’t bring yourself to throw it out. He’s not dead, Jonas. 

He’s only away. He may realize this important fact one day. Perhaps while folding laundry, 

miles from here, he will look up from the dryer on afternoon and realize something essential has 

gone missing. A sock. A friend. A life. 

Upstairs, the music thumps on, muffled but distinct. You find yourself brushing along to 

the beat, pausing between top and bottom molars to gargle out, she’s a superfreak, a superfreak, 

she’s superfreaky…yow.    

You can’t help it.  

You can’t stop.  

You rinse, spit. A splash of warm water and a plop of shaving cream and there is a stern 

knock at the front door. Dee stands in the doorway in a scarlet kimono, her head turbaned in a 

bath towel, cigarette smoke uncurling around her face. Her nails are painted pink. Your boxer 

shorts are striped.  

It is a cool, crisp, brilliant autumn day.  

“Thanks for the help last night,” says Dee. “You eat waffles?” 
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You blink into the sun. “Actually I’m not much of a breakfast person.” You shield your 

eyes, and edge back into the shadows. “Thanks anyway though.” 

“Oh, right. Sure.” Dee’s face goes blank.  

In the brisk morning light there is no small resemblance to Marlene Dietrich. You see it 

clearly now, her face set with the wide high planes of the 30’s chanteuse. A cabaret singer/spy. 

Her eyebrows have been sketched in. Her skin is flawless. And for a moment you flash on Dee in 

the corner of a dark, smoky bar, wearing a man’s crisp open-necked tuxedo shirt, coppery fall of 

hair over one eye, and you see with perfect clarity how she could turn a man to chutney. 

“You’re listening to Super Freak’,” you say. 

Dee cuts her eyes at you, props an elbow, business-like, her cigarette poised.  

“Yeah,” she says. “It always puts me in a certain mood.”  

Then she does a little two-step on your front stoop, a sort of Charleston with her hands in 

the air. She is a good dancer. The song ends abruptly. Dee taps her cigarette.  

“Something like that,” she says.  

Dee is quiet a moment She looks off across the yard, toward the autumn wood. She 

scratches her turban, then turns toward you.  

“Nice meeting you, Henry. I’ll see you around sometime.” She drops her cigarette in the 

grass, kills it with the heel of her Japanese sandal. 

“I’m all out of coffee,” you say. 

 

One of the table legs is too short. Every time someone lifts a fork or sets down a glass 

everything rolls precariously toward the floor, necessitating a sudden clutching for balance. It is 

Breakfast at Tiffany’s meets the Poseidon Adventure. Donny eats with a sullen, silent intensity, 

fuming over his neatly separated waffles. Isabel is all sound and mess, jiggling in her chair, 

quaking like a duck, whinnying like a horse. Dee wrestles her back down. You drink your coffee, 

come slowly back to life. 

Dee pulls a crumpled newspaper ad from the pocket of her kimono and holds it at arm’s 

length.  

“What do you know about this character?” she says. 

The ad reads: Apartment for rent in charming refurbished colonial on East Bedford. 

Contact: Oz Properties for details.  
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“Oh, Hugo? He’s all right. He’s an old fellow. He’s been around. He’s been in Maddley 

forever. He’s sort of…a legend in town.” 

“A legend,” says Dee. “Well, he gave me the creeps. I drove up to that old place to pick 

up the key. Sheesh. If this place wasn’t so cheap I’d have been out there in a hot second.”  

“I thought it was way cool,” says Donny. 

Dee gives him a scalding look.  

“Anyway,” she says. “He didn’t seem to know me. We talked on the phone three times. I 

show up, he doesn’t remember a thing. I had to repeat myself all over the place. I think he’s a 

little uh, you know — cuckoo.”    

“Well, he doesn’t get out much, Hugo. I think he’s — sort of — well, he’s a real 

character, isn’t he?” 

“Character,” Dee says. “Right.” 

Belle slides from her seat and tugs at your sleeve. “I have to tinkle now.”  

She clutches herself and wobbles around the room like a pigeon.  

“’Scuse us,” says Dee and disappears with Belle into the bathroom.  

She sets down her mug. The table pitches forward. You grab for the milk carton and the 

maple syrup, arrange the forks and knives. Donny stares at his knees and chews.  

“So. Donny. What grade are you in?” 

“Ninth. Why?” 

“Just wondering.” 

Donny frowns, shifts uneasily in his chair, as if sitting on tacks.   

“Well, I went to Maddley High myself,” you begin. “I think you might like it. I had some 

really great teachers. Marching band was a lot of fun and —” 

“It’s all just a plot to indoctrinate and subordinate the masses,” says Donny.   

“Oh. Right. Sure. Well, there’s that aspect too.” 

The toilet bangs shut. The sound of rushing water. Dee returns and drops into her chair. 

She stops, looks at your plate blankly.  

“Eat,” she says.  

Belle tugs your sleeve and holds up her plate of waffles. 

“More syrup?” you say. 

“No,” says Dee. “You’re supposed to take one. She likes people to have things.” 
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“Oh. Well, thank you.” You lift a waffle from Belle’s plate and drop it on your own.  

Belle nods once, climbs her chair, and stirs her breakfast into mush. Donny takes one last 

bite, leaps from his chair, and pulls on his parka. 

“And where do you think you’re going?” Dee says. 

“The woods.”  

“The woods. The woods?” says Dee. “What is all of a sudden out in the woods?”  

“Trees.”  

Donny flips up his parka hood and yanks the drawstrings, disappears, disgruntled as a 

turtle. He stomps down the backstairs. Dee reaches for a cigarette and says over her shoulder, “If 

you get lost out there don’t come looking for me!”  

 

There are ghosts in your apartment that know the days of the week. They lurk in the 

shadows from Monday to Friday then crawl out during the long stretches of Saturday morning. 

They haunt the silent plains of Sunday afternoon.  

A water-stained copy of The Time Machine.  

A handful of lug nuts in a Sanka can.  

An empty bottle of Brut cologne. 

On days like this you will do anything, anything not to be alone.  

After breakfast you offer Dee a driving tour of Maddley.  

She shrugs once, pushes Belle into a puffy pink parka, and clomps down the back stairs. 

Everyone stands a moment squinting in the dazzling unfiltered light. You haven’t seen a morning 

this clear in months. It hurts the eyes. Then there is some banging and grunting and general 

confusion while everyone wrestles into your car.  

You crank the ignition and bump down the drive.  

“Welcome to Maddley, Connecticut,” you say. “Home of the Fighting Possums.”  

You take the scenic route. You point out Milk Barn and the Village Stationery and 

Varnum’s Auto Supply.  

“One of the finest auto supply stores in all southeast Connecticut,” you say. 

Dee stares, expressionless. You turn toward harbor, past the old cannery building, 

Wynn’s Bait and Tackle, and the Maddley Fish Market. As you whiz by Dougie Lemanski 

pushes out the front door. He is wearing a stained white butcher’s apron and a peaked paper hat. 
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He looks sweaty and preoccupied and tense, a fat silvery trout draped like a knapsack across his 

shoulder. Belle sits up at the sight of him. She points in quiet amazement. Your face goes hot and 

you pretend not to see. If Dee does she doesn’t say a word.  

A mile past the harbor, at the corner of Portsmouth and Pier Street, you slow, then stop.  

“This is where I work.” 

Dee stares at the tumble-down building, the punky, wood-rotted boards of its south end 

still bearing the rain-washed remnants of a juggling clown, a howling werewolf, a top-hatted 

magician levitating a blonde through a hoop.  

“Nice,” says Dee.  

She looks sad or tired, a million miles away.  

Later, as you circle back toward the north end of town, she asks if you do tricks. 

“Tricks? What do you mean tricks? I don’t know what you mean.” The windshield 

wipers spring to life, screeching across dry glass. You snap them off, rearrange yourself in your 

seat.  

“Tricks,” you say. “I don’t understand.”   

“You work in a magic store. Flying handkerchiefs. Dancing bunnies. I don’t know. 

Tricks.” 

“Oh. No. I’m mostly in costumes.” 

“Oh,” says Dee.   

You drive on. 

 

You take Highway 41 north, past fiery fields of autumn color to the tour’s grand finale: 

The Starlite Drive-In. You circle into the lot and crunch up to the collapsing screen. Off to one 

side stands the seven-year old development billboard. Coming soon: The Maddley Fiesta Mall! 

“Oh thank God,” says Dee. 

“You like a mall?” 

“They got a lot of outlets in Jersey,” she says.  

“Well, Connecticut’s mostly fish. Fish and lumber.”  

Dee nods, squints around at the rattling beer cans, the listing speakers, the flapping 

screen.  

“So what about you?” she says. 
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“What about me?’ 

“I don’t know. You don’t seem like the fish and lumber type.” 

“No. I’m not. I’m an actor. I act.” 

“You act. Where?” 

“Oh, all over the place. You might see me around sometime.” 

Dee nods, shifts a drowsy Belle on her lap. Belle gazes up at you with a dreamy 

narcotized stare, her eyelids pearly and thick. Dee kisses the top of her head, takes a deep breath, 

and looks up at the screen. You both do. You sit side by side, staring up at that huge white 

expanse as if something thrilling and luminous were about to spring to life.  

“So what’s the story?” says Dee. 

“What story?”  

She gestures ahead toward the screen.  

“Oh, no story really.” 

Dee looks at your hands, still gripping the wheel. 

“Long story,” you say. “It’s complicated.”  

Dee pulls a cigarette from her pack, snaps her lighter, takes a long slow drag.   

“I mean, I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”   

Dee breathes out. She turns and looks at you then, dead-on through the haze. It is the look 

from a woman with a little time on her hands, a woman who has spent the better part of her 

morning listening to news of the local lobster trade. It is the look from a woman who has heard a 

hundred different stories from a hundred different men, none of them all that complicated, none 

of them all that far apart, unconcerned and unaffected; slightly bored.  

It is a look that says, in the beginning, Bub. 

 

In the beginning Jonas created the heavens and the earth.  

And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. 

And the Spirit of Jonas moved upon the face of the waters. 

And Jonas said, “Let there be light.” 

He flicked on the overheads and came crashing down the auditorium steps where you had 

been dozing before Frances Brooks’ drama seminar for non-majors. Even before you laid eyes 

on him that very first time you felt his rough earth-bound presence enter the room like the 
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concussive blast of air in the wake of a speeding bus. He fell into a folding seat with a grunt and 

a sigh, a loose, loping figure in frayed denim jacket, baggy chinos, and construction boots 

Pollocked with motor oil and paint. Cheek to desk you squinted out through one sleep eye. The 

back of his head was nice. Solid, shaggy, slightly squared. His profile was pugilistic and weirdly 

poetic, with a sharp scalloped chin, high intelligent cheekbones, and the flat flared buttress of a 

twice-broken nose. He looked like a turn-of-the-century Irish welterweight reading a cheap 

paperback with his feet up on the seat. Someone named O’Shaughnessy or O’Toole. 

It was the first day of your last semester at Maddley Community and until that moment 

your thoughts were fixed firmly on the future. For once there were real possibilities on the pale 

horizon. Manhattan glittered in the distance like Shangri-La. Hadn’t Ryan Pickering just sent 

word of an internship at the Village Voice? Wasn’t Alan Grossman appearing six nights a week 

as a singing bellhop off-off-off Broadway, had in fact offered his couch on East 64th Street until 

you could find a place of your own? There were roles to be filled, plays to be staged, written, 

reviewed! Maddley was already sinking beneath its own salty tide of futility and confinement. 

Good riddance! Nothing in town seemed real anymore. Yet here was this flesh and blood person 

before you, a real Ellis Island anachronism reading War of the Worlds with an expression that 

suggested both fascination and alarm. 

“Expecting an invasion?” you asked, across three rows of seats. 

Jonas turned then, eyes catlike and brightly hazel, both penetrating and dreamy, and even 

from that distance you backed up a little in your seat. He looked at the cover of his book then, a 

pulpy noir-ish illustration of space machines terrorizing the pastoral English landscape.  

“Oh yeah,” he nodded gravely. “Shit’s gonna go down.”  

“Martian invaders.” 

“Yeah,” he said. “Or the Chinese.” 

 

Jonas Walton Woodbe was not the brightest boy you ever waxed your Hyundai for, but 

he was certainly the most credulous and unironic, his world as fixed and functional as the face of 

a clock. There was a certain rough charm in his inability to perform a single theatrical 

improvisational exercise in a class called: Theatrical Improvisational Exercise.  

“Excuse me,” he said that very first afternoon, holding his index card in the air, hunched 

alone on stage. “But since when do trees talk?”  
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You loved this about Jonas, his frank sincerity and that sweet lost traveler dent between 

those amber eyes. Behind their snickers and sneers the theatre queens did too, all of them, 

huddled off stage like a flock of geisha, blanched and yearning. Once when a bank of stage lights 

swung loose from the catwalk, nearly decapitating three quarters of the class, sending boys and 

girls alike shrieking into the wings, Jonas trudged across the boards, unzipped his backpack and 

produced an emergency tool kit fit with lug nuts, duct tape, and a very small set of allen 

wrenches. The lights were back up and working within fifteen minutes.  

To your delight Jonas held subscriptions to Popular Mechanics and Big Rigs Quarterly. 

In the heavens he saw quasars, cruise missiles, complex chemical machinery. You saw his initial 

writ large in the glittery scoop of the Big Dipper. Each night after class you walked Jonas to his 

car beneath the 10th letter of the alphabet, like some great star shining in the east. At his clunker 

of a `68 Mustang, Jonas pried open the door, slung an arm over the rusty frame, and rolled the 

first of many, many joints. While you danced around in the cold Jonas held forth on the 

fraudulence of modern education, on all the money his parents were wasting on useless liberal 

arts courses like art history and world drama — cupcake classes he called them — how all he 

ever wanted to do was rebuild vintage chassis right here in Maddley. It was a viable future and a 

rewarding one. Maddley wasn’t so bad. There were a few good bars, a decent hamburger joint, 

and Varnum’s Auto Supply. Soon there would be the Maddley Fiesta Mall with its Cineplex and 

Fotomat and Radio Shack. Jonas sealed the joint with a slow drag of his tongue and held it out in 

the frosty air. Though you could never quite get the hang of getting high, never enjoy its 

ceremonial preamble or dopey effects, you took the cigarette with trembling fingers, subdued 

your gag reflex, and pulled the smoke deep into your lungs — the cars, the stars, and Jonas 

Walton Woodbe all mixing together in the gently rippling sky. 

The night after your paired interpretation of Tantalus and Sisyphus meet in hell you were 

tantalized enough to ask. 

“Girlfriend?’ 

“Who?’ 

“You who.” 

Jonas took a long drag from the joint and held his breath. He looked up at the drifting 

satellites, the winking stars. He shuffled his feet around and wagged his head. He let the smoke 

out in a loose long stream, then stood very straight as if remembering a pressing appointment.  
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“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I like to get laid and all. I just don’t like to buy shit. I 

can never remember birthdays.” 

“I can.”  

 Jonas shrugged.  

There was silence. 

“That Gina’s hot,” he said experimentally. 

“Gina. Right. Sure.”  

You nodded and looked around. A car spun on ice, the shriek of tires echoing across the 

lot. You watched the taillights shrink away, and it seemed then that you had spent half your life 

in parking lots watching things come and go.  

You kicked at a bald tire. “Hungry?”  

“I guess.”  

“I get hungry after I smoke. I’m thinking about a nice taco. I’m thinking about some 

shredded beef.”  

Baloney. The taco did not exist in Maddley. Nor apparently did the improvisational 

phrase: I am dying for you. Jonas nodded at his boots anyway. The truth was no one wanted to 

eat. The hunger was there, yes, for you both, but fast food seemed a cheap second. Jonas picked 

at something on the hood of his car, cupping the joint in his left hand. The sodium vapor lamps 

made a fuzzy corona of yellow light around him.  

“I live over in Groton,” Jonas said quietly. “With my Dad. Over there.” He pointed off 

into the night. 

“Yeah, I live at home, too. With my mom. But I’m moving in May. New York, New 

York!” You tried to sound enthusiastic, absolute. 

“That’s cool. You’ll be like a famous actor or something.” 

“Or something.” You shrugged. 

“You should do it, Henry. You’re good at it. You should go.”  

Jonas looked just past your shoulder, at some place just beyond you. You turned and 

looked too. There was nothing, only darkness, and a terrible loneliness swept you, steep and 

cutting as the wind.  
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“Well, it’s not for sure,” you said. “I mean, it’s not set in stone or anything. I may stick 

around Maddley for a while. Save some money. Heck, there’s a lot going on here in the summer. 

There’s a lot do!” 

“Heck, yeah,” Jonas said.  

He smiled then, grinned actually, there was a difference. Your heart galumphed around in 

your chest like a flat tire and a sudden preemptory voice inside you said: Go away Henry, go 

home. The guy likes monster trucks and drag racing. He knows what a solenoid switch is. He 

thinks Euripides is something he caught after a one-night stand with a cocktail waitress in 

Danbury. This is never ever going to work.  

But Jonas paused, tamped the joint on the heel of his boot and said, “So when’s your 

birthday?” 

“Whose? 

“Yoo Hoos.” 

You told him. 

“Well, see. I missed that one, too.” 

You laughed, shook your head around, kicked around some hard divots of dirty snow. 

“Ever make an eighty-foot wish?” Jonas said.   

You looked up.  

Jonas was watching you. His hands were sunk deep in his coat pockets. The tip of his 

nose was red. His eyes were glazed. He looked stoned and conspiratorial and very sexy. He 

climbed into his wreck of a Mustang and opened the passenger door.  

“Get in birthday boy,” he said. “I’ve got a surprise.”  

 

You and Jonas roared off into the night, flying toward through north end of town, the 

acres of woods, the windows rolled down, the heater blasting. He pulled a pint of Southern 

Comfort from under his seat and you took turns taking swigs. You felt scared and excited and 

dizzily warm, hypnotized by the pot and the drink and the glazed trees flying by the windshield. 

Jonas swung sharp up Indian Head Road, around and around a straggly hill covered in pine.  

“What the hell,” you said. Then suddenly you were there, turning under the marquee of 

the Starlite Theatre, a jagged surrealist silhouette set against the stars, and into the depthless 
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expanse of the darkened lot. Jonas parked behind the projection bunker to avoid notice. He 

snapped off his headlights and grinned at you in the ghoulish glow of the dashboard lights.  

“Jonas. Cops come up here all the time. This place is no trespassing.” 

But Jonas would have none of it. He held up a finger and said in a quiet voice, “Don’t 

puss out on me, Riordan or I will never talk to you again.” 

Then he was out, hunched and jogging, around the car and into the night. You sat for a 

while in the cold of the car, growing steadily, unhappily sober. You wondered what the hell you 

were doing, not just here, but Here, in Maddley, with this townie, on a Wednesday night.  

You had drama homework to do. 

Your birthday was seven months ago. 

You climbed out, stood crunching in the gravel, hands warming in your pockets. You 

called out for Jonas. No answer. Across the lot, the screen stood big and blank as an unwritten 

letter from God. You looked for the Big Dipper and the stillness of the night was split by a 

sound. A rumbling. The rusty open-throttle sound of the emergency generators behind the 

projection bunker. You spun, catching a whiff of old diesel fuel and Jonas’ devilish laugh.  

And the Starlite burst to life. 

The space-age chevron of the theater’s marquee blinking once, twice, then igniting in a 

ring of flashing lights. STAR! LITE! STAR! LITE! The neon comet rocketed from east to east 

across the open sky. Calliope music crackled out from pigeon-infested speakers, dozens of pale 

birds sweeping out toward the back of the lot where a fountain of multi-colored footlights 

sprayed the colossal screen. You turned in slow stunned circles, taking in the whole blinking, 

flashing, glowing vista like a child at the fair. And for the first time ever you felt you were in the 

presence of something holy, as if watching the dead being brought back to life.  

In side the bunker, Jonas flipped on the projector, a silver beam shooting through the 

window and flooding the screen with a sea of platinum light. It was magnificent. It was also 

visible clear across town. A page two notice would appear the very next day in the Maddley 

Weekly Word: Unidentified Hooligans Have Field Day at Condemned Theatre! You and Jonas 

would laugh about it for days afterwards. But for now the theatre was alive, and so were you, 

alive and flying. You didn’t care if you if the police showed up, the National Guard, or even 

worse, Hugo Oz.  
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Jonas came up alongside you then, stumbling, laughing, giddy on dope and danger. 

Together you made shadows on the screen. Dog barking. Man running. Ducks in peril. Jonas 

held a fist to the light and wiggled four fingers behind it.  

“Porcupine?”  

“Hell no. Birthday cake, chump. Go on. Make a wish.” 

You stood thinking for what seemed a very long time. You suddenly couldn’t remember 

what a wish was for or why, the vastness of the open space and the nearness of Jonas both 

diminishing and enlarging all at once. The Big Dipper glittered high above. And there under the 

dome of the night sky you saw the world as a circle, no point more central than another, an 

abandoned outdoor theatre as consequential as New York stage, more so perhaps. For twenty 

years you had been wishing on these same cold stars, escape hovering on the horizon like some 

holy grail. And yet here it was all along, journey’s end at your very door. And when at last Jonas 

said, what it’ll be? 

You said, Stay.  

 

So you never did move to New York.  

You never auditioned off-off-off Broadway. Never applied at the Village Voice. Never 

wrote that musical, or those short stories, or those witty acerbic theatrical reviews you were 

certain would have earned you the enmity and the adoration of thousands. You remained here in 

Maddley, four miles from your grammar school, ten minutes from Main Street, a small nicked 

plot of hill and bay halfway between Mystic and Canaan Parish, a forgotten little postcard town 

of white columned homes and cold granite mansions, a once-famous summer resort where 

corpulent barons of industry drank bootleg liquor, screwed starlets, murdered, went mad. Now a 

last resort of ancient haberdasheries and out-of-business luncheonettes, Artie’s Trousers, Mimi’s 

Muffins, Footie’s Magic & Trick Shoppe, a place you have spent many an aimless afternoon, 

floating around the aisles in a sort of trance, admiring the bloody eyeball key chains, the 

prosthetic foreheads, the penis-nose gag gifts, the only place in town that makes you feel like a 

normal person, like a citizen of the regular world. Further away to the east, the small brisk 

harbor, the creaky waterfront shops, and the old railroad yard gone to weeds. Just behind it, in a 

spent neighborhood of college students and aging hippies, you found a shambling colonial on 

East Bedford with the bottom floor for let, two bedrooms, one bath. The Lennonesque couple 
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that lived upstairs sold hand painted flowerpots and acid tabs off the back porch. You signed a 

year’s lease with Oz Properties, although it was much more than you could afford. But you were 

working overtime at Universe of Shoes then, and besides there was Jonas to help with the rent. 

