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Chapter One

Langstonhewitt 

                   Wiring
1.

There was a chill and then all sound cut.  Phillip couldn’t hear himself moaning or the very high, very urgent buzz of the broken circuit, and he couldn’t smell his exposed flesh smoking, slightly but potently, from contact with bare wire.  Phillip could not move and he could not think beyond his aural presence.  He was trapped inside himself, asleep but awake, in a dream where he could scream mute, summon all his strength in a fervid display of nothing, and feel no pain from burning.  He stared forward from the floor where he had fallen, looking towards the bare wood-paneled wall not two feet in front of him, drawing over and over again an invisible line where the two planes of wall and floor met forming a “greater than” symbol.  He was greater than the wall, despite being helpless so much that he was not able to scream for assistance and not even able to worry about not being able to scream.  Only able to see.  Terefy’s legs, decked in the dark blue of his jumpsuit and covered in white specks of dander and crimson stains of ketchup, ran into and out of Phillip’s vision and then the sound returned.  Phillip was keenly aware of each of his major muscle groups, feeling them tense up and then relenting.

“You okay?”  Phillip managed a nod.  Yes, he was going to be fine.  Terefy lightened, if he was ever even upset.

“That’s the trouble,” Terefy relished the chance to explain to his underling, “It’s not the pain of the electric heat.  It’s what it does to your pulse.  Your heart’s beating a thousand miles an hour and you can’t do nothing but lie there feeling like you just spent two hours climbing up stairs to the top of the Empire State building when it’s over.”

Phillip rolled over and coughed gutturally, collecting himself.  He felt fine and that worried him.  His hand was throbbing and his upper body was soaked in sweat, but his heart was fine.  The bare floor was prickly from carpenter’s nails and splinters from the rotted wood.  Phillip realized that he must have been covered in hundreds of splinters and slowly rose at the waist to begin patting the nettlesome dust off.  

“Right there,” Terefy continued “that’s what happens when you don’t clear the wire even after you’ve taken off all incoming currents.  These old wires, you got to clear them, but they don’t usually tell you that in the classes ‘cus for some reason they don’t think you’re ever going to work on old wires.  Old wires are just about all you work on around here, though.”

Terefy wasn’t looking at him when Phillip had finished dusting himself off and rose slowly to his feet.  “I didn’t even think about that” he said, obliging conversation and hoping Terefy would offer a break or an early end to the day after his ordeal.

“No shit.  You didn’t think about it ‘cus nobody told you about it.  You know now, though, and you know a lot more because of it.  What just happened to you was an ‘incapacitating shock.’  It’s what—“

“I know what it means.”

Mistaking Phillip’s understandably tired annoyance for petulance, Terefy scorned his assistant’s malaise, turning his head down to glare at Phillip with his eyes buried into his cheeks.  “And now you know what it feels like.  Knowing what a books means and knowing what feeling means are two different things, you see.”

Phillip’s tone humbled in light of Terefy’s newly apparent disdain for book learning. “Yeah.  It—it won’t happen again.”

“Damn right it won’t.  This is why we always work in pairs, too.  Take a long time to die from such a small current, long time waiting.  That’s why we work together, you and me for a long time.”

“Yeah.  Thank you.”  

“Don’t mention it.”

Lightened from Phillip’s gratitude and proud that he was able to show the young man just how grateful he should have been, because he would not have realized how dire his brush with death really was were he never told, Terefy walked away, back to his work, leaving Phillip to kneel and collect himself.  This was Phillip’s tenth day on the job with Langstonhewitt Wiring, his third day of working with Terefy, and his first day on site.  He had already almost killed himself and was beginning to reexamine the doubts he had before accepting his position as a non-union assistant electrician making a portly twelve-fifty an hour doing something he kind of had a knack for but despised.  He had sold himself short, he thought, by working in such a dangerous position and not enjoying himself.  Work together for a long time, me and Terefy.  Phillip kicked the idea around in his head.  Three days had been a long time.  Terefy had the type of personality that wore on Phillip, and he had no idea why.  Terefy was such a gentle man and Phillip did not want to admit to himself that he likened Terefy’s geniality with subversion and his simplicity with stupidity, which disturbed him.  Terefy was a fair supervisor without a full head who did not lord his position over Phillip, whom he seemed to like, and Phillip was suspicious of him because of it.  The suspicion manifested itself through annoyance.  Why did his roly-poly body have to pour into his jumpsuit with such puffy-chested zeal?  Why did he always ask Phillip about his home and his family even though he never spoke a word of his own?  Why was he always whistling?

Phillip looked down at his light blue work shirt drenched dark blue with sweat.  Did the sweat help the conducting of the current or was it a result of the conduction?  Probably both.  He reached into a pocket for rag to soak up some perspiration from his underarms.  In the other room Terefy started to whistle “Sweet Home Chicago.”  When will he stop doing that, Phillip thought.  And when will he change songs?  Three days of the same two simple verses and it just kept going, the same two parts over and over again. 

Gripping the rag, his fists were turning white from frustration.  He rose slightly from his knees and craned his neck around the bare doorframe to take a look at Terefy, to connect the grating but disembodied whistling to a face, thereby dulling its annoyance.  Terefy stood against the farthest wall, his back to Phillip, just staring at a handful of wires and whistling.  He was a thick man with a full head of dark gray hair.  The back of Terefy’s neck was attractively Mediterranean, covered in dark hairs and tanned golden.  His work suit was too tight.  It was a connected one-piece of very dark blue given to site supervisors and it hugged Terefy’s broad back and wide ass and his calf muscles seemed to jiggle despite being embraced so snuggly by the cotton-poly jumpsuit.  He seemed, thought Phillip, to be made of equal parts muscle and dough and just as capable of a jolly laugh as he was of steroid rage.    

Phillip put the rag back into his pocket and looked down again at his work shirt, which he had purchased from Mr. Langstonhewitt, at cost, three days earlier.  His left breast was adorned with a patch of his company’s “Lanwire” logo written in bold block type.  Lanwire was a shortened, more appealing version of “Langstonhewitt Wiring” that rolled off the tongue and almost sounded like it might have been an actual word in some exotic language, which is why the senior Mr. Langstonhewitt himself had long ago paid a large sum of money to an advertising man for designing the abbreviation and the lettering in which it was still written.  Phillip’s right breast had a rectangular section cornered off with a darker fabric where a patch containing his nametag would be ironed on as soon as he had proven himself a full time employee of Langstonhewitt Wiring. 

He was keenly aware of his senses now after losing them for the period of his shock.  The burning of his hand wasn’t so much a nuisance as an experience and it served to conjure up short bursts of images of burns from his past; slipping on a rug, putting out his arms to brace his fall, his hands sliding across the carpet and stinging for hours, or catching cigarette cinders flicked out of the front passenger window by his mother in the face.  He sat himself down again and took in a deep breath.  The bare wood floor smelled like HUD apartments and poverty, stagnate beer cans and unwashed children.  

2. 

His father’s shadow was protracted by fluorescent street lamps, and Phillip, an absurdly young dilettante to the man’s secondary income practice of after-hours wiring, stood in that long shadow the whole walk up the grated metal staircase which climbed the brick wall of the tall building where poor people lived.  The walk up the zigzag fire escape was long but familiar, and the slight sway of the stairs and spring of the metal grating no longer put Phillip on edge as they used to.  Along the wall were the spiders, brown, gray and white ones, fat with round bellies and stubby legs and his father had told him once not to be scared of them and not to touch them.  In his father’s shadow, searching for spiders took great skill and effort and Phillip had taken to seeing how many of them he could count while following behind his father’s slow limp.  Last night he had counted seven spiders.  Tonight, twelve.  

They reached the end of the fire escape, a narrow rectangle that ended at the ninth floor.  In case of a fire, Phillip’s father once told him while eructating the guttural, mean laugh that Phillip so hated to hear, the people in the tenth and eleventh floors would just have to jump and try to land on this narrow rectangle.  Phillip’s father pulled a large metal ring of a key chain from his breast pocket and clanked through the keys, one by one in the muted light, looking for the round brass colored key with a smear of red nail polish on its base that opened the door to the ninth floor.  He spent the same amount of time staring at each key, eyes squinted, turning every last one about in the darkness to make sure he would not overlook the nail polish smear.  Phillip knew that the desired key was either eighteen or seven clanks from the start of the chain, depending on which side his father started the clanking, but the old man always wanted to make sure. 

Phillip’s father opened the door at the top of the escape and he and his son stepped into the dimly lit hallway with stained carpeting that always smelled like ramen noodles.  Loud music was playing from an apartment on the far end of the hall and the light bulbs that adorned the ceiling, which were painted a putrid shade of yellow to discourage insects from dying near them and spaced two doors apart, each emitted a very low but very loud buzz.  Phillip held on to his father’s shirt as they limped to an apartment labeled 9-R; a new one since 9-G had been finished the night before. His father scratched at his bum leg and stared toward the apartment.  The door to 9-R was ajar.

“Push it,” Phillip’s father whispered, looking down at his son with a slight nod and a flippant grin. 

Phillip was pensive.  Looking up at his father’s unshaven face he saw a slight mischievous gleam in the man’s eyes, a gaze completely alien that would have fit better on a boy of Phillip’s age.  This was not how his father looked, and it was not how his father wanted grown men to appear.  It was simply inappropriate.  His blue eyes shown from his gaunt, leathery cheeks and let out a sparkle that looked too good-natured, unnervingly gentle. “Go on,” his father said, “touch it.  Push it open and see what’s inside.”

His father walked with a limp because it suited a man who was born years too late and years too soon to have served militarily during any significant conflicts, or so he would drunkenly explain time and time again to anybody who was within earshot.  Being a journeyman was the only path a man of his breeding and temperament could have chosen, and, as it was one step above factory work and one step below a business position, it was in a sense the soldiering of his unfortunate generation.  And he was wounded in “combat,” as it were, a couple of years earlier by falling from a ladder that should have been steadied by his brother, Phillip’s Uncle Theodore.  He blamed his brother incongruously for his broken leg and he spent the rest of his life exaggerating his anger and his ailment, making sure to add extra exuberance to his limping “thud” around new company and to drag his leg needlessly behind him like a loaf of bread dough around those he wished to impress most with his misery.

The day before his brother had failed to steady his ladder the two men had attended, along with Phillip and Phillip’s mother and some forty other anonymous friends and relatives, an open casket memorial for someone or other who may or may not have been related to Phillip.  The oaken casket was set on an artificial-looking bed of pink and white parade float flowers and was lined with lightly colored photographs of the dead old woman from when she wasn’t quite as old and not nearly as dead.  In the pictures she wore thick-rimmed spectacles and was never without a fat orange tabby that was colored almost pink by the poor photo processing. Her corpse smelt like canned meat combined with stale whipping cream and Phillip asked to be excused from paying his final respects to the stranger.  Permission was granted and Phillip walked back to his tin folding chair where he sat next to his father and Theodore. He stared and the checkered red and black and tan carpeting, counting squares and squinting to make the designs spin.

Sitting beside Phillip’s father, Theodore was awash with excitement over an apparently brand new model of ashtray that must have existed only in this particular funeral parlor and at the gates of heaven itself.  It was a set of springs.  A narrow cylindrical spring lined a nest of springs, with two springs extending to hold smoldering butts, all set in a varnished wood base to give the piece a classic feel despite its perpetually contemporary design.  It was the finest piece of ashtray that Theodore had ever seen and he had to have one right away, as soon as they were done paying respect, no matter what the cost.

“You know,” throated Phillip’s father, “that thing has got to be forty years old.  They don’t make them anymore and if they did you’d have to order for it.  It’d take weeks to get to you and cost hundreds.”

“Hundreds?”  Theodore gasped in pain.  That would not do.  A man of his stature could not afford hundreds for an ashtray.

“Why don’t you just take it?”  Asked Phillip’s father, an alien gleam shown through his leathered face, illuminating his blue eyes.

“From here?”

“Hell, they don’t need it.  Just send ‘em a check a few weeks from now.  What’re they going to do, press charges?”

“Do you suppose it cost them hundreds?”

“Naw.  They probably bought it when you could get ‘em down the street.”  

Theodore stared at the ashtray.  It really was wonderful.

“Whatcha waiting for?  Go on, take it.”

Theodore glanced over both shoulders, grabbed the tray and slipped it stealthily into his jacket.  He looked. Phillip’s father, who nodded approvingly before looking down at his son and accidentally letting loose a flippant grin that nearly floored the child but instead kept him still on his chair, not daring to move for xenophobic fear of another playful facial expression.  

It was decided by unspoken consensus that all the visitors had paid their share of final respects, and then everyone was excused from the parlor by a sweeping gesture issued from a man with white hair and glasses wearing a purple robe. The drive home seemed much shorter than the drive to the funeral had, with Phillip’s father holding a fixed, unsettling grin and not taking his eyes off the road the whole way, Phillip’s mother not saying a single word besides that she was very impressed with the services, and Uncle Theodore sitting next to Phillip staring at the wonderful ashtray that rested in his lap the entire ride, smiling with the pride of man staring at his newborn.

When they got home, Phillip’s father walked first to the liquor cabinet, Phillip’s mother and Theodore walked to parallel sofas and plopped down with coincidental sighs, and Phillip walked straight up to his room without hearing so much as a word of inquiry.  Phillip laid on his stomach and studied the patterns of the wood grain on his bed frame, looking for rings that he had been told to count to decipher the age of the tree from which his bed was made.  Downstairs Phillip’s father could be heard speaking loudly, intently, though not shouting.  Phillip heard his mother rise up in a defiant tone followed by the smack of an open hand.  Uncle Theodore raised his voice in an angry shout, and then raised his voice much louder in a desperate scream.  Then there was a small series of clanks and the pathetic crying of a grown man.  The sun was still up Phillip could not pretend he was sleeping.  He walked to the top of the staircase and spied from above his father standing over a smashed mess of straightened springs, laughing while a red faced and crying Theodore tried to piece together his fabulous ashtray.  Phillip’s mother was lying on the sofa.  Phillip ran back into his room and dove under his bed, crawling about on the unfinished floor where carpeting had been ripped up.  The splintery ground pricked Phillip and him itch.  He closed his eyes to try and sleep, but the white sunlight beaming into his room made shapes of green and purple appear underneath his eye lids.  He fought hard but fruitlessly to prevent the shapes from dancing around in tune to his father’s laughter.  He watched the shapes dancing and listened to his father laughing until there was no more light in his room.

“Whatcha waiting for? “  Phillip’s father whispered just loud enough to overcome the blaring music at the end of the hall. “Go on, open it.”

Phillip looked down towards the door to 9-R and stepped away from his father. He touched his middle and index fingers to the light doorframe and slowly pushed it open. It made no noise, no creak.  Inside, there was nothing but blackness and the pungent stench of bullion. The smell hit Phillip like a punch in the face and he snatched up his shirt to cover his nose.  There were no windows to ventilate the apartment and the light from the hall was scarcely enough to illuminate but the first few feet of what seemed to be the living room.  Phillip turned around just in time to see his father’s hirsute arm pushing him into the room and slamming the door shut.  Phillip stumbled, tripped over his own leg and screamed.  “Let me out!  Let me out!”

From the hallway Phillip could hear his father giggling, “Why don’t you get your brother to help you?” 

 Phillip started to cry and scream.  “Let me out!  Let me out!”  His father’s giggle turned into a fully developed, guttural laugh.  He laughed so hard that it sounded to Phillip as if there were no wall separating them. He screamed, “ain’t your brother in there?  He’ll let you out!  Have him let you out!”  And the laughter continued.

 Phillip flailed about from his stomach for something to brace himself to his feet.  He felt sharp stings from his back and sides that made him scream.  Pushing his shoulders down and then jolting forward, Phillip was able to rock to his feet.  He extended his arms as a brace and ran to the wall from where he had come, and then began violently searching for a light switch to bring an end to the darkness.  The stings kept coming.  His father kept laughing from the hall.  His hands swept across the sticky points of dirty stucco until he felt a short shock from the bare metal case of a light switch.  The lights came on and a hundred creatures, some known to Phillip and some completely alien ran scurrying for cover under furniture that had been repossessed weeks earlier.  Horrible creatures with hard shells that flapped, and hundreds of legs and antennae that that twitched up and down rapidly were all over the floor, all over Phillip.  

Creatures ran on his shirt and under his shirt, crawling up his legs and biting inside his denim shorts.  Phillip kept screaming and started punching himself to smash the hard-shelled beetles while those insects capable of flight left his person on their own accord.  His terrier fists slammed down into his legs and his open hand swept away the dead insects.  For every one he punched there seemed to be three more crawling up.  He punched his chest and swept.  He punched his arm and swept.  He punched his head and fell on the cold tile floor, crying.  The ceiling was made of white tiles that were water stained red and brown, the stains formed shapes, circles mostly and one looked like an outline of Mickey Mouse.  The stains were spinning.  Phillip closed his eyes and fell asleep.  He could never remember where, or when, he woke up.  The bites took weeks to heal.

Chapter Two

            Terefy
1.

Terefy had the debilitating habit of lucidly associating certain words and phrases to mental images.  Whenever any one of a series of prompts was spoken Terefy would fall into a dream-like state. He would picture a scene from his past, real or imagined, as if he himself were reliving it or more simply, and more horribly, living the scene as an unwelcome and unnoticed specter.  He was never able to control what was going on in the dreams. 

Some words and phrases that triggered this effect were “get out,” which made Terefy picture a scene from childhood of his elderly aunt wielding a broom at a pack of raccoons that had stumbled into her yard and knocked over a wooden barrel filled with water, and “pepperoni pizza,” which would bring to mind a test pattern with a Native American brave in its center.  A more potent word was “obsequious,” which, when heard, read, or sometimes was even thought of by Terefy brought to mind a picture of a stout man with curly black hair who at first glance, due mostly to severe acne scaring and premature balding, looked to be in his middle 30’s, but upon closer inspection turned out to be only a very ragged eighteen-year-old.  The young man was always holding a mason jar filled with a clear liquid that would splash over the jar’s side as he waddled and jiggled about.  Sometimes Terefy would realize the man was a young incarnation of his uncle Solomon, but most often he had no idea who the specter was. 

Solomon would talk about something new every time the word “obsequious” was uttered, which was, thankfully, an infrequent occurrence.  Terefy had no idea what the word meant because whenever he would try to research its definition he would be sidetracked by his Uncle Solomon reminding him to brush his teeth or offering him a drink from his mason jar.  More frequently than “obsequious,” the crude phrase “cunt” would be spoken, causing Terefy to picture the bloated, sanguine face of a bearded man with warts straining to scream a line of expletives at the sky.  Picturing the man made Terefy very uncomfortable, and to avoid running afoul of the word Terefy tried to keep clean-speaking company.  

Such a disorder, as one can imagine, often reaped disastrous results.   

His condition had persisted as long as Terefy could remember, though it wasn’t diagnosed problematic until his academic performance started to slip in junior high school.  In his earlier years of schooling Terefy compensated for his modest intellect through paying diligent attention in class and rigorously studying and he was always regarded as an exceptionally bright child.  Despite his best efforts, however, he could not pay attention to lectures or study from textbooks consistently in the later grades and, consequently, his marks started to slip downward.  He managed through his first two years of high school working fervidly to compensate for his disorder, mastering every bit of his lessons save for those that would send him into dreams, but the work became too arduous for the C’s and D’s it garnered and by his junior year Terefy had dropped out of school and married his sweetheart, Alyssa.

Alyssa was the first person that Terefy had told of his disorder and because she was very much in love with him she was supportive.  They wed in a semi-extravagant ceremony paid for by the money left to Terefy from his father, who suffered a massive stroke upon receiving news of his only son quitting school and marrying a Negro.  Terefy and Alyssa were each seventeen years old when they were wed, no parental approval was necessary since they were both orphaned wards of a state that was eager to give them to one and other. 

With the remainder of his inheritance Terefy bought a nice Oldsmobile and enrolled himself in a trade school where, in eighteen months, he became a fully licensed and bonded non-union electrician capable of making upwards of seventeen dollars an hour in some markets, though he settled for a starting position at the largest wiring firm in the area, East General Wiring, making only twelve dollars an hour due to poor economic timing and Alyssa’s not wanting to move far from home.  The work came naturally to Terefy, and though he might not have enjoyed wiring as a profession he could not deny that he was well suited for its precision and tedium and he firmly believed that in time his ship would come in.  Terefy always treated his superiors well because he genuinely respected them.  They had worked to gain their positions of authority and so would Terefy, someday, mastering every nuance of his craft and gaining a middle management position.  Indeed, the future looked bright.

Terefy’s disorder was brought to a head after his third car accident in two years—not curving with a curved road and running straight into a tree after a forgotten mention of the phrase “black chessmen” found Terefy staring face to face with an amalgamate of the people he most readily associated to the separate virtues his father most admired.  The being had the distinct jaw of Irwin Rommel, symbolizing sly sportsmanship, the eyes of Orson Welles, stressing sensitivity and love, the hard-working haircut of Johnny Unitas, and the absolutely celibate lips of Jimmy Stewart.  The being told Terefy that he was a fine American and then started an uproarious laugh that ended with the smash of steel against wood.  Though uninjured, Terefy found himself on the verge of becoming uninsurable and therefore unable to drive himself to work so he decided to seek professional help.

Professional therapists, psychologists, and psychiatrists had no idea what was wrong with Terefy and referred him back and forth to one and other until it was agreed by all that accepted medical science simply could not help a man of his stature and he was referred to a series of holistic, massage, and faith healers because, they figured, a placebo cure would be better than no cure at all.  The holistic healer could not drain the bad energy out of his brain, the massage therapist could only take the kink out of his neck, and did nothing for the thoughts in his head, and the faith healer grew frustrated with Terefy’s apparent lack of faith.  It was decided by a board of fake physicians to refer Terefy back to the licensed physicians because, they figured, real doctors might cure some other problem that Terefy had or maybe give him a cure to a problem he didn’t have, because any cure would be better than none at all.  An aggregate of specialists from all over the United States gathered to examine Terefy from top to bottom and he was even compensated for the time he missed from work being so thoroughly observed.  When all was said and done the results were mixed; four specialists thought he had a form of extreme Autism that somehow did not inhibit his social skills, five specialists declared Terefy as self-loathing neurotic who just needed a hug, and three more specialists declared Terefy “Supremely Demented Due to Unknown Causes.”  A round table was set and disorders were high and low balled and bids were placed all around and after much bad noise an agreement was reached and it was decided due to compromise that Terefy suffered from a bad case of the gout and Asperger Syndrome, a mild version of autism that usually only affected speech.  He was written a prescription for some very large peach-colored pills he had to take twice a day, and was profiled in a medical journal that failed to take down his mailing address so he never received a copy.

Terefy and Alyssa decided to take preventative measures against Terefy’s ailment and so Alyssa drove Terefy nearly everywhere that he needed to go, which was mostly only to work and back and once a week out to dinner.  Terefy made sure never to walk near traffic and took only baths to avoid falling in the shower.  These precautions were really all that were needed.  Terefy’s periods of removal were always accompanied by total amnesia, but his moments of clarity were completely clarion. His disorder was only dangerous in moments where absolute attention was completely necessary and when, if one should happen to blink out at an inopportune time, the results would be irreversible.  