He moved in on a Tuesday afternoon, carried in boxes of his mother’s second-hand 

dishes, a duffle bag of dirty laundry, a dented toolbox, hockey stick, Frisbee, a milk crate of Jules 

Verne and H.G. Wells, and the entire collected discography of Jackson Brown on vinyl. 

Your happiness was oceanic, immense. 

Jonas slept in the back bedroom for two nights and on the third appeared in your slant 

doorframe wearing flannel boxers, a New England Patriots jersey, and the pale, expectant, and 

doomed expression of a man quavering on the lip of the high dive. You propped up on one 

elbow, Dorian Gray slipping to the floor with a papery gasp. Your heart banging away in your 

chest like something locked in a trunk, the blood hammering into your hands, your feet. 

Everywhere but your brain. Your mouth was a salt quarry, a pitted vacancy of words. Jonas 

lowered himself to the corner of your bed, looking defeated, overcome. His hair was combed 

back in thick wet thatches, his eyes were red. He was freshly showered and freshly stoned.  

“It’s cold,” he said.  

It was May. 

Then, “that carburetor’s busted I told you about. I’ll fix it. I never did this before.”  

You? You had. In locker rooms and tool sheds, in Boy Scout tents and baseball dugouts, 

and once like a waking vampire wedged in a tarped canoe in a neighbor’s backyard. But never in 

a bed, never in a house with the doors unlocked and slightly ajar, with music playing and the 

vague, comforting smell of dirty socks and fabric softener in the air. Never with a morning and a 

life to wake up to.  

It was never like this.  

Jonas held his head like a man about to be sentenced. 

“All right. We don’t have to.” You held out your hand. “Friends.” 

Jonas looked at your palm woundedly, as if you were saying goodbye. He blinked a few 

times then tackled you in bed, knocked the air clean from your lungs, driving you deep into the 

sway-backed mattress, his mouth starved and devouring at your neck. 

“Jesus!” you gasped. “Slow!” 
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But twenty-one years of never rose up inside Jonas Walton Woodbe that night and it 

crashed the surface like a runaway flood pulverizing a backwoods dam. 

It was wonderful. 

Afterward you lay very still looking up at the ceiling, Jonas stretched across you like a 

fallen comrade, breathing out in gratitude and soft measure. You were grateful, too. You lived in 

a crooked old house on a wild green lawn in a happy little village of apple trees and lobster traps. 

You lived and you loved in Maddley, Connecticut, population 8002. 

Home. 

 

“Wow,” says Dee. “A real fairy tale.” 

“I guess.”  

Belle is asleep, curled in Dee’s lap. The sun has slid behind the screen, casts a long violet 

shadow over the lot. 

“So where’s the happy ending?” says Dee. 

You look up the screen. You make a shadow puppet: Man Running  

Dee nods, rolls her eyes.  

“He decided Maddley was just too small,” you say. “Nothing ever happens here, he said. 

Nothing important anyway. He said he needed to stretch his wings, expand his horizons. Begin 

again. He decided I needed to do the same. ‘Listen Henry, it was fun but it wasn’t forever. I 

mean, we’re both guys. We don’t…stay.” 

Dee squints up at the screen, rolls her tongue around insider her cheek. “And what did 

you say to that?” 

“Nothing. I tried to stab him with my salad fork.” 

Dee snorts, laughlessly. Belle squirms, murmurs something feverish. Dee smooths 

Belle’s curls, lays her hand on her daughter’s brow. Belle breathes out and drifts back to sleep. 

You and Dee look up at the old gray screen. 

“So here you are,” she says. 

“So here I am.” 

“So here we are.” 

“Yup. Maddley, Connecticut. Home of the Fighting Possums. So uh, welcome.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

 

 

Even the birds are smart enough to know when to leave Maddley. 

You wake this morning to the traffic of geese. They wail in from the north, fanning out 

over the roof in a bedlam of honking and screeching like terrified citizens in a Godzilla movie. 

You push yourself upright and blink around. You take it you are alone. You shuffle into the 

kitchen and pull down a box of sugary breakfast nuggets. You stand at the sink and eat. Dee 

glides by the window with coffee mug and the morning trash.  

You lift a fistful of cereal in greeting. 

“You need milk?” she says. 

“No. I’m running late. I keep forgetting to buy.” 

Dee nods, clanks the lid. You crunch cereal, watch her sip coffee and smoke the first 

cigarette of the day.   

“You’re uh, wearing a mink coat.” 

Dee looks down. “Yeah. It beats flannel pajamas.” 

“It does.” 

Donny clatters down the backstairs and hurries across the yard, Sasquatch-like in his 

outsized parka. 

“And where do you think you’re going?” Dee says, staring.  

Donny points at the school bus idling at the corner. “Algebra class.”  

Dee looks at the bus, then back at Donny. She arranges a normal expression. 

“Oh,” she says. “Right.” 
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Out along Valley Road sleeping cows steam in fields of gray. Hutchinson Woods is 

misted, silent. You turn through the gates of Talmadge Hill Road, somewhere in the soft narrow 

space between waking and dreaming.  

And the mansion twists up through the trees.   

It must have been beautiful once, the old place, the dormers and porticoes and trellises 

meant to invoke something of the wonders of industrial capitalism at the turn of the century. A 

condiment tycoon had it built for his Vienna-born, opera-loving wife. And you can almost see it, 

one hundred and ten years younger, on a warm night in June, windows lit by the glow of 

gaslight, the sound of piano music and laughter drifting across the hill where children chase 

fireflies and a blanket of stars hang above the bay. Now it is a scowling, peeling, leprous 

monstrosity, gray green and dropping shingles, a dark smudge moving alone it west side.  

Hugo Oz watering the dead wisteria around his porch.  

You park and cross the hill. You lift a hand in greeting. Oz turns, flings water loosely in 

your direction. He goes back to hosing.  

You stand a safe distance, hands warming in your pockets.    

“Here it is. The last one hundred. Late fee included. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.” 

You hold out the bundle of cash wrapped in a red rubber band and a ten-cent bag of 

candy corn. Oz snatches the money and leaves you holding the candy. He turns back to the 

muddy sticks. At his feet a toppled sundial glints in the grass.  

“I was here on Saturday,” you say.  

Oz’s flinches. But you can’t be sure. He stands with his back to you, moving the hose 

from left to right. The back of his neck is wrinkled and red. 

“Do you remember?” you say. 

Oz drops the hose and stamps over to the faucet. He cuts the water and marches back 

through the mud.  

“You I try and forget.” 

“You gave me a glass of water. We talked in your kitchen.” 

Oz pushes past and stamps up the porch steps.  

“Check the pockets of your robe,” you say. 

But the front door swings open and slams shut. The tumble of rusty locks. A cold wind 

cuts across the lawn and you stand for a moment looking out across the hill. You can just make 
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out the familiar distant shape of Maddley. The brick and mortar high school. The Greek Revival 

library. St. Sebastian’s tall white steeple. Main Street was conceived as a circle. Year after year 

you have wandered its circumference, head in the clouds, muffin in hand. You love Maddley. 

You hate her. You’ll never get out.  

A flock of crows hop around the branches of the old apple tree.  

You christen them one by one: 

 

Burden 

Bête-noir 

Suspicion 

Sequester 

Self-Pity 

Ennui 

 

You drive them from their haunt with a hail of orange candy. They hector and shriek and 

flap away only to gather on the broken slate roof, a riot of cackles, We’re here! We’re here! 

Catch us if you can! You scoop three mealy apples and charge up the lawn, raining fury on roof 

and sky. 

Oz thrusts his head out an open window. “Assault. Assault with a deadly weapon!”  

“It’s the crows!” 

Oz cranes his neck upward, grimaces, then slams the window shut. After a moment, the 

window bangs open. “And you’ll pay for damages, too!”  

“Mr. Oz.” 

“And that car is parked on private property!” He points across the hill. 

You turn and look. “That car is yours.” 

Oz squints at the scorched Packard parked beneath a bank of trees, dead twenty years.  

“Well, it looks different in the light,” he says. And the window thumps shut.  

You gather your coat against the cold. It was a mistake to have come here, to have said 

anything at all. Why you even took the time is beyond you. Now you are late for work. You turn 

and make for your car. There is a creak and a slap, and Oz’s voice at the front door.  

“The Starlite is closed.” 
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The old man stands shadowed on the porch. You can only make out the dark shape of his 

head, his shoulders, and something in his hands, paper, your note.    

“I said the Starlite is closed.”  

“I heard you.” 

“Good.”  

“You called me Aaron.” 

Oz starts. Even in shadow you can see him sway slightly back, shift on his feet. 

“Mr. Oz, I think you should see someone.” 

“Don’t you tell me what to do. Who do you think you are?” 

“No one.” 

Oz steps out into the light. His face is drawn, milky white. But his eyes flash blue, the 

color of a candle’s cold flame. He crushes your note into a ball.  

“Closed.” 

You stand perfectly still in the wind. “That clock of yours plays music. You heard it and 

it meant something to you. You went somewhere. That’s all.”  

At these words Oz seems to rise up out of himself. He stands very straight now, jaw rigid, 

shoulders set with a barely concealed rage. It is the look of a man betrayed.  

“Look. I’m not trying to cheat you if that’s what you think.” 

But Oz says nothing. He regards you balefully from the porch, his wine-dark lips curled 

in a sneer. 

“Forget it,” you say. 

You walk away. The earth moving roundly under your feet. You are moving. You are 

moving on. Oz calls out; he says something that you do not hear, his voice hoarse, unclear. You 

shut your eyes against the sting of the wind. Oz calls again. You think you hear your name. 

When you reach your car you look back. Oz is a dark smudge on the porch, the mansion rising 

above him, vacant as a skull. He comes down the stairs, crosses the hill in an angry wobble.   

“It is theses developers! Everything turned upside down. Inside out. Who wouldn’t get 

mixed up. I have been in this town fifty-two years.” 

“I know.” 

“Fifty two years!” 

“You said it.” 
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“Well, that’s more than your worth.” 

“I guess.” 

Oz searches your face a moment. There is silence. You pull out your keys. 

“I’m late for work.”  

Oz grips the car door. “Levi is my physician. Lawrence Levi. I will need someone to get 

me to his office and back. You can do this for me.” 

Oz looks at you, not questioning or expectant, but cold and from a distance. You stare 

back. This time you refuse to look away. The crows call out from across the hill. No one says 

anything. Oz reaches into his pocket and thrusts you your crumpled handwritten note.  

I, Henry Riordan, assume full responsibility… 

You look at Oz. 

“One night,” he says. “The Starlite will open for one night. This is business only. You 

will come when I call.” 

 

“And where the hell have you been?”  

Footie is stocking shelves with My Favorite Princess, bright pink boxes packed with 

identical looking smiles and flame-retardant gowns. The store is wild with kids and moms. 

“Sorry. I had an errand to run. I’m here.” 

“Yeah? Well, next time you won’t be.” Footie shoves you the inventory sheet and the 

price gun. “This place has enough princesses as it is, Riordan. You’re late again you’re fired.” 
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CHAPTER NINE 

 

 

 

The Maddley Historical Film Society, floundering and under-funded, forever on the 

verge of bankruptcy, occupies a drafty upstairs office in the Lisbon building, Maddley’s former 

fish cannery on the harbor’s clanging, creaking, gull-wild north end. It is the kind of sea-blasted 

old structure featured in second-rate crime dramas of the 30’s and 40’s — the secret waterfront 

hideout of a big city counterfeiting ring run by a gang of short, swarthy, knuckle-draggers who in 

between rolling out fresh stacks of wet bills play endless hands of poker in rolled-up shirt sleeves 

and plastic visors.  

Quick, boys! It’s them lousy coppas! 

On the second floor landing Frances Brooks appears. She turns the closed sign in the 

window, clanks the office door shut, and pops open her umbrella in the needling rain. She moves 

across the landing, a small bright figure in a canary-colored slicker, leaning hard on her 

teakwood cane.  

“Frances. Wait. Frances!”  

The wind whips up the tang of spilled gasoline and decaying marina through the air as 

you dash across the marina at dusk. Frances descends the stairs carefully, feet turned out, cane 

thumping hard with each slow step.   

“Well, Henry Riordan.”  

“Hello. Hi!” You bend at the waist, at the bottom of the stairs, catching your breath. “I 

ran.” 

“I see.”   

Frances winces on the last step and you take her hand, help her down to the oil-slick 

pavement below. The scrap of an autumn leaf shoots through the air and pastes itself across her 

slicker like a small red brooch. Her umbrella shakes violently in the wind.  
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“You caught me in the knick of time,” Frances says. “A minute later and I might have 

been blown out to sea.” 

“Well, that’s one way out of Maddley.” 

“It certainly is,” says Frances. She pulls you under the umbrella, out of the rain. “I 

haven’t seen you in ages, Henry. What brings you down here?” 

“Business actually. Do you have a few minutes?”  

“Well, I was just headed to the Blue Rose for dinner. Is it a question I can answer?”  

“Actually…actually it’s important.”  

Frances looks at you, searchingly a moment. The wind batters the umbrella. 

“All right, Henry,” Frances says. “Come on up.”  

 

Before she took the helm of the Maddley Historical Film Society, Frances Brooks taught 

acting workshops and world drama at Maddley Community College where you were still a 

formless freshman filed under “undeclared.” Frances led seminars on Beckett, Shaw and O’Neill, 

Restoration comedy, and the Greek epic. Her lectures were impromptu, combative, highly 

mobile, and always brilliant. Week after week you sat in a sort of open-mouthed reverie as 

Frances led the charge across the wild wind-swept terrains of history, film, literature and art to 

plant her various flags of conquest in the fertile ground. It was your first inkling that other worlds 

existed beyond the picket fence borders of Maddley. Worlds of sex and blood and war and 

madness. You never missed a class.  

While Frances paced the auditorium, quoting aloud from Aeschylus or Marlowe or 

Wilde, firing off damning questions at the stunned auditorium, thumping her cane in 

counterpoint, you felt some part of yourself detach and lift free, set whirling high above the 

monochrome map of Maddley. You thought you might write. You thought you could act. You 

thought you would direct a sprawling post-modern, rock-opera production of Oedipus, The King 

at the Beacon Theatre in New York. These things, for a time, seemed possible. Frances was there 

to encourage you. She was the most single-person you had ever met, loving and hating with an 

equal, certain, and unapologetic vigor. She had not the slightest compunction about calling 

latecomers and slackers “weaklings” and “jellyfish” to their face, a habit which resulted in more 

than a few courses cancellations over the years.   

Jonas, of course, had hated her.  
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Bitch, he said, slouching petulantly in his seat as you paged through the latest book 

Frances had pressed into your palm before class. When you tried sharing Jonas only turned 

abruptly away and snapped open his latest issue of Street Rodders. “And what’s with all that shit 

she wears around her eyes anyway?” he seethed. “Does she think she’s Cleopatra? Does she 

think she’s some kind of queen? Look at her for the love of Christ. She’s old. OLD!”  

So. This was Jonas. Facing down the armada of Frances’ flashing intellect with the hot 

little cap gun of sexual jealousy.  

Naturally, you were charmed. 

Frances leafs through a tall wooden file cabinet in the corner of the office. The room 

smells not unpleasantly of bilge water and dusty papers, of rubber cement and tuna salad 

sandwich on rye. A few cheap pine desks are ganged up in the center of the room like a 

reporter’s pit, surfaces piled high with donation fliers and broken brass lamps, olive drab office 

equipment from around 1958. On the ceiling, in the center of the room, an ancient water stain 

spreads out in a rusty Rorschach of a weeping willow or from a slightly different angle a three-

legged Shetland sheepdog.   

“Laura,” Frances says. “Laura.”  

She motions for you to sit.  

You drop into an old swivel-seat chair and resist the urge to spin wildly.  

“Not many people remember that film,” you say. “Vincent Price played an important 

role, you know.” 

“Well, it’s an interesting choice. I haven’t seen it in years. Such a beautiful score. I didn’t 

realize you were still involved with the film club at the college, though. They usually lease from 

CineTech, don’t they?” 

“They do. We do. We’ve had some trouble lately. Some confusion. We were wondering 

if you could help out. We’re planning a reunion benefit — of sorts.” 

“Reunion? Well, I’ve never really cared for reunions myself. I went to my fifty-fifth 

some years back. At Maddley High. It was called the McMorton School for Girls back then. 

Well, let me tell you. There were only four of us girls still around. And all I could see was the 

rheumatism and the regret. Mine especially. I went home, had three bourbons, and fired my 

pistol around in the air.” 

“Did it help?” 
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“A little. But now my ceiling leaks.” 

Frances pulls out catalogue and rolls the drawer shut. She scrapes toward her desk, sets 

her cane in the corner, and lowers herself into her seat. On the wall behind her, nearly lost among 

the cluttered bulletin board and the dusty film noir posters, is the small framed 1953 Herbst 

Theatre playbill for Salome, the cover photograph showing a bobbed and beaded Frances 

Brooks, all of 22, a smoldering simulacrum of the young Zelda Fitzgerald in gilt headdress and 

tinkling sarong. Frances was, that fall, the brightest thing Broadway had seen in nearly a decade, 

or so said Variety and Life; a Maddley, Connecticut upstart who rang off the stage like a shot, an 

unsettling mix of angry intelligence and blunt staring sexuality. At 25 she was bound for 

Paramount Pictures where she had been cast opposite George Sanders in the film version of 

Dreiser’s Sister Carrie. Frances returned to Maddley on a Friday afternoon to say goodbye to her 

mother, a widow in town, and in the convergence of weather and misfortune so eerily endemic to 

Maddley a blizzard descended the morning Frances was to leave. Six miles out of town her 

Buick Skylark turned on a patch of ice and skidded off Cove Road, thundering thirty-feet into the 

ravine below. Miraculously, Frances walked free. But the trek into town nearly claimed her. A 

passing patrol car spotted her purely by chance, the flicker of a dark scarf in an obliterating fury 

of white. Frances contracted pneumonia within twenty four hours. Later, the meningitis that left 

her partially paralyzed in both legs. In Hollywood the role was quickly recast. The film fell into 

obscurity. Frances never left Maddley again.  

“So how is Jonas?” she says.  

You look up at Frances.  

You edge forward in your seat, then slide back. You fold your hands, a neat little steeple 

of laced fingers and white knuckles. “He’s — we’re — he’s good!”  

Frances glances up, holds you with the same blunt stare that once silenced an auditorium 

full of freshman ten minutes away from spring break.  

“He’s gone.” 

Frances nods, turns a page in the catalogue. “Well, it was certainly an unusual match.” 

She looks up at the water stain, wistful a moment. “It was sort of like watching the Titanic set 

sail. Thrilling and doomed all at once. But what could I say? It was a three-credit drama class not 

the Newlywed Game.” 

“No, it was a great class. A lot happened for me that year. Jonas had this uh, energy.” 
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“He had no imagination.” 

“He liked cars, science fiction, meat. I needed that.” 

“Henry. What you needed was to trust your own instincts. You were trying very hard to 

be somebody else. You earned an A in improv. Remember?” 

“I do.” 

Frances slips on her spectacles and holds up a page. “All right. Here we are. You’re in 

luck. It looks like the film has been restored and reissued on celluloid. It will take about a week 

to get here. It has to come in from Studio City.” 

“Great. Thank you, Frances.” 

She nods. “You can have it for three days…” 

“Terrific.” 

She taps the keys on an old adding machine and pulls the ticker tape. “…for six hundred 

dollars plus shipping.” 

“Ah,” you say.  

“Ah?” 

“Ah, yes. Well, the thing is —”  

Frances slips off her spectacles. 

“The thing of it is — the film club is a little —” 

Frances leans back in her chair.  

“Well, what we had in mind was a sort of charity-fundraiser-homecoming type of thing 

and the money aspect is a little hazy right now but —” 

“Henry.” 

“But I’m working at Footie’s and I can get you twenty dollars on Friday and —” 

“Henry.” 

You mouth opens and shuts. Nothing comes out. Frances folds her hands.  

“Henry,” she says. “Why don’t you tell me what is really going on.” 

 

So you do. You tell your story. All of it. The very first day you met Jonas and all the days 

after. The way Maddley was transformed, the land, the light, everything one shade brighter than 

you had seen it before, as if a dusty gray film had been lifted from your eyes. The way life 

began, those cool green mornings on Bedford Street, the warm afternoons, the days tumbling 
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into one another, happy and dopey as the seven dwarves. The Frisbee. The football. The laundry 

basket full of clothes. And all the while Jonas growing quietly apart, discontent, dreaming of 

other places where other things happen — where, Jonas, where? — and you never knowing, 

never understanding until the morning you woke alone, staring into the ravaged closet, the 

records, the rusty tools all gone, the gunshot blast of it, the long slow bleeding of his absence. 

The wound that just won’t heal.  

Frances sits motionless for a while, listening, head cocked as if to a faraway sound.  

“And this one night is going to change all that,” she says. 

“No. I don’t know. Listen, I know how this sounds.” 

Frances shakes her head. “I want to help, Henry, I do. But Jonas is gone. This isn’t going 

to bring him back. Give yourself time. There’ll be someone else.” 

“No, it’s not about finding someone. It’s about finding the one. There’s a difference, isn’t 

there?” 

Frances looks at you, then quickly away.  

“This town,” you say. “There aren’t a lot of good choices.”  

“I know, Henry. Believe me, I know.” 

“Then it’s worth a shot, isn’t it? A stupid lousy shot in the dark.”  

Frances shuts her eyes a moment. “Henry, why didn’t you ever leave Maddley? Why 

don’t you now?” 

“There’s no there out there anymore.” 

“There is.” 

“I can’t see it anymore. Everywhere I go. Everywhere I look. He’s there.” 

Frances says nothing. A buoy tolls out on the harbor, warning ships away from the rocks. 

Night has fallen, glazing the windows, drizzle coursing down the glass. The wind rumples across 

the slant roof. You sit a while, listening, looking at the palms of your hands 

“I saw this graffiti in Melville’s the other night. We’re all going to die. That’s what it 

said. I rubbed the last word out because I just hated to see it there. But when I tried to rewrite it I 

couldn’t think of single thing to say. We’re all going to what? I don’t know. Fall in love. Find the 

answers. Live forever. Nothing seemed true or right. And then I thought, We’re all going to the 

movies. At least that’s honest. At least that won’t disappoint. Even if it is all make believe, even 
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if it is only flickering light, at least I can look back on it one day and know that for a few hours I 

gave something wonderful and crazy back to this town for no other reason than I stayed.” 

Frances is quiet a while, thumbing the catalogue. 

“Henry, even if I could help, the funds here…we can’t even afford postage stamps.” 

“I know. That’s why I’m coming back.” 

“Henry.” 

“I don’t know how yet. But give me a week and I’ll have that money.” 

“Henry…” 

You stand and wrestle into your jacket. Frances rises to her feet. 

“Don’t do anything crazy, Henry Riordan.” 

You open the door on the night, papers and leaflets scattering around the office like 

startled birds.  

You say, “Too late.”   

   

Like love you’ve also never been very good with money, subject to spending in fits and 

starts like an adolescent learning to drive a stick shift uphill, thrusting, grinding, halting, 

thrusting. One week unable to scrape together three dollars for lunch, the following week 

overdrawing your account in the triple digits because you wandered into Wal-Mart on an 

afternoon in which you felt lonely. When Jonas packed up for good you broke the bank on bench 

press and barbells, running shoes, a set of gleaming steel kitchen knives fit for a hog butcher in 

Prague. Also an electric blanket, four frozen chocolate cheesecakes, a deep glassy gallon of 

Stolichnaya Vodka, and out at Tricky Dicks on Highway 41 half a dozen Wild Mustang 

pornographic videos including the entire Troy Allen Aegean Adventure series. 

For seven days and seven nights you curled in the soft womb of the sofa, shot glass in 

one hand, slick wedge of chocolate cake in the other, and watched in stunned narcotic reverie as 

Troy invaded Athens, Ithaca, Crete. His broad muscled back bent over one vanquished foe after 

another. In a tangle of shucked clothing ripe with liquor and fatigue, you gave yourself up to 

Troy, first as his squire then as his rival. You imagined yourself in various positions of conquest 

and surrender but with each successive viewing you became less and less aroused, as if the tape 

were slowly leeching all its magnetic charms. And what did it matter anyway? After three hectic 

days the pink skin of your cock was stripped clean, you lay back tender and exposed as a flayed 
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chicken, a peeled banana, a boiled shrimp. So you put your other talents to work. You 

memorized dialogue, switched costumes, rewrote scenes. You heightened Troy’s internal 

conflict. Gave him unquenchable religious yearnings, insomnia, amnesia, a wife in Carthage.  

Then one night, at the bottom of the bottle, at the end of the line, you felt yourself slip 

over earth’s sharp edge. Face pressed to the set, screen smeared with tears you heard yourself 

saying, “Don’t go. Please you fucking asshole DON’T LEAVE!”  

But Troy hammered on, intractably, heroically, an endless loop of coming then going. So 

you walloped the console with a fist and Troy Allen paused. He froze. Mid-screw! And you fell 

against the couch, astonished, just staring. You and Troy in precisely the same position, across 

the room, a world away. And for the first time in weeks you could breathe. You could sleep. 

Because he was with you.  

Because Troy Allen stayed.  

Tonight you pop in a cassette and collapse into the recliner, chipped gas station glass in 

one hand, bottle of year-old cooking sherry in the other. Troy appears on the screen dressed as 

Julius Caesar. He is preparing to lead the charge into the green hills of Britannia where a tribe of 

barbarians will pour howling from the trees. There will be shouts, cries, the clash of shields and 

swords. Suddenly the mêlée will give way to stripped armor and passionate embrace. In 

moments the battlefield will dissolve into an orgy of tribal solidarity and rigorous bonking. 

Troy Allen shields his eyes from the sun, says to his men, “The time has come.”  

“Oh, baloney,” you say. 

Troy looks up from his map.  

“This is so fake,” you groan. “The story. The acting. The set. Look, you can see 

Volkswagens in the background.” 

Troy looks across the hillside, then back.  

“I can’t believe I spent money on this.” You get up to eject the tape. 

“Don’t,” Troy says. 

You stand frozen between the TV and the recliner.  

“Don’t shut me out, Henry.”  

You look around the room. The shadowed walls. The empty couch. Troy Allen staring 

out from the flickering screen. 

“I need you, Henry,” he says. 
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You wobble your head, set down your drink. Some drink. You look back at the screen. 

“You’re paid to say that. You’re an actor. You’re paid to look that way and say those 

things and pretend that you’re real. I’m not doing this anymore. This is bullshit.” 

Troy’s draws closer, his big blue face filling the screen. 

“Hey. I’m lonely, too. Do you think I enjoy this? Copulating like a trained monkey night 

after night for loners and voyeurs and the chronically depressed. All I ever wanted was a regular 

job. A nice house somewhere. Someone waiting for me at the end of the day. Someone real. 

Someone like you.”  

“Stop. I’m not listening.” 

“Come on, Henry. Give me another chance. Give me what I need.” 

“I don’t want to do this anymore.” 

“It’s okay. Just close your eyes. Feel me now. That’s it. That’s right.” 

“I hate him. I want to die.” 

“Forget about him now. Come on. Let me in. Like that. That’s my guy.” 
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CHAPTER TEN 

 

 

 

Saturday morning. You wake to the faraway sound of knocking. You rise from a dream 

in which you are an oarsman on an enormous Viking ship, 2,000 men pulling in unison toward 

the tall white cliffs of Iceland. Stroke! Stroke! Troy Allen is captain. The knocking becomes a 

thump. You squint around the room, light streams through the open blinds. The bed is an octopus 

of tangled sheets and blankets. You wrestle into T-shirt and jeans and flat-foot it to the front 

door. Belle stands on the stoop in pink slacks, a plaid mini-skirt, and a plastic zombie mask.  

“Trick or treat,” she says. She holds out a saucepan. 

“Oh god. I forgot.”  

The saucepan sags. 

“Wait. Wait a minute. I might have something.”   

You shuffle into the kitchen and bang around the cabinets. Tuna fish. Baking Soda. Brillo 

pads. Who lives here? You grab a box of Frosted Mini-Wheats and go back to the door. 

“Have you had breakfast yet?”  

Belle shakes her head.  

You hold up the box. 

Belle nods and drags her saucepan inside. She climbs a chair in the kitchen while you set 

out bowls and spoons. You open the refrigerator. You shut the refrigerator.  

You say, “There isn’t any milk. I keep forgetting to buy.”   

Belle lifts her shoulders. You take a seat and fill two bowls with cereal. You grab two 

forks. 

“Cheers!” 

Belle tries to fit a Mini-Wheat through the mouth hole of her mask but it lodges there, 

lengthwise. 
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“Here,” you say. “Allow me.”  

You reach around and loosen the elastic band at the back of the mask. Belle drags it off, 

curls plastered damply on her forehead, red ovals pressed into the soft skin around her eyes.   

“You wear that thing long enough,” you say, “and you end up looking like the monster.” 

“I know,” Belle says, crunching cereal. “But I only like two kinds of monsters.”  

“What kind is that?” 

“The sleeping kind and the dancing kind. I don’t like the kind that bites or flies.” 

“Me either.” 

“So where’s your mommy?” says Belle. 

“My mommy? My mommy lives in New Hampshire. She moved there a while ago. 

That’s a different state.” 

“Is it underwater?”  

“No, it’s mostly on land.” 

“Well, I went underwater once,” Belle says. “At the beach when I was littler. I saw some 

fish. Only two. Is your Daddy in Hamshra?” 

“No.” 

“How come?” Belle says. 

“Well. Because my Daddy died.” 

“How come?’ 

“He got sick. When I was littler. It happened very fast. There wasn’t much we could do. 

So…now he’s gone.” 

Belle fidgets. “Will he come back?”  

“No.” 

“How come?” 

“Because when you die…when we die…we just…we sort of…I don’t know. Maybe you 

should ask your Mommy that.” 

“Okay. But I can do a cartwheel, you know.” 

“Okay. But maybe we should finish our cereal first.” 

“Okay. But when you grow up are you going to be a doctor or a fire truck or go in the 

army.” 
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“I have no idea what I’m going to be when I grow up. I keep changing my mind. How 

about you?” 

“A horse.” 

 

All around Maddley children are begging treats. Sprinting pirates and stumbling ghosts 

ands miniature witches dragging pillowcases of dime-story candy. It is a picture postcard New 

England afternoon, huge clouds patrol the horizon, the trees in full autumn flame. At the corner 

of East Bedford and Lorraine a small parade of children pass in front of your car. You watch 

with a lump in your throat. They gather on a neighbor’s front lawn, brandishing broadswords and 

broomstick, tripping over their lion tails. You want to be six again. You want to believe that all 

good things come to those who ask. You learned too late that just because someone offers an 

apple doesn’t mean it won’t conceal a blade.  

You heave into work, pockets stuffed with candy corn and Hershey’s Kisses, today’s 

early lunch. The shop teems with last minute shoppers. College girls wrestling into flapper wigs. 

The high school wrestling team suiting up in sparkly drag. Couples knocking around the dressing 

rooms to emerge as Fred and Wilma. Samson and Delilah. Sonny and Cher. A line of customer 

stretches to the back of the store. Footie is knee-deep in rental forms and register tape. Clearly 

this is a bad time to ask.  

“How about an advance?” 

“How about bite me?” 

“Come on, Footie. This is for a good cause!” 

“Like what?” 

You hold out the mock-up flyer you have made: The Starlite Theatre Presents! 

“I’m going to screen a film at the old Starlite Drive-in and you can be a big part of the 

action.”  

“How’s that?”  

“By lending me six hundred bucks. Plus shipping.” 

You spend the rest of the day breaking down boxes by the Dumpster and hauling out the 

surplus vampire bats from the backroom.  
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After lock up and sweep up you look through the front door at the watery smear of a low 

yellow moon. You listen a while to the shrieks and laughter of kids charging up and down 

Portsmouth Street, pelting one another with shaving cream and eggs. There was a time when 

your idea of Halloween fun was renting three of the worst Vincent Price films ever made and 

climbing into bed with Jonas. You left a cauldron candy on the front stoop and sign on the door 

that said Enter at Your Own Risk. Across the street someone has left a jack o’lantern on a park 

bench. It flickers in the wind then winks out. The street goes dark. Everything falls quiet.  

You have never felt so alone in your life. 

You turn the Closed sign, roll down the shade, and peel the orange flyer taped to the 

glass. Melville’s sixteenth annual Buccaneers’ Ball. Bachelor Auction! Tricks & Treats! Dance 

contest: $500! 

You stare at this for what feels a very long time. 

You are not a great dancer. 

You are not a terrible dancer.   

You are a whole lot better than some guys you can think of. Certainly better than Jonas 

who only ever bopped his head around to the beat and occasionally, when feeling especially 

loose, pumped his fist in the air to the driving final chorus of Van Halen’s ‘Panama.’  

God, you miss him.  

Costumes mandatory. 

You hit the backroom running. 

 

 The stock has been cannibalized, picked clean. You find a rumpled pair of Lederhosen, 

half a Russian cosmonaut (no helmet, no pants), several moth-eaten toupees, and a complete 

Foghorn Leghorn forgotten on a high shelf of the storage room. It stinks of industrial glue and 

old sweat and something else, bacterial and vaguely alive, like Brie.  

You stand for a long time with the suit, counting the cost of public disgrace, at the 

prospect of performing for the finest crop of available men in New England as what? Poultry? 

Why can’t you ever plan ahead?  

Footie’s Trick Shopper mirror gleams in the semi-dark, dormant, misted, a silvered 

sleeping eye. 
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So you reach into Footie’s file cabinet, take two deep swigs of some label-less tobacco-

colored rotgut, snap on pair of yellow tights, and push yourself into fifty-seven pounds of 

feathers, filament, and crackling foam rubber. 

Happy Halloween! 

 

The line outside Melville’s stretches around the block. You have never seen so many men 

in one place in your life, feathered and leathered, dressed to the nines and to the ones, vampires 

and outlaws, gladiators, a bull-baiting toreador, six shirtless Marines, a tattooed Maori warrior 

with a flaming spear and a chilling gleam in his eyes. The chicken suit is heavier than it looks, 

particularly around the rear end where the bulk of it seems to rest. The feet are enormous and 

unwieldy, like huge forked carrots. It is hard to walk. You try. The smell is daunting. You step 

over a smashed pumpkin in the center of the road and move on.  

At the entrance, Lew the bouncer, dressed in Wonder Woman drag, spots you right away. 

He waves you to the head of the line. The crowd jostles, insulted and unruly.  

“Hey, where does that guy think he’s going?”  

“Hey! Where are you going?”  

“Yo! Chicken Boy. Get in line!”  

You are sandwiched between Butch Cassidy and Mad Maxx. You are elbowed and 

kneed. You press on, push ahead. You are a chicken on a mission.  

You are inside.  

“Jesus,” General George Washington says. “Something reeks.” 

The bar traffic cleaves in two. The music thumps overhead. Violet lights pulse and throb. 

Maurice, dressed as an avenging Valkyrie, shoots a Jack Daniels down the bar. You knock it 

back, find your balance, and tell him your big idea.  

“Five hundred will get me this movie. I feel good about this, Maurice. I’m in a dancing 

mood. I want in.”  

The music shifts to something electronic, apocalyptic and relentless. The crowd begins to 

bounce. A large banana walks by. Maurice looks dubious. 

“What’s the matter?” you say.  

“I’m all for you, buddy. But you’re dressed like a chicken. Have you seen what you’re up 

against here? No offense but this crowd wants a show.”  
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“For Chrissake, Maurice. I played the Baron Von Trapp at Maddley Community two 

summers ago. I know how to put on a show.”  

“All right. All right. Break a drumstick, Henry. You’re on.” 

     

The stage lights swirl purple and green. Your competition stands unsmiling against the 

back wall: Han Solo, Rhett Butler, and Tarzan.  

You lift a wing in greeting.  

Only Rhett waves back, a terse flip of the hand. You turn and face the crowd, a swarming 

sea of masked and painted faces, and you before them: The Un-Hunk.  

The Anti-Date.  

The music begins.  

Maurice lifts the microphone. “Contestant number one is Sean Hollis. Sean is twenty 

three, an East Coast Nationals’ triathlete and professional fitness trainer from South Boston. 

Sean likes road trips, rhythm and blues, and a guy looking for a little adventure.”   

Tarzan steps forward.  

The crow goes wild. 

Tarzan pushes out his chest, raises both fists in the air and brings forth a deep, primal 

king of the jungle call. It is an impressive display of lung capacity. Two week in The Sound of 

Music taught you only to yodel. The music comes up hard, the shrieking monkey calls and 

pounding synth-beat blows of Morris Day and the Time’s “Jungle Love.” And Tarzan hits the 

stage dancing. Mane whipping. Hips pumping like a Texas oil rig.  

Tarzan can dance. 

A drunken Friar Tuck torpedoes himself from the crowd and makes a fumbling grab 

before being sucked back into the fray. A plastic beer cup flies through the air, splashing Tarzan 

with foam. He loves it. Wants more, teasing, fingers begging. And the crowd surges forward, a 

great blind wave of bodies flowing toward the stage, the heat of it walloping you like a fist. And 

you feel fear, the sudden gut pump of fear. Oh shit, says Han. And you both press flat against the 

wall.  

Maurice is quieting the crowd.  

“All right! All right, settle down, boys. There’s more where that came from.” 
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Tarzan takes a low bow, grabs a hand towel and wipes himself down. He tosses it into the 

crowd. A shoving match erupts in back. A table is knocked over. The shattering of glass. Chaos 

ricochets at the edge of the room. And you think you hear Maurice saying your name. 

“…twenty four, an actor and Maddley, Connecticut native. Henry enjoys long walks, 

reading by firelight, and the beach in winter. Say hello to Henry Riordan.” 

Someone is nudging you.  

“Go on, buddy,” Han says. “That’s you.”  

It is? 

You step forward. You stare into the haze of lights. They seem to rotate, slowly, in a 

clockwise direction. The crowd is cheering, but it comes to you from faraway. You are up in the 

rafters, high above, looking down on yourself with curiosity and a certain free-floating dread as 

the music comes up — the howling intro to Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” — and you plunge off 

the beams, land back in your body, and find yourself dancing. 

Not quite dancing.  

You are lifting your feet, one and then the other in a sort of earnest step aerobic. It is so 

hard to move in this costume. It is like wearing a 200-pound punching bag. You can’t find the 

beat. Five hundred bucks and your romantic future ride on the next four minutes. Dance, 

chickenboy, dance. A plastic cup bounces off your beak. Gin. You move faster, in circles, 

flapping your wings, and Tarzan comes off the back wall.  

“Let’s hear it for the chicken!”  

Clucks and rooster calls rocket from the back of the bar, a churning blackish tide. You 

can’t see for the sweat and the liquor burning your eyes. You nearly trip over your own feet. 

Three whiskeys tilt the horizon at an inconvenient angle. Tarzan slings an arm over your 

shoulder and turns you toward the crowd.    

“Now who doesn’t like a nice big COCK?”  

The bar erupts. Shrieks and guffaws. Wolf whistles and turkey calls. Face frozen in 

laughter. Mouths open. Fingers pointing. Tarzan thrusts you forward. You shove him back. Fuck 

you, Jack. Howls now, a rolling chorus of boos. The tide turns, is turning. Defeat rising like an 

insurrection. Beer nuts bullet the stage. Soggy orange slices, rotten cherries. You beat back the 

air. The lights pound purple. The music howls to its climax, Michael Jackson shrieking and 

hiccupping, wolves baying, Vincent Price laughing and laughing, and you vomit out FAGGOTS! 
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“YOU FUCKING FAGS!” 

The riot slows, a deep and collective intake of air, a sucking sound. A silence.  

“I hate you all.” 

Chicken. 

Maurice is on stage, braids swinging, torpedo tits gleaming. He hooks an arm under your 

wing, tells you to go outside and get some air. He whispers it into your ear, sternly, lovingly, like 

a father. You stare out at the crowd, eyes burning, heart pounding, goose swirling, and all you 

can think to say is, “Maurice. He’s gone.”  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

 

 

 

Maurice shuttles you drinks out to the parking lot. You sit slumped on a railroad tie and 

listening to a low baying in the distance. Maybe it’s a werewolf. Maybe it’s a lunatic on the 

moors. Maybe you’ll die an idiot’s death here in the parking lot of Melville’s. Do you care? You 

throw back a tequila, a vodka, a rum and something. A pint of Guinness. Make that two. A Jack 

Daniels sound like a good idea. Your spine goes soft. You drift, you dream, you forget. You 

shuck the chicken suit and slouch in a windbreaker, forked feet, and banana-colored tights. Your 

ass an anesthetized donut of humiliation and despair. You barely feel the cold. A drunken lovers’ 

quarrel erupts over by the Dumpster. Driven to tears, Huck Finn is forced to choose once and for 

all between the Riddler and Lurch.  

Story of your life. 

The crunch of gravel and the ripple of plastic and someone is standing alongside you.  

“Nice work, Riordan.” 

You look up, giving your eyes a minute to focus.  

Dougie Lemanski. 

“Oh god. What do you want?” 

Dougie shakes his head and sighs. “Well, you sure now how to piss off a bunch of queers, 

that’s for sure.” He reaches into the pocket of his yellow rain slicker and pulls out a plastic baggy 

and a wedge of rolling papers. He is wearing a red plastic fireman’s cap and big black galoshes. 

No hose. 

“Listen, I don’t like being fucked with, okay? Those guys were assholes.” 

Dougie stares a moment, bug-eyed. “You are dressed like a chicken.” 

“It was the only thing left.” 
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Dougie dribbles marijuana into the cleft of paper, rolls it with quick deft fingers, and 

seals it with a precise flick of his tongue. The music hammers on across the parking lot. 

Overhead the stars dance in triplicate. Dougie takes off his cap and rakes back his damp hair.  

“What the hell time is it anyway?” he says. 

You hold up your wrist. 

“Shit,” Dougie says. 

“Tell me about it.”  

Dougie hands you the joint. You puff away, watch the smoke wander from your lungs 

and drift aimlessly toward the sky. You try not to think about tomorrow. Or the day after. Or the 

day after that. The baying comes again, mournful and distant. You look off into the night. 

After a while you look around.  

“Where the hell’s Kellerman? I thought he was your big date for the night.” 

“Got lucky,” Dougie says.  

You look up. 

“It was the cap,” Dougie says. “It was too small for his big head. All night long it kept 

sliding off and rolling around the floor. After the dance contest he was at the bar getting us 

drinks. Rhett Butler walks by. Brad’s cap slips off. Rhett scoops it up. Rhett looks at it. He tries 

it on. And guess what? It fits. It’s like this perfect fucking fit. So Brad looks at Rhett and Rhett 

looks at Brad and then there’s fireworks and fairy dust and all this shit. Oh, I don’t know…” 

“Damn.” 

Dougie takes the joint, taps it, and shrugs half-heartedly.  

He looks like he is shaped from pizza dough. 

“I’m sorry, Doug.”  

“Listen, a guy like that? I would have done the same thing.”  

You think about this. 

“And so would you,” Dougie says. 

The backdoor bangs open and a gang of costumed drunks falls out. Alice Cooper. Zorro. 

The Pope. Raggedy Andy and the Grim Reaper. They weave out to their cars, laughing and 

stumbling. The night gets quiet. Dougie takes out his keys.  

“Happy Halloween, Riordan.” 

You nod, give him thumbs up. 
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“Coming?” he says. 

You look up. Little Dougie Lemanski. He seems an almost normal height from where you 

are sitting. He wears a red fireman’s cap and a tired, patient, lonely expression. Your legs feel 

detached and faraway. They ache from the cold. Everything aches from the cold. You climb 

slowly to your feet and wait for the blood to warm you. Then you drag your gutted chicken 

carcass out to Dougie’s waiting car. 

 

Dougie Lemanksi stands on a three-legged stool in his kitchen, stirring a pan of 

scrambled eggs at three or four o’clock in the morning. You can’t quite make out the hands on 

the clock above the sink. Thing are a little fuzzy around the edges. You watch Dougie move 

around the room, dragging his stool from corner to corner, reaching down salt and pepper, plates 

and napkins. You’ve never seen Dougie Lemanski’s kitchen before, never considered the fact 

that he may have actually had one. There is a glazed ceramic cookie jar that says: Eat Me. There 

is an oven mitt shaped like a trout. On the refrigerator are a few color photos. You lean in. In one 

a tall balding man stands with his plump smiling wife. They are on the gangplank of a cruise 

ship. They wear Bermuda shorts and white knee socks, around their necks hang instamatic 

cameras and bright pink leis. Between them both, chest high, stands Dougie, maybe eleventh 

grade. 