When Terefy and Alyssa were each twenty years old Alyssa became pregnant.  The child was to be named Jaden, regardless of its sex, in honor of Terefy’s twin brother who had died at birth.  The prenatal care was exquisite, courtesy of East General Wiring’s fine benefits package offered to employees of two or more years tenure at the inflated rate of a quarter of their paycheck—before taxes, and Alyssa’s slender frame was extended to its absolute boundaries as she gained the suggested twenty-five pounds.  Terefy was highly attentive to his enceinte bride, forgiving her erratic emotions, tending her every arcane need, more in love by the second with every expanding inch of her absolutely perfect self.    

Nearing the end of pregnancy, prenatal concern effectively rendered Alyssa immobile and so Terefy had to drive himself to and from work.  To accommodate, the car stereo was removed and the windows were doubled pained, and though it was late August, Alyssa insisted that, even if it were just for her peace of mind, Terefy wore earmuffs while driving to muffle any stray screaming that might somehow permeate his Oldsmobile’s carapace.  The earmuffs were old and cheap, made of a thick, pointy plastic band that connected two circles of thick plastic lined with a purple blend of cotton and polyester.  The edges of both earpieces were full of uneven mucronate points that a finger could not be rubbed quickly across without being cut. 

The car was sealed nearly airtight.  The small vents cut through the fiberglass where the windshield met the car’s hood, through which all ventilation air was pumped, were sealed tight with caulk.  This turned out to be a miserable mistake, as it needlessly rendered the car’s heating and cooling systems inoperable and the noises produced by the air conditioner would have drowned out any sounds from outside.  The car was stuffy and, at times, unbearably hot, and there was no chance of any relief since the electric windows had been disabled. 

The earmuffs were too tight for Terefy’s head.  Most hats were too tight for Terefy’s head.  He had never found in a store a fitted hat that accommodated his cranium and adjustable baseball caps fit only when the plastic strap was either clicked on its final notch or completely detached.  The earmuffs hurt.  They would always dig into some part of Terefy’s head and he would have to move them a little to the left, or a little up, or a little down, and wherever he would move them they would dig into his skull again and he would, again, have to adjust them.  He promised Alyssa that he would not drive without wearing them, though, and he would never break a promise to Alyssa.  So he drove to and from work everyday, the earmuffs digging into his head and him adjusting them and repeating the process ad nauseum for three weeks. Deep, easily visible cuts formed over and under his ears.  Scars appeared but were quickly reopened through tight contact with the salient plastic edge of the earmuffs.  Thin streams of blood started to drizzle down Terefy’s face while driving.  It was too hot to wipe them, the blood would just stick to his face and smear on his hands, so he had to let it drip down onto his shirt collar.  The scars above his ears became so noticeable that Terefy’s ears were soon the most popular topic of his coworkers’ conversations.  Some accused him of fighting, others of sadomasochism, and some were certain he had contracted some tropical skin disease or another from his constant trips to the hospital with his wife.  The latter theory was the one most agreed upon and all employees of East General aside from Terefy’s closest friends avoided physical contact with him and would not too covertly or politely cover their faces with their hands or shirts when he would wander close by.  Terefy began to feel isolated at work and miserable in his car, but being at home; the joy of getting to uxoriously answer every beck and call of his precious Alyssa every night made him not question the stuffy car trips, not mind being regarded by his co-workers as a consumptive, and not remove the earmuffs.

As the cuts grew, the flow of blood increased.  Terefy draped a towel over both shoulders while driving to prevent his work shirt from staining.  Flow increased still, and Terefy was forced to tattered clothes while driving and then change in the back of his car before going into work.  The sight of a pile of blood-soaked rags in the back of his Oldsmobile did not help to quell the popular rumors surrounding the history and fate of Terefy’s ears.  

Blood dripped down his neck.  Blood drained through the crease of each cheek and collected right underneath both of his puffed eyes, pooling in a patch of stress, and when Terefy blinked he felt a horrible burning and then could not see far enough ahead to curve his car with the road.  Terefy hit the accelerator as an accidental reflex and swerved violently when he felt his Oldsmobile leaving pavement.  His vision returned just in time to see the blank expression of a woman’s face slam into his windshield.  She was a bag lady who was crossing a dangerous road with the hopes of being hit by a car.  Her profession was collecting discarded aluminum cans and taking them to grocery and convenience stores for a nickel apiece.  She usually collected enough aluminum cans for a fast food meal every day but they had been scarce lately in the areas where the woman usually found them, thanks to an elaborate “adopt a highway” program initiated by a pack of overzealous high school thespians.  Terefy recognized her as she lay pressed against his windshield, her blanks eyes open wide and looking at him with rapt attention.  He had seen her along roadsides before:  she always wore the same suit of too many stained and tattered clothes, even in the heat of summer, as she could not leave any pieces of clothing anywhere for fear of theft.  Standing before the glass door of an air conditioned convenience store a few minutes before getting hit by Terefy’s car, the woman looked at the eighty cents her days labor had earned her; four coins lain against her the stiff skin of her hand, burnt dark beyond human by weeks of unrelenting, exposed heat.  She looked up at the door and stared through her dim reflection.  Her hair was scant and her face was as burnt as her hands, her eyes shown as two slits between wrinkles in catcher’s mit.  Her reflection faded away as a dark colored locomotive drove past the window, and the woman decided then that she wanted to sleep.  She opened the door and exited the shop, and the heat of the outside and the yellow rays of the setting sun hit her like an opened oven, though she did not acknowledge them by gasping or covering her eyes.  Bracing her back against the side of the building she bent at the waist before the blue plastic trash can of the store and removed her shoes and two pairs of mismatched socks, the first white and purple, the second two different shades of red.  She carefully set her footwear into the trash bin and shrugged off her large winter coat, which fell onto the paved sidewalk that felt almost pleasant on her calloused feet.  She walked towards the train tracks, reaching them just in time to see the last cart driving out of sight, moving too fast for her to possibly catch up with.  She then started a quarter mile walk over the pointed rocks of the railroad tracks to the highway junction, leaving a trail of discarded rags behind.  

Four other cars had managed to swerve away from the lady before Terefy had swerved into her, running first the far left corner of his Oldsmobile’s pointed chrome bumper into the woman’s knees, cracking them open and throwing her head first into his double-pained windshield, issuing a blow to the skull sufficient enough to suspend forever all functions of the woman’s brain but not strong enough to put even a dent in the military grade glass.  Terefy could not hear the woman’s final scream through his earmuffs.

Terefy was not and could be charged with any formal crime, since the woman he had struck was most likely at fault and since she had no family or friends, nobody could press charges or file a civil suit against Terefy.  No citations were issued, no reports were filed, and a third page story about the accident that appeared in the local paper did not mention Terefy by name, but an insurance agent named Thomas Franken heard a third hand account of the accident and decided to talk to Terefy about it.  

Franken had pretended to be Terefy’s friend for a long time, ever since Terefy had taken out his insurance policy, so it did not seem too out of the ordinary when he called Terefy at work and invited him to dinner at a bar and grill that evening, insisting that he come alone.  Franken made Terefy feel at ease, pointing to a television screen at the bar and striking up a conversation about baseball before asking Terefy about the accident and receiving a detailed response.  Franken picked up his half of the check and the next morning cancelled his client’s automotive insurance due to Terefy’s failure to promptly report a fatal accident.  A few hours later Terefy reported to work where he was informed that he had lost his health insurance, as due to a recent merger between two parent companies it had been issued to him from the same company that had just cancelled his auto insurance.  If he wasn’t qualified to be insured while driving, they figured, then he certainly shouldn’t have been qualified to be insured if he got sick.  Due to an agreement that had been made between East General Wiring and Terefy’s insurance company guaranteeing the insurancemen a monopoly on the health care coverage of all of East General’s employees who made less than seventy-five thousand dollars a year with a cut of the deductibles going to the management East General, Terefy could not keep his job without being insured.  “An uninsurable man can hardly call himself a man,” his supervisor told him from across his oaken desk, covering his mouth with a washcloth to avoid any accidental contact with Terefy’s diseased ears, “and we only want men working here.”  

Distraught, his head spinning, Terefy telephoned his wife from a nearby bakery after being escorted from East General’s premises by two armed guards wearing checkered bandanas around their faces.  The bakery was dimly lit and foggy from the cigarette smoke that soaked into the doughnuts and made them taste stale even when they were fresh from the oven.  Elderly people mumbled and bakers clanked trays in the background, making Phillip’s shocking words difficult to hear over a faint pay phone signal.

“What did you say, honey?”  asked Alyssa.

“I said I was fired and I’m coming home early.”

“I’m sorry, honey.  I still can’t hear you.”

After a moment’s pause Terefy pulled the receiver away from his ear and his face turned a flushed pink.  He held the phone at arms length and sobbed loudly, screaming to his wife that he had been fired, that he had killed a woman the day before because of her goddamned earmuffs and that they had no insurance, no hope, no future.  Terefy slammed the payphone receiver onto its metal base and ran screaming out of the bakery, across a busy street, through a parking lot, through two sets of glass double doors, and into the front office of East General Wiring, straight into a stream of mace fired by a slight of build guard in a tan suit made to resemble the sheriff’s uniform of their county. 

When told of the accident Alyssa immediately suffered a spontaneous stillbirth, replete with acute and incredible pains that she could never describe to anyone.  She hung the receiver and felt an electric tremolo of sharp, stabbing jolts in her pelvis.  She lay down and cried only out of physical pain, feeling her stomach clench as if she had been kicked by a soldier and looked down to see the crotch of her white cotton pants flush a dark red trailing quickly down her legs, soaking her cream sofa and leaving trail of crimson drips on her mother of pearl carpet as she ran to the toilet to expel eighty-five percent of her unborn, precious Jaden.  Terefy, nursing blurred vision and the black eye he had earned while resisting being beaten off the premises of his former place of employment, found her two hours later lying by the toilet in a brown pool of mixed, unmentionable bodily fluids.  Alyssa stared forward with a face so completely absent that when Terefy set sight upon her he was certain that she was dead.  He ran to her and shook her violently, harder than he had ever shaken any living thing ever before and life returned to her face.  She started wailing while straining speech.  

“Ayhhaaaaaaaas!  Ayhaaaaaaas!”  

“Alyssa!  Are you alright?”

“Ahhhhhhhhhhhaaaaaaam sorrrrrrrrrry.   I’m sorry.”

“What—honey, what are you sorry for?”

“I ruined the couch.  I ruined the rug.”

2.

When not engaged in direct conversation, and when silence wasn’t mandatory as at a library or at church, Terefy whistled to himself to block out noise, not only to keep from hearing a word that would trigger dreaming, but because he did not like noise in general.  Foot and motor traffic annoyed him, and the sound produced by a far away radio or television programs gave him goosebumps.  He kept the tunes he whistled simple, songs with commonly known lyrics that couldn’t possibly be replaced by the potentially dangerous misnomers of fellow music enthusiasts who might have decided to sing along, as did one novice Springsteen fan whose scream of “Baby, we will have fun!” made Terefy drop a wire splitter on his left foot, cracking his big toenail in two.  These were songs that everyone knew like Happy Birthday To You, Sweet Home Chicago, and Patricia, which was a lyricless mambo that people might not have known by name though they always recognized the tune.  He would lose himself in daydreams while whistling, but these dreams did not worry him because he had a greater sense of control over them. 

“Come on.  Baby, don’t want to go.  Oh, come on.  Baby, don’t you want to go.  Back to that same old place, sweet home Chicago.”  The song belted from his strong chest, meticulously in tune, as Terefy snapped into consciousness holding wires of all of the colors of the rainbow, whistling for god knows how long.  Had he heard something through the whistling?  He shook his head to signify his befuddlement and give his equilibrium a little jolt so that it could adjust itself to the newfound reality of the dirty apartment.  The air was the fetid and hot, much hotter than the outside, but no windows could be opened because Nathan had told them not to for some reason or other.  What was he doing with these wires?  Packing them.  Right, he was packing them up.  Phillip tapped him on the shoulder and he turned around quickly.

“Yeah?” asked Terefy, startled.

Phillip wasn’t expecting the shortness of Terefy’s response and stammered momentarily.  “You—you said I should clear the wires beforehand, right?”  

“Yeah.” Terefy told him, remembering Phillip’s brush with death as if it had happened weeks ago.  “You okay, still?”

Phillip took Terefy’s concern at face value, and it brightened him.  “Yes, I’m fine.”

“Good.  What time is it?”

Phillip looked at his watch: “6:30”

Terefy wondered if he should be surprised or not that it was 6:30 and he tried to place the time of Phillip’s accident as a reference point.  He looked at Phillip for some sort of facial expression, some sign of whether 6:30 was early or late or in between.  The young man’s face was very fox like: equal parts feline and canine with very high cheekbones and thin eyes.  Everything below Phillip’s large forehead jutted forward, and his nose pointed sharply but without an angel.  His blonde eyebrows arched profoundly, questioningly, and Terefy wondered if he had been examining Phillip too long and fluttered for a response.  “Shit.  Well, better just finish up what we’re doing and call it quits for today.  Get here early tomorrow.”

“But, I have to clear the wires.”  

“Yeah, you don’t want to get zapped again, do you?”

“No, no I don’t.”

“Yeah, so then clear ‘em.”

“I don’t know how.”

“It’s not like you’re really clearing the current from the wires.  It’s just the voltage drop of these old wires.  They don’t tell you how old they really are, but they’re old and they didn’t have good sizing back then.  You’re getting about eight percent and in newer wires you should only be getting, at most, three, so there’s more resistance--.”

Terefy noticed Phillip’s confused, almost panicked, face.

“They didn’t teach you about voltage drop?”

Phillip shook his head.

“Ah, then to hell with it.  I’ll show you tomorrow.  Start loading up your stuff.”

Phillip walked away without saying a word and Terefy dropped his rainbow of wires on the floor.  He lifted his arms and touched his two fists together over his head, letting out a tired sigh.  Phillip might not have known about voltage drop, but hell, Terefy sure could teach him.  The future almost looked bright, Terefy pictured himself and Phillip becoming friends, his wisdom in matters professional and personal always welcome to the eager ears of his new assistant.  Phillip was a good guy and his inexperience was forgivable.  Terefy couldn’t blame Phillip for being a little slow to warm up him, since he was probably acting like a crazy fool in the small room whistling for lord knows how long.  After awhile Phillip would warm up, though. Terefy was sure of it.

This was the nicest of the three rooms to be wired in the apartment because it had windows and new carpeting and the walls had been scrubbed by Terefy weeks earlier to clean the tobacco and cat hair film that coated the entire apartment.  When he was allowed to open the windows the room would fill a wonderful breeze and the smells of the neighborhood, usually the appealingly impoverished odors of barbecue and hose water, filled the room.  Terefy had spent most of his time in this room, which was probably the master bedroom, and it was the only room of the apartment where any signs of electrical work would be evident to any novice scrutinizers, like the building’s bottom-lined obsessed, pedantic owner.  Mr. Langstonhewitt had understandingly chalked up Terefy’s slow pace in finishing this apartment to his being without any assistance three out of five days every week, because the rest of the crew had been busy wiring the private estate of a client who could pay much more than HUD funds would allot any old building, and so he immediately assigned the company’s new man to help him out full time.  The truth was that Terefy could have had this apartment finished weeks ago, but he had been slacking on the job and his procrastination was frustrating him to no ends.  Terefy had always been the most diligent of employees since being hired by Langstonhewitt, and even before at East General, and, although his lassitude wasn’t really problematic when compared to the work ethic of his fellow employees and his recent slip in productivity hadn’t really been noticed by anyone else, it was driving Terefy nuts.  

Behind him, Terefy heard the high-pitched buzzing of a mud dauber wasp and thought for a second that it might have been Phillip almost dying again.  He looked out the window to spy his assistant tossing a toolbox into the back of their white work van, slamming the door shut and disappearing around the other side of the vehicle, opening the car door and strapping himself into the passenger seat.  The wasp buzzed past the window, two feet in front of him, and Terefy made a startled jumped backwards, out of its way.

The heliotrope insect landed on the window and ran around in concentric ovals on the glass pane looking angry and intent, as stinging bugs usually seemed.  Terefy hadn’t seen a mud dauber in years and he marveled at the strange body of the exotic creature.  Its color was a very dark purple spotted blue, atop its head were a pair of antennae that curled like horns, and there were two tear-shaped black eyes running the entire length of his head.  The dauber’s thorax was connected to its pointed abdomen by a very thin, thread-like section that made up about half of the total length of the creature.  Its abdomen was acorn shaped and hairy, and Terefy was close enough to see the small crevice that housed the wasp’s stinger.  

Not taking his eyes off the creature, Terefy backed slowly out of the master bedroom, closing the door behind him.  The mud dauber hovered inches away from the glass and dove at the window, stunning itself trying to escape the stuffy room.  Terefy walked through the living room and into the pale natural light of the stagnant, smelly bathroom where all the chemicals in the apartment where held.  Between a jug of drain cleaner and a can of white spray paint Terefy spotted the pink, sun-faded cap of the can he was looking for and he returned to the master bedroom equipped with the spray bottle of “Dead Bugz.”  The stunned creature stood still on the glass pane, contemplating in its simple way where it was at and how it was to get out of where that was, paying no attention at all to Terefy, who didn’t realize that, despite their strange appearance, Mud Daubers were among the most docile and hardest to anger of all the stinging insects.

Terefy gave his can a shake and removed its plastic lid.  He readied his finger on the aerosol spray button and moved in slowly for the kill.  Three feet away from the wasp Terefy noticed that none of the silhouettes of dead insects featured on the side of the can resembled what he intended to exterminate.  He took a step back and examined it:

“For the quick and easy extermination of flying pests such as:  HOUSE FLIES, SHAD FLIES, HORSE FLIES, MOSQUITOES, GNATS, JUNE BUGS, FLYING MOTHS.”  There was no mention of anything that had a stinger.  Outside, Phillip started honking the horn of the Lanwire van.  Terefy approached the wasp again, finger on trigger, and aimed his spray toward the creature.  He pushed down the plastic button… there was no hiss and no spray.  Phillip honked the horn again and Terefy could see him out the window, holding his arms outside the vehicle in a manner that belied his confusion to Terefy.  Phillip had been watching him stand at the window for what seemed like a very long while.  

Terefy grabbed the can by the center and turned it on its side.  He then very carefully positioned the bottom of the can over the wasp, which was still sitting calmly on the window, not paying any attention to him.  In a quick motion Terefy brought down the can, cutting the thread-like portion of the mud dauber in two, severing its abdomen from its still functioning thorax, which rushed at Terefy.  He didn’t move away as the mud dauber flew quickly and landed on his arm, digging two of its legs secure enough into his flesh to stay attached as Terefy flailed about in panic like a child.  Calming down, he stopped to remove the dauber with his free arm, at ease with the realization that it posed no threat as its stinger was still lying at the window.  Terefy watched as the shivering creature slammed its bare thread repeatedly into his arm, issuing no stings but leaving brown specks of bodily slime.  Its wings were still and its huge eyes looked straight down at Terefy’s flesh, searching for a weak spot where its absent stinger might have poked through and punished him for slicing it in half.  After a moment the wasp fell down dead, still clinging securely enough to hang off of the side of Terefy’s arm.  Terefy flicked the wasp from his arm onto the floor and walked out of the apartment, down to the van.

Chapter Three

          Alexander
1.

James Langstonhewitt’s strange last name was a result of his mother’s superficial feminism screaming for attention and his father’s good sense not wanting his son beaten on the playground.  The name was simply a hyphen-less combination of his father’s last name (Langston) and his mother’s last name (Hewitt).  Early in her pregnancy, Ms. Langston-Hewitt had insisted on naming her firstborn Moonbeam, but that trend had fortunately died by the time James was born.  A woman wealthier than Ms. Langston-Hewitt named Cheryl Bonapart-Clementess had bestowed upon her son the name of Sunray a year before and was the toast of the town because of it.  Cheryl had been struck dead in an automobile accident three months before James’ birth, though, and Ms. Langston-Hewitt found no need to one-up a deceased woman.  Hoping to please her parents she chose a biblical name instead, only to find out that God had blinded the original James, either because he was sinful or to punish the sins of others—she was never sure, months after her son had been born and his name was already officially assigned and legally documented.  She hated the name and was terrified that her son would someday go blind because of it, but her husband wouldn’t allow her to have it changed.    

“Just you see.”  She would tell her him over and over again until James reached adolescence, always with a glass of wine in her hand, which she would use to feign gestures of fear and concern, “Just you wait and see.  First he’ll need glasses for reading because the teacher saw him holding the book too close to his face, and we’ll take him to get glasses and everything will seem alright for a little while.  But then those won’t work no more and he’ll need thicker ones, and then thicker ones, and then bifocals, and we’ll have paid that eye doctor thousands and then—then he won’t even recognize his mother.  My little baby boy!  He’ll not tell the difference between me and you, just you wait and see!”

James never went blind.  In fact, he had incredible 20/10 vision that allowed him to spy textures and grains in fabric and view certain light refractions that most people could only dream of.  He would always astound his optometrist, who relished James’ yearly visits as a chance to break out his difficult eye charts-- those designed to determine just how freakishly brilliant a person’s vision could possibly be.  James could read the bottom line of an ordinary eye chart at forty feet with one eye closed, where as a person with 20/20 vision wasn’t expected to read the bottom line at ten feet with both eyes opened. Unfortunately, since his hand to eye coordination was very poor, there were few practical physical applications for James’ one and only talent.  He could tell the exact moment when he should take a cut at a fastball, reach for a pass, or swing a tennis racket, but the transmissions of these thoughts from his brain to his hands and arms took too long to do him any good.  Reading magazines over people’s shoulders across a room was the kind of pastime that quickly grew boring, and so being without any particularly interesting talents James decided at a young age that he would take over his father’s business when he grew old.

James’ father, Alexander Niklas Langston, was raised a waning Quaker whose non-practicing doctrine had been slipping towards a more lax system of worship for generations.  Alexander, for example, was not allowed to date while in high school and had to go to a Sunday morning service every week with exceptions only during family retreats and when he was ill, and he had to work ten hours a week maintaining his father’s filling stations for no pay starting near the end of grammar school.  In comparison, Alexander’s father was not allowed to so much as speak to a woman until his father had died, he had to attend thrice weekly services even if he was pox ridden, and he had to work ten hours a day on his family’s farm for no pay besides room and board.  James had things comparatively easy, attending mass when he felt like it and working only occasionally, for good pay, at the pair of carwashes his father had converted the filling stations into.

James’ mother was raised Episcopal but had no problems in converting to Quakerism so long as she was assured that it would mean no change in her lifestyle.  She taught her son not to be ashamed for being ashamed of his religion, and relished any opportunity to complain about it hindering the happiness of her or her child.  She insisted on purchasing a flashy home, but her husband would not allow it because they didn’t have any money to spend on a home and a flashy house would have put other necessities, like food and electricity, out of the family’s reach.  They lived in the suburban two-story white house where Alexander had grown up. When James was very young his mother painted the windows and doorframes of the house’s exterior bright pink to make it look as flashy as possible. She also installed faux-crystal ceiling fans in rooms that did not need them, either because they were well-ventilated enough without fans or their ceilings were too low to adequately hold them. Her aim, she said, was to make the house more tolerable by ensuring there would always be a breeze. Alexander, who was very tall, had to stay out of the laundry room and the house’s spare bedroom for fear of getting his head lopped off.  