“Who is this?” you say. 

Dougie comes over, pan of eggs crackling in his hand. “My folks. We went to Oahu for 

my graduation.” 

“Your folks. But they’re both — ” You stop. You think. You say, “Well, older than I 

thought.” 

Dougie stirs the eggs around. 

“Adopted,” he says. “I was adopted. I was born six weeks early. There were some 

problems I guess. My real — my birth mother signed the papers in the hospital. My father. I 

don’t know. He’s just Unknown.” 

You both look at the photo. No one says anything. Then Dougie goes back over to the 

stove and asks if you want ketchup.  

“No. I didn’t realize — I mean, I wondered. No. Thanks. No ketchup.”  
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Dougie scrapes the eggs onto two plates and slides them onto the table. He sets out toast 

and butter and jam. He pulls out a chair and spreads a paper towel across his knee. You both sit. 

Dougie eats with a solemn concentration, arms flat against the table, staring at some invisible 

mid-point in the distance. You sit quietly, stirring the eggs around your plate. 

After a minute, Dougie looks up. “What’s the matter?”  

“Nothing. I don’t know. Breakfast after midnight. Jonas had this thing.” 

Dougie rolls his eyes and mutters something under his breath, something that sounds like, 

Jonas sleeping. 

“Jonas what?” you say. 

Dougie shakes his head. “Nothing. Forget it.” 

“No, Doug. What is it?” 

Dougie sighs and reaches for the salt. “I said: Jonas leaving was the best thing that ever 

happened to you.” 

“Come again?” 

“I said. Jo-nas lea-ving — ” 

“No. I heard you. What is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means he shot your fantasy world right in the head.” Dougie jabs his temples and pulls 

the trigger. “He gave you the straight truth.” 

You sit very still, staring at Dougie across your cold plate of eggs. “What are you talking 

about? Jonas walked out. He never gave me the truth. He never gave me anything. And what do 

you know about it anyway, Doug. Nothing. Not a goddamn thing.” 

“Right. So forget I said anything.”  

“Damn right…” 

Dougie lifts his head. “What did you say?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Bullshit, Riordan. What did you just say?” 

“I said that’s a big insight coming from —” 

“Don’t.” Dougie goes rigid. 

“What?” 

“Don’t, Riordan. I’m warning you.”  

Dougie stares. He doesn’t move a muscle.  
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You reach for a slice of toast. “I’m just saying I think it’s an amusing irony that —”  

Dougie drops his fork and shoves back from the table. He bangs out of the room. 

“Doug.” 

You stare up at the ceiling. 

“Doug!” 

  

In the bedroom, Dougie strips off his sweat-damp T-shirt and kicks a laundry basket 

across the floor. The room is a strewn with laundry and Playgirl centerfolds. Bench press, 

barbells, a toppled lava lamp bubbling a glutinous and primordial green. Over the bed, a pensive 

James Dean stalks the rainy streets of Manhattan.   

“You’re not getting laid tonight Riordan so forget it.”   

“I was just saying — ” 

“FORGET IT!” Dougie kicks a soccer cleat into the closet and mutters something else.   

“Now what?” 

“…” 

“Come on, Doug. Out with it. Be a man.” 

Dougie turns and glares, furious, eyes pulsing. “Okay, Riordan. You want the truth? Here 

it is. Head. Case. Jonas said you were a head case. That’s why he left. He didn’t run away, 

Henry. He escaped.” 

You try to laugh but it catches in your throat, comes out like a strangled squeak.  

“What a crock! You made that up. That is so made-up.” 

“No, Henry. Jonas didn’t love you. Not in the way that you wanted. And guess what? 

You didn’t love him either. Not towards the end anyway. You didn’t even like Jonas anymore. 

You complained all the time. ‘Jonas wasn’t smart enough. Jonas wasn’t ambitious enough. Jonas 

wasn’t romantic enough.’ You looked down on him, Henry. His clothes. His music. His car. No 

one can be everything. No one can be everything you want. What you want, Henry, it doesn’t 

exist.” 

You look around the room, hands at your side, heart slamming in your chest.   

“Jonas never said that. He never…forget it. I’m going. I’m going home. Take me to my 

car.” 

“Jesus, Riordan. I’m not driving anymore tonight. Sleep on the couch.” 
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“Doug.” 

“I’m not!” 

“Fine. I’ll walk.” You look around. “Where are my keys?” 

Dougie mutters, stalks bare-chested out of the room, and clanks around in the kitchen. He 

comes back dangling your keys and slaps them in your palm.  

“Don’t hit a tree.” 

“Right.”  

You fumble, drop the keys. You crack your head on the bureau on the way down. Dougie 

stomps over and snatches the key ring off the carpet. He stuffs it down into his pocket and goes 

back to folding laundry.  

“Give me the keys, Doug.” 

“No.” 

“Doug…” 

“Fuck off.” 

You stalk over and grab Dougie’s wrist. He yanks free. You stare at one another a 

moment. Then you plow him down. You knock Dougie Lemanski to the carpet, the air going out 

of him with a deep soft Uhn! You and Dougie Lemanski roll, crunching over laundry basket and 

centerfold. I want them, I want them, I want him, you are saying, confusing words, meanings, 

your hands fumbling for Dougie’s pockets, but losing their way in the sudden smell of skin and 

smoke and half-remembered sex. Your mouth lifting, grazing, touching down. A soft sweet 

murmur of no, no, no, coming again and again from Dougie’s lips. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

 

 

 

Dougie sleeps the sleep of the innocent, arms thrown open, brow untroubled in the half-

light of morning. You dress in silence. Your head aches from the booze and the cold and the too-

soft mattress. You sit for a moment at the edge of the bed. The room smells of fabric softener 

and locker room maleness, the ghosts of countless others who have dressed and gone before you. 

You tie up your shoes and gather your keys. On the nightstand is a photograph in an old gold 

frame. In it Dougie stands in a light blue rental tuxedo and ruffled shirt. A white carnation 

pinned to his lapel. Above him is the banner that reads Litchfield High Senior Prom.  

He is standing alone. 

You look over. Dougie gazes up at you in the weak gray light. The bed is warm and the 

world is cold. You push yourself into your jacket and shut the door behind you. You walk four 

and half miles before dawn.  

All around Maddley jack o’lanterns lie smashed in the streets.  

 

Dee watches you slope up the lawn. She is sunk in the sofa, wearing her sable, a plastic 

sack of Halloween candy sunk in her lap.  

“You look like hell,” she says. 

“Thanks.” 

Dee nods, tosses you an Almond Joy. You fall into the sofa, clutch the cushions, and let 

out a low slow groan. You are so hung over you think your eyes might fall out. Belle clunks 

down the backstairs in a wooly pink bathrobe and a John Deere ball cap. Dee unwraps a roll of 

Sweet Tarts and pops them like Valium. 

“Get lucky?” she asks. 

“Hardly.”  
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Dee hoists Belle onto her lap and wraps her inside the sable. “Well, it’s not the worst 

thing I can think of. Sometimes not getting lucky is the luckiest thing in the world.”  

Dee pauses a moment. She plucks at the back of your head and holds out some soft white 

fluff.  

“Are you growing feathers?” 

“No. I was a chicken last night. A great big chicken.”  

“Why.” 

You root around your coat pocket and hand Dee the flyer. The Starlite Theatre 

Presents… 

Dee looks it over, one brow lifting in suspicion.  

“Huh,” she says. 

“Huh what?”  

“You think he’s coming back.” 

“No. I don’t think that. Of course not! I’m completely crazy. He might.” 

Dee shakes her head. “You’ve seen too many movies, Hank.” 

“Well, I need six hundred clams or the show won’t go on. God, I hate Hank.” 

“It fits.” 

“Please. Hanks are yokels. Pumpkin farmers and grease monkeys and autistic elementary 

school janitors. Big hearts no brains.” 

“Right,” says Dee. 

Belle tugs your sleeve. “I can do a cartwheel now.” 

You push yourself upright, focus the soft burn of your eyes. “All right. Let’s see this 

cartwheel.” 

Belle hands you her ball cap. She climbs down and positions herself on the lawn, arms 

open, legs apart. She takes a huge breath and looks around. She tilts to the left and falls over.  

“We’re still learning,” Dee says. “Very good honey! Keep working! I’m making meatloaf 

and mashed potatoes tonight, Hank. You like smooth or lumpy?” 

“Lum-pee! Lum-pee!” says Belle. 

“Sure,” you say. “Lumpy sounds good.” 

Dee nods, blow smoke toward the sky. There is a clatter and a bang and Donny trips 

down the backstairs, hurrying across the lawn in his parka. 
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“Well, well, well,” says Dee. “Look who decided to get up today. School started fifteen 

minutes ago, Buster. You’re late.” 

Donny does a slow turn there on the lawn.  

“Ma,” he says. “It’s Sunday.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

 

 

 

Dr. Larry Levi’s waiting room is a cramped and converted living area in a 1950’s split-

level ranch house on Sweet Briar Lane. The modular sofa is slip-covered in plastic. The 

wallpaper is flocked and gold foiled. In one corner stands an algae-thick fish tank. Above it a 

large paint-by-number portrait of a weeping, unshaven clown. Red Skelton, you think. Or maybe 

Emmett Kelley. You are too tired to remember. Or to care. Too frankly humiliated to even be 

afraid. Nothing scares you anymore. Nothing. Not even Dr. Larry Levi who looks an awful like 

Mr. Dean Martin in stethoscope and medical smock. Not even Nurse Barbarella behind the 

beveled glass.  

You shift on the crunching plastic and catch up on this month’s Highlights magazine.  

There are ten things wrong with this picture. Can you spot them? 

You never could. As a boy you never could put your finger on the illogical or the 

misplaced. The moon in broad daylight. The fisherman hooking a saucepan. The blue jay in bow 

tie and high heels. It all seemed perfectly possible. In a different sort of world. One where the 

rules changed from day to day, where adaptation was high art. A world where you saw what you 

needed in order to survive, and if you stared long enough — POOF ! — there it was before your 

eyes, substantial and whole, heart beating and alive.  

Look long enough and even a frying pan can resemble a fish. 

Dr. Levi calls you in. He helps Hugo Oz into his long tweed coat and points him to the 

front room. You tell Oz you’ll be right there. In the cramped examination room you stand 

alongside a life-sized illustration of a flayed man: lavender heart, clotted brain, nerve endings 

tingling and exposed. 

Levi shuts the door. 

He asks if you know of any surviving relatives or family members. 
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You don’t. 

He asks if you know about Oz’s insurance coverage, his financial condition, his 

willingness to enter long-term assisted care.  

You don’t.  

“Tell me what you do know,” Levi says, guiding you to a seat.  

“Well, not much really. He forgets things, Hugo. He gets confused sometimes. He thinks 

I’m someone else — Aaron, his son. He sees me, but he sees Aaron. Just standing there. He asks 

questions. I answer back. Is that all right?” 

Levi clears his throat, begins scribbling on a small white prescription pad.  

“What?” You say. “What is it?” 

“Don’t know yet. What we’re looking at — an illness like this — it can take all sorts of 

forms. It’s tricky. Hugo’s going to need more tests. More substantial tests than I have here. I’m 

setting him an appointment for this Wednesday.”  

Levi hands you an appointment card for the Fair Oaks Diagnostic Imaging Center in New 

Haven. 

“Well, what am I supposed to do?” you say. 

“Get him there,” Levi says. “And make sure he starts taking this everyday.” He tears a 

sheet from the prescription pad and holds it out. Levi stands and begins shuffling papers into a 

manila folder. “I’ve known Hugo forty-two years. He doesn’t come in for check-ups and he 

never asks for help. It’s a miracle you got him here at all. Keep an eye on things and I’ll see what 

else I can come up with. In the meantime stay in touch and call whenever you need me.” 

Levi moves toward the door.  

You are on your feet. 

“Wait. Wait a minute! I can’t do this. Be responsible like this. Listen, I’m just a tenant. 

I’m just the driver here. I’m not the kind of person who could handle — who should handle these 

kinds of — Look, there’s got to be someone else.”  

“Like who?” says Levi. 

“I don’t know. Someone. Out there.” You point at the wall.  

Levi stares a moment then takes a slow patient breath. He has had this conversation with 

too many people over too many years. There is a long silence between you. You look at the 

prescription sheet. The handwriting is terrible. Nurse Barbarella raps at the door.  
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“Mrs. Stonehouse is ready,” she says.  

Levi lays a hand on your shoulder. “You’re going to do just fine, Henry.” 

“I don’t know yet. I don’t know about any of this!”  

Levi opens the door. 

What else is there to do? 

You walk through it. 

 

You wander the aisles of McKenzie’s Pharmacy, trying to think. You feel dizzy, dry 

mouthed. Your arms and legs feel electrocuted. The pharmacy is too hot, a current of dry heat 

blasts from the dusty vents overhead. Oz shuffles behind you giving other customers the evil eye.  

“Stop that,” you say. 

“Well, I don’t like it here,” says Oz. 

“Well, I’m sure the feeling is mutual.” 

You uncoil your scarf and pick up a small plastic pillbox. The days of the week are 

marked across the top in small blue tiles. You toss it into the hand basket. You pick up 

toothpaste, shaving cream, fresh razors, a crossword puzzle book, and The Saturday Evening 

Post. Not so hard. It is like preparing someone for a long trip.  

When the prescription is ready you walk to the back of the store. Behind the register is 

Freddie Rubenstein. Good god. You have not seen him since high school. He looks exactly the 

same. He adjusts his glasses and rings up the total with the same sad wounded air of the Algebra 

Club president he used to be. You lay your purchases on the counter and stand off to one side, 

reading in the ingredients on the back of a box of cough drops while Freddie rings up the total. 

“It’s t-t-two for one,” he says. 

You look up.  

He points at the cough drop display and repeats himself. “We’re running a special. For c-

c-cold season.”  

Freddie Rubenstein was two years behind you at Maddley High, a mathematically 

inclined overachiever and terrible stutterer. You teased him mercilessly behind his back, called 

him J-J-J-Jewbenstein to approving howls of laughter at the jock table in the lunchroom. It 

always made you a little sick afterwards. But it was every man for himself in those days.  

It spared you the nickname faggot. 
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“Oh right,” you say. “No thanks.”  

You point over at Oz who is writing out his check with a slow deliberate hand. Freddie 

nods, catching the drift, and you glance around the store. Music plays overhead, a Muzak version 

of ‘Satisfaction.’ You wish Oz would hurry the hell up. If anyone else spots you two together 

you will die. Freddie begins bagging purchases. 

“Guess who w-w-was in here yesterday?” he says. 

“Who?” 

“Tony Amilotti.” 

“Amilotti. God. I remember that guy. What a putz. What a meathead! Remember when 

he lost fifty cents in the Coke machine and tried to sue the school?”   

Freddie laughs, nods his head around, and you laugh too, relieved to have discovered 

someone even more hopeless in high school than ether of you. He seems like a decent guy then, 

Freddie, and it crosses your mind to apologize. To repent of all those years of cruelty and self-

hatred and verbal abuse. High school seems so long ago though. And would you even know what 

to say? Oz is bent over the checkbook. This is taking forever. You repeat the dollar amount. Oz 

makes a strange sound, like a dove cooing. You see only the dark oval of his fedora, the bent 

hook of his unmoving hand over the signature line. It takes you a moment to realize what is 

happening, a terrible moment. Hugo Oz cannot recall his name. 

So you give the answer. 

“Hugo,” you say. “Hugo Oz.”   

And Freddie Rubenstein laughs.  

It is a terrible sound, a braying snort that reverberates through the store. You stare into 

Freddie’s face. Your mouth hangs open like the unwitting victim of a practical joke. You heart 

begins to beat and everything suddenly shrinks away. Freddie. The register. The too-hot 

pharmacy. All of Maddley. Until you left standing in some nether region of depthless black. 

Hugo Oz is shaking, choking back an awful sound. The hairs on your arms are standing on end. 

Someone on line is clearing their throat. You pull out your wallet and pay for everything in fast 

fumbling cash. You grab the pharmacy bag and walk Oz to the door, quickly, quietly, like two 

shady characters escaping the scene of a crime. 
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You park on the hill and stare up at the mansion. Dry leaves swirl across the porch. The 

screen door slaps open and shut in the wind. You don’t what to say. 

“Could use a coat of paint,” you try. 

If Oz hears this he doesn’t acknowledge it. He sits motionless in the passenger seat, like 

an exhausted commuter on a stalled train. You grip the wheel as if you were still moving, as if 

you were going somewhere.  

“There’s a new woman upstairs,” you say. “Her name is Dee.” 

Oz looks at you as if seeing you for the first time. “Does she make too much noise?” 

“No. She makes meatloaf. It’s pretty good.” 

“Meatloaf I can live without,” says Oz. 

“Well, it’s better than a mayonnaise sandwich. It’s better than nothing. Anyway. 

Everything is going to be fine.” 

The words just fall out. They rattle and clink like a box of carnival trinkets spilling to the 

ground. Oz looks off as if he has heard nothing at all. You want to shrink away. Shrivel up. 

When it comes to sympathetic wisdom you are rank amateur. A fraud. What do you know about 

‘everything’ anyway? You want everything to be okay. You want Oz to reassure you of this. He 

holds his pharmacy bag on his lap like a small valise. 

“I used to enjoy a pastrami on rye,” he says. “Zola’s on East 24th Street in New York.” 

“New York. I’ve never even been to New York.” 

Oz looks through the smear of windshield. He says, “It’s large.” 

You shrug, watch leaves tumble across the hill. “I was supposed to move there. I was 

supposed to be some big actor.” 

“Show people,” says Oz. 

“Yes,” you say.   

Show people The people of show. There’s no business like show business. The show 

must go on. Oz gathers his pharmacy bag and climbs out.  

“Wait!” You dig around in your pocket and pull out the appointment card. “We have to 

be in New Haven at on Wednesday. I’ll have to get the afternoon off from work.” 

“Wednesday,” says Oz. “I’ll write it out.”  

“Do you want me to check in? Would you like me to stop by?” 

Oz stands on the hill, a small pale figure set against the towering old house.  
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“No,” he says. 

 

Late, late at night you drive out to the Starlite Theatre. You sit on the hood of your car. 

You gaze up at the screen. The Big Dipper hangs above it, cold and glittering. Everything you 

know about love you have learned from the movies. It begins with a chance meeting — a missed 

train, a wrong turn, a clownish bump between star-crossed opposites on the steps of the college 

campus, your too-many textbooks spilling to the ground. Cue soundtrack. Key lighting. The deus 

ex machina of love.  

And something begins to coalesce there on the screen, a September afternoon in silvery 

gray, when summer lingered on into fall. Jonas catching a football on the front yard. And you, 

two years younger, tumbling into view, tackling Jonas into the grass. He goes down easy, 

through he is broader than you in the shoulders, stronger in his legs. He holds the ball above him, 

plays keep away as the camera closes in on his face. He is beautiful to watch, beautiful in his 

body and his smile and those loose long hands that palm the ball so effortlessly, laughing and in 

love. It is unmistakable there on the screen. Jonas on his back and you above him, your faces 

straining with exertion and joy, your hands fumbling for the ball that you will never reach even 

as the image crackles and the memory dissolves and the picture goes out. It just gives up. And 

you are alone. And in the dark. 

Jonas, come back. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

 

 

 

Dee is raking leaves in the front yard. She pauses a moment to watch as you carry your 

television, your VCR, then your microwave out to the car.  

“Going somewhere?” she asks. 

“No, I’m just unloading a few things. Who needs all this stuff anyway? I’m downsizing.” 

Dee’s brow rises in question but she says nothing. She goes back to raking.  

You go back for the coffee pot and the digital alarm. Two house gifts you purchased back 

in the early days when Jonas was forever oversleeping and receiving angry calls from work. You 

return for the portable stereo that you both went in on and the vacuum cleaner he used exactly 

twice. It is as if you are liquidating pieces of the past in order to buy back a future.  

You load everything into the trunk of your car.  

Belle clomps down the backstairs in bathrobe and cowboy boots and tugs the hem of your 

shirt. She asks you to come upstairs and watch her eat waffles. One day she will be famous for 

her waffle eating, she says, and the opportunity while still available to the public at large should 

not be missed. You agree but tell her the timing is all wrong. You’re running late.  

Belle puts both hands on her hips and scowls. 

“I’m sorry, Belle. I love waffle watching but I have transactions here. Negotiations. I 

think I can clear five hundred on these goods. I have twenty two in savings. If I cut back on 

groceries this week we’re home free.”  

You hand her a flyer to which you have added a wispy pencil sketch of Vincent Price.  

“Spread the news and save me a waffle, doll face. I’ll be home by dark.” 

Belle folds her arms. “Big deal,” she says. “Who knows it.” 
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At Pawtucket Pawn-N-Pay out on Route 9 a man named Roy Hubert offers you a grand 

total of one hundred dollars and eleven cents for all your earthly appliances and electronic 

possessions. Nowhere near the five hundred you had expected or hoped. You stand at the 

counter, shocked, insulted, then theatrically enraged. It takes a little build-up.  

You tell Mr. Roy Hubert these here are some primo goods. 

“Primo,” he says. “Right.” 

You tell him these primo goods have a lot of sentimental value, too. A lot. 

“Sentimental,” he says. “Sure.” 

You make it very clear to Roy that you are free to take your business elsewhere.  

“Fine,” Roy says, and he pushes your toaster oven back across the counter.  

Later, you sit in the parking lot and count your cash. It looks fake. Too crisp. Too 

brightly green. Holding it makes you feel dirty, cheap, as if you have sold yourself for three 

twenties and a few tens. Outside the morning is wintry and gray. You sit in the parking lot and 

watch other luckless men wander into the shop. Alcoholics. Addicts. Ex-cons. They carry in 

boxes of ammunition, the family silver, their children’s toys.  

Are you one of them? 

You look at the cash in your hand.   

You wonder if this isn’t really about Jonas after all. You wonder if this really isn’t even 

about love. What might it be? What are you looking for? 

A rap at the windows startles you. A huge bearded man is mouthing something you 

cannot hear. He rattles the door handle. He is pointing at the cash. Quick. Lock the door. Turn on 

the radio. Drive away. Speed to work like a stock car driver, letting no one pass you, letting no 

one in your lane.  

 

Returns week is hell. Footie is too cheap to send out for cleaning so you spend the long 

afternoons buried beneath an avalanche of soiled rental costumes. Wine spills. Cigarette burns. 

Guacamole dip. You scrub and spritz and spray. You work with needle and thread. In pockets 

and hems you find spare keys, random phone numbers, a monogrammed flask, a small round tin 

of Royal Kiwi shoe polish in mink oil black. You snap it open, sniff. You press a thumb into the 

soft wax. You label a shoebox “Lost and Found” and arrange everything inside, neat as a coffin. 
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You reach for the lid and there between a rabbit’s foot keychain and the tin of polish a 

very small Hugo Oz appears. You lean in. He is jointed and strung like a marionette. Someone 

has dressed him in the baggy black clothes of a Hasidic Jew. He wears a small knit cap and the 

dark squiggle of earlocks like those on a doll. In one hand he grips a hammer, in the other a 

paper lily.  

The eyes click open. 

You leap back. 

Footie bangs out of the backroom with an armload of pilgrim knickers and tomahawks. 

He tells you to hurry it up already. He says there is a shipment of rubber turkeys due in at noon. 

You slide back over to the box. 

Hugo Oz is gone.   

 

Your apartment looks ransacked, shaken loose. The shape of the missing television is 

traced on the wall in dust, the stereo console only a jumble of extension cords and spare wires. 

You walk from room to room and examine the new layout. The old couch and the battered 

recliner and the yard sale coffee table take on the look of a bad set piece from a high school 

theatrical production: The Man Who Went Berserk, Sold Everything, and Lived Quite Alone.  

On the milk crate your answering machine blinks a red eye. 

You hit play. 

“Hi. I’m just calling to say hi. There’s a chicken suit under my bed. Thought you might 

want to know. I’m home. I’m making spaghetti tonight. If you’re hungry I thought we could…I 

don’t know we could have dinner and watch a movie together. Or something. We could just 

watch TV. Jesus, it’s cold out, isn’t it? It got so cold all of a sudden. Hey, that chicken suit reeks, 

Riordan. Anyway. So call me. Okay?” 

You hit erase.  

You wander into the kitchen to fix some coffee then remember there’s no coffeemaker. 

There’s no toaster oven and no microwave either. Loneliness and hunger appear at the kitchen 

sink, fraternal twins dressed in rags. Loneliness would like a cocktail. Hunger suggests a quick 

rigorous unloading with Troy Allen.  

You walk into the hall and open the closet door. You stare in at all the cassettes, Troy 

gazing back from the covers. But what good is he now? With no tubes, no wires, nothing to give 
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him life? You gather the tapes in an armful, stalk into the kitchen and dump them into the trash. 

Something like relief washes over you, an unburdening across the bones of your chest. You go 

back for more. You gather up back issues of Car & Driver, Christmas wrapping paper, dime-

store science fiction paperbacks. You stuff everything down in the trash and stamp it down with 

a foot. You walk into the bathroom and flip on the light.  

Jonas’ sweat sock lies curled in the corner.  

You stare at it a moment, the blood banging in your veins. You shut the light and hurry 

out of the room, out of the house, not even bothering to lock the door behind you. There is 

nothing left to steal. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

 

 

 

Dougie looks shocked to see you. He opens the door on your tentative, equally shocked 

face. You are shivering on his front porch in a T-shirt and jeans. You keep forgetting to dress for 

the weather.  

“Hey,” Dougie says.  

“Hi.” 

“Wow.” 

“Yup.” 

This goes on for a minute or two until Dougie seems to register you there in the flesh, and 

invites you in. He says he is just finishing dinner. He says he didn’t expect you. He didn’t expect 

you at all.   

“Sorry,” you say. “I should have called. I can’t find my phone. I don’t know. I think I 

sold it.” 

Dougie nods as if this was the most natural explanation in the world. You follow him into 

the kitchen, small and warm, crackling with the scent of roasting garlic and oregano. There is 

opera playing on a small portable cassette player on the counter, Puccini you think. Dougie sets 

about stirring pots and pans, adjusting the flame on the stove.  

He holds up a bottle of wine in a little wicker basket. 

“No,” you say, “thanks. Sure. I mean, okay.”   

Dougie stares a moment. “You all right, Riordan.”  

“Yeah. I don’t know. What a day. What a few days. What a week. You know?” 

“Sure,” he says. 

You sit, fall into a seat.  
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You’re not exactly sure why you’ve come. You don’t want to be alone. Not in that cold 

empty pillaged apartment. You don’t know how you’ll ever go back. You don’t know what the 

future holds. The days head feel murky, dark, slightly sinister.  

Dougie hands you three fingers of dark wine in a water glass and you knock it back — 

tart, vinegary, like a rough slap to the stomach — and you feel somewhat better, less frozen, less 

afraid. You droop in your seat, let out a long slow whistle like a man who has narrowly escaped 

death. On the kitchen table Dougie sets out a big blue bowl of steaming linguine in clam sauce. 

He comes back with a mixed green salad, Bermuda onion, chopped celery, and yellow pepper. 

He pulls a loaf of garlic bread steaming from the oven. He sets out a plate, a fork, a spoon and a 

neatly folded napkin.  

You stare at it, not exactly sure what to do. 

“So eat,” says Dougie.  

So you do. You eat like a man who hasn’t seen food in weeks. You eat until everything 

on the table is gone. 

 

After dinner you and Dougie watch television from opposite ends of his couch. That is, 

you watch the light coming off the screen. You can’t be sure what it is you are watching. Funny 

beautiful people doing funny beautiful things. There is a laugh track and a lot of commercials. 

During a mouthwash advertisement you tell Dougie you’re sorry for everything that happened 

the other night.  

“What other night?” he says. 

“Halloween. When I got so drunk.” 

“Oh,” Dougie says quietly. He shrugs. “It’s all right.” 

“No. It was rotten of me. I was really in a bad way. I didn’t mean to —”  

You stop right there. You don’t know what it is you didn’t mean to do. To get so drunk? 

To lash out? To end up in bed? All of it? None of it? Dougie shrugs and plays with the remote 

control. He grows quiet, uncomfortable. You both do. An orange tabby circles into the room and 

sniffs the air, curious. Dougie slaps the sofa and the tabby wanders over and makes the leap. 

“I didn’t know you had a cat,” you say.  

“Yeah. Clint. I found him out behind the Dumpster at Melville’s about a year ago. He 

was just a kitten and starving. Now he’s fat and in love with the Irish Setter next door, Bruce.” 
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“Your cat is gay?” 

“And how.” 

You reach over and scratch around Clint’s collar of fluff. He purrs and stretches and 

when he’s had enough he bounds away. You and Dougie watch him trot out of the room. There 

is a lull and you are suddenly aware of being alone again with Dougie Lemanski. In his living 

room. On his couch. No one says a word. A tabloid news program comes on. An apartment 

complex in Israel catches fires and collapses to the ground. A woman cries for her missing son. 

You and Dougie watch as if it were another shampoo commercial. And just when you begin to 

think about finding your keys and going home Dougie Lemanski does the strangest thing. He 

moves toward you and lays his head in your lap. It shocks you more than anything that has 

happened in the last month. Since the day Jonas walked out. You don’t know what to make of it. 

There is no groping, no sexual advancement implied. Dougie just lies there, his cheek against 

your thigh. The woman on the television is pleading with the cameraman. The light from the 

television fills the room. And you sit there, not moving, barely even breathing, watching in 

wonder as the world comes apart. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

 

 

 

The Fair Oaks Diagnostic Imaging Center is housed in a low reflective concrete medical 

complex on New Haven’s west side. A twisted steel sculpture and a line of blasted hemlocks 

mark its entrance. The air is cold as razors. Oz stands at check-in, toy small and wondering, 

overcoat buttoned snugly, fedora in hand. He looks like an old émigré disembarking at Ellis 

Island. The nurses, all tight-faced and busty, push clipboards and forms around with a brisk, 

antiseptic efficiency. You gather the forms and sit in a molded plastic chair. Oz takes the seat 

beside you. You ask the questions. Oz gives the answers. When he cannot summon a response 

you move on to the next line. Crepe paper turkeys twirl in slow revolutions overhead. The banner 

reads “Let Us Give Thanks.” You look over at Oz.  

Thanks for nothing.  

The hour drive to New Haven had been tense and silent. Oz had met you on his front 

porch at the appointed hour, grim and stiff as an old owl. You had been fifteen minutes late and 

though Oz said nothing you knew it irked him. Despite his occasional lapses into fantasy land 

there is about him a decorous, restrained, and Old World air. He carries an antique Bristol pocket 

watch on a thin gold chain. He does not enjoy relying on anyone for anything, particularly those 

who are needlessly chatty and often late. He regards you with all the warmth and personality of a 

boarding school headmaster. You regard him with detached cordiality and a certain pity. 

You slide the forms back over the counter. A mounted television blares an afternoon talk 

show about marital infidelity. The studio audience erupts into cheers. You and Oz watch in 

silence. A nurse steps from the shining steel doors and shouts Hugo Oz! to the hall. Oz inches 

forward and struggles to his feet. He fingers the brim of his felt hat. He looks afraid or uncertain, 

and you do your best. 

“I’ll be right here,” you say. “I’ll be waiting right here.”  
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Oz nods and follows the woman out. The doors flash shut behind him like the portal to an 

alien space craft. The talk show becomes another talk show. A nurse taps the computer keys. An 

endangered wildlife calendar marks out the days in long uninterrupted rows. November is lined 

but blank, week after week laid out in precise identical style. The talk show becomes a game 

show. The numbers spin. The contestants weep. 

Today you are twenty-five. 

 

On the hillside hard yellow apples collect in piles and drifts, worm spotted and smelling 

of cider, picked at absently by a murder of crows. The birds have grown fat and insolent with no 

predators to keep them at bay. They peck and fight and shriek mercilessly as you help up Oz up 

the flaking porch steps to his house.  

“You ought to get a cat,” you say. “Next thing you know those birds will be inside, eating 

you out of house and home.” 

“If they like Gold’s Borscht,” he says, “they’re welcome to it.”  

Oz fumbles with his keys, searching through a clinking nest of spare and duplicates on a 

large brass ring, keys for properties he no longer owns or manages. Watching him you are 

suddenly reminded. You shuffle through your coat pocket and hold out your blue pay envelope.  

“Here it is. November’s rent. All of it. On time.”  

Oz looks at the envelope then goes back to sorting keys.  

“Keep it,” he says. 

“What?” 

Oz turns toward you, his face weirdly flushed in the dim of the porch, a purplish brown, 

as if he had been working long hours in the sun. And you wonder exactly they did at the clinic. 

“You have done me a service,” Oz says. “I will repay.” 

You hold the envelope, unmoving.  

“Well, that’s very kind. But I really don’t think — ” 

Oz pushes the money back toward you.  

“I will need you again,” he says.  

 

The gazebo on the village green leaks in the rain. A slow trickle comes through the roof 

boards, misting the back of your neck, collecting on the collar of your coat. All the bright leaves 
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have been torn from the trees, the chestnuts and box elders and maples. From where you sit you 

can see the crooked intersection where Main Street meets Elm, Village Stationery’s striped 

awning, the Maddley Barber Shop’s striped pole. A little further away to the west the tall white 

face of St. Sebastian’s and the old cemetery on the hill. You have been in Maddley so long you 

could walk these streets blind and never miss a step, never even touch the curb. For a long time 

you believed life was elsewhere. That contentment was a not too distant city and that desire 

alone could get you there. Part of you still believes this. Part of you always will. You found 

contentment in the City of Jonas and he with you, until he found it elsewhere. You envy him. 

You ache for him. You would give anything to wake in another town, another city, the past light 

years behind you.  

You are holding six hundred twenty dollars and fifty-five cents.  

Not very much money. But enough to leave Maddley. To get in your car and just drive 

away. The feeling dawns across you with wonder and dread like a man contemplating the hoax 

of his own disappearance, his own death. Irresponsible. Selfish. But brave. You push the thought 

away but it returns, stares up at you from the back of your mind like a pair of unblinking eyes.  

The wind pushes down curtains of rain, cold, and a figure slopes across the green, 

slouched and hooded in his too-big vinyl parka. It is Donny. He stops under a tree, lights a 

cigarette — he does not see you — and puffs toward the clouds. He looks so misplaced, so sad 

and poor and street tough among the venerable old trees and whitewashed backdrop of Maddley. 

A girl appears, almost out of nowhere. Chubby faced and dressed in a dirty pink parka, she meets 

Donny under the tree. They talk. He flicks away his cigarette and they stand close. Donny 

tugging down her hood, pulling it low over her eyes. She bats him away, playfully, and you 

watch as they come together, she lifting on her toes, he bending to meet her, and kiss, ah yes, 

kiss. And it comes to you this way: No matter where you go, no matter how far away you drive 

that is the one thing — the only thing — you will ever seek to find.     

 

You find Frances nursing a Gin Rickey at the Blue Rose on Pier Street, the oldest harbor 

front dive in all of Maddley, a place you have spent many a Friday night while Jonas slopped his 

dinner, drank his paycheck in Guinness, and talked big about one day opening his own garage. 

Above the bar you’ll find the lucky bill you both signed the day he moved in. Alongside the 

payphone the carved expletive the night he moved out. Frances looks up from her book, a 
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library-loan biography on Chaplin. She is seated in a battered wingback chair, reading by a small 

cold fire. 

“You’re all wet,” she says. 

“That’s putting it mildly.”  

You drop into the hard Victorian sofa adjacent, a cloud of dust taking to the air, and peel 

out of the soaked sleeves of your jacket. You drop the envelope on the table.  

“Here it is. Six hundred smackers. Take it before I change my mind.” 

Frances glances at the envelope, then up at you. “Well, don’t look so happy about it.” 

“I am.” You grin down her book. “Speak.”  

“I sold the toaster oven. The alarm clock. Coffee pot. Stereo. Microwave. Vacuum 

cleaner. The phone too, I think. But it may just be under the bed. Who knows? It was all so much 

easier to get rid of than I thought and now that it’s gone…” 

“You don’t miss him as much.” 

“That and he’s going to have to replace an awful lot of stuff when he gets back. I think 

Hugo Oz is dying.” 

“Excuse me?” says Frances. 

“Hugo Oz. I’ve been taking him around for some tests. Just driving him around. He has 

some…something. Alzheimer’s maybe. I don’t know. I feel scared. I feel sad for him.” 

Frances leans back in her chair. She tries to look only curious but the news has unsettled 

her. You can see it her eyes, and you wonder if it was a mistake to say anything at all.  

“I didn’t know old Hugo was still around,” she says. “I haven’t seen him in years. I used 

to know Eva some time ago, when they first came to town. This is terrible news, Henry.”  

“I know it. He lives all by himself in that big old house on Talmadge Hill with all these 

crows and cobwebs and crazy clocks like some character out of Poe, and no one knows about it. 

No one even knows he exists. I mean, what happens to people?”  

“We grow old,” Frances says. “We wear out.” 

“And then what.”  

Frances pauses. “I’m not so sure,” she says. 

You stare in the dull blue fire as if for an answer. Your face grows warm, the sleeves of 

your sweater damp and scratchy.  
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“I want to believe in something,” you say. “I want to know…for sure…I don’t know all 

what.” 

The room falls quiet. The fire snaps and hisses. Someone in the kitchen drops a plate. 

“I’m a lapsed Catholic,” Frances says, somewhat apologetically. 

“I’m a lapsed nothing. I never even had the chance to be disillusioned.” 

“Well, that’s something.” 

“I guess.” 

The fire dwindles, licks the last of the embers, and you remember hearing a story once 

about the followers of Christ. How tongues of fire appeared above their heads in the days after 

his death and they all believed. But that was so long ago. When angels walked the earth. When 

chariots rolled across the open sky. When the dead could be brought back to life.  

The fire winks out. A wind comes down the flue, scatters ashes.  

Frances holds up the envelope on the table. “Henry, are you sure about this?” 

“Yeah. Sure. Sure I’m sure. It’s a great movie, right? It’s a real classic.” 

“Gene Tierney,” she says.  

“Vincent Price.”  

Frances looks at you, her brow gathering in question.  

“Jonas had this thing — ” you say. 

Frances reaches for your arm. “Henry,” she says, pressing lightly. “I know.” 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

 

 

 

The Starlite Theatre Presents 

Laura 

Starring Gene Tierney and VINCENT PRICE! 

Saturday, November 25, 8 p.m. 

Tickets: $5 per carload 

 

You are standing under Village Stationery’s tattered green awning, passing out flyers to 

the milling crowds, as the Maddley High School homecoming parade crash up East Main. The 

marching band is shrill and out of step. The twirlers keep dropping their batons. The afternoon is 

crowded and restless and very warm for November. Dee and Belle stand in a patch of sunlight by 

the curb. Dee wears a pink angora sweater, dark sunglasses, her hair in a ponytail. She looks 

fresh and very young and talks at a rapid pace, tugging at a beehive of cotton candy the color of 

the flawless sky. She has just taken a part-time bookkeeping job at Grosskopf’s Lumber. The 

foreman there, a man named Gil Bennett, has asked her out to the Bowl & Brew this Wednesday. 

She has agreed. This has presented some problems however with Bud Fontana, her direct 

supervisor, who has asked her to see a rhythm and blues band playing in Oakdale the very same 

night. Then there is Mick Rutledge, the Tom-Selleck-handsome general contractor in town, who 

has been dropping by Dee’s cubicle twice a week with tickets to the upcoming Harvard/Yale 

game.  

“Spare me,” you say. 

“Spare you what?” says Dee.   
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“Gil? Mick? Bud? Who are these guys? They all sound like meatheads.” You thrust a 

flyer at a passing couple and watch the senior float creak by, a gigantic papier-mâché turkey with 

its head on the block. Belle looks up at you and points.   

“Get off it, Hank,” Dee says. “You don’t even know them.” 

“Well, I can just tell. A name says a lot. Besides, you work with these guys. You 

shouldn’t get involved. It’s a bad idea.” 

Dee gets quiet and a dark edgy atmosphere descends. A line of geriatric Rotarians weave 

down the block, followed by an obese bearded clown tossing hard candy into the crowd. A small 

boy dashes out into the street and is nearly plowed under by a flotilla of zigzagging dune 

buggies. The crowd lets out a collective gasp, a long slow Whoooa…. 

Above this charming provincial tableau hovers the image of Dee in a lumberman’s 

hirsute embrace. You feel threatened, invaded. You are annoyed by Dee’s choices. You are 

jealous of them. You want everything and nothing and you can’t make up your mind. The bass 

drum booms. The crowd cheers. A convertible Oldsmobile packed with drunk bellowing varsity 

athletes rumbles by. The sight of their rough strong bodies and square handsome fills you with 

loneliness and longing and the fierce hard desire to be screwed.   

“I’m hungry,” you announce to no one. “I need something real to eat.” 

Dee shrugs, looks off. You pat little Belle and stalk off through the crowd. You heave 

into the Hungry Yankee, wave hello to Ellie and Alice behind the counter. All of Maddley is 

here, chatting parents, gushing majorettes, feverish parade-goers. You grab a bag of crinkle 

chips, a box of glazed donuts, and a big greasy corn dog on a popsicle stick. You get in line. 

Three customers ahead of you is Dougie. You are sort of glad to see him, relieved actually, like 

spotting a familiar face in an angry mob. You’d like to get out of here, you think. Maybe grab a 

beer down at Melville’s. Maybe go for a drive. You move around to tug Dougie’s sleeve, but 

notice he is talking with someone. A guy in a University of Connecticut letterman jacket. They 

are laughing together, chuckling into their fists. After a moment Dougie sort of inches around 

and sees you there. 

“Oh hi, Henry. What’s up?” 

“Not much.” You hold up your corn dog, your crinkle chips. 

Dougie nods. “We’re just catching some lunch before the hayrides. Want to join us?” 

Us? 

 
 
 

106 



You look over at U. Conn. He looks at you. He has dark wavy hair, bright blue eyes and a 

chiseled chin right out of central casting. He is a dead ringer for Troy Allen. He smiles at you, 

blankly. He does not know who you are. Do you? There is long strained silent moment in which 

you realize that Dougie is on a date. He has met someone. He is not Alone. 

“That’s okay,” you say. 

“You sure?” says Dougie. 

You shrug and smile, the lower half of your face tightening into a death’s head grin. 

“Next!” says Ellie. And you watch Dougie turn back toward the counter and order for two. You 

stand at the back of the line. People move forward and around you. Hey, are you in line? You set 

all your purchases back on the shelf and wander outside. Crowds of people are cheering. Clouds 

of confetti rain down. The marching band plays The Star Spangled Banner.  
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

 

 

 

We are all going to die. 

Levi holds the CAT scan plates to the light box. The scalloped and bifurcated cauliflower 

of Oz’s cerebellum is marred by a T-shaped blight at the very center of his medial temporal lobe, 

a small blue fluorescence deep within the hippocampus. A series of images taken from various 

angles, they might be distant NASA satellite photos of tropical storm Old Timers. Where did it 

come from? And how did it begin? Toxic chemical excess. A genetic time bomb. The slow 

spread of an undiscovered virus. No one seems to know. Oz seems interested only in the Cameo 

apples collecting on his front lawn. He asks if you’ll help gather them later. He wants Eva to 

bake a pie before his boy gets home from school.  

There’s going to be a party. 

Oz’s membership in the present spirals in and out at odd and unchartable intervals. You 

have learned to be flexible, spontaneous, a bit freewheeling, a loose-limbed actor under the 

tutelage of a temperamental and erratic director. You are good at this. Oz recognized you 

immediately upon arrival, called you by name, buttoning his overcoat coat while telling of the 

cold front on its way, his plans to put up the storm shutters next week, to stock up on canned 

goods, to donate chocolates and wool blankets to the Red Cross.  

It was fifteen minutes into the conversation before you realized it was 1948.  

Later, in the car outside Levi’s office, Oz grows quiet and apologizes for the mistake. 

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I just can’t make heads or tails of it sometimes.” 

Levi gives you a list of instructions, a chart of symptoms to monitor, three more 

prescriptions to fill. Drugs with malevolent sounding names, like dark lords of the underworld. 

Rivastigmine. Donepezil. Galantamine. Each with a realm of nefarious side effects all their own. 

Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, anorexia, rupture of the esophagus. Anything could happen at any 
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time and you, Henry Riordan, you are in charge. You look over at Oz, rummaging through the 

empty pockets of his coat. You want to run into the street, shouting for help. Instead you stare at 

the box of tongue depressors, depressed. Levi lays a hand on your shoulder, says you are doing a 

fine job, Henry, just fine. He gives you his home number and sees you to the door.      