The house was comfortable and flashy but not extravagant and James’ mother would complain to Alexander endlessly because the floors were not made of oak or her closets weren’t big enough to walk in and did not smell of cedar or that their garage could only hold one car or that her son, her precious James, looked so poor in baby clothes that were not name brand.  Alexander would remind his wife that greed wasn’t necessary to be happy and a life spent worshiping material possessions would only lead to emptiness and she would tell him that if he had made more money that he wouldn’t say things like that to her.  That would make Alexander feel terrible, because he worked very hard operating and maintaining the two most successful carwashes in their area and they had been making more money than ever before. He didn’t see how he could possibly gain any more income from simply washing cars.

Alexander set up a plan to save a large portion of his profits earned from the carwashes and buy another business, either a franchised fast food restaurant or a fully staffed oil lube and tire change depot, depending on which had a lower overhead cost.  Of course, this would have meant sacrifice from the entire family and it might have been years before significant profits were garnered, but he would make sure to pay his employees well and treat his customers with respect and he and his wife could then bask in the true happiness that would come with the success of owning an honest business.  His wife would hear nothing of it.

“Instead of all this sacrifice talk why don’t you just go down to the bank and take out a loan?”  She asked him.

“Because loans are usury and we are against usury!”  Alexander’s voice rose and his face lost all color, not with anger but with a strange pride that his wife didn’t even notice, “We shall never issue or accrue interest as it leads to the stratification of society and nearly all of man’s injustices!”

“You’re never going to get anywhere in this world, honey, if you refuse to take in a little interest.  I know it says in the bible that we’re not supposed to but that’s the way things are now and I don’t want to wait years until my precious little baby James is in college until we can move out of this dump and into a real nice house.” She cried before running upstairs and locking herself in her room.  

The next morning, Alexander went into town and tried to get a loan, but since he had no history of credit and his current businesses were making only enough money to support himself, his family, and three employees, the bank had to refuse his request.  They offered Alexander a credit card so that he could prove to them that he was capable of buying things and waiting to pay for them, but he righteously denied the offer and scorned himself for having ever seriously considered usury as a way to achieve happiness.  His story didn’t appease his wife, however, who was still locked in her room crying from the night before when he came back.  She told him through their bedroom door and between sobs that she was starting to regret their marriage and wanted to be left alone.  Alexander was heartbroken.

When his friend David came to him looking for help a week later it was taken as a sign from God.  David was a compulsive and degenerate gambler who had two sons and a wife with cancer.  He owned and mismanaged an electric wiring company and was in need of money, he said to make payroll, but Alexander knew it was to gamble with.  David said that he would refuse any sort of “hand out” that Alexander would offer him and that he would not accept a loan that he was not allowed to pay interest on.  

“You know that I cannot participate in any form of usury, correct?”  Alexander’s voice rose, once again, and his face lost all color.  This was the first time that David had ever seen him without a jovial expression on his face.  His nostrils flared and his thinning hair seemed sparser than usual, the spots on his scalp where it was absent stuck out pink against the bright cream color of the rest of his face.  Were he not so thin, and had his arms, resting stiff across his desk, not resembled chopsticks, David would have been afraid. He did not know what usury was, but he nodded his head anyways.

“Then you know that I cannot give you a loan.”

David started to protest, but Alexander raised his hand to silence him.  He couldn’t give him a loan, no, but he could buy something from him and then sell it back later when David had the money to repay him, which he correctly suspected would be never.  A deal was worked out that evening and Alexander took control of David’s wiring company with the promise that his investment would be returned two-fold in a matter of weeks.  A year and half later the company was renamed Langston Wiring and was making more of a profit than ever before. Alexander knew nothing about wiring so he left all technical duties to the man with the most tenure at David’s company.  All he did was manage the accounts of the business and use his family’s influence as known champions of the poor to secure hefty city contracts to provide the needy of the inner city with high quality electricity at low costs to his company.  He always made sure that the greatest care was taken in wiring the apartments and homes, even if the people living in them may have been poor, he would always say that they deserved electricity as much as did the wealthy.  Alexander would pay his employees very well, too, sometimes more than twice what other wiring companies offered.  Satisfied workers worked harder, he figured, and he was correct.  Alexander’s business was recognized by the city government as an asset and he was awarded a plaque for his achievements.  The wiring firm filled him with pride and joy.  By simply owning Langston Wiring and loosely guiding its operations he felt that he had managed to not only find wealth without usury but to improve and enrich the lives of many other people.  

2.

James’ family moved into a larger two-story home deeper into suburbia.  This one had big stone pillars in the front and a wall of dark green shrubbery lining the rectangular perimeter of their ridiculously wide front yard.  A set of two maids were hired and spent two to four hours a day cleaning the home, to insure that Alexander’s wife would not have to worry about housework, and a professional chef who normally worked at a French restaurant in the city would come and cook the family dinner three nights a week. The whole house was decorated and redecorated often and to the whims of Alexander’s wife, even the closets, which periodically had to have more cedar added to increase the potency of their smell, and the garage, which she absolutely refused to let get dirty.  

“I spend hours in that garage, hours!”  She would say to company, holding a crystal flute filled with fine champagne that she would use a prop to enhance her gestures, “I know it’s where the man goes, right.  The men go in the garage, but Alexander isn’t the kind of man who’s in the garage a lot and there’s no reason for it to be filthy.  Most garages are like holes in the wall where people keep their cars with oil spills and disgusting posters of naked women on top of cars and motorcycles.  But not my garage, I keep it nice and tidy.”  She told this story often so that people would know she was serious about keeping a clean garage, and that her efforts had not caused her any small amount of pain.

In truth, she had never spent more than a minute in their garage and she had never done anything to it that even resembled cleaning.  She seemed to harbor an irrational fear of the garage; she refused to park her car in it and if she needed something from it she would wait until someone else could go get it for her. A garage was not the place for the woman of the house, she would say, and she would never violate a man’s place. She made Alexander tidy the garage every evening and refused to let the maid so much as set foot in it.  The garage was a man’s place, she told him, and her man was going to take care of his garage.  Every night before bed she would inspect it for anything out of place or dusty or spilt and if Alexander had failed to clean properly she wouldn’t speak to him for the rest of the night or let him go to sleep in his own bed.  Long evenings at the office had to be interrupted by a drive home to the garage where Alexander simply had to clean, even if there was just a jar out of place or a framed picture hanging crookedly, he had to clean it.

After a series of glowing articles in the local press praising Langston Wiring’s humanitarian efforts, business boomed and workweeks grew longer.  Alexander hired more electricians but refused to let anybody else do the paperwork for his wiring company or carwashes.  You couldn’t have an honest business without honest books, he would say, and the only person who he knew that was good with books and honest was himself.  All day he would sit in a small office in the larger of his two carwashes, accounting for payroll and expenses and securing wiring projects.  His office was nearly a perfect square, twelve feet by twelve feet.  There were no windows and the walls were completely bare save for a light switch by the entrance and a calendar that hung behind Alexander.  His oak desk was located dead center in the office and flanked on both sides by large metal filing cabinets. 

Business with the city and state governments paid well but there was much paperwork involved, so much that it would take up the full working day of most men and at busy times there was enough work for three people. Alexander’s office became horribly cluttered as forms and paperwork piled over his desk and spilled onto the floor. His wife felt, however, that no matter how much work he may have had to do there was no excuse for absence when it came to his patriarchic duty of cleaning the garage.

Soon after James had entered grade school his mother developed a panoply of problems. With her son no longer at home during the mornings she had nothing to distract herself from the drabness of her house.  She asked her husband to hire some full time help to clean up the house and keep her company, and he did, but that wasn’t enough since all the help he could afford to hire was Spanish and she wasn’t comfortable talking to Spanish people.  She wanted a hobby so she asked her husband to buy her some books on bird watching and stamp collecting, but neither proved interesting enough to hold her attention for the duration of a whole illustrated beginner’s guide. Over a span of three years she took up aerobic exercise, gourmet cooking, karate, sewing, wood carving, tennis, crochet, computer programming, and micro brewing, though none of these pastimes held her interest for more than a week or two. She realized one evening that her restlessness must have been due to her lack of material possessions and so petitioned her husband for money to buy furnishings and appliances while he was cleaning up a small spill of petrol in the garage.  

“Darling,” she called, poking her head in the door, closing her eyes to make sure that she didn’t violate her man while he was cleaning his man space “could you come into the kitchen so we can talk?”

Alexander was on his knees, putting a fair amount of elbow grease into his efforts of sponging up the pungent spill.  “What do you want, honey?  I’m kind of busy.”  He said, not looking at her. 

She took offense at his annoyance and shuddered with anger.  “You need to come in here, now!” She slammed the door and walked into the kitchen, her husband followed soon afterwards.  “Look here,” she stammered, gauging his concerned face and formulating the proper way to phrase her apophthegm for the best effect.  “I-I cannot take this anymore!”

Alexander jumped to concern. “What can’t you take, honey?”  

“This house and that garage.” She sat down her champagne flute and started to cry.  “This house and that garage!  What is there for me to do in this house and you take care of the garage?  There’s nothing left to paint and I need to decorate this house and I need to- -“ She started to wail unintelligibly.

“What can I do honey?  I’ll do anything!  What can I do?”  He was serious, too.  He could not stand to hear a woman cry, no matter who may have been crying and for whatever reason, and he would do anything to make the noise cease.  Normally, he could just leave the room when a woman started to cry but since this was his wife her crying was his responsibility, he figured, and he had to make it stop.

His wife stopped crying when he made his offer and let out a little sniffle.  This was the hardest part, pretending to still be upset when she was so close to victory.  She cleared her throat meekly and spoke the mousiest voice possible “Well.  I-I need some things, for the house.  We need more furnishings.  And appliances, we need appliances, too.  Oh, our baby James so big in school and I’m here all alone!  When he comes home he should have the all modern comforts that are available!”

“But honey—“

Her eyes swelled with tears.

“How much more do you think you’ll need?”  

“Much more!  As much as we can spare!  This our happiness we’re talking about!”

“Of course, dear.  Of course… I’ll take a look tomorrow and see what we can spare and give it to you.”

She ran to her husband and kissed him.  “Oh, thank you Darling!  Now, you get back to cleaning the garage and hurry up to get to bed, you have a long day ahead of you tomorrow!”

The following day at work was, indeed, very long.  Alexander needed to prepare tax reports for work that was to begin on a low-rise apartment complex in an Hispanic suburb that had been deemed a fire hazard a week before and so had to be completely rewired within two months lest all the building’s tenets be thrown onto the streets by a city commission looking after their welfare.  Two months to rewire a predicted fifteen apartments required febrile efforts from Alexander and his entire staff, with all other projects on hold so Alexander could quickly file the necessary papers and get the project in motion.  At midday his wife called, asking him how much money there was that they could spare her for modern necessities.  He told her that he was still trying to figure it out and that she should call back later, which she did the next hour.  I’m still figuring it out, he said, and told her to call back later.  An hour later the phone rang again and before picking it up Alexander made a quick count of his papers. He was only a third of a way through them.  On the phone was his wife, asking him if he was finished calculating how much they could afford to give her.  He said no, not yet, and she started to cry.  

“It’s like all you care about is your work and giving people their electricity and I’m here with your only son and he has to suffer!  He has to go without so many things that other advantaged children have and I am not going to raise a disadvantaged child!”

Alexander could have told her what he had told her a hundred times before, that she had to understand that government contracts came with a lot of paperwork which took a long time to fill out and that if he were to leave it to someone else then corruption would abound and he would have to cut costs, not have as thorough an installation performed in the low rent housing and decrease employee pay.  He didn’t tell her this, though, because he knew that it would just make her cry even more.   Instead he chucked his file of government papers onto the floor, called his friend downtown and told him to find another electric firm to take over the housing project, fired his lowest level employees, and brought along a thick cotton bag filled with cash when he came home that evening to clean the garage.  Never again did his wife come to him when she needed money, she just took from the company till.  The wages of all of Alexander’ employees were cut.  The government contracts kept coming, although the exemplary attention to detail that he used to insist was paid in wiring even the most desperate of slums was replaced with cost cutting measures, cheap wiring, and projects left half finished to cut down on employee hours.  Ms. Langston-Hewitt could not have been happier.

His wife added a second pool to their home, this one was much deeper than the first and replete with two diving boards and a specially made machine that would inject into the water a non-toxic stream of dye, any one of four colors, at the push of the button, making the diving pool a lavish centerpiece for her invitation-only holiday gatherings.  The wall of shrubbery that lined the front of house was replaced with a tall wooden fence that could only be penetrated through a chain link gate.  A topiary garden lined the home inside of the fence, and the whole house was painted with Dalmatian spots.  Langston Wiring’s profits soared, forcing most of their competition out of business and making profits soar even higher. An addition was built to their home, which his wife had painted light pink with black spots and a dark green trim, to resemble a watermelon.  This was where James got to live, because his mother felt that he had always wanted his own home apart from theirs where he could play. He had a bedroom, a kitchenette, a den, and a bathroom, all fully furnished and to himself.  The electricity was a little sub par, though, since his father’s employees were told to wire the building as fast as possible and managed to come in two thousand dollars under budget. Nothing that required more voltage than an alarm clock could stay plugged in for more than two hours for fear of fire, but James learned to manage in exchange for the privacy of what was, essentially, his own home.

When James was old enough to need more spending money than Alexander felt absolutely necessary, one hundred dollars a week to keep his miniature home stocked with food and toiletries, he had to work a few hours each weekend at the larger of his father’s carwashes. He earned an hourly wage that was three times what the tenured employees of the carwash were paid in exchange for filling vending machines with pine tree shaped air fresheners and small scented rags.  He also emptied and filled the machine that gave quarters and on weekend afternoons in the summer he helped out in the manual carwash by sponging dirt and grime from hubcaps and bumpers. Summer was the hardest time of the year for the carwash staff, which consisted of two men in their middle sixties who only on worked alternate weekday afternoons the rest of the year and weren’t fond of one and other because of military affiliation, one had been in the Army and the other the Navy. They had both taken their positions years earlier to earn extra money and help soothe the boredom of retirement and since they both claimed to be decorated veterans Alexander had originally paid each man enough to support himself only working ten hours a week.  Each man accepted without complaint massive pay cuts when Alexander told them that the carwash had fallen on hard times and each man didn’t complain when they were told that they would have to start doing comparatively hard labor, together, on weekend afternoons in the heat of summer to earn their abbreviated pay. James would quickly get tired of scrubbing and set on the pavement away from the cars where he used his sharp vision to scrutinize the work of the men, pointing out where they had mistakenly neglected to clean.  The two old men didn’t like a twelve-year-old boy telling them how to scrub cars for just over minimum wage.  James would tell the men that since he made three times what they did they should have to listen to him.  The men went to Alexander and told him that through military training and war they’d had to put up with many hardships in their lives, but that they’d never done anything as difficult and trying as working with James.  It’s simple, they told him, either the kid goes, or we go.  Alexander decided to have his son start helping him out in the office rather than working outside.

Alexander told James that he had to work in an office because he was bred above the kind of people who enjoyed working outside.  At first he told him this just to spare his feelings, since the boy was at the time incredibly sensitive and would have been very upset if he knew that his father’s employees didn’t like him. The more time he spent working with the child, though, the more he came to believe his white lie.  James moved about the office as if it were his natural habitat, tackling medial and fairly important tasks with the bravado of a motivated boy twice his age.  Though he behaved lazily when working on the outside of the carwash, in the office James filed papers, signed forms, and organized indexes perfectly without being instructed on how to do so.  He was, by God, made for white-collar work and watching his son, still short but putting on weight before a pubescent growth spurt, his full, brown hair without the sun highlights of summers past, maneuver through paperwork like a graduate fresh from business school filled Alexander with warm pride.  

James knew that the old men who worked at the carwash didn’t like him.  When he worked with them they would tell him that that he didn’t belong there and that they didn’t appreciate his company.  When his father informed him that he was going to work exclusively in the office he knew that it was because the old men could no longer stand his presence.  His mother told him not to be sad and that the judgments given to him from such trash people should not be taken seriously.  He did belong in the office, she told him, because that is where young men of his fine breeding were supposed to work.

“You mean, my whole life, I’m going to have to work in an office?”  He asked.

“If you want to be happy and successful, you will.”  She told him with a smile and a nod.

Alexander grew to see his son’s presence in the office as a blessing. Not only did it help weather the burden of his ever-increasing stream of office work, but he could place the full trust of his accounts in the hands of James.  He knew he son wanted to inherit the company, even at that young age, and so he wouldn’t dare to steal from his own father and jeopardize his position as heir.  He had originally started working only on weekends, due to his mother’s edict that grades came before all else because she was unable to bare the shame of raising a drop out, but with the promise that he would maintain his grade average James was allowed to start spending weekday afternoons with his father at the carwash. To accommodate for his new full-time assistant, Alexander pushed his desk to one corner of the office and bought his son an oak desk, which he placed directly across from his own.  

Though they sat facing one and other the two rarely spoke.  Here and again Alexander would make a banal comment regarding the weather or the amount of work they had to do, and his son would only respond with a nod of his head.  James had never been a talkative child, but he became almost entirely mute when he started his work in the office.  He would only talk when he had a question regarding school or work, and when he did so he would never let his personal feelings or emotions enter into the conversation.  He had no friends his own age to converse with at school, and he rarely saw his mother since he usually had no need to go from his miniature house to hers.  His father was the only man he could speak to, and his father wasn’t one for speaking, so James learned to keep entirely to himself.

James grew into a man under the sterile fluorescent lights of the office, tall and stringy like his father only with thick brown hair and a crooked nose that would cast in dim light a shadow upon his high cheekbones no matter which way he was facing.  Alexander had been steadily bulking since his business had started to turn significant profits years earlier and any hair that might have once adorned the man’s head was a distant memory, and as James’ desk sat five feet away from his own he would often catch himself staring at his son, jealously longing for his bony old self and a full head of hair.  His son was wasting his youth, he realized, although James hadn’t been forced into business solitude by homeliness, as had his father. A proper son would have followed more closely in his father’s footsteps and have had to of wasted his youth, so Alexander could not be blamed for making sure that his son kept his full attention on the office and school. The boy could not be distracted from his duties with the petty matters of adolescence if he wanted his father to trust him to take over the business.

James kept growing, though, and Alexander found himself being more and more jealous of his youth and mildly attractive face.  Staring at the boy enraged him, filled him with the kind of panicked hatred that only the realization that one’s long-held expectations have been unrealistic could bring.  He wanted to corrupt his son, make sure that he had to dedicate himself to work and get as little joy out of life as his father had. He repeated business school clichés to the boy every day, hoping to needlessly trick him into believing that office work was the true route to happiness.  Work hard, stay focused on the bottom line, separate work from pleasure, always take care of your needs first.  James would always nod in response and say “Yes dad” to prove that he understood.  

“Be sure to keep your keep your eyes on the prize now, son”

“Yes dad.”

“Remember to document everything, even if you want to forget it.”

“Yes dad.”

“The bottom line is the only line.”

“Yes dad.”

James grew more and more dedicated.  When he needed solace, he would find it in his father’s clichés or what he remembered of his mother’s happiness.  When he needed companionship, he would remind himself that it would be easy to find love once he had established himself in the world of business.  He never needed inspiration and he never need drive.  He had his father’s warm stare every afternoon to take care of that.  He graduated from high school a semester early and near the top of his class with enough money saved from working to pay his way through business school and learn things that his father could only dream of. When he left for school he was promised that the business would become his when upon his successful completion of his Masters degree so that his father could “settle down.”  He didn’t thank his father for the offer, as thanks was not expected.  He had earned his position.

Alexander had a bit of trouble adjusting to his son’s absence and had to start during busy times of the year staying at the office twelve to fifteen hours a day again. He worked each day happily, though, with his son’s return looming only six years away (along with brief reunions every Christmas and summer), Alexander felt that he had for the first time in his life something better, something certain to look forward to.  His wife didn’t mind what he or his child did one way or the other, so long as her husband was always home before bed to clean the garage, which he always was.  Indeed, the Langston/Langston-Hewitt/Langstonhewitt family had never been happier.  

One evening in early April Alexander received a phone call from James.  This was unusual, since his son wasn’t due to come home for several more weeks and he never called unless it was to arrange or double check travel plans.  His voice sounded different than it usually did, higher pitched, though it may have just seemed that way because he was talking over quite a bit of background noise, something else that was out of place. 

“Dad, I was wondering…”

“Yes, what were you wondering?”

“Well, I know that you always said that I should completely focused on business and school and I really think that’s right, dad, and I am completely staying focused on school right now.  I’m getting straight A’s.”

“That’s very good, you know that.  What were you wondering, then?”

“Well…It’s just that, when I come back, this summer, I’m probably going to be really tired from all this school work I’ve been doing.  I mean, it’s probably going to get easier later on, like when I’m a junior and I only have to take classes for the stuff I’m good at, but they have me doing everything right now and I’m really working hard to keep getting A’s.”

“Hard work is necessary to get where you are going, son. A boy of your stature must work to become a man of mine. You know that.”

“Oh, absolutely, Dad.  Absolutely.  It’s just that—it’s just that I’ve met this girl.”  Alexander dropped the phone to his side while his son continued to talk.  His head felt pressured, physically, like he had taken in a deep breath that went entirely behind his eyes.  After a moment he raised the phone up back to his ear but heard only silence on the other end.  Then, seconds later James’ voice “Well, Dad?  Are you there?”

“Yes.  Yeah, I’m here.”

“Well, what do you think?”

“What do I think about what?”

“About me and Jenny.  Just for the first three weeks this summer and then I’ll come down.  Just to, you know, give myself a break.”

“What do I think about that?”  He said in a hushed tone.  He thought nothing of it, actually, his head was as blank as it had ever been, though he wanted to sound like he was thinking.  “What do I think…” he said, trailing off into silence.  

“Well, what do you think?”  James’ asked after several seconds passed.

“I think… I think that you’re a selfish, greedy, demanding little bastard who doesn’t know how good he has it, that’s what I think.”  Alexander spoke in the most relaxed and plaintive of tones.  He wasn’t angry, he wasn’t even upset, but he felt that he should have been and so he put forth a half-hearted attempt.

James had never been spoken to like that, not from his father.  He wasn’t disappointed so much as he was shocked. He mouthed “but, Dad?”  before being cut off.

“But nothing.”  Replied his father, now summoning enough emotion to sound convincing.  “You’re going to be here when you said you would that’s that.  The whole goddamn company is counting on you to get your lazy ass down here.  You can tell your little whore to wait until you get back in the fall.”

Alexander didn’t wait to hear his son’s reply. He slammed down the receiver and was very careful not to give the matter any further consideration for the next three hours, until while staring at the wooden office door he dropped his pencil at his feet.  He watched as it bounced off of his loafers and onto the floor, where it rolled under his desk and out of sight.  He didn’t bend to pick it up, he just stared at the ground hoping that it might roll back.  It didn’t.  He kept staring.  Soon the ground had lost all meaning and the carpeted floor on which he sat that was in need of a vacuuming might as well have been a surrealist’s canvas or a tobacco company’s billboard promising full flavor in spite of having less tar.  Alexander pictured his son as an infant and again as a child.  He remembered being at home before sun down and hearing his son’s first word while his wife was upstairs in the modest home where he grew up sleeping.  He could see the peeling white paint around the window in his room that lead to a sturdy awning on which he and his mother would sit and watch Memorial Day fireworks.  He blinked and remembered the expected and proud lack of expression on his son’s face when he was told that the family business was as good as his.  He remembered then that his pencil was under his desk and he bent off his chair to pick it up.  His reports for the day were filed, on time despite his lack of aid.  He had nothing, therefore, to examine, consider, or ponder but himself, whom he found now slumping in his chair, his doughy midsection straining against his immaculate white shirt and nearly spilling out onto his desk.  The room was bare and quiet, no ticking clocks or humming lights.  Free from windows and natural lighting, there was nothing to keep track of time besides the digital wristwatch he kept in his desk drawer that was equipped with an alarm programmed to go off when he needed to go home to clean the garage.  The lights of the office were as bright at noon as they were at midnight, and sitting in them now he realized that he had no idea how long he had been there; not just for that past day, but for the past years.  More memories flooded back uncontrollably.  Being in love with his wife.  Being a child himself on his father’s knee being spoken to but not paying any particular attention for what was being said.  His wife’s kiss, lord how she used to kiss!  James, his son, his handsome son realizing one afternoon that he had to shave for the first time and him doing nothing besides nodding and telling the child that he had better save his pay for a razor.  His son asking to enjoy his summer vacation and his request being denied.

Alexander put down his head and wept.  He wept for his son and for himself.  They both had lost James’ childhood and they both could place the blame squarely on his shoulders.  It was his fault for his letting slip by his own life and his fault for the letting slip by the life of his child.  Crestfallen and swollen with tears, he mouthed his realization to himself silently.  “Nobody’s fault but my own.  Nobody’s fault but mine.” 

3.

 The door to his office made the squawk of being opened and Alexander looked up.

A child, aged twelve or maybe thirteen years, stood at beneath the embrasure.  He was very short for his age, Alexander could tell, and shielded under a tattered orange baseball cap his countenance held a blinding white grin that stretched ear to ear.  Alexander could only see each end of the smile but it put him on edge like no other facial expression ever had before.  It was so white and antiseptic yet it was set on the face of dirty child, a slant eyed hooligan who smelled like old sweat and would not remove his glare from directly above Alexander’s head.  He turned to see if there was something behind him that the child might have been looking at but spied nothing aside from a bare white wall and plain calendar that had no picture save for a Langston Wiring logo and was covered in handwriting that would have been too small for the child to read.  He turned around slowly and faced, once again, the unmoved child, still staring at the same spot above his head.

“This is a private office.”  Alexander managed in his most authoritative tone, letting only a small spot of fear enter into his speech.  “Can I help you?”

The child did not flinch and kept its smiling gaze prone, pointed directly above Alexander’s head.  

Alexander trembled.  He could see himself rising quickly to a stand and pointing at the door to the office, yelling at the child in a menacing tone that would make anybody leave.  Instead, he did not stand and he did not menace.  He patted his brow with his bare hand and shook a bit.  “Come now.  What do you want?”  He asked the child in a whimper, all signs of authority having left his voice.

The child looked down and Alexander’s eyes followed his to an extended arm adorned in baggy flannel.  Poking through his sleeve was a brown and white hand; bony fingers with muddied nails were wrapped around what looked like a small egg.  The child cocked his arm and set it forward, throwing the egg directly between Alexander’s eyes where it landed without noise and splashed, it seemed to happen very slowly, separate lines of white and yolk that flew to atop his head, onto to his shirt, and into both his eyes, burning like sulfur and taking away his vision.  The child screamed with laughter and ran out of sight as Alexander raised quickly from his chair and stumbled about the room for something to clear his face with.  Eyes shut, he managed into the small bathroom adjacent the office where he turned the faucet and splashed some water from his hands into his eyes.  Vision returned, but the pain remained.  Careful not to catch a glance of himself in the mirror above the sink, he bent his knees and strained his neck to stick his head underneath the stream of water, letting it drain down his smooth scalp and onto his face, over his eyes and past his nose, down into the wash basin.  After a few moments the water started to turn from lukewarm to cold and Alexander realized that his eyes had stopped burning.  He rose to his feet and turned off the water.  He unbuttoned and removed his egg-soaked shirt, leaving only a tank top to cover his paunchy, snow-white midsection.  He folded his shirt over his shoulder and walked out of the bathroom, then out of his office.

The entire carwash was covered in egg.  The row of three vacuums specially designed to clean rough automobile upholstery that was stationed ten feet from his door was what Alexander noticed first.  Their nozzles had been detached from the canisters and each one was almost entirely colored white from thousands of tiny bits of eggshell clinging to them.  Piled directly in front of his door were two dozen empty egg crates that Alexander kicked away as he walked to the vacuums to get a closer look at the mess.  When he reached them he felt a cold breeze brush across his bare head and turned around slowly.  There didn’t appear to be a single dry spot on any wall.  Whoever had thrown the eggs did so strategically, aiming for the very top of the building and letting the slurry drip down to cover the rest of the wall.  You could tell where the eggs had landed, and Alexander couldn’t help but marvel at the precision in which the impact sites made an almost perfectly straight line.  Where the dripping stains of ooze started to taper off near the center of the wall there was another line of impact marks that dripped down past the bottom of the wall, onto the ground.  Every wall of the rectangular building was dripping wet with white and yellow slime, even the insides of the areas where cars were actually washed.   

There was only one set of yolk footprints throughout the lot; all markings had the same shape and size, considerably smaller than the marks Alexander was leaving as he walked.  How could one child have thrown so many eggs without anybody noticing?  He followed the footprints out of his lot and down the block, but they became too dim to be of any assistance after a few hundred feet and Alexander assumed the perpetrator to be as good as gone.  The sun was setting and so Alexander turned on the building’s overnight lights.  He hung chains at both entrances to block access to potential customers and set about cleaning his lot.  The areas where cars were automatically washed were easy to clean, of course, and the semi-automatic wash kiosks were simply sprayed down with the high-pressure water guns contained within.  Unfortunately, the cords that connected the guns to their water supply were too short to spray the outside of the building as part of a design feature that was, ironically enough, intended to prevent vandalism, so Alexander had to repeatedly fill a gallon bucket with soapy water and splash it on the walls.  Once the whole building had been soaked twice, Alexander began scrubbing the walls with the aide of a small wood-handled, hard bristled brush and a three-foot stepladder.  The process took hours and was still not complete, but he grew too tired to work any further and decided to go home.  His wife had stayed up late to greet him, and she was furious.  

She stood in the doorjamb connecting the garage to the rest of the house, her legs exposed below the knee where her pink and silky but completely non-sexual nightgown cut off.  Her right leg was laboriously extended so that her husband would notice her tapping foot as he pulled his car into his man space.  Behind his steering wheel he could see only her foot and thigh extended from the shadowy corner and reflecting ghostly white from the glare of his headlamps.  He turned off his engine and could hear her yelling unintelligibly from the shadows.  He listened to the muted meddling through his windshield for a little while, appreciating the bevy of slowly rising and rapidly falling pitches and wildly varied tones that accompanied his wife’s speech, as they usually went unnoticed as an unfortunate result of him having to block her voice out of consciousness every time she started to speak.  Listening to her voice without having actually to hear her say anything though, he found fascinating, and he decided to listen for as long as he could before she came to get him out of the car.  She became a muffled symphony, communicating without words a sheer emotion that he was allowed to interpret as he pleased.  She was despairing, angry, upset though not in a sad way; more volatile than anything, forgiving, cautious, angry again, and finally very sorry for herself.  Along with the symphony Alexander saw a woman as beautiful as his wife once was bedecked in a scarlet robe with her hair done in a modern style, wearing on her feet the cheap cherry-red pumps of a prostitute.  She was riding a solid sable horse lightly against a gray backdrop of chilled clouds and bare trees.  She reached a lone grave that lay between two very wide oak stumps and was marked only by a smooth wooden dowel with a lime green plastic flag tied around it blowing softly with the wind.  She dismounted her horse harshly and the creature ran out of sight; her hair was in perfect order and did not move as she pounded her fist onto the fresh soil of the grave, screaming through tears at the loss of whomever.  In the distance, she spotted a yellow and pink flower growing alone in the autumn chill.  Forgetting momentarily her sorrow, she ran over to study the flower, only to have it wilt before her eyes when she reached it.  She started again to scream through tears and pounded the fallen leaves and moist, packed soil where the flower had just fallen.  

The symphony ceased suddenly and Alexander was ripped out of fantasy by the metallic click and clank of his wife trying to make her way into his car.  He could understand her every word as clear as crystal now, and she was fuming.  Far from the slender blonde goddess pouring into the scarlet robe of his fantasy, the woman facing him was leathery and caked with fake colors.  Her eyes were glossy, not bright, and pointed at sharp angles instead of being welcomingly round.

“What are you doing sitting in there?  Get out of there!  Get out!  Open this door right now!”

He reached over to the passenger door and let her in.  She sat down and closed the door.  “Is something a matter, honey?”  He asked in the most monotone voice he could manage.

“Is something a matter?”  She repeated with shock  “Is something a matter” She let out a petulant giggle.  “I should certainly say that something is a matter.  You!  You’re a matter-- what’s a matter.  You are!”

“Why’s that, dear?”

“You stay out until all hours of the night and then you come home and sit in this car like a retarded child staring at the ceiling!  You have no idea how much time I spent on arranging this garage, and if you did then you, you—

“—The carwash was vandalized today.  Very thoroughly.  I had to stay late and clean it up.”

Her victim-hood suddenly snatched away from her, she stammered for a response.  “V-Vandals?”

He nodded.

“Oh darling!  Were you harmed?”

“No, no.  Nothing was harmed, just covered in egg.  The whole building.  It must have taken him twenty or thirty dozen to do it.”

“Him?”

“Just one kid, he threw an egg at me in my office.”

“Did you call the police?”

He shook his head.  She stiffened, beginning to feel that she was the butt of some sort of cruel joke, or, even worse, he was lying to her and had been out this late doing god knows what. 

“You’re telling me, honey, that one child covered your entire building in so much egg that you had to stay four hours past when you knew that I would be going to bed and checking on the garage, one child?  That this single child was able to throw hundreds of eggs and cover and entire building, a very large building, without anybody noticing him and then he threw an egg right at you and you didn’t even call the police to report him?”

“Yes.  I didn’t even think to, it was just egg.”  His face was clean.  His clear, round eyes presented no sign of subterfuge and she could discern no sly grin of sarcasm.  He was either telling the truth or he was crazy, maybe both.

“What did he look like then, the child?”  She asked, finding herself suddenly very interested in, of all things, her husband’s day at work.

“He couldn’t have been more than twelve maybe, looked like he was just starting puberty.  Real stubby, but he had long arms and his clothes didn’t fit him.   He was dirty, too, just covered in dust and dirt like he hadn’t washed his clothes in days.”

“Is that all you remember?”

“Well,” Alexander, excited with the apparently selfless interest his wife was taking in his day, tried to remember the face of his assailant “his eyes, they were spaced really far apart and his skin was kind of yellowish.  He was wearing a baseball cap.”   

They both got out of the car.  Before they reached the door, he leaned to kiss her.  She pushed away and sighed.  “You really should have called, you know, I’ve been worried sick.  I could have gone to sleep hours ago, but now I have to wait until you get the garage clean.  One of the maids had a friend over today and he accidentally drove into here without asking so there’s some mud tracks that you have to scrub up.”  She handed him a brush and bucket and then went to bed.

The next morning, Alexander advised his employee to keep a look out for any suspicious looking kids with orange baseball caps who might wander into the lot and may or may not be holding cartons of eggs.  The employee said “ok” and didn’t ask why his boss made such a strange request.  When Alexander walked away the employee spoke aloud, to himself.  “He can just go fuck himself he wants me get up and tell him about some kids.  Asshole.”  He spat on the ground after his dialogue and raised fist in the air, violently pumping it towards his boss’ office.

No children came anywhere near the carwash that afternoon.  

Or the next afternoon.

Or for the next two weeks.

Alexander had been having trouble breathing since the egging.  He didn’t have asthma, because as he knew them asthma attacks were only occasional and violent.  His trouble was persistent and very slight.  There were no acute incidents of respiratory failure that warranted a trip to the doctor or the attention of others, Alexander had just been generally not breathing well.  Most often it felt as if his nostrils were closing in and so he would always be squeezing his nose when he was alone to clear the passageways.  This never worked, though, so he had taken to keeping his jaw open slightly and taking a supplemental breath through his mouth every ten seconds.  This had made his bottom lip chap severely and it looked from a distance like he had painted on an extra lip with red marker.  An elderly woman he passed on the walk from his car to his office that morning had told him in an earnest voice that it was a mark of guilt and asked him if he felt guilty about anything.  He didn’t answer.  

  Later that day, James telephoned his father at the office.  It was late in the afternoon, and Alexander knew that it was going to be a struggle to finish all of his work before he was due home.  If he had so much work to do that a second trip to the office that evening, after he was finished cleaning, was inevitable, his son’s call wouldn’t have bothered him, but since there was an equal chance that he would have his work done in time and that he would have to return later on, his son’s call struck him as an incommodious insult to all the hard work he had to do. 

“What do you want?” he asked.  His annoyance, he made sure, was very clear in his tone of voice.

“I was just calling to ask you if you’d put any more thought into what we talked about last time.”

Alexander had to think for a moment before he remembered the last time he had spoken with his son, as he had managed to eschew all thoughts of that conversation ever since he had first caught sight of the child in the dirty baseball cap.  When he did remember that last conversation he was struck down with the same paralyzing flood of memories that had caused him to weep weeks before   James in a pale blue smock, being carried by a nurse and smiling when he recognized his father in a hospital waiting room after his colic had been mistakenly diagnosed as typhus as rumors of an outbreak had swept their community.  His own father wearing faded flannel checkered red and black, running across a dirt road at dusk, his heavy boots kicking up dust and leaving behind pleasantly shaped craters that reminded him of a waffle iron.  His wife’s eyes, from when he couldn’t tell for sure but long ago because they had no wrinkles and were surrounded by skin her natural shade of white, blinking fast as a humming bird as a gesture of mirth.  The sky around him like he were in a glass ball, spinning around and around as fast as he could before falling into sweet smelling corn.  “Dad?”  a voice called out, bringing him back to his desk, his office, his son on the phone. He laid his chin against his chest as his eyes swelled with tears.

  “James,” he breathed into the receiver. “Oh, James.  Did you—do you still want to go away for a couple a weeks with that girl?”

“Yeah….  I was wondering if you put anymore thought into it.”

His father’s face came into vision and nodded at him.  His mother smiled and wiped away a tear, she was wearing the blue dress lined white that she wore every day in the summer except Sunday.

Alexander cleared his throat and wiped his eyes.  Very carefully, he spoke into the phone.  “I want you to go and have a great time.”

“Are you sure, Dad?”

“I’m sure, and when you get back we can get to work.”  

James laughed and thanked his father.  Alexander laughed as well.  James thanked his father several times more and promised that he would work harder than ever when he returned and assured his father that he was doing well at business school.  There was laughter and joy from the background on James’ end of the phone.  Alexander told his son to take good care of himself and to say hello to his girlfriend and hung up.  He decided then, after a quick look at his paperwork, to hold things off until the next day.

He left his office that evening and did his usual rounds of the carwash before leaving for home.  This consisted of, more or less, a quick check to make sure that all the necessary doors were opened, and that the coin slots in the automatic washes were not jammed.  When he was in the final wash kiosk clearing out a chewed piece of pink bubble gum from the coin slot, a mess that he found more often than one might think, he heard from above a child’s cough.  Looking up, he could see that lying in the corner of the room, perched atop some crates that held machinery and taking cover behind a round bristled roller, the figure of a child, aged twelve or maybe thirteen, wrapped in a sleeping bag.  The child was wearing a dirty baseball cap.

Careful not to make any noise, Alexander grabbed a hard broomstick and crept over to the crates.  He raised the stick carefully and positioned it over his target, holding with both hands as he cocked it all the way behind his back and swung forward full force, only to have it catch the low hanging ceiling on the peak of its slope and crack in half.  If the noise hadn’t of woken the child, Alexander’s scream would have.  The boy scrambled to roll off the crate and started to run away while Alexander was still clutching his hands between his legs, reeling in pain.  The child left behind his shoes, pants, and sleeping bag as he ran out of the kiosk and into the lot of the carwash, not looking before crossing the street and nearly being hit from the side by a large Pontiac that squealed to a halt and honked its horn.  The child stood stunned while the driver of the Pontiac screamed an obscenity.  Alexander’s arm wrapped around the boy from behind, picking up all eighty-five pounds of him and holding him in his armpit the whole walk back into the office.  Alexander threw the half naked, sobbing child onto the floor and stood blocking the entryway.  

The child didn’t get up.  He just lay curled on the floor, crying softly.  Alexander didn’t know what to do with the boy.  He had no idea.  When he first saw him he was angry and wanted to hurt the child, but that was when he was lying in his wash kiosk, disdainfully thinking that he had put one over on the owner of the building.  Lying there, asleep so peacefully, he looked smug; far more comfortable than any child of his stature should have been.  Now he was a helpless and sobbing fetus burying his head into the office floor, not smug, not hurting anybody or feeling very smart.  Alexander was the smart one now, and he hated it.  He braced one arm on his knee and slowly lowered his bulk onto the floor where it rested between his legs.  He was exhaling heavily from having exerted himself so much in carrying the child, making his bottom lip burn.  He wiped sweat from his forehead with his bare hand and closed his eyes, dipping his chin against his chest and rubbing his lip with his wet shirt.

“Where are your parents?”  He asked, in what he hoped sounded like a concerned voice.  The child didn’t move, he just kept weeping into the floor.  With his eyes still closed, Alexander asked his question again and still did not receive a response.  “Look, “ he said, raising himself and limping slowly around the child and to his desk, opening a route for the child to the door. “I can’t have a kid living in here.  If you get hurt or something they’re gonna make me pay for it and I can’t afford it.  Get your stuff and get out.”

The child looked up from the floor and towards the entryway, where he assumed that Alexander was still sitting.  Not seeing him there shocked the child, who quickly jumped to his knees and turned around to Alexander’s desk.  His cap had fallen off and his face, now completely visible, was covered in purple and red bruises.  His hair looked like it had been cut with a rusty pocketknife, and there were scabby knots speckled about his scalp.  “What are you waiting for?”  Alexander barked,  “Go on, get going.” The child scrambled fully to his feet and ran out, leaving his hat and a rust-colored spot on the carpeting behind him.  

Alexander brought the child’s baseball cap home with him that evening and sat it on the dining room table before he cleaned the garage.  It was three days before he received a phone call from his wife, at work, asking him about the cap.  It came from a child, he told her, and she wanted to know what child.  A child that I found sleeping in the car wash, he told her, and she wanted to know why a child was sleeping in a carwash.  He told her that she asked too many questions and she started to scream.  He told to her scream louder, and she did.  He told her to stop screaming, and she screamed even louder.  There was a crash and the clanking of a dropped phone, and he could hear her crying.  When he came home to clean the garage that evening a maid informed him that his wife was in the hospital, she had broken her leg after drinking too much and falling down the stairs.  Nobody was home when she fell, and she hadn’t mentioned being upset about anything besides her broken leg.

  Figuring he could make up for the lost time at work since he had no obligation to clean the garage that evening, Alexander visited his wife at the hospital the next afternoon.  She was on the third floor and should be able to come home later that day, the doctor told him, and Alexander asked the doctor to arrange a cab for her.  When he reached her room she was surrounded by Mylar balloons and wearing a dirty orange cap, talking into a phone cradled under her ear.  She was talking to someone she hated but pretended to like, he could tell, because her facial expressions didn’t match her speech.  If she had liked the person on the phone she would have made a grimace while she described her death-defying fall, patted her eye with a tissue while she told of her pain and suffering.  Instead she spoke with no expression, staring forward and scratching her nose inattentively. 

He coughed, accidentally, making his wife realize that he was in the room.  She apologized to whomever she was speaking to, but she had get going.  She glared at him angrily, displaying an intent that he found very frightening.  

“How are you fe—“

“--Who is she?” his wife snapped in a tone he couldn’t immediately recognize.  It was a concerned, angry voice that didn’t at all fit his wife’s usual, self-serving vocal palate.  Of course, he had no idea what she was talking about.

“Who is who?”

“The woman who this cap belongs to.”  She said, pointing towards her head, “Who is she?”

“I told you yesterday that it belongs to a child.”

Her eyes turned to slits that jutted towards one another at opposite angels.  “The same child that somehow covered your whole carwash in egg?”

“Yeah, he was living there.  I don’t know for how long, though.”

“That’s a funny story, because I just got off the phone with your son.”

His son?  His son!  His happy son who had been given, by kind and benevolent hands, the chance to experience a two-week vacation with a young lady he said he loved. Alexander smiled wide and his face flushed red.  His wife snapped at him.  

“All of a sudden he says you tell him to go run off with some slut.  He says that you sounded like a completely different person on the phone, like you had found ‘true love’ yourself, behind my back.  I have been suffering in this hospital!”

“I was just happy for him, that’s all.  I was glad that he’s going to get to enjoy himself.”

“Well, you can quit being happy for him because he has to come home and help his mother as soon as his classes are done with!”

Her words hit him like a sack full of doorknobs.  He stumbled for a response.  “You—you told him that?”

“I most certainly did!  The doctor says that it could be months before I’m fully mobile again and I’m going to need somebody to take care of me.  Of course, you’d be too busy to do it, so I had to get my only son to help me.”

 “We can hire a maid.  Someone to watch after you full time.”

“I am not having a maid bathe me.  That’s something that my son has to do.  There’s a very close bond between mother and son, you know, something that you will never understand.  He’ll have a much better time with his mother than on some vacation.”

Alexander didn’t argue any further, he knew that it wouldn’t do any good.  He left the hospital without saying another word.  His head was spinning the whole drive home.

After his wife had been escorted to their front door that evening by a smelly and put upon cabdriver that Alexander refused to tip she stood leaning on her crutches in their foyer as her husband returned to kitchen, where he had been before having to answer the door for her.  She called him back and demanded his assistance in crutching to the living room sofa.  He obliged, but returned to the kitchen as soon as she was seated.  She called him back into the living room and he returned to her, surprisingly, not showing any signs of annoyance.  She was hoping to yell at him for his acting burdened, and with a scream on the tip of her tongue she had to close her mouth quickly and pointed towards the coffee table with a clenched fist and started to make a pained noise from her throat.  He picked up a magazine from the coffee table, dropped it on her chest, and started to make his way back into the kitchen.

“Just what are you doing in there that’s so goddamn important?’

He wasn’t doing anything, just sitting at the table, but it was much more pleasant than standing with her.  “Nothing, what do you want?”  He said, and she seized at his annoyance.

  Bracing her cast with one hand, she slammed her broken leg against its side, forcing up tears.  She pulled at her hair and bellowed a screech, something about him not loving her and needing a glass of wine to relax after such an ordeal.  He fetched her a bottle and a glass and went back to the kitchen.  He sat at his table and thought.  It wasn’t usual that he was home this early and the room looked different illuminated by daylight; golden, more alive.  Daylight only seems to shine on the things you want to see, he thought, cobwebs and dust are only shown under synthetic light.  His office was kept plain to prevent filth.  Maybe he needed some windows.  Ever since leaving the hospital his head had been swimming and his lip was burning as painfully as it ever had before.  His thoughts were racing and he could not, no matter how much focus he tried to put forth, pay attention to anything for more than a few seconds.