 

You bear Oz home in an aggrieved silence and spend the afternoon following him around 

the hill with a brown paper sack while he stoops and gathers mealy yellow apples as if gold coins 

had dropped from the sky. He seems utterly content in this fairyland of his unmaking. You let 

him be. The weekend’s warm front has vanished now and the unfriendly sprites of winter spin 

down through the air, freezing your face, stinging your eyes. In the distance Maddley nestles 

down in its muzzy mantle of wood smoke and decaying leaves.  

You are getting hungry.  

It is getting late.  

When it’s time for Oz’s first round you walk him up the front steps and sit him at the 

kitchen table. You fill a water glass at the sink and set it on the table. You read Levi’s 

handwritten instructions and begin counting out candy-colored pills from a host of identical 

looking vials. Oz studies the map of veins on the back of his hands. The kitchen is a mess. Old 

issues of the Weekly Word are piled on empty chairs. The sink is full of dishes. The windows 

need washing. You should feel differently about all this, patient and compassionate as a saint of 

old. You don’t. All you can think about is Dougie with Troy Allen. 

Dee and her lumberjack. 

You and Hugo Oz? 

How did this happen. You never wanted to take care of anyone, not now. Not like this. 

You want your old life back, your old happiness or what passed for happiness. You want the 

future you believed you were promised. You hold the pills out in the palm of your hand. Oz 

fidgets like a recalcitrant child. You sigh, say, Come on now. Oz mutters, chooses a triangular 

white pill as if lifting an hors d'oeuvre from an engraved tray and places it on his tongue. He rolls 

it around in his mouth for a second then spits it unceremoniously into the glass of water.  

“Oh for Pete’s sake,” you say. 

“Don’t like it,” Oz says, folding his hands. 
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“You don’t have to like it. You just have to swallow it.” You steady yourself, shake out a 

new pill. You and Oz stare at one another. He frowns. You narrow your eyes. He chooses a green 

pill this time, slides it under his tongue and performs the same trick.  

“That’s it.” You shove out of your chair. “I’ve had enough. I can’t do this. I’m not a 

babysitter.”  

“They make me muddled headed,” Oz says. “I’m muddled headed enough.” 

“You have to give them a chance. They’re supposed to help. If you won’t take your 

medication I’ll have to leave. There’s nothing else I can do for you. Do you understand?”  

Oz reaches for a Weekly Word, waves you away. 

“Fine,” you say. “I’m going to fill up your pillbox. Each day is marked on top. All you 

have to do is take what’s inside on the correct day. Does that make sense?”  

Oz rattles the newspaper, crosses his legs.  

“Great.” You pop open the pillbox, begin counting out medication, setting each day’s 

dose in a small translucent square: One blue pill, one yellow, two whites, one green, one green 

and white… 

You are up to day three when Oz looks up and asks if you’ve ever had it for a woman. 

You glance up, startled more by the lucidity of his tone than by the question.  

“What?” 

“A woman,” Oz repeats, tapping the edge of the table. “Tall. Small. Blonde. Brunette. 

Any kind. Have you ever had it for a woman? I’m asking.” 

You turn back to the pillbox. The medication suddenly looks scattered, mismatched. You 

have lost count. “No, I’ve never had it for a woman. I mean, yes. I’ve had it for a woman. With a 

woman. It but not IT.” 

Oz thinks about this. “Not all woman are alike.” 

“Really. I hadn’t heard.” You pick the pillbox clean, re-read Levi’s handwritten 

instructions and begin again. Two whites, one yellow, one green, one green and white… 

“Sure they are,” Oz says. “I can tell you some stories. I had a lot of numbers back in my 

day. I had many love affairs. True. Me. Back in Ivenets. Back in Poland.” 

“Poland? I thought you were from Brooklyn.” 
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“Poland,” Oz says. “I visited Brooklyn. I came for one month in July. No, June. Yes, 

July. My Uncle Kopel lived in Brooklyn. This was 1939. This was on 23rd Street. Ivenets was 

my home. I only visited Brooklyn. But. Then. I stayed.” 

You have run out of yellow pills.  

You look back at the instruction sheet. You look back at the vial. “Your family 

emigrated,” you say. 

“No, no. I came to visit. Visit I said. Listen now. It was 1939. Remember now. I was in 

Brooklyn for one month. I was visiting my Uncle Kopel. A letter came from my father asking if 

my uncle would keep me on. This was my father’s letter. I read this letter. My father’s shop had 

been vandalized. My father made clocks. Beautiful clocks and one of a kind. The front door was 

smashed in. All his things had been burned in the streets.” 

You look up at Oz, stare into his face.  

You say: 1939. 

“Yes, 1939. I am telling you this now. I was on 23rd Street. I was staying with my Uncle 

Kopel. I waited to hear back from my father. But no word came. I grew afraid. I wrote my father 

everyday. My Uncle Kopel kept a room for me, downstairs with one window looking up on the 

street. I did two things in those days. I read the newspaper. I wrote letters. I stayed inside. That’s 

three.” 

The room falls silent. You set down the instructions, the pillbox, the vials and look for a 

long time at Oz. “Did you ever find them?” You say. “Your family. Did they ever find you?” 

“No letter came. No word. I waited and waited but time was running out. Washington 

would not extend my Visa. I needed my birth certificate. I needed a letter of employment. I could 

not get these things. They were going to deport me. But where? There was no going back. There 

was no staying on. What to do? What to do? The only time I went out of doors was very late at 

night. I walked the streets, thinking, plotting a solution. Then. Come home. Lie in bed and listen 

to the voices next door.” 

The clock strikes five and you start, nearly leap out of your skin. The hula girl revolves 

out of her hut and strums her little ukulele. Oz pauses, listens. He waits for the music to end. 

“Hasidim,” he says. “You’ve heard of this? Next door to my Uncle Kopel there lived a 

Hasid. Rebbe Menachem Nosson. A Lubavitch. Lub-a-vitch. Very strict. Very serious minded. 

Late at night I could hear his voice booming through the basement wall. Shouting. Praying. 
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Sometimes to wake the dead. One night there was a terrible crash. When I looked out my little 

window I saw a young woman come down the front steps. She yelled something up the stairs, 

turned and ran down the block. Well, Hugo I thought to myself, everyone has problems of their 

own. Then I returned to my bed and counted cracks in the ceiling. I sent my thoughts to my 

father. I sent my spirit to him, up and over the miles like smoke. 

Oz lifts his glass of water, his hands trembling. When he sets down the glass you scrape 

your chair in close, carefully as if the air itself had suddenly grown fragile. 

“Go on,” you say.  

Oz nods. 

“Now. On Lincoln Place there was a park. They took this park down later to make room 

for the thruway but then, in 1939, there was a park. One night very late I was crossing this park. I 

looked over and there under a streetlamp was this same young woman. She was sitting on a 

bench reading a book. She had a round serious face and shining black hair. The daughter of a 

Hasid. Alone? So late at night? This was very unusual. This was not expected. So. I approached. 

I gave my full name and my Uncle Kopel’s address. I asked this woman if she needed an escort 

back home, back to 23rd Street. ‘I can escort myself just fine,’ she said. Just like that. So. I know 

when I’m not wanted. I turned to go and she said. ‘Wait. You there. What is that accent?’ This 

startled me. This made me stop. ‘Accent,’ I said, ‘vat accent?’ And this made her smile. This 

made her laugh. She put her book down. She asked me to sit. She gave her full name. Eva. Eva 

Elizabeth Nosson. So now you know who this is. This was Eva. This was my wife.” 

A wind comes across the house, rolls through the attic, the eaves. You listen now, really 

listen, barely able to breathe, and when all falls silent Oz speaks. 

“So. This was how we met. In the park, on Lincoln Place, very late at night. We told each 

other our stories. I spoke about my family, about my home in Ivenets. It had pink walls and a tall 

white roof. Imagine it. My mother kept a garden. My father kept a goat. I was very happy there. 

Eva talked about her house. It had a small laundry room and a very large kitchen. She was very 

unhappy there. Eva wanted only to read and to learn. Rebbe Nosson did not permit such things. 

He allowed her only two books. A collection of Jewish prayer and the Yiddish cookbook. One 

morning he found a communistic pamphlet in her bureau and beat her around the head. Now she 

did her reading in the Brooklyn Public Library women’s restroom. In a locked stall. Books on 

socialism. On modern art. She was halfway through the New Testament. Imagine this. A 
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forbidden book! She said she did not believe the Jews were the chosen people. She did not 

believe anyone were the chosen people. Yes. This was Eva Nosson. This was my wife.” 

Another gust of wind, harder this time, a rough blast that rattles the panes above the sink. 

Oz turns in his seat, looks over the smoky glass, the frayed curtains with their tortured pattern of 

apple and vine. Nothing there. But when he turns back, his watery blue eyes are strangely 

prescient in the room’s weak light.  

“Was it love at first sight?” you say. 

Oz shakes his head. “We were married at the courthouse ten days later. Not for love, no. I 

had my citizenship. Eva had her freedom. We rented an apartment on Mott Street for thirteen 

dollars a week. Rebbe Nosson never spoke to Eva again. I saw him only once, not long after and 

he gave me a look to bring down fire. Eva took classes at the university. She spent her nights at 

the library. I went to work for Bernard Lemkin, a good man who bought tenements in Flatbush 

from the Italians and the Irish. I fixed them up, new plumbing, new wiring, fresh paint. Not bad. 

Bernard sold them. It was hard work, yes. Six days a week. I did little else. But I could not let go 

of the hope of my family. September came. Germany fell across Poland. I read about this. I 

watched this happen. I could not sleep for fear of my family. Where were they? It hung over me 

everyday. Eva did not say so but I knew she mourned the loss of her family too, a thing she could 

never fill with books. We slept in separate beds. We were strangers under the same roof. I 

dressed in the bathroom. Eva washed her hair behind closed doors. We ate in silence.” 

Oz goes quiet, gazes into the plane of the table, at the flecks of mica glinting beneath the 

surface of blue. After a moment he lifts his eyes and sees you there, notices your expression, 

open-mouthed and staring. Oz pushes his hands out across the table, as if laying out a map.  

“Now it is spring. It is 1940. An important year. No news came from my family, no letter, 

though still I write every day. Europe. It is like watching a man drown. Will America help? This 

is the question we are all asking. I tell myself my family is safe. I make up a fish tale. Okay, they 

are in Switzerland I say, safe in the hills where my mother is building a garden and my father is 

setting up shop. This way I can sleep. This way I can work with no mistakes. At night Eva reads 

for her classes. In the morning I leave for work.    

“Now, one Sunday afternoon Eva and I were returning from lunch at my Uncle Kopel’s. 

We had dozed off on the train. We had missed our stop. This was the F train. This was the train 

out from Brooklyn. We found ourselves at the end of the line. There was a long wait for the next 

 
 
 

113 



train into town, so we wandered up for some air. And there we stood. At the entrance to Coney 

Island. Neither of us had ever seen this place before. I said, ‘So what’s to know about here?’ Eva 

said, ‘It’s only for children, Hugo. We should leave.’ And we thought to return to the 

underground station but the day was warm and clear and bright, so along the boardwalk we 

wandered. The ocean smelled salty and cold and clean. I had never seen the ocean before. There 

was an Italian man singing opera and selling watermelon slices to the crowd. There was a lady 

fortuneteller and a genuine pygmy on display. There were young people. There was music. There 

was life! Yes. This was Coney Island. This was 1940. We passed the hall of mirrors and Eva 

laughed. Like two penguins we looked like. Like this! There was a roller coaster and a pistol 

range. I put a nickel in the slot and took aim at a row of spinning metal ducks. I won a big white 

bear, a silly thing, just a toy. Eva said, ‘you’re a good shot, Hugo, I didn’t know you were such a 

good shot.’ She squeezed my arm and I felt something move inside me then. The feeling a young 

man gets for a young woman. The feeling a young man gets when he is truly alive. This was 

something I had forgotten. This was something I thought had died.  

“And now I pay admission to the picture show and we sit close among the rows and rows 

of soft red seats and the smell of sweet nuts and popcorn and the light flickering out across the 

screen, black and white and silent as a dream, and I find myself stealing looks at Eva in the dark, 

at the way her dress dips down around her, at the softness of her throat, and the dimple she gets 

when she laughs. And there are stars painted across the dome of the ceiling, constellations and 

clouds as if we were out of doors, on an enchanted hilltop high above the sea, and my head goes 

back and my head comes down and it touches there, at Eva’s neck. A kiss. Yes. Our first. And 

Eva gets quiet and I wonder if I have done a wrong thing. But she takes my hand in hers and we 

remain like this, holding onto one another, not applauding after the film has ended and not letting 

go either.  

“And now back at our apartment it is late and I can see Eva has been too long in the sun. 

She hangs her dress on the folding screen and her shoulders are bare and white, and her arms and 

face are the color of a faded rose and she stretches out on her bed and she is drawing me down 

alongside her and we are holding one another and we are crying and we are loving one another, 

on and on until morning. That day, yes, and beyond.”  
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

 

 

 

It has been more than three years since Hugo Oz has visited his beloved. You bundle him 

into the car and drive through the bleak November cold to the deep ash-colored hills of Groton. 

The Beth-El Memorial Gardens are less than a mile from Jonas’ old neighborhood. The 

dilapidated row houses, the failed gas stations, the tough littered playgrounds of his youth rise up 

around you like phantoms. At the corner of 11th Avenue and F Street a broad-shouldered figure 

in a watch cap steps out from behind a tree. You whip around in your seat, gripping the wheel in 

a wordless panic, but the figure turns, vanishes around the corner; a ghost, he is gone. You never 

even see his face. 

The cemetery rolls out rust and gray behind an arabesque perimeter of wrought iron 

gates. Oz directs you up a slow winding hill and around a woody bend. Here, he says, and you 

park at the curb; you help him out. The late afternoon rings with cold, with premonitions of 

snow. Oz leads the way, trudges up the long hill, through drifts of crisp leaves, past shining 

mausoleum and marble crypt. At the crest of the hill Oz comes to a stop. The sky is a sea of 

winter light. Beneath it rows and rows of identical granite markers march out to the horizon like 

the endless repetition of objects in two mirrors set face to face. Oz places a finger to his lips and 

looks around, eyes bright and wet, straining, searching. He stands like this for so long you realize 

he cannot remember the way. He is lost. And you know you will never find her alone. It is a 

knight errant’s impossible quest. Oh, says Oz, oh no, the words uttered with such sadness, such 

remorse that you gather your coat around you, against the wind and the cold.  

“Don’t worry,” you say. “We’ll find her. We will.” 

And Oz takes your elbow. He reaches for you.  

He lets you lead the way.  
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And you know now what you must do. So you start off to the west — west seems as good 

a direction as any — moving slowly past the rows of Schwartzes and Nussbaums, Weinsteins 

and Singers and Cohens, striding along as if you knew where you were going, as if you were not 

lost or uncertain or afraid. The light is beginning to fail. The gates are closing. The 

groundskeepers rattle their padlocks and their chains. Across the hillside, a man in coveralls 

pushes a handcart filled with leaves.  

“Eva Oz!” you say. “Please.” 

The groundskeeper only lifts his shoulders and moves on.  

“God,” you say. “Damn.” 

And at these words Oz comes to a stop.  

“Henry,” he says. “It is all right.” 

“No. We came this far. We can find her. I can find her. I can do it.” 

And you know that you can’t. You know that you won’t, though it feels as if your very 

life depends upon it. All the dark disappointments of the days coalescing into this one fruitless 

search. You look to the sky for a glimmer of hope. A shred of gold. Something. A single crucial 

detail falling into place is all you ask. But there is nothing, only the falling dusk and the flowing 

clouds and the slow groaning gates. And you stand very still among the legions of dead, the wind 

against your ears and the cold in your eyes, shaking with fear and with rage, as if it were your 

own mother who was lost, your wife, your father, your lover, your friends, all of them scattered, 

forgotten beneath the impassive face of a darkening sky.  

  

“I’m sorry,” you say.  

It is all you can say now, far too little, and yet better than this, better than silence. 

Oz watches the lights of the Groton shipyard slide by, his hands folded in his lap. “We 

tried,” he says. “Thank you.”   

We tried.  

And trying, you think, doesn’t count. What are all these efforts worth if they come to 

nothing in the end, a succession of stalled endeavors, a series of vain attempts. And if there is 

something — anything — beyond all this, beyond what you can see, what you can know for sure, 

you hate it.  
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Oz sleeps, bundled against the door. The trees along the highway toss in the wind, like 

ragged stick men reaching out their fingers, begging for alms. The night is boundless and black, 

impenetrable beyond the weak thrumming cones of your headlights, and it crosses your mind 

that you might turn the wheel in any direction now and know for certain what lies beyond — 

another landscape, an endless ladder, an oscillating cloud of colors beyond all human 

description. Or nothing at all.  

You look over at Oz breathing, resting in you care, oblivious to all danger as you hurtle 

through the night, and the flash comes from the passenger side of the car. A pale blur bounding 

from the dark margin of woods. The black marble of a startled eye. The lunging fountain of a 

frightened buck breaking across your path so suddenly you think, I am going to hit this thing, I 

am going to kill this thing and us.  

You hit the breaks, hard, a dumb blunt instinct, turning away from the animal and into the 

lane of oncoming traffic where, strangely, there is no traffic at this hour, and you circle almost 

soundlessly though the night, toward the ravine on the opposite edge of the highway, toward the 

rocky gorge that will claim you; the trees, the road, the round dull moon, all of it sailing by as if 

in a memory, as if in a dream, and you see Oz’s hand come up and hold to the dashboard, his 

body slumped forward, and of all things possible at that moment you notice his wedding band, a 

thing you have never noticed before, just a simple gold band but suddenly and strangely bright, 

the brightest thing in the car, in the night, as if illumined by a small circle of refracted light, so 

pristine in its clarity you can make out the crosshatchings of age and wear across its surface. You 

stare transfixed, unable to look away, knowing this is the last thing you will ever see, the last 

thing you will know about your life. And the car comes to a halt. It skids to a stop on the 

shoulder of the road, as if reaching the end of a long invisible tether.  

Darkness.  

Held breath.  

A welter of dust.  

Your headlights burn out over the bottomless ravine. And Oz is in his seat and you are 

behind the wheel and the buck — spared, unaware — plunges back into the night. 

 

Home now. 

The mansion rises behind a rake of trees, the turret backlit by a watery moon. 
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You help Oz inside and into bed, in his clothes and his long tweed coat. He is too tired 

even to undress. You remove his shoes, one at a time, and lay them side by side at the foot of the 

bed. You unwind the scarf from his neck and take the hat from his head. Oz watches you as a 

small child would in the room’s weak light.  

“Tell me,” he says, “about your picture.” 

“What picture?” 

“Your motion picture,” says Oz. “You have gone to a lot of trouble for one night at the 

movies.” 

“Not so much trouble.” 

“Ugh,” says Oz, dismissively. “I’m an old man. I know things. Tell me. It is for a girl. 

No, a boy.”  

You are standing at the edge of the bed and the day suddenly seems a blur of motion and 

noise. You lower yourself to the edge of the creaking mattress, Oz’s hat in your hands. You turn 

it in slow circles, brush the soft felt, the worn leather band.  

“Yes, a guy. You met him once. Jonas. He lived in the old place on Bedford Street. He 

liked old movies. Liked this one actor, really. I had this idea. I thought he might …I don’t know. 

There were some things I didn’t get to say.”  

Oz is quiet a while, watching you. “You miss him,” he says. 

“I loved him.” 

Oz’s brows lift in slow wonder and he gazes up at the ceiling as if trying to imagine such 

a thing possible. The clock in the hall strikes nine. Another, upstairs, chimes two. On the bureau 

the chipped porcelain cherub is stuck at half past twelve. You lift the clock, turn back the boy 

angel’s stiff unmoving hands. Oz takes a weary breath.  

“Love,” he says, “is like a latke.”  

“A what?” 

“A latke.” 

“I know. What is a latke?” 

“It’s like a bliny.”  

This makes no sense. You wind the clock from a small knob in back and think about all 

the ways Yiddishness escapes you. The language. The hats. The undaunted legacy of tradition 

and belief. You return the clock to its place on the bureau, the angel whirring, clicking to life. 
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“Okay,” you say. “I give. How is love like a latke?” 

Silence. 

You look over in the room’s half-light. 

Hugo Oz sleeps.  

 

Maddley looks different, miniaturized and faraway, like the perfect little village in a 

child’s snow globe, all the familiar landmarks gliding by the gloss of the windshield like objects 

blown about in a snowstorm, a cyclone. Varnum’s Auto Supply. Footie’s Magic and Trick 

Shoppe. The gazebo on the green. The buildings, the trees, the streetlamps elongate and fly off 

and you watch it all with a raptness, a fascination that blinds your instincts toward home. So you 

find yourself circling back toward town, looking for some still point, some center, turning onto 

South Dolores Street, parking at the curb and climbing out. You find yourself standing in the 

very center of the road and looking up at the crooked shotgun houses that glow white against the 

streetlamps. Dougie’s porch light is on. The Maddley Fish Market delivery van is parked in the 

drive. All is quiet. You don’t know what you expected to find here. Music. Laughter. Another 

car, a stranger’s car, parked at the curb. You are seized by the stupid hungry urge to peer in the 

windows, to know if he is alone, to be certain, sure. You never get the chance. The front door 

swings open and Dougie appears, setting down a cat dish by the plastic mat. You freeze, stifle a 

cough, turn your face toward the dark. 

“Riordan?” he says. “Is that you?” 

“No. Yeah. Sure. Oh hi!” 

“What are you doing, Henry?” Dougie squints as if you were dressed in costume, as if 

you were leading a one-man parade down South Dolores Street in the dead of night. 

“I’m having a walk.”  

“You live on the other side of town.”  

“I know. Long walk. It’s a good night.” 

Dougie blinks around, at the murky street, the parked cars, the dead bushes at the end of 

the drive. Clint trots up the porch steps and makes for his bowl.  

You take a few tentative steps toward the house.  

“So I had this idea. I thought maybe sometime — I don’t know, when all this over — I 

thought maybe you’d like to go to a movie sometime.”  
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“A movie,” says Dougie. 

“Yeah. With like, popcorn and stuff.” 

“Popcorn.” 

“That’s right.”  

Dougie thinks about this, then shrugs. “Sure. I guess.” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, really.” 

“Okay. Cool. Excellent. I’ll call you.” 

“All right,” Dougie says hesitantly. Clint slips between Dougie’s legs and through the 

front door. Dougie turns to follow. 

“Hey.”  

Dougie pauses in the doorway. 

“I want to ask you something, Doug.” 

“What.” 

“Do you believe in God?” 