 He looked down at the yellow legal pad lying on top of the table.  He had drawn a table of two rows and three columns.  The table was completely blank.  He tore out the front page of the pad and wrote on the clean page:

“Things to do:

Save James

Save James

Save James 

Save James”

He tore the page from the legal pad and folded it in half as many times as he could.  What remained was a thick and shapeless yellow wad of paper that Alexander put into his mouth and swallowed without chewing.  From the living room he heard his wife screaming for him.  

She had finished her bottle of wine and decided that it was bath time.  Not in the upstairs tub, that would be too much of chore, she preferred to bathe elegantly, in the Jacuzzi of the newly added “healthroom” that could only be reached using the same walkway that connected the kitchen and the garage.  If, from the kitchen’s back entryway, you walked into the door directly ahead, you would enter the garage, if you made a sharp turn right as you entered the health room.  The room was very large and carpeted, all the walls were mirrored.  In the corner of the room closest to the entry was a treadmill still sealed in factory cellophane, near the treadmill was a set of wrapped free weights.  Directly across from these, in the adjacent corner and against the wall that the healthroom shared with the garage, was the hot tub and a rack of accessories.  The other half of the room was empty, as his wife had abandoned decorating the healthroom when she grew bored with it.  The water in the Jacuzzi had to be refilled, she told him as he lowered her onto a wooden chaise lounge near the tub.  He flipped what looked like a light switch near the machine and its automated mechanisms started to fill the pool with hot water.  The machine was very noisy and so as his wife was giving him unintelligible instructions he stood over the tub and watched while it filled.  It was very wide, a deluxe model, with two humps on either side designed to seat three people apiece.  The humps gently sloped into the middle of the tub, about five feet deep, and bathers could easily slide from their seats into a stand and stay submerged up to their shoulders.

The lights in the healthroom were adjustable and on a low and pleasant setting.  No reflections could be seen in the water, but Alexander’s shadow cast almost completely black, though it still rippled with the foamy water against the dark pink tiles of the hot tub.  He raised his arm to see its silhouette against the froth.  His wife threw a coin at the back of his head to get his attention and he quickly undressed her.  He removed her shirt and was immediately hit with a bevy of feminine odors that he might have once found appealing but was now appalled by.  He paid no attention to her sagging breasts and was careful not to make any contact with her tan and seamed skin as he pulled off her widened shorts and underpants.  He didn’t need to wrap her cast in cellophane as he assumed, because she was just going to lay on the hump of the Jacuzzi with her leg hanging off the side.  He sat her down and was sent to the kitchen for a new bottle of wine.  

Her cast hung out of the tub, her back was pressed against the slippery hump, and her good leg touched the deep bottom of the pool, providing her with balance enough to keep her head crocked above water with minimal effort.  Her skin was saggy beyond her years and her legs were covered in cellulite, but she could not have weighed more than one hundred and ten pounds.  Moving around in the heavy cast was very laborious for such a small woman, and laying in the tub she found herself having trouble balancing the enhanced weight of her broken leg outside the pool against the rest or her body inside, so she had to keep readjusting herself by bouncing her good leg slowly from side to side in the water.  She held her head angled so that her chin was almost touching her neck, and from her vantage point she couldn’t see herself inside the foamy water, save for her breasts which floated seemingly detached for her chest and flaccid like flower petals caught in an updraft, along the top of the pool.

 The bottle of wine she had drank earlier was starting to leave her and the cold pains of withdrawal ached in her head, behind her eyes and aggravated by steam rising from the water.  She cursed her husband’s dawdling.  He knew that she was in pain.  She closed her eyes and massaged her forehead with a wet hand.  The heat seemed only to intensify the chilly pressure through contradiction, and so she placed her hand back into the tub and focused on her good leg jumping right to left, left to right.  The pattern soon grew boring, and so it was changed, up and back, right to left, back and up.  This helped, but prickly sensations of cold pressure kicking behind her eyes would break her concentration every fifth step.  Up, back, left, down, pain.  Right, down, up, left, pain. She took in a deep breath and grinned with genius before starting the next set.  Up, right, left, back, and before she sat down her foot to trigger the pain she let her neck go limp and submerged her head under the hot water, opening her eyes.  The pressure was drowned in heat; the pain was gone.  She could see nothing but pink light and foam.  The comfort of equalized temperature, in back and in front of her eyes, was joyous and she writhed her head around like a slithering snake in the water to fully experience this blessed relief.  Bracing with her back she slid towards the wall of the tub and then to the side, over the hump, falling into the deep center and taking with her body her cast, weighing her down in the water.  

When Alexander came back into the healthroom he could not tell if there was any more splashing in the tub than there was when he had left, but he could tell that his wife wasn’t where he had left her.  He called out for her.  There was no answer.  He walked to the Jacuzzi and could see nothing inside the pool but bubbling water.  He reached in.

A hand brushed against her face and she grabbed onto it.  Pulled up, she gasped for air without making any noise.  Her fingers were clamped around his thick wrist, digging her nails hard into him, turning his pink skin white where contact was being made.  She was trembling from fright and cold.  Her skin had contracted tight around her eyes and forehead which made her look exceptionally vulnerable, pathetic like a wet cat only contemptuously human, a tanned and torn lifetime of lost opportunities that children with cancer would have killed for.  Frightened and weak, like an anorexic; her being was a pathetic and unfortunate side effect of her own sanctimonious life.  Alexander’s whole body flushed white, his arms and his face, and he was filled with a pride that was neither vindictive nor scornful.  He was a self-righteous ghost, one hundred percent certain, one hundred percent holy, feeling the chills up his spine and tingles along his scalp of man religiously without consequence, free from hypocrisy.

Alexander’s eyes grew slant from disgust.  She knew his intentions seconds before he threw her up into the air, back into the pool, but she did not scream to protest.  The water was temperate and the warmth ran both in front of and behind her eyes.  The first breath of foam stung with pain.  Soon after came euphoria, dim and pink.

4.

James was rusticated three weeks before final exams at the behest of the news that his mother was dead and his father sunk into catatonia.  He had been in charge of the carwashes and wiring company ever since.  

In the same office of the same suburban carwash, sitting in front of the same desk he father had always sat in front of, James was on the phone with Nathan.  Nathan worked in the city for Lanwire, and was the effective manager of James’ employees.  He had no real power, but in exchange for giving his boss progress reports every Monday and Thursday, handling calls, and keeping an eye on the other employees, Nathan was afforded a slightly higher wage than his tenure would have normally allowed and given the title of manager.  They were discussing the new man, Phillip, and how Nathan thought he was working out.

“You can’t talk to Terefy anymore about this kind of stuff,”  he told James.

“Why not?”  

“Because you just can’t.  He’s not the kind of person that tells you when somebody’s been screwing up.  It’s like he don’t want to piss anybody off so he just don’t talk about anybody.  For all I know this kid could be working his ass off or a total idiot, there’s no way to know from asking Terefy.”

James groaned and reached around for a cigarette.  With the phone away from his ear he asked Nathan to press Terefy for answers, but Nathan misunderstood and suggested that Phillip come work with him and his partner for a couple of days so that they could see him for themselves.

“No can do,” James said.  The project Terefy and Phillip were working on wasn’t horribly important, but the building’s owner had to see people working there everyday or he would complain to HUD.

“Well then maybe just send Terefy over here and I’ll come down there and watch the kid?”

James found himself annoyed with Nathan and explained to him in the condescending tone that he would have used to speak to a child.  “Can’t do that one either.  That area, it’s Terefy’s element.  He’s real good with black people, even married one.  It’s been his from start to finish.”

The boss was out of ideas and the employee was afraid to suggest anything.  With their silence, both men decided to just let Phillip and Terefy work together and to see how soon and how well they completed the apartment.  If the results were favorable, then there really wouldn’t be a need to separate them.

“Even if the kid isn’t great, so long as he’s tolerable,” James said.  “Terefy seems to me like he just might need a friend.”

And yes, he certainly did.

Work on the apartment was back onto Terefy’s original schedule, and Phillip’s presence, not his workmanship, was what had gotten it back on track.  Phillip was functioning more or less as would a child helping his father with wiring, like he used to: fetching Terefy’s tools, performing only the simplest of tasks, like caulking and unscrewing, and generally providing Terefy with company.  Terefy figured that Phillip’s ineptitude was a result of shaky nerves or poor schooling, and he had come to find it endearing.  Phillip was a fast learner, and when he paid attention to Terefy’s slow-paced demonstrations he would catch on pretty quickly.  Terefy secretly fancied himself a well-respected teacher, like the ones that he had seen on Television who made a difference in the lives of their students, and he certainly treated Phillip more like a pupil than a coworker.  Not that Terefy, or Phillip for that matter, really knew what proper coworker conduct was. 

Phillip had no friends, and had never made a friend at work.  He had been fired from his previous four jobs for the following reasons:  his lack of “people skills,” a repeated failure to communicate properly with his coworkers, and twice for failure to communicate properly with customers. All of the charges were true, and they boiled down to the same thing: he just never knew what to say or when to say it.  He was almost always aloof, and when he found it necessary to speak he wouldn’t merely come off as awkward, he was often mean and offensive, though, in all fairness, he really didn’t want to be.  Terefy was very nice, very forgiving, and never spoke of word of question in regards to Phillip’s frankly mediocre wiring skills.  Slips of the tongue were permissible, Phillip felt, when a woman he cared nothing for asked him if her butt looked big and he gave her an honest response, or if when being yelled at for incompetence, be it real or imagined, he told his superiors exactly what he wanted to.  But to Phillip, Terefy was a different type of person.  He was a good guy by all standards; business didn’t factor in to it.  He seemed to genuinely enjoy being around Phillip and asked nothing in return, and so Phillip tried his hardest to never slip up and hurt him.

The day’s work was over with, and the pair were packing up their equipment for the ride home.

“Would—would you like to come to have dinner with me?”

This was unexpected.    

“At your house?”

Terefy nodded.

Phillip nodded.

Chapter Four

              Alyssa
She may have looked completely black, but Alyssa was really just a Mulatto.  Her mother was a second-generation immigrant of Irish descent and her father was superlatively African, which accounted entirely for her dark pigmentation.

Her hair was naturally auburn and cut just underneath her ears and, like most of her facial features, it looked Caucasian, not stringy or curly like most African hair.  Her lips were pert but very thin, and her nose was delicate, more like a cavernous, seedless strawberry than button, which was what her mother and a wide range of kind/lecherous old men often said that it resembled.  Her eyes were large and almost entirely colored a fiery orange shade of brown, but when she moved them to look at something without also moving her head the white of her cornea struck out ghastly against her dark face.  She hated the way that looked, so she moved her head like an owl around company, always looking straightforward and turning her neck to see those things out of her immediate plane of view.  Of course, she would move her eyes every once in a while, no matter how careful she was, and if she caught anybody looking at her she would shield herself and her eyes from them with her hand and look down at the floor until they were out of sight, no matter how long it took.

Culturally, she was about as Caucasian as woman could be.  Her dialect was flawless Middle American and her grammar was as proper as a headmaster’s.  Her mother equated certain idiosyncrasies to the influence of Negroes, and Alyssa was punished as a child if she spoke out of turn, ever asked for anything that was brightly colored or had too much sugar in it, skipped rope, sang songs that followed a definable rhythm, or braided her hair.  Those were nigger things, she was told, and she was not a nigger.

How it happened that Alyssa’s racist and intolerant mother was impregnated by a black man was not a matter of rape, which she often claimed and which people often assumed without asking, though it really didn’t come about in a consensual way.  Her pregnancy and Alyssa’s birth were both brought about due to abject necessity--specifically that of her not wanting to spend any time in prison.  Her father, Alyssa’s grandfather, was at one time the very wealthy owner of a line of community credit unions which encompassed four branches and handled the accounts of over five thousand people. Alyssa’s mother received a two-year business degree and was a figurehead manager of the smallest credit union by the time she was twenty-four.  When the XXX launched an extensive audit against her fathers’ claims of employee fraud, XXX

While awaiting a bail hearing, she was informed that since the privately owned and operated company that provided health care for the state’s prisons was so poorly run that if they found that she was pregnant she would be sent home to await trial under minimum surveillance instead of forcing her healthcare provider to provide her with healthcare.  An unpleasant but not horrible series of trysts were clinically scheduled between herself and a county jail guard and Alyssa was born nine months later to a mother who had since, with her wealthy father’s assistance, broken her own nose, dyed her hair, and changed all three of her names twice over.  Her mother settled into a life consisting of mildly laborious factory work and television while Alyssa settled into public education, where she met Terefy as classmate, fell in love, and at his behest left school before graduation even though she was getting good marks.  

She hadn’t been the same since the stillbirth.

And it was a stillbirth, too, not the miscarriage that most people assumed it was by brusquely correcting her medical ignorance whenever she told them about it.  It had nothing to do with how the pregnancy was terminated, the doctor told her after Terefy had struck two parked cars in the hospital parking lot, screaming though she was silent, rubbing sweat away from the cusp of his Adam’s apple and forming long sentences that contained only nouns and verbs.  “Run baby house jump.  Penny loafers, shoe sky moon.  Fountain water air handle ran.”  He was taken away and she explained to the doctor that her baby had died a miscarriage and he told her that no, as late in pregnancy that she was it was called a stillbirth.  She spent the next few months correcting everybody’s error, even her husband, who thought that “miscarriage” sounded more like the mess of blood and goo she had described than a stillbirth, which aroused in his mind the sight of a cold and clean baby born without tears.

While she was growing up, her mother worked nights and slept in the mornings and sat in the afternoons drinking coffee and watching television.  During the mornings and at night, if Alyssa had any problems that needed immediate attention, her effective guardian was the building’s superintendent, a man with gray hair and thick glasses who seemed physically more suited for work in an office than maintaining an apartment building.  He was a stupid man, scientifically tested as being well below average intelligence, though he was very kind and treated his obese wife well.  The greatest thing that he ever accomplished with his life, he said, since he couldn’t have children and since he wasn’t allowed into the army, was writing a poem that was once published in a magazine, which no one had the heart to tell him was actually a mail-order compilation of amateur poetry sold only to the poets it published.  He would repeat the poem often and Alyssa could still remember it to this day.

“Bugger hats and ladybugs

The cricket jumps

The grasshopper flies

And hungry birds with beady eyes.”
“Whoever you meet, they’re going to be food someday.  And everything you see, it’s going to be food someday.  Everybody wants to eat everything else,” he once told her.

“Do you want to eat me?”

“No, sweetheart, no people want to eat you.  But worms, when you’re in the ground, they want to eat you.  And then birds want to eat the worms.  Or maybe you get eaten by dirt that turns to grass that feeds the bugs that feed the birds that feed the kitty cats.”

Thinking about one day being food actually made the girl feel happy.  Someday good would certainly come from her and she could picture herself as part of a grassy meadow.  Whenever she saw the sunset, even at a very young age, she would thank everyone and everything that had died and been eaten to make the scene so beautiful.  

As a student she seemed vibrant and playful, the kind of girl who seemed so happy with herself that despite her good looks most boys didn’t pay much sexual interest to; she seemed too confident to take proper advantage of.  She wore cheap clothing with the flare one would have expected from someone sporting designer wear and she styled her hair in the plainest but most playful fashions and, although it required only minimal effort to prepare it every morning, it had more zest to it than the expensive designs and tedium that covered the heads of all of her female classmates.  Her spirit wasn’t free from the crass superficiality of her peers, it was just set in another standard of it.  That is why people avoided her.  She was like an incredibly desirable cassette tape that could only be played in a foreign machine or a very cheap and powerful sedan that only runs on leaded fuel: perfection with an invisible underlying flaw perceptually implied, not worth the assumed effort.

Terefy was the first man to ever show serious interest in her.  In the springtime their High School served lunch outdoors and Alyssa would always sup quiet and unnoticed beneath one of the sycamores that lined the school’s athletic field.  Waiting one afternoon in a slow-moving line for his choice of a hotdog or a hamburger, Terefy allowed a polite teacher to cut in front of him.  She joked that he was being obsequious and that it would not result in a better grade, which made Terefy forget where he was and picture his Uncle Solomon.  Solomon chugged from his jar like an animal for a short while, and when he noticed his nephew staring at him he wiped his face with his greasy T-shirt and belched loudly.  He hadn’t been up to much lately, he said, and he asked Terefy how he had been.  Terefy didn’t answer but Solomon nodded his head approvingly, as if he had.  Solomon said goodbye and Terefy found himself sitting under a sycamore tree, next to the most beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes upon, and he told her this, and about his Uncle who he saw whenever a certain word was mentioned, and that he wanted to have lunch with her again tomorrow.  She listened to him with a smile, not knowing what to make of a strange daydreamer wandering over to her and babbling his head off.  He could have been crazy.  He could have been playing a mean joke.  By the time lunch had ended she felt like she trusted him, though, and when she found him at the sycamore waiting for her the next day she realized that his intentions were upfront and listened with reverence to every word that he had to say to her.  For three days she listened to him talk.  They had both fallen in love. 

Outside, on the windowsill, a small yellow kind of bird that she had never seen before, not in her whole life, pecked at the seed she had placed for robins.  It was about the size of a medium robin, its eyes and center of its breast were feathered white and down its back was a thick black stripe, but the rest of the bird was completely yellow.  Synthetic yellow.  The kind of yellow that she had seen before in highlighter markers and on powdered lemonade packages, not in nature, not in sunsets or flowers.  It was a darker yellow than a dandelion, more garish than even a dying leaf.  Her superintendent’s poem came to mind.  The front door opened and Terefy, followed two feet behind by Phillip, walked in wearing their dusty work uniforms.

  “I hope you made enough dinner for three!” her husband exclaimed.  

She smiled shyly, abashedly thought Phillip.  She was wearing an elaborate but domestic dress, the kind of garment Phillip would have had an easier time of recognizing were it black and white, the way that seeing color stills taken from the set of “I Love Lucy” always seemed fake in comparison to his grainy and gray memories.  The dress had a floral print of yellow and red and it looked like it might have been hand sewn.  As out of place as it may have been, it was still incredibly formal, especially since her meek greeting seemed to suggest that Terefy had not told her beforehand that he would be bringing home a guest for dinner.  That dress was what she wore on normal occasions.  A housedress.  He didn’t even know that they really existed.

After a long and awkward pause Terefy acted startled and rushed an introduction, like someone mocking the whole process of introductions.  “Phillip, this is Alyssa.  Honey, this is Phillip, the guy I work with now.”  

Phillip leaned in to shake her hand and she obliged.  Her skin was firm and her grip was strong.  Her eyes sparkled and the submissive look was gone.  

“It’s very nice to meet you, Phillip.  He’s been talking about you for a while now.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, too.  You seem to be all Terefy ever talks about yourself.”

They were both lying.  Phillip didn’t know that Terefy was married until he noticed a wedding band a few days before and he wasn’t told of Alyssa until they had dropped off the van at Lanwire and were in Terefy’s Oldsmobile heading to their apartment. Terefy had mentioned Phillip twice to Alyssa, the first time when he had just started working with him and again just a week ago when Phillip had done something that Terefy thought was funny.  

“Soup’s on with bread and bacon.  That and there’s some chicken breasts, too.  I might need to stick some more bread in real quick but there should be enough food for everyone.  Let me go check.”  

Terefy and Alyssa walked into the kitchen, leaving Phillip standing by the doorway, not knowing what to do.  His work uniform was smelly from dried sweat.  The apartment they were wiring had been getting unbearably hot and although the building’s owner had agreed to let them turn on the air conditioning the only unit in the apartment was in the room they were currently wiring and so unable to receive power.  It was hotter in the apartment than it was outside, in the van, at Lanwire, in the halls of apartment building, or here in Terefy’s apartment.  The work wasn’t physically arduous, but having even to pay attention to the wiring made Phillip sweat.  The sweat would stick and dry quickly, as soon as he left the apartment, and it left hard and crusty patches colored a darker shade of blue under his armpits and a nearly invisible ring of sweat around his collar that smelled funny, like a storm cellar or old books that had been held in a damp place.  Phillip lifted his collar to his nose and sniffed it, taking in a deep breath.  Terefy’s apartment was clean and well kempt.  Domestic.  He didn’t picture the goofy, puffy haired Terefy living in such a decent place.  Terefy seemed like he would be more at home surrounded by piles old magazines and yellowed newspapers, couches with white foam pouring from tears and a sink full of dirty dishes.  This carpet was thick and blue, and the walls of the apartment weren’t the depressingly textured plain white of most apartments, they were painted to match the carpeting.  The furniture was nice, middle class, direct from a full color department store circular where well-dressed white children would have been sitting on the love seat and paying while their father sprawled himself along the sofa smiling at them.  There was no television in their living room.


The crusty patches below his arms started to itch.  He couldn’t take off his suit though, since underneath he was wearing only a white tank top that probably had holes in it.  If Terefy’s apartment had been as Phillip pictured it, then the tank top would have been no problem, but this place was too nice.  His work outfit matched their carpeting and walls and distanced him from them, in a way, if they grew tired of his company or if he did something to upset his hosts they could just pretend that he was a repairman or a cable man or deliveryman.  He wasn’t a guest in his work clothes, he didn’t have to act like one.

He pulled his collar away from his nose and took in the deep breath of the apartment.  He smelled a slight hint of the mild odor of rotten meat that he always associated with bachelor apartments.  It was the kind of scent that he always smelt when he was with other men but never around women, and it clashed with the austere of the place.  Terefy walked in from the kitchen holding two large glass tumblers filled with a dark soda.  He didn’t seem to find it odd that Phillip was still standing by the door as he handed the younger man his drink and offered him a seat on the couch.  

“How do you like the place?”

“It’s nice.  Really nice.  A lot nicer than I expected.”

Terefy looked confused.  He wasn’t sure if Phillip’s comment was a compliment or an insult. He pointed down.  “Like this?”

“The couch?”

“Yeah.  Just paid it off.”

“It’s nice.”

Phillip drew the tumbler to his face and took his first sip of the soda.  It was diet something or other and tasted simultaneously bitter and sweet in the horrible way that artificial sweeteners do to people not accustomed to them.  He winced and puckered, drawing his lips sharply to one side as a reflex.  Terefy could feel his evening slipping away and his eyes filled with what Phillip thought was looked like genuine, honest to god sadness:  widened and moist yet completely focused and concerned.  He knew then that the dinner must have meant something to Terefy, something more than it meant to himself.  What could it have been?  What secret motive could he have possibly had inviting him over to dinner so abruptly, insisting to take the silent drive to the apartment in one car, not offering to stop so that Phillip could get a change of clothes or maybe a shower.  A picture of unionization flashed in Phillip’s head, Terefy as Charles Foster Kaine or Jimmy Hoffa’s outline sticking comically above the grass at Shea Stadium.  Terefy’s eyes grew more desperate and he seemed to struggle for speech, looking straight at Phillip’s face.  This was the simple look of desperation that a child would have after being refused candy because he had been bad, dichotomous where a “no” had come in place of a. ”yes.”  This look was without pretense, like he were earnestly worried that his guest would slam down the glass of diet soda and scream and never show his face around him again. 

There was no way this was about anything so romantice as unionizing, it had to be about something else. Was he onto Phillip’s licensure and had brought him here to confront him?  No, that wouldn’t explain his forthright kindness.  Terefy’s eyes grew even more desperate as the silence persisted and since Phillip had no other immediate theories he decided to change subjects quickly.  Whatever Terefy wanted he would figure it out soon enough.

“Nice wife you have there.”

Terefy looked down at Phillip’s glass of soda and smiled, almost forcing up a giggle but coming out with a blunt whisper of agreement.

“You two been married long?”

He kept looking at Phillip’s soda.  To prove that there was no problem, Phillip took a big swig, braced this time for the foul taste, and made no special facial gesture.  This was a dreadful relief to his host.  Terefy straightened back against his seat and answered Phillip.  “Yeah, we’ve been together really long.  Since high school actually.”

A cheery call came from the kitchen and Terefy sprung to his feet, motioning for Phillip to follow.  The kitchen was long and narrow, carpeted the same as the living room.  The door leading from the living room opened facing the kitchen sink and the men had to walk around Alyssa, down the narrow preparation pathway to where the room widened a little and housed a small circle table that stood on newer-looking metal legs and was finished in a 1950’s green paisley pattern.  The chairs were tiny and Formica, barely able to hold Phillip’s behind and he marveled at how Terefy’s much more ample frame could have held its balance.  The back of his chair ended a half-foot above his natural waist and pushed hard against his back.  He rocked himself into the most comfortable position he could attain, his back held straight and his chest sucked in against the grated metal that lined the side of the table.  Alyssa sat a steaming loaf of reheated bread onto the center of the table, near a glass pan holding several skinless chicken breasts and a pot of soup.  She sat directly across the table from her husband, right next to Phillip.  She bowed her head to pray.

“She does this,” Terefy said in a plain speaking voice, embarrassingly explaining to his friend that what he was seeing was indeed happening, as if she were conducting a black mass at the table or slaughtering a lamb before taking her seat.  Phillip nodded and Alyssa finished her prayer, lifting up her head and reaching for the cut loaf of bread.

“He doesn’t like my saying grace.”  

“I don’t not like it, I just don’t do it anymore and I don’t think that anybody really does it anymore.”

“I do.”  She handed Phillip a bowl of soup and motioned for him to pass it to her husband.  Terefy expected the bowl and nodded.

“I like it.  I like the way you pray before eating, I really do.  I think it’s cute.  But some people might not expect it, is all.”

Alyssa handed Phillip a cup of soup as he spoke across the table.  “I really don’t mind.  I’m pretty sure that a lot of people still say grace.”

“When I do it, it’s a crime.”  Her eyes were focused on passing food around the table, she didn’t look up when she spoke.  

Phillip found her indifference while professing victimhood to be disconcerting, and so as Terefy started to talk to him about an old building he had once wired he tried again to figure out why he had been invited.  There had been rumblings from other employees about a management change at the main office, but Terefy hadn’t mentioned anything.

“What about those things going on at the main office?  Something about a new boss or something?  You heard anything about that?”

Terefy seemed confused, having been cut off mid story.  “I really haven’t heard enough to say.”

“You haven’t, really?  Everybody’s been talking about it.  You know, not out in the open but whenever there’s no one really around.”

“”No, I don’t know about it.  If something happens, it happens.”

“What happens?”  Alyssa asked.

“There’s some people saying that Mr. Langstonhewitt might have to merge the company soon.”

“Who wants an electric company?”

“He’s got some gas stations and car washes, too.  What I’ve heard is that it’s just a downswing right now since there’s really not any private interests that want to get any wiring done because no one has money to do so, and something about laws saying that they don’t need to have wiring checked as much as they used to, which is bullshit.  But they got enough money, I’ve heard, from secured contracts so I really don’t know what to think, like I said.”

“Ever think about doing a union?”  Phillip asked.

“Like a wiring union?”

“Yeah.”

“We couldn’t form one.  The reason anybody works for Langstonhewitt these days is because they can’t get into the union.  It’s all bullshit and politics and stuff.  We don’t need Union guys telling us how to work.” 

  Phillip was tapped out of ideas and Terefy had forgotten what story he was telling.  Alyssa coughed a little and put her hand to her throat.

“Wrong pipe,” she said with a small smile, taking a sip from her glass of water.

“The soup?” asked Terefy, seeming to question the validity of his wife’s complaint.  Had it really gone down the wrong pipe?

“No, the chicken.”

Terefy nodded, satisfied with her response.  Phillip found himself talking without thinking; not even waiting to swallow before opening his mouth.  “You buy this chicken at the supermarket?”

Alyssa nodded.

“’Cus it tastes really good.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank the chicken.”

Terefy laughed.

“No, seriously.  These chickens were female.  Know how I know?”

Alyssa shook her head, seeming interested.

“Because most every chicken you eat, if you buy it at the store, is a female.  They only keep the females mostly, to lay eggs.”

“Makes sense” Said Terefy, enjoying Phillip’s conversation.

“When they’re born, you know how they sort them out, the boys and girls.  The little baby chicks?”

“Boys to the left, girls to right?”  Terefy joked.

After shoving a fork full of chicken into his mouth, Phillip let loose a deliberate smile.  He panicked.  Why was he telling them this?  He didn’t want to upset them.  He feigned chewing a tough piece of chicken to afford himself some time to figure out what he wanted to say.  He swallowed, took a drink of his diet soda, and kept on reciting his conversation. “No.  Not at all.  They have this guy who sits on a line and they bring all the chicks by him, he picks them up and sees if they’re boys or girls.  Girls go down the line further, boys do not.”

“Makes sense.”

“Yeah, but you know what they do with the boys?”

Terefy and Alyssa shook their heads.

“They just throw them in a big garbage bag.  One by one.  Don’t kill them or anything, they just throw them into a Hefty bag and let them suffocate on top of one another, real slowly.  Horrible, really.”

He took another bite.  Terefy’s smile went away but was not replaced with a look of panic or confusion.  His face was simply blank. Vacuous.  Static and confused, thoughtless and frightened.  Had his story made that much of an impact?  

“That isn’t how they used to it.  I heard.  They used to kill them a lot more humanely.”

Phillip shifted his sight to his side, toward Alyssa, who looked as emotionally disinterested with him as she did when they first sat down to eat.

“Yeah, I know.  Is Terefy okay?”

“You just probably said something that made him think of something else.  He does that.  You said ‘Hefty Bag’ and now he’s off somewhere else. “

“I’m confused, is he dreaming or something?”

“I can’t explain it.  But back to the chickens, it’s funny you brought that up because my Uncle used to raise them, he had a farm, and he’d let the egg laying hens grow all old and fat until they could barely walk and then he’d kill them, real humanely, after a nice life.  They used to sit all night in the chicken coop and sing.  They say you don’t hear them singing anymore.”

Phillip kept looking at Terefy, his eyes sunk into his cheeks and a little ring of spittle forming around his lips.  He turned again towards Alyssa, who was staring right at him, and for the first time he took a good look at her.  She was beautiful, he thought.  Stunning.  He had never been so immediately attracted to a black woman before that he had met in person.  Her teeth were showing a little bit, bright white against her cheeks.  Her hair rolled down to her shoulders and curled up like reverse J’s.  He wanted to reach out and touch it.

“And those birds, the meat was so good.  Today you can really tell white meat from dark meat it’s all just gray and kind of sludge.  Back then you really could.  My mother didn’t ever want me eating chicken though, said that I wasn’t allowed to.  So my uncle would always fix a plate up special for me either before my mother got there or after she had left, I staid at his house a lot in the summers.”

“Was he your father’s brother?”

“Nope.  My Mother’s.”

“She didn’t really have a father.”  Phillip turned and faced Terefy, his face again bright and shining, as if he hadn’t even been staring at the ceiling.

“Are you alright?”

“Me?”  Asked Terefy.

“Yeah.”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because you were just looking at the ceiling there and not saying anything for like two minutes.  It looked kind of like you fell asleep—“

Alyssa hastily interrupted and Phillip turned to hear her speak. “I never met my real father.  He worked where my mother worked and they never were really together.  My mother was white.  She never wanted me to act black so I never got to eat chicken, because she said that was what black people ate, even though she ate it all the time and she was white.”

 “That’s horrible.”

“No, like I said, my Uncle would give me chicken when I wanted it.”

“But didn’t it go deeper than the chicken, her not wanting you to act black.”

“Not back then, not that I cared about.  Chicken back then tasted better, it was raised better, like you were talking about.  Back then all I cared about was the chicken. “

Phillip finished his meal and excused himself to the restroom.  When he had finished, Terefy showed him his stereo and record collection and then drove him back to Lanwire. Phillip thought about asking Terefy again about his seizure or whatever, but decided it would be best not to.  Terefy told him about voltage drop and he half-listened, trying to get Alyssa off his mind.  He thought about asking Terefy how they had met but he decided not to.  Terefy dropped him off at the building and sped away before he had taken two steps to his car.  He smiled the whole ride home.

Chapter Five

      Smilekick


1.



Phillip was not his father’s only child, even though he had no brothers or sisters.  

When he was a young man—that is, before his alcoholism was absolute, his midsection a steadily growing paunch, and his face a bald and baron wasteland of craters and sharp angles, Phillip’s father was actually quite handsome.  His hair and skin were thick and dark.  He was athletically built and usually very well dressed, and he was blessed with a pair of liquid blue eyes that stared earnestly through whomever he was talking to, lending a sense of irresistible and forthright honesty to every word he uttered with his piercing baritone.  As alien as the thought may have seemed to Phillip, his gruff and taciturn father actually spoke often and eloquently before Phillip was born, and always with a certain subdued intensity that exuded confidence, even when he had no idea what he was talking about.  He was quite charming.  


Phillip’s father was keenly aware of this charm, every bit of which was painstakingly manufactured and adjusted on a situational basis.  All personalities were simply amalgamates of genetic and sociological factors that people had faced throughout their lives, he figured, so it only made sense that a person should try to create the most socially-effective personality possible in order to achieve his goals on a case by case basis.  His goal was to be the business manager and patriarchal star of a traveling variety act featuring his wife and a pair of twins, boys or girls.  Dim lights, roaring crowds, life on the road.  Show Biz.

 It’s true that Phillip’s father lived long after the heyday of traveling variety acts had died a miserable, unceremonious death due to the emergence of talking pictures and television, but he inexplicably felt that it was his destiny to breathe new life into the stagnant genre.  His act would take place indoors, but the stage would be covered in straw and made to look like a barn with cardboard cutouts of animals strewn about.  All the action would take place in the barn, which is where he and his family were supposed to be living.  They would pretend that they were on television by always getting into crazy situations and telling jokes that were like the ones they told on television, only better.  He would play several parts, and until the twins were old enough they would be used only as silent plot devices, backdrops, and when they got old enough to talk the stage would be in their blood and they would be excellent comedic performers.  The appeal of his act would have to be anachronistic if it were to be successful, as Phillip’s father realized quite astutely that socially conscious people would willingly pay large sums of money for frivolous forms of outmoded entertainment so long as that form of entertainment embraced its antiquity and maybe even made fun of itself in a very posh manner.  He was going to be rich and famous.  All he needed was a pair of twins, and he could charm everybody else into doing the rest.

Talking his way into women’s beds was a simple enough task, but Phillip’s father lacked the palpable monetary success necessary to get most women to agree to have children with him early enough in their sexual relationships to make the ventures worth his risk.  Since the odds of a pregnancy resulting in twins were obviously not in his favor, he realized that a long relationship was far too much of a gamble if he hoped to break into show business before his looks started to fade.  Women with lower self esteem were always easier to woo and typically more pliant towards his intentions of impregnation, but Phillip’s father approached such women pensively as they usually didn’t have very much potential stage presence.  Women with great potential stage presence and good looks, on the other hand, were usually very career minded and so did not want to have children or to join a traveling variety act.  Phillip’s father tended to compromise, then, when choosing the breed of women of whom he hunted.  He searched for women in bars, usually, but the supermarket and park were not off limits—his standards were specific and so he had to look constantly.  Good-looking women who seemed distraught had usually just ended a relationship or were going through some otherwise tough times and were the best targets. Women who had been taken off of their regular schedules usually wanted nothing more than to find a new structure in their lives and were usually willing to do anything to find that structure.  These women were easy to spot, as they had always broken from some observable patterns and looked awkward because of it.  Women with strange or experimental eye makeup, women who wore expensive clothing that was not properly worn, like with zippers undone or shoes that did not match, or women who had put obvious time and effort into their outfits and makeup and looked wonderful but seemed sad and lost in a world all by themselves, were all great marks.  Women whose hair had not been dyed in a long enough time that the roots were a noticeably different shade from the rest of their head were the most desirable, as their having an absence of schedule was obviously long lasting and their desperation consequentially growing.  


The first woman who agreed to birth his child was a splotchy nurse’s aid with salt and pepper hair and chipped fingernail polish named Bonnie.  She was about ten years older than Phillip’s father and had prayed the night before they had their first encounter that she would soon meet a man who would give her the gift of motherhood.  He managed to convince Bonnie that he was the man of her prayers in just under twenty minutes and impregnate her in just under five hours.  Four months later, tests revealed that Bonnie was carrying a healthy, single baby and Phillip's father promptly skipped town, leaving no trace of his whereabouts.


Next was a similar but altogether different woman named Patricia, who was noticeably half Mexican and recently divorced.  She was beautiful and had a strong singing voice and she fell in love with Phillip’s father as soon as she had first laid her eyes upon him.  She was reluctant to agree to birthing any children before marriage, but his tearing holes in their condoms made short work of any protest.  Five months afterward they had met, tests showed a lonely, single child growing in her stomach, and Phillip’s father threw Patricia out of his apartment and onto the street that very day.  She died in the backseat of a Pontiac three days later, her face resting in a full ashtray and a syringe stabbed into her arm.  


Collecting himself, Phillip’s father realized that he had spent a precious year and half of his life with two women and that his career had gained nothing from the ventures.  Making a brief mental count of the number of pregnancies he had been privy to in his lifetime, he calculated the odds of a pregnancy resulting in twins at approximately one in forty-seven, meaning that he could, conceivably, have to wait thirty or more years at his current pace before he struck pay dirt.  To speed things up, he started carrying on multiple relationships at once, and by using further birth control treachery he managed another seven pregnancies within the next two years, each of which resulted in a single baby and a deserted mother.


Such a lifestyle started to wreak havoc on Phillip’s father’s physiognomy.  Maintaining two or three serious relationships at once was understandably stressful, and several times a normal man’s dosage of relationship-related angst and arguments had charred thought lines into his forehead and started thinning his hair, whereas perpetual lack of sleep from running from house to house had puffed out the skin around his magnificent eyes into the shape and texture of cracked boiled egg, spoiling their tender quality and his overall effectiveness as a charmer.  He started getting sloppy in choosing his women, forgoing stage presence and focusing mostly on willingness.  Sleeping with several women at once was not without its serious risks, of course, but Phillip’s father couldn’t afford to choose women whose personalities were less prone to fits of violent jealously after a while.  One such woman, a so-so looking brunette with wide arms and a bossy voice named Celeste, was the first of all his girlfriends to suspect his cheating.  There were only a limited number of prenatal physicians in the area, and while Phillip’s father made sure not to have two women seeing the same doctor at once, he could not help the fact that a recent transfer to a new facility happened to be one of his other women’s doctor, and that doctor, though sworn to confidentiality, could not but let a look of concerned confusion cross his face when Phillip’s father brought in Celeste, a look that the highly observant woman picked up immediately.


“You know that man, the doctor?”  She asked her husband as they were walking away from the clinic.


“He looked like he might have been familiar,” he responded, keeping his repose by not looking her.


“He look like he know you.  But he didn’t say he know you, not when you in the room.”


“Maybe I went to high school with him or something.  I don’t know.”


“He seem upset when he see you and he don’t talk small talk when he with us.  When he come into the room he was smiling until he see you, then he stop smiling.”


“Like I said, I can’t account for it.”     


Celeste knew enough to let the conversation drop, while Phillip’s father cursed himself for not remembering the doctor’s name before their appointment and getting involved with such an obviously inquisitive woman.  Women who painted their lips as red as Celeste’s always asked too many questions, he knew that.


 A week later, the doctor phoned to let Celeste know that her child seemed healthy and to schedule their next appointment.  


“You know my fiancé?”  She asked.  


“Do I—well, he was with you during your appointment.”


“You know him from somewhere else?”


“I, uhh—I’m afraid that I can’t really talk to you about that, ma’am.”


“Where you know him from?”  She demanded in a shriek.  


“I’m afraid I cannot tell you that, ma’am,” she knew that it was all he was going to say.


Celeste hung up the receiver without saying another word and settled in to wait for Phillip’s father to come home—that is, to her apartment.  He would return from work, or another woman’s, or wherever he was, early in the morning, he had said so before he left. Celeste boiled a pot of coffee and sat by herself in the front room of her apartment the whole night through, not thinking of anything in particular.  She wasn’t angry and she wasn’t sad.  She had no real reason to be.  She merely suffered from a torturous suspicion of infidelity and, in a very clear minded and precise way, she wanted nothing more than to find out the truth so that she could deal with it as was fit.  She could go nowhere since he was driving her car, and trying to sleep would be futile.  Instead she waited, and he was home exactly when he said he would be.


Phillip’s father realized, after the incident, that if had he simply told her the truth she would not have gone ballistic.  Instead, he had no suspicions as he accepted her innocent request to go for a ride while she recounted all the details of the doctor’s phone call and then emphatically denied knowing her doctor or sleeping with someone else with an uncharacteristic loss of repose that confirmed his guilt and sent Celeste’s arm jutting towards the car’s steering wheel, running them off the road at full speed and flipping the car twice into a ditch.  Phillip’s father suffered only a badly bruised face and broken wrist, Celeste only a spontaneous abortion, four shattered fingers, and a gash on her forehead.  The incident’s greatest impact was in proving that he had to find a different method of acquiring twins:  he needed to find a different type of woman.   


Having spent tens of thousands of hours of his life watching television, Phillip’s father was pretty certain that he could, with the aide of a calculator, create the ideal archetype for an acquiescing spouse by melding together the aspects of all of the right characters from the history of TV.  Donna Reed never asked any hard questions, that was for damn sure, but you could tell that she thought she was boss of the house sometimes.  Lucy was out of the question, but Harriet Nelson sure seemed to know when to keep her mouth shut.  So then, all characters that he thought typical of Ms. Ball would cost points, whereas the good qualities gleaned from Reed and Nelson were worth a variable amount of points, determined by a system that Phillip’s father spent weeks devising and which eventually included the characteristics of over two hundred fictional women.  


He started spending his nights at every independently owned diner he could find, looking for a perfect woman.  He promised himself that he would not deviate from his scientific list of strict criteria.  No matter how tempted his was to run away with Alice Kramden, he would wait until Trixie showed up.  His study yielded some strange results: the woman had to have been plain looking with one or two spectacular but subdued features that were waiting to be coaxed into glory, like in a movie where a brainy and homely girl’s glasses would be removed and her hair let down, revealing a subservient but confident knock out.  During their initial conversations, she’d have to agree with whatever he said, no matter what, not from wanting to impress him so much as for fear of sounding dumb.  Also, she had to have been a waitress.


Phillip’s mother was the embodiment of the perfect waitress.  Her face, so pretty in her early childhood, was pock marked plain and painted in a style that rivaled expensive prostitutes and impoverished clowns, her appealing, naturally vivacious auburn hair was always tied up into a pony tail that unflatteringly stretched her forehead, and her formally angelic voice had been nicotine stained brown and spotty.  She was as all good Middle American coffee shop servers were and still are today, a bank of understanding and comforting failure that could put up with anybody and take anything, because they know that they deserve no better.  


The pink of her apron suited her permanently tanned skin, hugging her slender waist tightly and not cupping at all around her small, perky breasts.  She could not have been older than twenty-five, and the smell of carefully rationed out, somewhat expensive perfume prickled gently at customers’ noses, shooting a rapid-fire succession of sharp, beautiful darts that would make their hearts race on the rare occasions when she would open her sapphire eyes wide enough to make intimate, pleading contact.  Her eyes awakened the olfactory senses of lonely men more so than anything else on the earth.  


He had a proper bead on her as soon as he had sat down, as she apologized to him perfunctorily for his table’s neglectfully unemptied ashtray, calling him “honey” in a tone that stripped all meaning from the word, as a salutation or a food, effectively installing in front of his abstract but vivid perception of all the woman’s felt senses a gray beveled box that obscured all color and totality, either through opaqueness or its cast shadow, ensuring no engagement, no feeling—through contact, sight, or sound.  She poured his coffee and asked him if it was still snowing outside.  Two days later he controlled every aspect of her being.


She was going to get pregnant.  If she was carrying a single child, she was going to abort it, and she would have to try again.  She would do whatever it took to get Phillip’s father to marry her.  She could tell that he was going to be famous.  


After seven failed attempts, test revealed that she was fecundated with a pair of large baby boys, and an unceremonious wedding followed soon afterward.  Phillip’s father combined his life savings, consisting mainly of his share of the modest inheritance that he and Theodore split after the untimely death of their parents several years earlier, along with his new bride’s surprisingly substantial savings and bought his prospective showbiz family a large touring van, a versatile wardrobe geared towards comedic and period skits, nothing with negro or Indian jokes because those were too old-fashioned for his forward-looking act, and hired a professional talent agent who saw real possibility in a client who made such bold plans for his unborn children.  


All Phillip’s father needed was to write some material and then he and his wife could set out on the road a couple of weeks after the children were born.  He went to the library and read up on the all the old Vaudeville acts he could find, as he meant to get inside the heads of those famous comedians to see what made them tick.  He was surprised to find out that most of the Vaudeville performers were people he had never heard of.  He was familiar with the comedy of Julian Rose, who made fun of immigrants, and Hal Stewart, who made fun of himself, and he was familiar with Harry Houdini, who died getting punched in the chest, and that was all.  Since these men must have been the most famous of the Vaudeville sect, Phillip’s father decided that he would try to combine their personalities into his traveling show, which he then decided would be titled  “The Fabulous Barn Act.”  The incredible ethnic and stylistic diversity of the Vaudeville scene was lauded in all the books he read, and as he figured that must have been its downfall his The Fabulous Barn Act would stick to self-depreciating comedy at the expense of minorities, tailored to modern Hispanic immigrants instead of Italians and Jews, intermingled with feats of amazing modern contortionism that couldn’t have been too hard to learn.

Putting pen to paper proved to be a much more difficult task than anticipated, however, as every idea that Phillip’s father could come up with was an obvious theft of someone else’s old bit, typically with the Yiddish accents simply replaced by Mexican accents.  Whenever he would try freewriting, an exercise recommended to him by a friendly clerk at a bookstore in which he would simply write with no particular intention for as long as he could in an effort to generate ideas, he would only come up with skits and sketches that involved two men talking to one another, and he was going to be the only man to appear in his The Fabulous Barn Act until his twins were grown.  He went, once again, to his friend at the bookstore for advice.  

His friend’s name was Ben, and he was popularly known around town as the book hermit, since he lived in and apparently never left his tiny bookstore that was a dark, musty, and un-navigable mess.  The book hermit had a thick but short gray and black beard, and his hair seemed like it was always two months overdue for a cut.  He owned three pairs of pants that he wore on successive days, each with their own unique stains that helped him tell them apart, and a small selection of T-shirts that were usually covered by his faded, standard-issue Army jacket.  His voice was soft and friendly, and he was always eager to help his customers.


“I don’t get it, Ben.  I know what’s funny.  I know when to laugh and when not to laugh, but I can’t figure out how to get that to work for my act.”