“What?” 

“Do you believe in God?” 

Dougie’s eyes narrow, suspicious now of some prank. He rolls his jaw around as if 

chewing on something hard, a nut. You stand at the curb, hands at your sides, the streetlights 

throwing your shadow in two different directions at once.  

“Sometimes,” Dougie says. “Sometimes more than others.”  

“I know. But don’t you just want proof? Some evidence. I mean, how can we be sure, 

Doug? How can we know? How will we ever know anything?” 

“We won’t,” he says 

And you feel stabbed by grief, by the terrible aloneness you feel hovering, have always 

felt hovering, everywhere and at all times. Just out of reach. 

“I’m scared, Doug. I’m so freaked out right now. Everything. Just everything.”  

“I know,” he says.  

Silence. 

The stillness of the neighborhood, of the late hour. You and Dougie might be the only 

two people alive in the world.  
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“You’ll come with me then. To a movie sometime.”  

“Yes, Henry. I’ll go with you,” Dougie says. “Goodnight.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

 

 

 

There is a door at the end of the hall, a door in your apartment that has been kept shut 

these many weeks, more than a month now since he has gone. After work the following night, 

you see it there, suddenly and newly. You stand facing it, the tarnished hinges, the chipped white 

frame, the small gouges from furniture carried inside and out. You shouldn’t open it, shouldn’t 

look inside. It would be too much now, still. But so much these days has made you feel fearless 

and afraid, a little foolish on both ends, so you reach for the glass knob. You give it a rattle. You 

give it a push. And the door turns on its hinges, creaks open to reveal a plain, unfurnished, 

unvarnished room; just a room. That is all. Dusty plank floors, pebbled white walls, three drafty 

casement windows painted shut, the panes outside veined with a few strands of English ivy, a 

few tendrils, a few glossy leaves pushing their way inside the gaps in the frames, like a room 

about to become a garden, like a room in a fairy tale. You took this as a sign.  

Room for rent. 

Jonas would occupy it for three nights and on the third he would rise from his bed, stand 

at your door and knock. You would see the bright wounds of his eyes, the heat rolling off his 

skin in waves. You would invite him into your bed, into your life, and this room, ever after, 

would become a tomb, a museum. You would both conspire to keep it hung with his things, the 

baseball pennants and hockey trophies, the swimsuit posters, the bed eternally made. The house 

would look to all the world like the shared quarters of a bookworm and an athlete, things 

scattered but separate, a bit too neat. “You two are like the odd couple,” your mother would joke 

one afternoon, unaware. “How ever do you manage?” 

Jonas will redden, look away. 

You will only smile, squint into the sun. “We manage.” 
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You managed. And if he came back now, materialized in this room before you with his 

overstuffed duffle bag and scratched record collection, with that sad sweet humbled smile would 

you still? Could you? The walls are tinged pink with the sinking sun, a sliding cross of amber 

light. The room still holds his scent, rainwater and tennis shoe and new mown lawn; springtime 

being the season you most closely associate with him, the week after Easter. But it is nearly 

winter now and the scent is fading fast.  

Breathe deep, hold it in.   

Outside, an echo of laughter, a flash passed the panes. Belle chases the last of the leaves 

across the lawn. On the sill find a curling scrap of paper, a grocery receipt from so long ago: a 

six-pack of Blue Ribbon, a quart of Havoline, a paper back novel, Serge Molotov: Prisoner of 

Mars. 

Jonas Walton Woodbe: three in one. 

  

Loneliness has large hands, like oven mitts, palms soft, knuckles hairy. You imagine 

death the very same way, but more insistent, a clutch at the back of the neck, life’s bull-necked 

bouncer: Time to go. Your apartment feels hollow, empty as a soup can. There is no television, 

no music, no laughter in the hall. The sounds upstairs have given way to sleep. So you listen a 

while to the hum of the refrigerator, the plink of water in the sink until you think you might go 

mad. Then you dig through the debris of your bedroom, the clothes and magazines, blankets and 

socks, and find it, eventually, the phone, buried beneath a bath towel and a pair of sweatpants. 

You sit in the very corner of the room, pressed up against the wall, holding the phone in your lap. 

You dial. It rings and rings, seems to ring forever.  

Finally a voice answers. 

“Hello?”  

“GOD. Where were you?!” 

“Who is this?” 

“Mr. Oz, this is Henry. Where were you?” 

“I was upstairs. I was using the john.” 

“Well, jeez. You didn’t answer right away. Did you take your medicine?” 

“Medicine.” 

“Yes, did you take your pills this morning? With something to eat.” 

 
 
 

123 



“Well…” 

“Oh, man. Okay. Go into the kitchen and get your pillbox.” 

“Yes. All right. Goodbye.” 

“NO! Don’t hang up. Do it while I’m on the line. I’ll listen. I’ll wait. Get the pillbox and 

come back.” 

“Okay.” 

“…” 

“Mr. Oz, are you there? Do you have your pillbox?” 

“Yes, I’m back. I have it here.” 

“All right. Open it up and look in today’s square.” 

“Yes. It’s empty.” 

“Empty? How could be it be empty?” 

“Because I took them this morning.” 

“Oy.”   

You lean back, breathe out. Shut your eyes and listen to the static on the line.  

“I’ll need more yellow pills soon,” says Oz. “I’m nearly out.” 

“All right. Yellow pills. Do you have enough to eat? Is there food in the cupboards?” 

“I have soups,” Oz says. “I have bratwurst, some cheese. Yes.” 

“Okay. Are you lonely?” 

Pause. 

“What is there to be so lonely about?” 

“I don’t know. You’re alone. That can be lonely.” 

“I have the crossword. I’m reading about the weather.” 

“Still.”  

Oz sighs, a sound at once disgruntled and weary, and you see him, in your mind’s eye, 

standing in the long dim hall in velour bathrobe and smashed house slippers, the way you most 

clearly imagine him. The way you always will.  

“Well, the television isn’t so good anymore,” he says. “It’s all sex. Sex and car crashes. I 

don’t understand what they’re saying half the time. It’s another language to me.” 

“I know. I can bring by some books this week. Books and yellow pills. I can do that. Are 

you wearing a sweater? It’s going to get cold tonight. Real cold.” 
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“This is the third degree. I’m a grown man already.” 

“Well, heck. I worry.” 

There is another pause, a pause so long you wonder if Oz has set down the phone and 

wandered away. 

“Hello? Mr. Oz?” 

“Yes. I’m here.” 

Silence. No one speaks.  

“I feel awful,” you say. 

“You feel awful.” 

“Yes.” 

“You should try this.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

You look around at the wreckage of your bedroom, the tossed off clothing, the open 

bureau drawers, the bed that hasn’t been made in weeks. It scares you to see it this closely, the 

two rumpled pillows, the pilled flannel sheets, the slight hollow in the center, the ghosted curve 

where two bodies once lay, now a malformed depression. You look away.  

“Okay. You’ll take your medicine then. In the morning. With something to eat.” 

“Yes,” says Oz. “I will.” 

“Okay. Good.” 

“Yes.” 

“Goodnight, Hugo.” 

“Goodnight, Henry.” 

“Goodnight.” 

 

When brain cancer took your father at 35 the only things left behind were a hazy 

memory, incalculable debts, and a shoe polish kit in an old cardboard box, a stiff bristle brush 

and three tins of hard polish whose smell you learned to love as a child. On Sundays mornings he 

paid you a quarter apiece for each of his cordovans you shined, but it such a pleasure to do the 

work, to slip a small hand down inside those soft leather canoes and rub them bright with mink 

oil, that you usually tucked the coin back between the laces and tongue of the shoe, like a small 

blessing or a gift. This surprised and delighted your father to no end, and the sound of his 
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laughter thrilled you. It also formed the first and most lasting impression you have ever had 

about love and money. It felt better when given away. Wildly. Freely. Without reservation or 

regard for the future. This philosophy eventually led to more than a few romantic and financial 

fiascos over the years. Still, nothing has ever quite matched the happiness you felt in hearing 

your father’s guffaw when he opened his closet door Monday morning to discover all those 

quarters winking up at him like bright eager eyes.  

For a long time after his death you kept the shoe polish kit tucked under your bed, 

secretly, reverentially, as if it contained his very ashes. Over the years it found its way to less 

intimate spaces, the bottom of a bureau drawer, the top of a bookshelf, and finally the back of the 

bedroom closet. Not once in all these years have you used it, though you do from time to time 

look in on it, the brush rigid, the polish cracked, hard as stone. Your father would have hated 

such waste. He would have at least wanted it donated to a worthwhile cause. So it does not seem 

implausible, not even unlikely, when you wake at three a.m. to the sound of rustling and find 

him, your father, digging around the shelves of your bedroom closet looking for the one thing 

that still might be of some practical use. You lean up on one elbow and squint into the dark.  

“Dad?” 

He pauses and leans out into the room. He is wearing a baggy checked suit, his face 

powdered, cheekbones smeared with rouge. 

“Oh, hello, Henry.” 

“Dad. What are you doing?” 

“I’m looking for the shoe polish kit. The one in the old blue box. Remember?” 

You rub your face, the smear of your eyes. “No. I mean, you’re supposed to be dead.” 

“I was supposed to be a lot of things,” he says. 

He shrugs and goes back to searching, sliding around books and boxes until he finds what 

he’s looking for on the top-most shelf, behind the hiking boots and the deflated football. He 

brings down the kit and steps out into the room, looms large between the bed and the closet. His 

shoes are floppy and flat-toed. There are patches sewn on the knees of his pants. He flips open 

the shoebox with an ah ha, pulls out the stiff black brush, and shakes it over his head in victory.  

You watch this all with a weariness, a homesickness heavy as the flu. 

“I’ll wake in an hour,” you say, “and you’ll be gone.”  
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You father nods, screws open a tin of oxblood polish, gives it a quick sniff, and begins 

swirling the brush through the wax, distracted, busy as ever. 

“Everyone keeps leaving,” you say. 

Your father glances up, his profile traced in the dim light of the hall; his face is flushed 

beneath the makeup, his forehead damp with a sweat. He looks excited or in a hurry and he says, 

“I’m so sorry, Henry.” 

 “I hardly ever talk to Mom anymore. I think she’s forgetting. I think she just wants to 

forget. Is it easier that way?” 

“Could be,” he says. “Can’t recall.” 

A muffled clatter of applause rises from the back of the closet, and your father kneels, 

begins hastily buffing the tops of his shoes. The sound of the brush, the smell of polish rolls over 

you like a wave and you want to go to him, to take the brush from his hand, but you know if you 

touch him now, even accidentally, he will break into a thousand pieces and disappear.   

“Can you even tell me what it’s like?” you say. “Over there. I’ve been wondering.” 

Your father looks up, thinking about this, working the brush down the sides of his shoes. 

He straightens and nods toward the closet door. The murmur of voices drifts out, the stirring of 

strings. You push yourself upright. You stand slowly, hesitantly, and cross the room. You look 

inside. Not a closet at all but the darkened wing of an old stage. The musty folds of a velvet 

curtain where your raincoat ought to be. Beyond it, a haze of footlights. And barely discernible 

in the outer gloom, rows and rows of soft red seats where men and women in formal wear 

murmur and laugh.  

You look back at your father. 

“But you always hated the theatre.”  

“Did I?’ 

“Yes. You thought it was preposterous for people on a farm to break into song. Mom 

made you go.”  

“Well, it’s amateur night,” you father says brightly, mechanically. “I move across the 

stage from left to right. I’m a terrific singer. What a voice. The applause is wonderful.” 

“Well, this isn’t how I remember you. This isn’t what you were like at all. Why can’t you 

be yourself?” 
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You father halts, looks momentarily surprised, or caught off guard. He rubs at his 

forehead with the back of his wrist, smearing the powder, revealing a patch of waxy gray flesh. 

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I can’t — I just can’t remember.” 

“Stop saying that. You can remember. You’re not an actor and you’re not a singer and 

these are not your clothes. You sold insurance and you went bankrupt and you got sick and no 

one could help us — no one — and why are you doing this?” 

Your father stands unblinking. “Say, I’ve got a good one for you. Knock knock.” 

“Dad.” 

“Knock knock.” 

“Dad, please.” 

“Knock knock.” 

“Yes. Who is there.” 

“Amnesia.” 

“Amnesia who?” 

Your father grins, splays his hands. The applause rises again from the back of the closet, 

louder now, more distinct, a swell of cheers and whistles. A beam of light sweeps out, flares over 

your father’s face, lights it a ghastly white.  

“Don’t go out there,” you say. 

But he is handing you the shoe box with the polish and the brush. 

“Listen to me. Don’t go. Those people don’t know you. They don’t care about you. This 

is all fake. Can’t you see?” 

“I’m sorry. What did you say your name was?’ 

“I’m Henry. I’m your son. Look at me. I’m grown.” 

“Good to meet you, Henry. Are you on next? Are you the fellow who does the 

impersonations? The ventriloquist. I thought you worked with a dummy.” 

“Please don’t do this.” 

But he is facing the lights, shaking the creases from the sleeves of his jacket. And you 

want to grab hold of him, to keep him here against his will. Even if he does shatters, even if he 

does fly into a thousand pieces you will gather him up, you will keep him safe in this box 

forever. 

“Dad, I need your help now.”  
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“All right. Wish me luck. Here’s goes nothing!” 

And before you can move, before you can utter another word, the kettle drum rolls and 

the applause thunders and your father vanishes into the klieg lights, blue and white and blinding. 

 

The phone jangles you sharply awake. You grap for it, gasping.  

“Ho ho.” 

“Hello? Henry? It’s Frances. Did I wake you?” 

“No, no. I’m awake. I’m here. I’m just exercising.” You look around the room, daylight 

pours through the windows. Your feet are at the head of the bed, your head is aiming for the 

floor, a sort of exercise.  

“It’s nearly eleven,” she says. 

“Yes. Right. Eleven.” You glance around through one eye, sniff your fingers: shoe polish. 

“The film is in.” 

“The film.” 

“Henry, the film.” 

“Oh. Right. RIGHT. Yes. Well, that is great. That is really something.” 

Pause. 

“Henry, you need to come by my office and pick it up. The premier is tomorrow night.” 

“Is it? Tomorrow night. Yes, of course it is. I knew that.” 

You jerk into a sitting position. The room rolls like the tide. It looks like a hurricane hit in 

the dead of night. The closet door flung open, clothes, books, boxes strewn everywhere. 

“Pull your pants on,” Frances says. “I’ll see you shortly.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY ONE 

 

 

 

“Have you seen today’s paper?”   

Frances leans against her cane, takes two halting steps toward her desk, pauses, then 

draws a sharp breath. Her hand is white on the cane’s carved handle. On certain days the pain 

seems to grow beyond her, to radiate outward, filling the room by slow degrees. You move to 

pull out her chair but she only waves you away. She holds up the Maddley Weekly Word instead. 

“I took the liberty,” she says. “I hope you don’t mind.” 

You take the paper, tentatively, turn the pages. In the very center is a full-page 

advertisement for the Starlite Theatre. “Laura.” 8 p.m. tomorrow night. Starring Gene Tierney 

and Vincent Price!  

The masthead reads: “Henry Riordan Presents” in a ring of marquee lights. 

You stand a long moment, staring. 

“Huh.” 

“Huh?” says Frances. 

“No, I’m sorry. It’s great. It’s amazing. Look at that. It’s so….big.” 

Frances nods, shuffles through a stack of newsprint at the edge of her desk.  

“Well, it seemed such a strange heroic gesture on your part I figured it was the least I 

could do.”  

She holds up issues of The Hartford Courant, The New Haven Times, The Stamford 

Advocate, three or fours others, weeklies, dailies, all of them, everyone of them bearing your 

name. 

“You didn’t.” 

“I did,” says Frances. “Scraped our advertising budget clean. It’s official. We’re broke.” 

“God. I don’t know what to say.”  
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You drop into in a chair, feeling dumbfounded and foolish, a little groggy still from this 

morning’s dream. You have not dreamed of your father in eleven years. Your head aches and 

you heart beats in an off rhythm. You let out a long slow breath like air leaking from a balloon. 

“How is Hugo?” Frances says. 

You glance up, startled by the sound of his name, by the immediacy of it in the cramped 

confines of the office. “He’s okay. He’s better, I think. He’s responding to the medication he’s 

taking. He seems to be anyway.” 

“That’s good.” 

“Yes.” 

Frances looks at you a moment across her desk. “He’s lucky to have you, Henry.” 

“Is he? I don’t know. I don’t do much. I just run errands. It’s only temporary.” 

“Everything is temporary, Henry.” 

A prickly, uncertain silence fills the room. Frances taps her pencil. You nod, creak back 

and forth in your chair, and notice the water stain on the ceiling has moved, or shrunk, a small 

variegated leaf shape above the door. It is not what you remember at all. You blink up at it, 

wondering.  

“Henry, I hope this will be everything you’re expecting it to be.” 

“Oh, it will be. It’s going to be great.” 

“I know. And even if Jonas doesn’t — ” 

“Oh, listen, I’m not expecting miracles.” 

Frances falls quiet. She nods.  

“Okay,” she says.  

After a pause she takes up her cane and makes her way to a spare desk in the center of the 

room, its surface crowded with papers and pencils, an electric typewriter, shipping boxes and 

sandwich wrappers.  

“Well. Here we are.”   

She raps a long white Federal Express box with the tip of her cane.  

You look inside. 

Two aluminum film canisters marked Laura-1 and Laura-2. You lift them out, gingerly, 

and stand a moment weighing them in your hands; they are heavier than they look and somehow 

less brilliant than you had imagined, the gray-green lids, scratched, dented, scarred with age and 
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with wear, played a hundred times, a thousand, maybe more. You had expected something 

different somehow. You’re not sure what. 

You look at Frances. 

“We did it,” you say. 

“You did it,” says Frances. 

“I guess everyone sort of did it.” 

Frances nods and you think: Huh. Everyone. You hadn’t even realized there was an 

everyone, until now. The thought strikes clear and singular as the sound of a bell.  

“Break a leg, Henry.”  

“Thanks.” 

You check your watch. You are impossibly late for work. You open the door on the day, 

the wild salty smell of the bay, the seagulls whirling, the sunlight momentarily blinding. You are 

halfway down the steps when Frances calls out your name. 

“Wait,” she says. “Wait.” 

You stand in a patch of cold sunlight on the stairs and Frances comes down to meet you. 

She looks worried or flustered, one hand on her cane, the other at her throat.  

“There’s something else,” she says. “I feel foolish about it.” 

She reaches into the pocket of her sweater. She pulls out a strand of fine small beads, 

opalescent as pearls. A sterling crucifix flashes on the end.  

“My mother gave this to me,” she says. “After the accident. After all this. I never did 

much with it. It always made me sort of sad to see it. It’s been in a box all these years.” 

You look up at Frances. 

“I don’t know what it means, Henry. But take it. Maybe it will do some good just to 

know it’s there.” 

You stand on the stairs, unmoving. The wind makes a rumpling sound at your ears. The 

sun flashes behind the clouds. Frances presses the beads into your palms and folds your fingers 

closed against them. The cross glints, a tiny gilt Jesus, no bigger than your thumbnail. 

“He’s just a dying little man,” you say. 

Frances nods. “Keep an eye on Hugo Oz.” 

Then she turns back up the stairs, takes them one by one. She is gone.  
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Footie has agreed to run the projector for a lifetime of overtime. Maurice volunteers 

ticket booth duty in exchange for all the Melville’s happy hour coupons he can pawn off on 

motorists. Ellie and Alice will hawk peanuts and hot dogs at intermission, courtesy of the 

Hungry Yankee. A certain excitement ripples through Maddley, as if the circus were on its way 

to town. Fire-eaters and elephants and midget clowns. People pause on street corners to read the 

Weekly Word. On the sidewalk outside work you overhear the butcher and the postman making 

plans to bring their wives.  

“Lenora’s all excited,” the postman says. “She said it’s about time something happened 

in this town.” 

The butcher looks down at the ad. “The Starlite?” he says. “I thought that place burned to 

the ground.” 

“It’s still up there,” the postman says. “Far as I know. Hugo Oz owned it. Remember 

him? Poor old bastard lost everything back in the day. Died years ago, I think. Heart attack. Or 

stroke. Or maybe it was he just left town.” He shrugs. 

The butcher looks back at the ad. “So who the heck is Henry Riordan?” 

“Haven’t got a clue,” the postman says. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY TWO 

 

 

 

Dee watches you come up the front law after work. She is fixing a set of training wheels 

to a small banana-seat bicycle. Belle is practicing cartwheels in the yard, crashing into tress, 

hitting the neighbor’s fence. The Weekly Word lies open on the sofa, your name ringed in lights. 

“Well, you really know how to throw a party, Hank,” says Dee.   

“I guess.” 

You flop down on the sofa and clutch at a cushion. A dark arrow of chittering birds 

shoots over the house. The sky goes pink. The neighborhood seems tranquil, serene, but you feel 

hot and cold at the same time. You wonder if you’re coming down with something.  

Dee tightens a bolt on the bicycle’s frame and gives the training wheel a spin.  

“So what’s with the face,” she says.  

“I don’t know. I guess I never really thought it would happen and now that it is…” 

“It seems a little nuts.”  

“But in a good way.” You look over at Dee. “Right?” 

“Sure,” she says. 

You slump lower in the sofa. “You’ll be there, won’t you? I can count on you.” 

She crosses her heart, holds up two fingers, Scout’s honor.  

“Thanks, Dee.” 

She nods once and slaps the bicycle’s seat. She pulls a cigarette from her shirt pocket and 

sits alongside you. Belle leaps to her feet and shouts across the yard, “Hey guys! Watch me do 

this.” She falls backward into a shrub and rolls to the ground, lies there looking at the sky.  

“Wonderful, honey! You’re so good at that,” says Dee.  

You both sit a while, watching Belle watch the sky.  

“You really love her,” you say.  
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“I do,” says Dee. She nods, shrugs, looks far away. “I don’t know how it happened. It’s 

the craziest damn thing.” 

You look at Dee.  

She smiles, shrugs. “It wasn’t the plan.” 

“You didn’t want kids.” 

“Hell no. I wanted a restaurant.” 

“A restaurant.” 

“Yeah. In Chelsea somewhere. Good food. Lots of regulars. Live music on Fridays.” Dee 

frames the sky with both hands. “Sammy’s Bar & Grille.” 

“Who’s Sammy?” 

“Don’t know. I just liked the name.” 

“Oh.” 

Dee shrugs, ashes her cigarette. “So. That was the plan.” 