 
Ben took a slow draw from his wooden pipe and considered Phillip’s father’s dilemma.  “You try that freewriting?”


“Yeah, and I couldn’t get anything that would work for my The Fabulous Barn Act.  Everything I did was just two guys talking to each other.  I couldn’t work in my wife or any animals.”


“These animals, are they going to speak?”


“No, that’d be too old-fashioned.  But they are gonna be there.  I mean, we’re gonna to be in a barn, so we should probably use some barn humor.”


Once again, the book hermit drew a long smoke and stroked his beard while searching for an answer.  “Your wife, what do you and her talk about when you’re alone together?”


“Well… my future, mostly.  She likes hearing about what things are gonna be like once we get on the road.  What does that matter though?  I’m not funny when I’m talking to her. Besides, what the hell would she know about writing sketches?”


“It sounds to me that you and her are having trouble connecting with one another, my friend.  You should talk to her, and then write about it.”  


“So it’s her fault then?”


“If you want to make it a point of fault, then yes, I guess it is.”


Phillip’s father left the store confused.  He knew he was in trouble, though.  And he knew he was angry with his wife.  The book hermit had given him a book to read that dealt with positive thinking and how it could help with one’s marriage and communication skills that he ordered his wife to read and summarize for him after threatening her with exclusion from the act if she didn’t open the channels of communication between them.  The book contained no information that could have feasibly helped anybody write comedy sketches, but it did shed some light on some of Phillip’s mother’s major problems with Phillip’s father. 


Three months before she had met her husband, Phillip’s mother, then named Debra Kissig, lost custody of her only child to the wealthy parents of her deceased boyfriend of seven years.  Their romance was classic Americana: they started to date when she was fifteen and he had been smacking her around since she was sixteen.  When she was barely twenty Debra gave birth to a son, Mario, named after her boyfriend’s father.  Of course, Mario got smacked around right along with his mother.  When Debra was twenty-two her boyfriend died in an automobile accident and his parents deftly stole custody of Mario away from her under the threat of a costly lawsuit and smear campaign.  Mario Senior knew people who knew people and he wanted to make damn sure that his namesake would grow up getting properly smacked around.  Debra moved out of state and started working nights at a diner.


She was not a stupid woman, as Phillip’s father initially suspected, and she wasn’t completely spineless, either.  Since she had received the doctor’s word that she was carrying twins, most every aspect of Debra’s behavior had changed. In feeling secure for the first time in years she immediately and noticeably perked up and started taking greater care of her personal appearance, visiting her physician diligently, and spending her free time performing therapeutic exercises or reading rather than sitting in front of television.  Her burgeoning third trimester corpulence had given her face an attractive fullness that stretched her cheeks into bright and shiny spheres, and the added weight that seemed to be spread evenly throughout her body was an incidental, though accurate, barometer of her growing self-esteem.  She started to demand things.  Attention and love.  Phillip’s father had no choice but to obey.  The feeling of control coursed through her like the warmth from a cold morning’s first sip of coffee: starting in the throat, spreading to the extremities, enlivening every bit of her body and soul.


The wicked misuse of dime store psychology is very easily placated and can be successfully supplanted with even less effort, and the slim volume that the book hermit had given Phillip’s father to improve his writing skills served as a proverbial flamethrower in Debra’s battle against fire.  Phillip’s father was not a complicated man. He was crazy, and she knew that when she first met him, but he wasn’t smart by any means.  The book identified him as a “User Number Two,” a person who compensated for lack of control in their own lives, and lack of understanding of themselves, by trying desperately to control and to understand other people.  He certainly seemed to take joy in controlling people.  He had certainly controlled her.  He was very good at picking out people’s insecurities and using them to his advantage, the bastard.  But it couldn’t have been a fear of his own complicated self that made him need to use people, he just wasn’t a complicated enough person.


Coming home after doing some wiring, Phillip’s father asked Debra if she had read the book he had given her.  Confidently sticking out her bugling stomach, the emblem of her total control over his dreams, as far as she possibly could, she set about her plan.  


“Yes, I read it.  Tell me, darling, do you ever think about death?”


He asked earnestly, “What about it?”  Her tone had frightened him into total complacency.  She was already leading this conversation.


“You know, what it would be like to die, if there’s an afterlife, that sort of thing.”


“No.”


“Uh huh.  That’s what I thought.  What would you say is the greatest problem facing the world today?”


“Umm…I really wouldn’t know.”  He took a seat on their living room couch, staring up Debra, who moved closer to him every time she spoke.


“Because you’ve never really thought about it, right?”


“I suppose that you’re right.”


“You know that I’m right.”


“Yes.”


There was a pause.  Debra readied herself, staring directly into her husband’s pallid face and keeping sure that her expression and tonality seemed as dire and seirous as they possibly could.  “You’re not complicated,” she said to him.  “You’re not complicated at all.”


Her statement tore through the man like a dentist’s drill: a small cut, precise, motorized, tearing through enamel straight to the nerve.  She was hunching over him now, her face only inches away from his own.  “Did you really think that everybody is as one-dimensional as you?  That’s pathetic.”


Phillip’s father couldn’t speak.  He couldn’t think.  When the death of one’s dream comes suddenly, despite one’s best intentions, due mainly to the dream’s sheer infeasibility, this realization often consists of the most artistic thoughts a person will ever deal with.  This is not necessarily any sort of “poetic justice,” though in some cases it could certainly be construed as such.  It is instead, more than anything, an authentic and horrible trip to the depths of fear that lay in the heart of every person who believes passionately in anything-- the realization that their passion, and possibly their entire life, has been a trivial pursuit. Such is the fear that accompanies flames.


He wasn’t  a charming man by the world’s standards.  He was a rapidly-aging sociopath.  He hadn’t stolen the hearts of so many women through brilliantly applied psychology.  He had been playing his metaphorical games of mental chess against pigeons.   He was not special and he was not a star, and he hadn’t finished writing a single sketch by the time his son was born.  The cold and fully formed body of Phillip’s unnamed brother had to be surgically removed after umbilical complications strangled the fetus to death hours before birth, ending his mother’s chances of ever bearing another child and effectively sending his father into a spiral of booze and resentment that lasted until the man died some fifteen years later.


2.


The break room at Lanwire was where the employees, twelve in all, would congregate for meetings on Monday and Thursday mornings before going to their job sites.  The building was a former firehouse built by public works in the 1930’s, and like most public works buildings the ceilings were very high and the rooms were large and plain with white tiled walls, flat cement floors, and sterile fluorescent lighting.  The break room was a garage converted into a general employee area replete with candy and soda machines and a small locker room where the employees could change into and out of their work uniforms.  Most of the room was taken up by the Lanwire vans parked in its center, but the aforementioned employee courtesies lined three of the four walls and a small area was cornered off along the eastern wall for meetings.  Nathan would stand on a narrow, elevated platform in front of a screen that was meant for an overhead projector that was never used and talk at his coworkers, who were typically seated in metal folding chairs forming a semi-circle around him.

 
Meetings were horrendously boring, and the employees used to fight one another over getting Mondays and Thursdays off before working those two days became compulsory.  Nathan would typically read some figures that no one understood, propound any complaints or concerns clients may have phoned in, and then ask his fellow employees if they wished to voice any complaints and concerns, which they never did, before talking with his buddy John about fishing for the remainder of the mandatory forty-five unpaid minutes while the rest of the crew sat in silence.  They were allowed ten missed meetings apiece throughout every calendar year, for whatever reasons they pleased, and after an employee reached his limit any further absences would result in a “disciplinary action,” which might very well have consisted of things too horrible to name since nobody in the crew had ever dared to go over their limit.  


It was summertime, five months away from a fresh slot of ten absences and all but a few members of the staff had squandered their entire allotment already and the rest were saving their precious few remaining days for when they really needed them.  Each chair was filled, Terefy and Phillip were on one end of the circle, near one of the three oscillating electric fans that, along with an open garage door, provided all the relief the crew was afforded from the surprising morning heat.  Tacked to the wall behind Nathan’s elevated platform was a large and rectangular vinyl poster adorned with a yellow and black smiley face and the word “Smilekick” printed at the bottom in futuristic typeset that looked like the numbers written on the lower left corner of Phillip’s checks.  


The employees fanned themselves with the hardstock corporate pamphlets that were waiting for them in their chairs when they arrived, their sweaty hands smudging the ink and crumpling them beyond legibility.


“What the fuck is Smilekick?”  Tony, a gruff and bearded employee, grunted truculently from the side of the semi-circle opposite Terefy and Phillip.


“Well,” Fredrick, a small, stout man in his early fifties, spoke up in a tone that was indulgent of Tony’s annoyance while still managing to mock the pamphlet he was holding, “says here, under the ‘mission statement’ that Smilekick is a ‘program designed to make the most of any employee’s potential by unlocking the positive attitudes within.”


Tony made a hacking noise and spat a white and yellow nugget onto the ground.  “It’s a goddamn waste of time is what it is,” he said.  His fellow employees grumbled agreement.  


Phillip opened his copy of the rectangular, pale-yellow pamphlet Fredrick had read aloud. He started to read from a section titled “Why Smilekick?”


“Why not?!?”  “Sitting around all day and being gloomy never helped anybody!  You don’t have to take an active part in the Smilekick seminar, but you’re sure going to miss out on a lot of fun if you don’t.”  Phillip stopped reading out of disgust.


“What the—what the hell?”  he said to Terefy, half whispering, half screeching.


“What?”


“Did you try reading any of this shit?”


“No--?”


“It’s written like they’re talking to highschoolers or retards.  There’s a line of goddamn smiley faces separating every paragraph.”


“Give it a chance.  Maybe it’ll be better than a regular meeting.  Langstonhewitt wouldn’t of paid ‘em to come and talk if we wouldn’t get something out of it.”


Phillip was greatly concerned with Terefy’s apparent earnestness concerning the Smilekick program and its goals, but there was no time to contemplate this concern as Nathan had already taken his small stage and was readying his microphone.  He was fat man, Nathan, and hairy, too: a sedentary Italian with naturally dark hair and unnaturally pallid skin.  His hairline had receded to the back of his neck, and the dome of his scalp was lined on either side with thick, jet-black reminders of his probably handsome youth.  His scalp was covered with stray, stringy hairs, like a chest, and his eyes were narrow and brown.  Standing astride was a young man, even younger than Phillip, wearing trendy thick-rimmed glasses and a smug grin.


Nathan spoke intently into his microphone, “Awright, we’re doing something a little different today, instead of a regular meeting.  I’d like to introduce a young man named Geoffrey, he’s from a company called Smilekick and he’s gonna be talking to you guys for the next hour or so.  So, uhh, just give him your attention.” 


The manager stepped down abruptly and Geoffrey took the mic without fanfare.  He couldn’t have been older than twenty-three, at least two years younger than Phillip.  His face was long and narrow, like the rest of his body.  His hair was moussed up tall, thick, and sandy blonde.  He was wearing a golden tan jacket, with shirt and slacks of the same bawdy color that clashed with his dirty black hiking boots, though his socks matched.  A long, thin tie covered in smiley faces ran from his neck to inside the buttoned area of his jacket.  He had a slightly disgusted look on his face as he surveyed the small crowd, his brown eyes squinting distastefully behind thick-rimmed glasses.  The implied superiority that his outfit and his standing on an elevated platform produced made Phillip hate him before he had even opened his mouth.


“No ladies here, I see,” he croaked in a voice that sounded unnaturally stiff and deep, like a tenor mocking a hulk.  


The crew shifted about and looked around at themselves.  No, there were no women.  No blacks, Asians, or Hispanics, either.  Twelve white, unshaven men aged twenty-five to middle fifties, tired and paunchy, staring up a gangly, effeminate young man wearing a smiley face tie, standing in front of a smiley face banner, there to talk to them about smiley faces.  Geoffrey realized that he was the most hated man in the world at that moment and stammered a bit when his comment elicited no reaction besides shifting and cold stares.


“Nope…no women,” he mumbled, bending down to fish around in a black leatherette bag.

 
Though he had planned on not paying attention to a single word that was spoken during this meeting, as was usually his custom, seeing Geoffrey stumble piqued Phillip’s interest.  The younger man was dressed in a manner meant to exude casual but unflappable confidence, and finding such a glaring hole in his subterfuge without even having to pry suggested the presence of a vulnerability that Phillip could have great fun exploiting, if he wanted to.  


Geoffrey seemed to regain at least some of his composure after searching through his bag.  Wrapping his two hands together so that the thumbs and forefingers were pointed straight, forming a right angle in which he cradled his chin and nose while his remaining six fingers lay flat and interlocked, he took a rehearsed breath, pantomimed shooting a gun by pointing his entwined hands in the general direction of his audience, and spoke.  “Who here came into work today with a smile on their face?”  


No one spoke.  No one moved.


“That’s about what I’d expect,” he said with an exaggerated nod before pointing his gun at Tony.  “You sir, what’s your name?”


Tony started as if awoken from a deep sleep and pointed at himself questioningly.  Geoffrey nodded.  “My name’s Tony,” he said “and I don’t think I was smiling today.”


Geoffrey swayed a little bit at the hips.  He was loosened up.  He let his arms go limp at his sides and tittered.  “Okay, Tony didn’t have a smile on his face today, good.  Tony, I’m just wondering, if you weren’t smiling, what were you doing?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?  That’s okay.  Most of us probably don’t remember what we were doing when we came into work today.  Does anybody here know—remember, exactly what they were doing when they walked into the door to this building today?  Heck, I don’t remember exactly what I was doing just when I came up here.  But you know what, Tony?”


“What?”  Tony spoke truculently, with only a subtle hint of emotion.


“I know that I was smiling.”  


“So?”  


Geoffrey looked down, as if Tony’s aggression was expected.  Just part of the act.  “Well, let me ask you this.  Let me ask you all this.  Does anybody, seriously, remember exactly what they were doing when they came in here today.”


“I was thinking,” a person at the end of the row, away from Phillip, spoke up.  Phillip didn’t know who it was and didn’t turn his sight away from Geoffrey, who smiled wide.


“Excellent!  What were you thinking about?”


“Uhh, baseball, probably.  And I wondered what we were going to do at this meeting.”


“Awright, soooo…you don’t know exactly what you were thinking about, but you have a general idea.”


“Right.”


“Okay, and I’ll bet that everybody in this room, right now, if you all were to think about the general times you’ve had to day, driving to work or walking into work, or even sitting down here, you can pretty much remember what you were thinking.” 


The crowd mumbled, positively.  Terefy distinctly said “yeah,” but Phillip kept silent. 


Geoffrey was an automaton, speaking like a child’s toy that asks a simple question and congratulates a correct answer automatically, no matter what response it has been given.  “That, ladies and gentlemen, is what I’m here to talk to you about today.  I know that I was smiling when I got up on this stage today.  I know, that when I came into this building today I was smiling.  I don’t remember the smiles, if they were big smiles are little smiles or whatever. But I know I was smiling.  Why?  Because I remember what I was thinking about and I was thinking good thoughts!


“Now, it sounds kind of corny, I know.  Who wants to go around all the time thinking to themselves ‘happy thoughts, happy thoughts, happy thoughts,” like some kind of zombie?  I know I don’t, do you guys…”


The crowd grumbled “no.”

From here on in, it was all scripted for Geoffrey, from his organization of terminology to his wacky gesticulations, “Of course not!”  he screamed.  “But positive thinking isn’t like in the movies.  Did you know that the Smilekick program took a whole team of professionals nearly three years to develop?  You might have read that in your pamphlets, and if you didn’t that’s okay, they’re mostly for you guys to use later on.  But the program took so long to develop because the professionals who wrote it wanted to make sure that it worked, and that it worked well.  The point of the program is simple:  if you’re not happy, then you’re not going to be thinking happy thoughts.  And if you’re not thinking happy thoughts, then you’re not smiling.  And if you’re not smiling, then you’re not doing the best job at whatever you’re doing.


“Now, before I tell you guys what this program entails—or, how it works, I’m going to show you a short video about Smilekick, how it was made and some interviews with people who, like you guys, took this seminar and had it change their lives for them.  I’m not going to tell you what the program—how the program works until after the tape, because, really, it’s so simple that you will hardly believe me if I told you about it now. So, if we could…”  he motioned to Nathan, who turned off the florescent lights and wheeled a cart with a combination TV/VCR sitting on top of it to the front of the stage.  Geoffrey jumped off the platform like a child and started the tape.  The glare from the front door’s sunshine made the screen almost impossible to see, but Phillip could hear the hiss and generic synthesizer music of a very poorly-produced video and see the early nineties computer graphics used for the program’s title screen.  He leaned towards Terefy’s ear.


“This guy is fucking full of it.”


Terefy gave Phillip a confused stare.  “Why can’t you just try to like it?”


“Because he hasn’t said one goddamn word that made any goddamn sense.  He’s just spouting gibberish.”


The older man sitting next to Phillip leaned over, and said, laughingly.  “No shit, son.  That little faggot ain’t gonna change a single thing in this place.  Waste of fucking time.”


“Hey guys,” Geoffrey said, sitting in a folding chair behind the television “quiet down during the movie, please.”


“Hey, can we do something about the glare from the sun?”  Terefy asked, prompting Geoffrey to motion to Nathan, who scuttled to the front door and laboriously pulled a file cabinet in front of its window, blocking most of the glare.


    The video lasted all of fifteen minutes, featuring stiff monologues from the suited men called “professionals” who supposedly masterminded the Smilekick program and brief soundbites from several very ugly people who claimed that their lives had been changed due to Smilekick.  At the end, everybody who had spoken in the tape stood before a large ceramic smiley face and shouted “kick it!” before the credits rolled.  Nathan turned the lights on and Geoffrey walked back up on stage.


“All right, now.  Who here wants to learn how to use Smilekick?”


There was a silence, but not a dead one.  It was the sound of people waiting for the first person to speak.  Terefy raised his hand, and then Phillip spoke up.  “I really don’t,” he said.  Everybody but Terefy grumbled in agreement.


Geoffrey’s eggshell confidence was shattered beyond repair.  No crowd had ever not been won over by the video before.  


Nathan stepped in.  “You just watch your mouth, Phil.”


“Lay off him, jackass.”  Tony said.  “The kid just had the balls to say what we were all thinkin’.”  Once again, the crowd grumbled in agreement.  “What the hell did you think sending this little shitstain down here would do?  Fire us up?  Make us work harder?  Well hell, if you wanted us to work harder then maybe we should be at our cites right now working.”  The crowd’s agreement rose above a grumble, now it was full-fledge cheering.


Nathan, exhibiting the capitulatory diplomacy that had been his key to success in life, nodded for fear of losing the respect of his fellow employees.  “Look,” he said in an exasperated tone, letting his newly found share of the group’s disgust be known, “I know this little fag is just a waste of time, but he was sent down here by the boss and we’re supposed to listen to him.  There’s nothing I can do about that.  Alright?”


He turned to Geoffrey, the forgotten ringleader who had the whole room in his hand just moments before, his face red and tears swelling in his eyes.  “You wanna get back to it?” 


“No,” he squealed, “I have had quite enough of this establishment.  I will be leaving now.”  And with that he ejected the videotape, picked up his bag, and stormed towards the front door, which was still blocked by the file cabinet.  The little man put forth a delusive effort to move the heavy cabinet, which the much larger Nathan was just barely able to push.  The crowd started to laugh, making Geoffrey push, and cry, much harder.  The laughter only grew.     

Chapter Six

             Lanwire

1.

Things were not going well for Langstonhewitt Wiring.

It had started in the early 1990’s when Northwestern Wiring, which had since become East General Wiring, opened a franchise just six blocks away from the Lanwire main office/carwash.  Aside from Lanwire, there had been dozens of independent wiring outfits in town before Northwestern came, some union and others non-union, but most of them were very small.  They were pet projects, mostly, run by men who had an interest in wiring and would work little errands for people at low prices.  For years Lanwire had been known as the only “serious” wiring company in the entire metropolitan area, servicing the commercial and public needs of nearly one hundred and ten thousand people and staffing, at its peak, fifty employees; all the public contracts were theirs, and whenever a business opened up or a nice new home was being built they were the only people that a responsible person would think to call.  You want to install a light switch in your back porch?  Call Gil’s wiring, let Bubba and Frank come over and fill your home with the fetors of stale Budweiser and Taco Bell.  You want to build a dream home?  That’s a job for Lanwire!  Langston-Hewitt wiring, in full:  clean men in uniforms doing a professional job that is backed by a guarantee and the full faith of the city.  Why, look at all these commendations they have received for their charitable work.  Community makes a difference, and Lanwire is a part of our community.  

That was back then, though.  Things had changed.     

Northwestern was a part of a gigantic chain of franchises and stormed into town with the benefit of unparalleled advertising dollars and a Union logo as big as day lining the bottom of every billboard and emblazoned on the back of every employee’s spiffy white uniform.  Immediately, nearly every other wiring place in town closed up shop.  The loyal customers pledged their undying allegiance to Lanwire in the early days, though all but the most faithful found themselves eventually lured away by the new company’s catchy jingles, cheaper prices, and promise of reliable union labor—a promise that Lanwire could not afford to give.

Still, there was room enough for two wiring companies in town, and Lanwire’s business received a modest and stable boost after a series of indictments raging from voter fraud to tax evasion forced Northwestern Wiring to change its name and repaint its vans.  Business was more than sufficient to pay a dozen workers and keep James in the comparative lap of luxury until very recently, when Lanwire lost the contract to the city’s public schools due to a resolution being passed through the city council which stipulated that all workers contracted by the city had to have the approval of their applicable unions.  

James could not run the business on HUD dollars alone.  The Lanwire name still carried a certain appeal to the senses of people over the age of thirty who could hark back to the days of Langstonhewitt advertisements appearing on the radio and local cable television, but running into people who were genuinely surprised to learn that his wiring company was still in business was a frequent occurrence for James, and he could come up with only three recourses.  He could disband the company entirely, he could fire two thirds of his crew, sell the main building, and do only work for HUD and the scant loyalist that still came to Lanwire for their wiring needs, or he could try to unionize and get the city contract back in a year, a stipulation afforded him by a friend on the city council. He knew that the difference between a union and a non-union electrician was usually no greater than the possession of a piece of paper, but he had no idea what he or his employees would have to do in order to get that slip of paper.  For reasons completely unknown to James, as he had never bothered to ask, his father had been an ardent opponent of all forms of organized labor and would refuse to so much as consider hiring a union man onto his staff.  James had therefore never done so much as spoken to a union representative and had no idea what was in store for him later in the afternoon, as a trio of men were due to stop by his office and talk to him about the potential unionization of his entire workforce.  They had taken the liberty of arranging the meeting themselves.  James had received a telephone call two days ago from a man named Graham Neddlesome who spoke of the process as if it were James’ chance of a lifetime and assured him that he would be “absolutely, completely, one-hundred percent sold” on the idea.  

“Whatever they’re going to offer me,” he thought to himself, “it had better be good.”  

As it stood, he was leaning towards quitting entirely.  He had no wife, no family, and no obligations really to this company or town.  Nearly any other businessman, had he found himself in James’ situation, would have cashed in his chips and walked away.  Why he stayed on was a mystery known only to him and even then known only subconsciously, the amalgam of a lifetime of shames and empathies that are briefly described as follows:

 James had had sex only a handful of times and never without having paid for it.  This was not because he was physically unattractive, nor was it due to any sort of debilitating social ineptitude (though he was shy).  Simply put, James could not enjoy sex of any kind, even sexual fantasies, unless it took place under very specific circumstances.  Namely, James had to feel that he was in a position of unfair but absolute power over the woman he was having sex with.