You look over at Belle who is stalking the neighborhood cat through the grass. 

“Things came up,” you say. 

“Eddie was a chef in training,” says Dee. “He was twenty five. I was nineteen. What did I 

know? People were getting married. It seemed right.” 

“It wasn’t what you were expecting.” 

“Oh, it was. For a month. Two actually. May and June. Those were nice months.”  

Dee takes a long drag from her cigarette and squints into the distance.  

“Then, one day, the test came back and there it was. I was going to have one: a baby. 

Right.” 

“You weren’t too thrilled.”  

Dee recoils, shakes her head. “Babies were like aliens to me. I liked them like I liked 

circus clowns. Or trained seals. In costume and on stage.” 

Belle climbs to her feet and wanders over to your apartment, begins investigating the 

doorknob with her tongue. Dee calls out reproachfully. Belle frowns, desists, goes back to 

stalking the cat through the grass.  

“Kids are a lot of work,” Dee says. “They don’t tell you that in the brochures. They really 

don’t. The food, the clothes, the diapers. Then the homework. Then the hormones! I mean, holy 

hell is it a lot of work. But you do. You do because you have to, right?” 
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“Yes. I think. I guess. I can imagine?” 

Dee nods.  

The last of the color drains from the sky and the frosty sliver of a quarter moon comes 

out. Belle wanders up and climbs the couch, her cheeks ruddy, hair tangled with leaves and bits 

of grass. She clutches Dee’s arm, looks adoringly into her face, says, “Mama, I’m cold.” Dee 

tosses her cigarette and wraps her arms around them both, rocking slowly.  

“It’s all so much work,” says Dee. “It’s all you can think about.  

“And then one day you’re in the kitchen. And you look up and there’s this little face 

watching you. And you’re doing the most mundane thing, like ironing or mashing potatoes. But 

she’s just watching you with fascination and awe. Like you’re building a cathedral. Or you’re the 

first person on the moon. And maybe no one’s ever looked at you this way before. Maybe you’ve 

never even looked at yourself this way. But there it is. Staring you in the face. And you end up, I 

don’t know, you just end up falling love. You end up finding something you didn’t even know 

you were looking for. Something you didn’t even know was missing. I’ll tell you, it’s the craziest 

damn thing in the world.” 

You sit a while watching Dee rock Belle, her cheek pressed against her daughter’s curls. 

“I think you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met,” you say.    

“Yeah,” says Dee. “It’s an act.”  

“But you care for her. For them both. That’s not an act.” 

“No,” says Dee. “That’s the real thing. Good or bad. We’re stuck with each other. The 

three little pigs.”  

“Not me,” says Belle. “I’m a horse.”  

“Yes, you are,” says Dee. “A great big beautiful horse. I’ll call you Mrs. Ed.” 

You look off at the dark line of trees at the edge of the lawn, the branches like cracks, 

like fissures against the lowering sky.   

“I don’t even know what love is,” you say. “I don’t have the faintest idea anymore.”  

No one says anything. Night falls and everything goes very still. Dee smooths down 

Belle’s hair, picks out the leaves, the twigs, the bits of yellow grass.  

She says, “It’s the hardest thing you’ll ever do.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY THREE 

 

 

 

Saturday arrives with rain. This is not something you had counted on. You stand at the 

front window and watch the deluge come down. Pools and lakes form on the front yard. Donny 

splashes through the mud, spinning in circles, moving acrobatically, like a dancer.  

“Holy hell,” says Dee from the top of the stairs. “Don’t bring that mess inside!”  

And the door slams shut. 

Donny goes on stomping, loose limbed, graceful and gawky through the muck. It is a 

weird dance with no music. You stand and watch, glad somehow that someone is doing this. 

Something so messy and strange. You can only hope for half this chutzpah tonight. And as you 

watch Donny kick and jazz through the puddles it strikes you that something is slipping your 

mind, something important. Something about tonight. 

Footie has the film. 

Maurice, the tickets. 

Ellie and Alice, the concessions. 

You press your head against the panes for an answer. 

Donny looks up and freezes. He skulks off and leaves the lawn empty.  

You go off and make your bed. Carefully. Meticulously. Arranging blankets, fluffing 

pillows as if preparing for a guest. You scoop clothing off the floor, T-shirt and jeans and 

sweatpants, and stuff it all into a laundry bag, revealing the carpet beneath. You drag an old cloth 

across the dusty nightstand. Scoop up spare change. Open the blinds and turn around to see a 

room you have not seen in weeks. It is as if not time has passed at all, as if the last month were a 

hallucination, a bad dream. As if a familiar voice might sound at the front door any moment, 

Henry, I’m hoooome. You drag the laundry into the bathroom, gathering up wet towels, 

undershirts, and without even thinking Jonas’ sock.  
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You halt. 

You find it suddenly, shockingly in hand. You want to drop it but don’t. You hold it up to 

the light instead, slowly, like a fragile Mesopotamian artifact. You bring it up to your face. And 

in a moment as sudden and shocking as first finding it in hand you notice the light blue sticking 

around the toe and heel and realize it is not Jonas’s sock at all. 

It is your own. 

The room does a slow sink beneath you. You sit at the edge of the tub. 

You sit for a very long time. You can’t believe what you are seeing, what you are holding 

in your hand. All this time you have been mourning your own sock? How is that possible? What 

dos it mean? You look up at the ceiling through sparkly eyes.  

You know exactly what it means. 

Jonas didn’t even have the goddamn decency to leave his own dirty laundry behind. 

The blood surges hot in your head. Your molars weld themselves shut. And you think, if 

he shows tonight, if he even shows his face. You won’t kiss it. You will smash it with your fist. 

 

The rain comes down in curtains. Thunderous, torrential. Ark weather. At half past six it 

shows no signs of abating, so you drive out to meet Footie at the theatre, hunkered down over the 

wheel, listening for reports. You get only bad 70’s love songs and static. You snap it off. All 

along Water Street the lights are out. An officer in a yellow rain slicker is directing traffic. You 

move ahead at a snail’s pace, drumming the wheel, checking the clock.  

Up ahead there has been an accident. A station wagon and a sports car steam at the side 

of the road. A man and a woman stand side by side as a second officer writes up the report in the 

rain. In the backseat of the station wagon is a young boy. He is looking out at the road with either 

boredom or disgust. When his eyes land on you his expression does not change. Neither does 

yours. You make no move to wave or smile or even shrug. You just stare at one another through 

the coursing rain. Traffic stalls. The windshield fogs over. You wipe it down with your sleeve. 

Christ, you think, what next? Frances’s beads click from the rearview mirror. The cross swaying 

like a metronome or the pendulum of a clock.  

A tiny gilt Jesus. 

A dying little man. 
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Four miles from the Starlite Theatre you make a U-turn on Water Street and head back 

into town. 

 

McKenzie’s Pharmacy is just closing up when you shove inside. The pharmacist on duty, 

a kindly man with eyes made enormous by thick-lens glasses is persuaded by your earnest 

expression and your sopping clothes.  

“Yellow pills,” you say. “They’re yellow. That’s all I can remember.” 

He nods and tells you to relax; he goes off to look up Oz’s records in back. You stand at 

the counter, shaking off the rain, looking up at the clock. It is nearly seven. Footie is setting up 

the reels in the leaky projection bunker, no doubt wondering where you are, no doubt cursing 

your name. If you run a stop light or two you can reach Talmadge Hill, drop off Oz’s 

prescription, and be back at the theatre in under thirty minutes. You blot your face with the 

sleeve of your shirt and try to breathe.  

Behind you two girls from Maddley High are digging through a discount make-up bin, 

making plans for tonight. The movie sounds lousy they agree, but it would be two hours in the 

dark with Matthew and Steve. One girl sighs theatrically. The other giggles. You turn slowly 

around and find yourself giving them both blunt incredulous stares.    

“What?” says one. 

“Yeah. What?” says the other. 

You look away. 

The pharmacist comes back holding a manila folder and some pink papers. 

“Aricept,” he tells you.  

“Yes. Okay.”  

“Ten milligrams a day,” he says. “It helps with orientation, with memory. The drug’s 

affects may weaken over time so you have to keep an eye on things.” 

“Okay. Ten milligrams. Right. I’ll remember that.”  

“Any adverse reactions?” he says. 

You look at the man. “No. I don’t think so. I really can’t say.” 

“Well, keep close watch then.” He holds up the folder. “Give me twenty minutes.”  

You thank him and dash back out into the rain. 
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The Maddley Public Library is sleepy and uninhabited, hopelessly out of date; the town’s 

former courthouse, it is lined with tall jumbled shelves, long battered tables, old church pews, 

and like almost everything else in town a sense of it’s own eventual demise. You wander wet 

among the stacks. The titles run together in a smear. The genres are as perplexing and 

unintelligible as road signs in a foreign land. Fiction, Fact, Horror, Mystery. Nonfiction. History. 

Travel. Your eyes blur over. You can’t concentrate. You reach up to grab something under Best 

Sellers then stop. In the corner under a long violet window stands a small display case.  

Dreamland spelled out in small blue tiles along its base. 

You stare in at the diorama. The Ferris wheel is thick with dust. The cardboard carousel 

is bent with age. In the lower left hand corner on a sculpted plaster mound is an outdoor theatre, 

the image of a cowboy western painted across its screen. Rows and rows of tiny cars face the 

screen. A shriveled mosquito droops over the concession stand. The toothpick marquee has 

collapsed. And you notice with a sickening clarity there are no people in Dreamland. It is a ghost 

town. 

“Can I help you?”  

You jolt around. An elderly librarian stands there, hands folded, looking at you with an 

expression of mild concern. 

“No. Thank you. I’m all right. I was just looking for some books.” 

“Do you have a title or an author?”  

“No. They’re not for me. The books, I mean. They’re for someone else. For Hugo Oz.”  

The woman draws back, glances at the diorama then back at you, mildly surprised. “Oh, 

Hugo? Heavens. Is he still around?” 

“Yes. He is. I was supposed to bring him some books. I said I would and it slipped my 

mind. I have no idea what he reads and I’m sort of in a rush —” 

“Ghost stories.”   

“Excuse me?” 

“Ghost stories.”  

The woman looks up at the stacks, begins moving down the aisle.  

“Eva worked here. Eva Oz. Many years ago. We worked together for a time. She often 

checked out books from our mystery section. Sometimes four or five a week. She said her 

husband enjoyed a good ghost story. Ever since he was a boy.” 
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“He did?” 

“He did.” 

“All right then. Do you have any good ghost stories?”  

“Well,” says the librarian. “We have quite a few.” 

 

You check-out eleven in all. Spine Tingling Tales of the Supernatural. Blackbeard’s 

Return. The Shadow on the Stairs. The Ghost Dogs of Moon Island. Half a dozen others, new and 

old. You set the stack on the counter, reach for your wallet, and realize you have not seen your 

library card in five years. 

“Oh no.” 

“Don’t worry,” the woman says. “Take them. Just take them. It’s a small town. Just bring 

them back when you’re through.” 

“Thank you. I thank you. Hugo thanks you.”  

She nods, begins scratching down titles on a load card. She slides you the card then 

stands a moment looking at your signature.  

“Henry Riordan,” she says. 

“Yes.” 

“THE Henry Riordan?” 

You glance around, over both shoulders. There is no one else in the room. 

“…yes?”  

She points at the advertisement pinned to the bulletin board above her desk. 

Laura, 8 p.m. tonight! 

It is as if you are seeing it for the first time. It sort of shocks you. The clip-art marquee. 

The movie still of Gene Tierney’s face. Your name ringed in lights. You wonder how it ever 

came to this.  

The librarian stands looking up at the ad. 

“I was sixteen when I saw that movie,” she says. “It was at the Valencia Theatre in San 

Francisco. I was on my first date. My shoes were two sizes too small! I don’t remember a thing 

about the date. I couldn’t even tell you the boy’s name. But I remember the movie and the music 

and the way my feet ached all the way home. I’m wearing soles tonight.”  

Laughingly she points at her feet. 
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She says, “Isn’t it funny what you remember?” 

 

Talmadge Hill Road is a river.  

Rainwater roars down the pavement, gushes over rocks and roots in the gullies. You plow 

up the hill at seven twenty. The mansion rises behind a veil of rain, the turret only half seen as if 

it were in the process of being erased. You can just make out the black shape of the windows, the 

faint wisp of the porch. You park under the apple tree. You gather up library books and 

pharmacy bag and charge out across the slopping lawn, up the porch steps. Two crows eye you 

redly from the railing. You shoo them away. They only squawk miserably and hop down into the 

rain. You turn and knock. The front door is ajar.  

“Hugo?” 

You stand a moment. A cold wind tunnels down the hall, makes a low moan like breath 

past over the neck of a bottle. Wet leaves are scattered down the carpet. A low voice carries from 

a room off the hall. You stand and listen. A book slips from the stack in your arms and hits the 

welcome mat. You step over it and inside. 

“Mr. Oz?”  

Two voices now. And laughter. Then silence. You follow the sound down the hall and 

into the deep paneled den. The drapes are drawn. It is hard to see. A television talk show plays to 

the empty room. Oz’s slippers lined up at the foot of the recliner. On the end table a drinking 

glass cloudy with yesterday’s milk. You set the books and the pharmacy bag down on a credenza 

lined with photos of a very young Aaron Oz. You snap off the television set.  

You look around. 

You walk into the bedroom across the hall. The bed has been carefully made, the pillows 

set upright, the chenille bed cover pulled tight. The angel clock has stalled again, dead. Oz’s coat 

is draped over a wingback chair, his fedora on the bedpost, exactly where you left it.  

“Mr. Oz!” 

A shout this time. But your voice doesn’t carry. It is dry and hoarse, swallowed up by the 

sounds of the crashing rain. The wind kicks a shutter hard against the house. You step out of the 

room and into the hall. The light at the end is strange, mysterious, a milky white. From where 

you stand you can make out the corner of the kitchen table. The back of an old oak chair. A 

shadow spread across the floor. 
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So you move down the hall, led on by the sound of crashing water and the room’s strange 

light, past the many stopped clocks that seem to watch you with knowing faces. The light flows 

out from the kitchen, floods the doorway and the threadbare carpet. It washes over you as step 

into the room where the table is piled with newspapers and apples, where the cupboards are all 

open, where there is water running in the sink and there, his back to you, stands Hugo Oz. He 

turns when he hears you. His eyes are wet and small. His cheeks streaked with tears. Something 

glints in his hand. He holds it in the flat of palm, a potato peeler. Nothing more.  

“Henry,” he says.   

“Yes. Hugo. I’m here.”  

“I couldn’t remember what this was for?” 

“I know,” you say. “It’s all right. I’m here now. Everything is going to be all right.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR 

 

 

 

The cars begin arriving at seven thirty, a slow trickle of traffic that wends its way up from 

Water Street then builds slowly, steadily into a great river of headlights coming in from the west 

and the north and the south. Cars from as far away as Rhode Island and Massachusetts. At seven 

forty the rain slows and the clouds roll back to reveal a cold clear New England night in autumn. 

At that Footie throws the switch. The marquee blinks once, twice, then bursts to life, the neon 

comet zinging across from east to west across the sky. Calliope music fills the air and the screen 

ripples under a fountain of multi-colored footlights. A rowdy applause erupts from the lot, a 

jubilant chorus of honking and cheers that has not been heard on the hill in over twenty five 

years. And as the theatre lights dim and the reels begin to turn and that pure white beam of movie 

light shoots across the lot it is said a single shooting star arced high above the screen.   

Or so it is said. 

You will hear this all much later from Dee who was there to see it happen. 

 

You are in a big cluttered kitchen of a very old house high on a hill, a potato in one hand, 

an old fashioned cheese grater in the other.  

You are learning to make latkes.  

“Don’t fear the potato,” Oz says. “Shred. Shred!”  

Oz raises a fist in the air, urging you on. Then he shuffles off to find his old 78s, polka 

music mostly. “Roll Out the Barrel” on accordion and Wurlitzer organ. It is the craziest music 

you have ever heard. But Oz seems transported; he moves about the kitchen, setting out plates 

and napkins, clapping his hands, singing along. He turns up the flame on the stove and shows 

you how to mix the shredded potato and onion with flour and egg into a thick yellow batter that 
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you drop by heaping spoonfuls into the pan of crackling oil. Oz hands you the spatula and shows 

you how to read a latke: firm in the center, brown at the edges.   

“Timing is everything,” says Oz. “Now flip!” 

When the latkes are ready you lay them out one by one on a singing wire rack to drain 

and cool and crisp to thin golden wafers. Oz takes down two small glasses and a bottle of 

Manischewitz American Concord Grape wine from a cabinet above the sink. You clear the 

newspapers and the apples form the table. You pulls out two chairs. Oz brings the latkes and the 

wine.  

You pour.  

Oz toasts. 

“Mazel tov,” he says. 

 

Later, Oz takes down an old photo album and flips through the stiff brown pages 

together. 

Coney Island. 

Brooklyn. 

Mott Street. 

In one a very young Hugo Oz stands amid the wrecked plasterboard and gutted walls of 

an old tenement building in Flatbush. He wears rolled up shirt-sleeves, a carpenter’s apron, and a 

wiseguy squint.  

“Wow, Hugo. You were a pretty tough looking guy.” 

“Don’t get any funny ideas,” he says. 

“No,” you say. “I won’t.” 

And as you look on at all the photos of renovated buildings and empty rooms you do get 

an idea. A funny one. It comes unbidden and unplanned and you hear yourself say it aloud.  

“There’s a room in my house. In your house. At the place on Bedford Street.” 

“What about it?” says Oz. 

“I don’t know. It’s not doing much. The room, I mean. You’re all alone here. Think about 

it.” 
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There is some quiet and Hugo turns a page. He runs a finger along a photo of himself 

taken some fifty years ago outside Oz Properties, Inc. on Elm Street in Maddley. He is beaming, 

proud. 

“I knew your father,” says Oz.   

You look up. 

“You didn’t know that, did you?”   

You shake your head. 

“An insurance man,” says Oz. 

“Yes. He sold insurance.” 

“It’s a small town.”   

Oz turns the page. Eva and Hugo holding their newborn son on the steps of this house. 

Winter. Snow. Gingerbread railing and garland on the door.  

“He was good with a joke,” says Oz. “Your father. He liked people to feel at ease.” 

“People say. I never really knew him. He died when I was a kid.” 

“He was a good man.”  

“I guess.” 

Hugo shuts the book.   

“He covered me. When I lost everything out at the park. Back in ‘76. He called it an Act 

of God. He bent the books. I think he felt sorry for an old Jew in Maddley, Connecticut. It’s why 

I still have this house.” 

You look at Oz a long moment.  

“They fired him. No one could help us.” 

“I know,” he says. 

 You sit a while looking at the cracked cover of the old album, remembering.  

“I went to his office once,” you say. “I remember going there. It must have been 

Christmas because there was a tree and some lights and everyone sort of dressed up in suits and 

ties. I remember a group of men standing in circle, laughing, and my father in the center, telling a 

joke. I must have been six or seven years old, I don’t know. I went and stood by him. One of the 

men said, ‘Now who does this boy belong to?’ And my father said, ‘This is Henry Charles. This 

is my son.’ Then he laid a hand on my head and at the very same moment that he touched the 

man’s shoulder. And I felt something go out of me or go through me, like electricity passing 
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from me into my father and into the man alongside him and the man alongside him, on and on, 

all around the room, connecting us in a circle. Then he lifted his hand and the feeling vanished 

and I think I’ve just been looking for that ever since.” 

Oz is quiet a while. The last of the raindrops tap the drainpipes outside. A clock chimes 

upstairs and stops. Then Oz reaches out across the table and lays a hand to your head, holding 

very still. You can feel the heat of it in your skull, your brain. You shut your eyes. You say 

nothing.  

Shalom, says Oz. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE 

 

 

 

The afternoon is windy and cloudless, brightly blue. The lawn is speckled with frost. Dee 

comes down the backstairs in a Grosskopf’s lumber T-shirt and her sable. She spreads the picnic 

table with a paper cloth printed with pilgrims and muskets. The wind whips the cloth around and 

threatens to blow it into the trees. Holy hell, says Dee. And she anchors it with rocks. Oz sits in a 

creaky lawn chair at the head of the table, bundled in his big tweed coat, working a crossword 

puzzle in his lap. When he is stuck for a word or a phrase or simply cannot recall the puzzle’s 

aim you draw him gently toward an answer or a clue. 

“Penguin,” you say. Or, “A synonym for sailboat. Rhymes with knot!” 

Donny is sets out the plasticware and the paper cups. Doreen follows close behind. She 

wears a dirty pink parka and a stunned almost mortified expression. She is friendly and soft-

spoken but mostly she is silent. Belle is finishing construction paper headdresses for everyone to 

wear. Hugo’s is brown and blue. Dee’s is pink and orange. Yours is green and black. Dougie’s is 

red and gold. He bangs out of your apartment with the tray of turkey roll and cornbread stuffing. 

He drops it onto the table goes back for the clam chowder.  

Belle wanders over, hands Oz his paper crown and taps his knee.  

“Hey. Mister You. Want to see a cartwheel?”  

Oz looks up from his puzzle book, interrupted and unsmiling. 

“Okay,” she says. “Ate you ready?” 

Oz stares. 

Belle spreads her arms, takes a huge breath, and keels over into your lap.  

“What was that?” says Oz. 

“I know,” you say, lifting Belle to her feet. “She’s still learning. She just needs a little 

help. Will someone please instruct this child in a proper cartwheel. She’s all bruises.” 
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Dee thunks down a bowl of mashed potatoes and puts a hand on her hip.  

“Go on,” she says. 

“Go on what.” 

“Instruct.”  

“No. Not me. I meant someone else. Over there.” You point at the table. 

Everyone stares. 

Dougie sets out the big copper kettle, stirring the chowder, shaking his head. “He’s just 

scared,” he says. 

“That’s ridiculous, Doug. I’m not scared.” 

“He doesn’t know how,” Donny says, reaching for the potatoes.  

“Oh, please. Everyone knows how.”  

“Well, then get on with it,” says Oz. “I’m hungry.” He leans in for the green beans and 

the garlic toast.  

You look around, at everyone clamoring at the table, jockeying for seats, grabbing for 

forks.  

“Look. I just can’t be turning cartwheels on the front lawn. I live in this town. People 

know me.” 

But no one is listening anymore. They are squeezing in around the table, bumping 

elbows, passing plates. Everyone is talking at once. Food is spilling from the table and napkins 

are whipping in the air. The cold wind comes hard against you and you say, Watch me, Belle.  

It goes like this. 
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