He could trace these strange urges back to junior high school when, as part of a class designed to teach him and his peers to abstain from drugs, sex, and alcohol, he was given a choice of harrowing fictional accounts to read, all of which detailed the horrors of addiction.  He chose a slim volume called Booze that featured prominently on its cover a full-color drawing of a rather attractive young girl who seemed to be caught in a whirlwind of worry and fear and her hair looked like it was being sucked into an updraft and her makeup was smeared all over her face.  The story started with the young girl sneaking drinks from her mother’s liquor cabinet in order to deal with the pain and pressures that she was facing at school and from her mother’s most recent divorce.  She soon started to drink socially, at college parties, and during one very lurid scene she agreed to do something that she certainly never would have done without the influence of alcohol with a boy she had just met.  The scene, like the rest of the book, was poorly written.  It read like a children’s book during some parts, with overblown characters and cheesy dialogue that served only to further the respective stereotype that each character fit into, with there being a typical black character, a typical overachieving character, a typical drunken single mother and so forth.  In other parts the book read like a paperback romance, with the same set of pedestrian adjectives being spouted time and time again in order to properly over describe every breath taken by every character and display their facile, obvious thoughts more plainly to the reader.  James liked this style of writing and its description of the young girl slipping into a frightening world of premarital sex infested his mind and haunted his dreams.  He could still remember it verbatim and he started to recite it to himself as he sat in his office desk, daydreaming.

“I had always thought of doing something like this.  Sure I had, every girl had.  It was just something that crossed your mind, you know, like when Bobby Franklin walked by me in English class wearing tight jeans or when Mr. Randall, my old camp counselor, used to take us out swimming.  But I never thought that I was, you know, ready for it.  Not yet, at least. I thought of Terrance and how nice he was and I almost wished that I had gone to the movies with him, like I told mom I was going to, but then I was in this guy’s bed and I just closed my eyes.  All of a sudden it was just like an earthquake!  Things were shaking all over and the ceiling was bouncing and I was almost scared for a little bit until I remembered what was going on and that made me calm down.  

“He promised me all the drinks I would want afterwards, and I guess that’s mostly what I was thinking about while he was going at me.  I can’t really remember all that much about how it felt, but he sure seemed like he was having a good time and when it was over he told me how pretty I was and I guess that made me feel good, but most of all I really just wanted all the booze he had promised me.  I told him that I was really thirsty and he took me downstairs again.” 

James would speak the part aloud, mechanically, while picturing the scene in his mind.  The hapless young girl, succumbing not to the brute force of an attractive man, not even to her uncontrollable desires, but to his having something that he could give her. The sex was meaningless to her, so much so that she didn’t even feel it.  All she wanted was his booze, and that was the most fantastic thing that James had ever heard of.  There was another scene, later in the book, during which the girl gives herself up to a pack of older boys in exchange for a whole bottle of vodka.  That came at the book’s climax and so was much more luridly described than the first sex scene, so James had only been able to actually read through the scene a few times, it was just too intense.  The girl was so focused on getting the bottle of vodka that it was all she thought about.  She paid no attention to anything else, nothing, and while she was having sex with the boys all she would do was stare into the large plastic jug that held her precious liquor, thinking of nothing but it.  

He gave a glowing speech in front of his class about Booze and even went so far as to buy his own copy, justifying the purchase by not untruthfully saying that he had been so much affected by it that he wanted his own edition for reference purposes, and he still kept it hidden under his mattress to this day.  When he was young, James would take out the book nearly every night before going to sleep and stare into its cover at the drawn young lady and fantasize himself living the parts of the story where the girl was overcome with her urge to drink and gave her body up to him.  He soon realized that he was absolutely incapable of enjoying normal sexual desires and fantasies and could only get excited if he pictured himself in the place of a man who was able to buy the loving of a young lady, either one he knew from school or the girl painted on the cover of Booze.

Of course, such desires were met with more than a fair amount of guilt, which James dealt with in common and banal ways that seemed so fitting a boy of his disposition that nobody, not even himself, would have ever guessed them resultant of a horrible shame.  Still, there was no painting himself up in clown makeup and wearing all black or slicing at his arm with a pair of safety scissors or doing anything else so typical of a child usually more in need of simple attention than actually suffering from any sort of viable pain, and as those typical signs were the only ones that his mother or school administrators were familiar with no authority figures ever noticed a thing.

  When it came the time for James to start dating there was no shortage of interested young women for him to choose from.  He was nice looking, and it was well known throughout the student body at his public school that he came from a very wealthy family and was his father’s only heir.  His manners were impeccable and he was very well kempt and his personality, though dull and introverted, was certainly not disagreeable, not annoyingly boisterous or disgusting and juvenile like most boys his age.  Yes, James was quite a catch, and after being asked out by pretty girl after pretty girl and refusing them all some unkind words started to float around in regards to the sexual preference of the young Langstonhewitt.  The deft young man recognized this uncomfortable inevitability of being a celibate member of his school community and so as matter of necessity asked out an average-looking young woman with glasses and very large breasts in the soon realized hope that the easily led but annoyingly perspicacious circle of gossip would recognize that he must have had some sort of breast obsession and dismiss his non-interest in less well-endowed girls accordingly.  The plan worked well enough, as the girl was quite shy and not about to make the first move and James was skillfully silent while dealing with the lewd questions asked him by his peers in regards to the outcome of their date so that more than one student remarked in regards to his smirking aversion “You didn’t know that they did it, but you know that they did it.  You know how James is about stuff like that.”

 And then there came college and a girl named Jenny. 

She was pretty, he supposed, but her looks amounted to nothing special and although she and he had some good conversations, the discourses that they shared weren’t worthy of printing. Her appeal came from the fact that she was, for reasons that James had never figured out, the only person he had ever been attracted to and able to fantasize about without needing to hold something above her.  They dated each other exclusively for nearly an entire school year, but fantasies were all that James was took from their courtship, sexually speaking, as she was a devout catholic and saving herself for marriage.  But she was quite blunt in telling James that as soon as he proposed he could have at her, and that he could propose as soon as he took a trip with her in order to meet with and be approved by her parents.  The trip was fully arranged and school was coming to a close when James was called home to care for his father’s business and never got to see Jenny again.  

James never mentioned Jenny to anybody once he had come back home and he rarely even thought of her.  He realized soon after leaving that he had never loved her, even though he had earnestly felt that he did while they were dating.  He was just attracted to her, is all.  Nothing more, nothing less, and as he could no longer even remember what she looked like, and  as this was the first time that he had even bothered to think about her in a at least a year, a flood of emotions, most of them guilt-based, overcame him, and he decided to simply stop thinking about the girl rather than deal with them.

What he refused to think about, and what he was at best only partially cognizant of, was the fact that his strange sexual desires had shaped nearly every aspect of his personality since puberty and were the main reasons why he was, according to most standards, such a decent person and so unwilling to bail out his employees—to toss them up to either the unemployment office of into the hands of a board of rapacious morons.  Though the occurrences were much more infrequent than they used to be, an entire day rarely went by in which James did not feel, in some way or another, strong pulses guilt or empathy directly related to his desires.  Each time he caught a glimpse of a woman and inadvertently pictured himself doing something horrible to her in order to gratify his perversions, he felt a sharp pang of guilt.  Whenever he would remember the hotel rooms where had brought whores, recalled details of the woman’s appearance or the style of the room or, even worse, replayed the plainly inauthentic, almost mocking rehearsed pleas from a woman so unconvincingly begging him for booze, he would be stricken so harshly by shame that he would have to stop whatever he was doing until the thoughts ran their course and the pain drained away.  He was a pervert.  A sick and twisted pervert who would be run out of town if anybody knew the horrible truth behind his bachelordom.  

How could he judge anybody?  Though most men of wealth typically seem to have no problems chastising the less fortunate for their faults, especially when the faults of the latter mimic those of the former, James’ simple upbringing did not teach him those special means through which one can avoid guilt that taught to the affluent in their youth, either by an erudition of the complicated intricacies of high society or an indoctrination to and acceptance of the Philistine sophisms that justify to the affluent the immoral use of excess wealth.  He treated all his employees, not just the electricians, with a certain kind of humanity that employers almost never even dream of giving their underlings, and he did so not out of a conscious effort, as a man throwing crusts of bread to pigeons is aware of his dominance over the creatures and does so out of charity, it was simply an aspect of his genuine, affable humanity.  He was human, just like them, and flawed, just like them, and so he could understand if they didn’t conform to the hundreds of worthless policies of protocol that so weigh down and kill the spirits of the medial members of nearly every other blue collar profession.  He had twice cut his own pay during tough times, rather than reduce that of any of the employees.  Furthermore, he raised his employees pay every year according to a crude formula that factored in a mean rate of inflation plus between one and three percent, depending upon how long an employee had been working for him.  He received no fanfare for his humanity and he expected none.  He was so infected by a penitent sense of empathy that he could not conform to the mold of a typical businessman, and he was well aware that it would someday be his downfall.

2.

There came a knock at the door which threw James off of his train of thought.  He shouted without getting up from behind his desk  “Come in,”  and into his office popped the completely bald head of a very thin man who looked left, and then right, before stepping in.  He was followed by two more men, a fat Asian who had a horrible comb over and looked about sixty and a much younger man with who had gaunt countenance of a starving horse and spiky brown hair with frosted tips.  All three were wearing pressed suits and the smell of fancy coffee was overpowering.

“Hi, I’m Graham Neddlestaff,” the bald man introduced himself, “and we’re here to see Mr. Langstonhewitt.”

“Present,” James responded with an air of bemused dignity, like a newly married woman correcting an old acquaintance’s misuse of her former surname.  

The trio seemed truly taken aback, so much so that their concerted efforts to not looked disgusted, or even surprised, were easily spotted.  Such disgust forced James to inwardly compare his appearance to theirs:  He was wearing blue jeans and sneakers along with a cheap button up shirt that had a stain at its bottom that they probably could not see.  The three businessmen were coruscating by comparison, with sharp creases, superfluous jackets, and gold buttons galore.  To James, the three outfits all seemed the same, but it quickly dawned on him that there was probably a large number of differences between each of them that he could not identify if his life depended on it—different shades of black, styles of tie, and brands of watch.  He was completely overwhelmed by their presence in his office, towering over him like an immaculate triumvirate of archetypal success.  He realized for the first time in his life that he most certainly did not look like a business owner.  He didn’t even look like a proper secretary.  

Graham spoke up hastily, perhaps having had realized that an uncomfortable amount of time had lapsed since James had let his presence be known.  “Oh, well—umm, I’m Graham Neddlestaff, we spoke earlier.”

“I thought it was Neddlesome,” James interjected quite imprudently.  He was trying to be funny, he thought, although now he couldn’t really remember why he decided to speak.  He cursed himself.  

Once again, Graham paused for a moment in total confusion, trying desperately to keep a pleasant look on his face.

“No, it’s—it’s Neddlestaff.”

“Oh, okay.”

“And this here,” he pointed to the fat man, “is Tony Choi, local five nine six eight.”  

James reached out to shake the man’s hand.

“And this,” Graham now gestured to the boy, “is William Carstensen, formerly of the Better Business Bureau” James reached out and shook the hand of the young man.

“Take a seat,” he offered, and the three men grimaced before setting their precious asses upon the rusty metal folding chairs that were scattered about the office in no readily apparent pattern.  Graham sat directly in front of James’ desk, while the other two shifted their chairs in order to flank the bald man on both sides.

“Well,” began Neddlstaff, “I understand that your business has come across some hard times recently, Mr. Langstonhewittt.”

“James.  You can just call me James, and yes, it has.”  James was speaking in the gruff manner of an overwhelmed man who desperately wishes not to seem a fool in front of his betters.

Graham produced a small bundle of papers and began to flip through them.  “It says here that you currently employ over a dozen electricians, along with eight low-wage staff members working at your carwashes and gas stations.  Last year your wiring company was contracted to work with the Housing and Urban Development agency to the tune of,” he flipped a page “about seventy-five separate projects.  Is that right?”

“Yes.”  

“And along with those,” Neddlestaff flipped through the packet once again “you performed over one hundred and fifty projects for the city, looks here like they ranged from small jobs to the complete rewiring of the Demarst building—quite the project, correct.”

“Yes.”

Graham set the papers down in front of James, “And all of this information, as I am sure you are aware, is a matter of public record, everything that you’ve done for the city and HUD.”

“Of course,” responded James.

“Well,” said Graham, pointing to Mr. Frosty-hair, “that’s where Bill comes in, here.  Bill, would you like to introduce yourself to James.”

For the first time since the men had sat down James diverted his attention away from the bald man sitting in front of him.  Bill looked a couple of years younger than James and he could not stop thinking about the young man’s frosted hair, even after he had started to talk.  It looked so silly in juxtaposition to his the rest of the wardrobe, an executive clown nose.  It was gelled up into short spikes, which James figured must have been fashionable and even excusable for a man his age, but the blonde tips against the dark hair were hypnotic in their ugliness.  His skin was unnaturally tanned, orange almost, like a carrot, and his arms were hairless.  

“--Don’t you agree, Mr. Langstonhewitt?”  

James was into attentiveness by the mention of his name.  “Well, yes…” he said, prompting the younger man to smile.

“Well,” Bill continued, “I don’t know if ‘diabolical’ is the proper word, I may have gone overboard there—“

“It’s dishonest for damn sure, and it should be illegal,” Graham cut in.

James cursed himself for not paying attention now that it seemed like the conversation might actually be to his interest.  Also, hearing Graham use the word “damn” seemed to break something in the man’s fearful façade that more or less shattered the spell that the suits had held over his mind.  He straightened up in his chair and tried to think of the most tactful way that he could procure the information he had not paid attention to.  “That’s all well and good, gentlemen,” he said, “but I am afraid that I don’t fully see how this involves me.”

Graham and Bill both smiled and turned to the fat man who nodded approvingly.  The young man very deliberately pulled a very large and poorly xeroxed bundle of papers from the inside of his jacket and started to read from it mechanically.  “Langstonhewitt Wiring, AKA ‘Lanwire,’ James Langstonhewitt, owner.  Last year you made two hundred and eighteen thousand dollars in personal income.  Highest paid employee as of zero six, zero one, zero four is Nathan Aldger, eighty-two thousand, least paid is…Phillip Mast—Marst… it’s kind of mucked up.  Phillip something, signed currently to a probationary introduction period, will be signed for twenty-four thousand.  Most profitable venture in the private sector last year… miscellaneous work for Norma Fatchett totaling five thousand, two hundred and eighty-seven dollars, thirteen cents.  Let’s see, what else.  Oh, this is good:  Lanwire Inc. owns a fleet of six work vans, three Pathfinders from 1999, ’98, and 2000, two modified Freestars, both from 2003, and one 1997 GM Savanna.”  He stifled an amazed, almost smug-sounding giggle before reading the next bit, and whether it was genuine or merely for effect James could not tell, ”Average amount spent on gasoline for each of these vehicles in 2003 was one thousand, two hundred and fifteen dollars.  The estimated amount of money you spent on non-postage office supplies was approximately three hundred and ten dollars.  Umm…last week you paid twenty-five hundred dollars to a motivational speaker from a Fort Worth based company called Smilekick.  Two thousand for the agreed fee, five hundred travel, lodging, and equipment expenses…  Would you like me to continue?”

“Where did you get that?”  James was not aghast, though he certainly understood the gravity of the information that was being read to him and how so much information, in the hands of his competitors and utilized properly in ways that he probably not understand, could mean the death of him.  But James was determined to keep his cool, absolutely refusing to lose his composure in front of the frosty-haired young man or his elders.  He wondered briefly whether his ostensive calmness would be interpreted as a sign of stupidity and nearly flinched, but a knowing nod and smile from the young man set him stalwart in his austerity.

“We got it from your competitor, James.  Actually,” he pointed to the fat man, “Mr. Choi got it.  He works for East General, you see.”

“I thought you worked for the Union?”  James was plainly addressing Tony but was answered by Graham.

“Our point is, James, that there’s really no difference between the two.”

“None,” grunted the fat man, nodding his head.

James took in the situation for a few seconds before pointing to Tony, “You work for East General then, and are a big man on the union?”  Tony nodded.  “And you,” he pointed at Frosty, “you work for the BBB?”

“I used to.  I have since split ways due to ethical concerns.”

“That’s admirable,” James responded, half mockingly and half in earnest before pointing at Graham.  “And where are you from, Mister Neddlestaff?”

“I am a venture capitalist and a lawyer.”

“Uh huh…  And why have you three come here, exactly?”

Bill and Graham shifted a little with joy.  They had counted on him saying exactly what he had just said and then using it as a shifting point in their presentation.  James thought to himself whether that was one of those “talking points”  he had heard mentioned before.  Anyways, it was now readily apparent that this was a rehearsed presentation and as he felt himself being reeled in an urge suddenly overcame James to begin to fight. 

“Quite simply, James, we want to save your business.”

James did nothing but stare incredulously at Graham, a harsh stare with slanted eyes and his mouth puckered just a little bit so that he looked like he was right about to say something mean.

“What we have here, this information on you, it should be illegal.  But it’s not.”  Said Graham.

“Why not?”  James was starting to get curt.  He did not like being talked into things.  He hated presentations.  To him, there was no difference between manipulation and patronization; neither could occur without the assumption of superiority on behalf of the presenter.

“Federally, it is,” Graham continued, unabashed “but no federal agency is going to spend any time investigating one huge wiring company putting a small wiring company out of business.  At the state and local levels, it’s all legal because they own the state and local levels.  Nothing you do is going to be illegal if you get to write the laws. Pretty soon it’s going to be illegal for you to even own your own business, if things keep progressing in the way they have been.”

“And you’re just some kind of white knight then, so concerned with keeping a fair market place that you’re willing to get involved, eh?”

“Well, kind of, I guess.  Mostly I see a great way to make some money and do something good while doing it.”

“Fire against fire,” Frosty chimed in.

“They play dirty, because they can, and you play clean, because you can’t play it any other way.”

“No, that’s really not how it works, actually.”

“I’m sure it’s not, James.  But tell me this, if you could do one thing, right now, and put East General out of town for good, would you?”

“I can’t say for sure.”

The three men consulted each other’s faces once more and, once again, Frosty produced a bundle of papers from his jacket.  Only this time, he handed the papers directly over to James.

“We have a proposal for you here, James.  This is the outline, we haven’t got a full contract drawn up yet,” explained Bill.  James grabbed the papers and started to look them over while Graham continued his pitch.

“We’re offering you control over a partnership, between the four of us, strong union ties, and a dozen of East General’s best men, right away, along with all the capital we could possibly need.”

James stopped reading.  “I thought you said they owned the union.  What good are union ties, then?”

“We’re going to break the union.”  The tacit fat man spoke so suddenly and with such vim as to take James by surprise.

“Pardon?”  

“We’re going to break up this union and start a new one,” the fat man explained.

“How?”

“You leave that to me.”

“Why?”

The fat man’s eyes grew wide and his face red.  “Why?”  he exclaimed.  “Because they rip me off, that’s why!  Because they break all of their promises, that’s why!  Because they got some many of those goddamn--”

Graham motioned towards the fat man in order to calm him down.  

“He’s upset, you see.”

“I see.”

“It used to be, James, that being a part of union meant stability, benefits, and good pay.  But when one company employs almost three quarters of a union’s membership, nationwide, and is taking steps to make it illegal for those who work independently or for any other company to do so and still be in the union, then that company pretty much runs the show as far as the union is concerned.”

“I see.”

  “I’ll tell you what, James.”  Graham spoke now with a smile, “It really wasn’t very nice of us to barge in here and present all this to you in one big mess, and I’m sorry about that.  I really am.  But as far as your business is concerned, we are talking life and death here, and soon.  We’ll leave you alone now, let you go over everything, and I’ll call you up in a couple of days, alright?”

James was stupefied.  He didn’t know whether to be angry or frightened or even thankful.  He just nodded his head while the three horsemen left his office and mounted their steeds.  The fourth was working in an apartment across town.

3.

 Phillip and Terefy were done with the apartment, two days ahead of schedule and slightly under budget.  Their reward was to be a four-day weekend, a small monetary bonus, and an early finish to this Thursday afternoon, with Phillip returning to the work site from a trip to the corner store where he had just purchased two forty ounce bottles of malt liquor.  When he opened the door to the largest bedroom, the room that Terefy was working to complete, he found Terefy laying on his back, staring up at the ceiling with a countenance so absolutely blank that he thought for a second he might have been dead, before he remembered that Terefy would fall victim to these spells from time to time.    

He sat one of the bottles next to his friend and took the other across the room, opening it after seating himself against the wall.  After a few moments had passed Terefy stirred, shook his head as if he were waking up from a long nap, and noticed Phillip’s presence.  He smiled in embarrassment and reached down towards his bottle of liquor.  

“We done?”  asked Phillip.

Terefy nodded.  “Just gotta get this cleaned up here, and we’ll be on our way.”  He sipped his bottle and started to gather up the bits of rubbish that had collected around him.  Phillip moved over and started to help.

“You…”  Phillip hesitated.

“What?”

“You okay?”

“Oh, yeah.  I’m fine.  I must have just fallen asleep or something.”

“Yeah, it’s just… your eyes were open.”

“Were they?”

“Yeah, they were.”

Terefy looked silently at Phillip, his face plainly showing the uncomfortable and pained complexion of a man whose deepest and most sensitive wound was being picked at, begging for an end to the questioning.  Phillip somehow mistook the look for the harmless anger of a joshed friend, however, and so did not stop the badgering.  He proceeded with the desultory effort to further perturb his friend, just for fun.  

“Have any dreams when you were asleep?” he asked.  Terefy responded with more silence and quickened the pace of cleaning.  Phillip walked over to the other end of the room and started to gather tools, keeping up his interrogation.  “It’s weird, you know, you falling asleep like that.  It’s almost, I dunno, like you passed out or something.  I couldn’t have been gone for more than fifteen minutes.”  Terefy responded with even more silence.  “You got that disease, I think.  What’s it’s called?  Umm…narcolepsy.  That’s it.  You seem to pass out a lot.”

Terefy stopped moving entirely and gave Phillip a more intense version of the same imploring look as before.  “No, it’s not that,” he said, never breaking eye contact with the other man, “It’s nothing that they have a name for.”

Suddenly grasping the gravity of the situation, not only the fact that Terefy must have had a pretty bad disease but also that he was quite ashamed that that disease, Phillip stammered.  He couldn’t simply let Terefy know that he was just joshing him; that would be akin to laughing off a bald joke directed towards a chemotherapy patient.  He was earnestly concerned now for Terefy’s state of mind, and he had to try to make it seem like he had started his questioning only out of concern if he hoped to get out of this situation without seeming like a total ass.  He spent too long a time staring blankly at his victim, trying to formulate a strategy.  He started to really panic then, and sweat.  He had resolved himself to simply blurting out the next thought that came to him in order to break the horrible silence when Terefy surprised them both by speaking instead:

“They don’t know what causes it, but sometimes, when I hear or even think of certain words I’ll just sort of blink out and think about other stuff.  I’m better than I used to be, though, I got some techniques that I use to make sure that I don’t pass out when I’m driving or anything, but when I’m alone I really don’t care and so sometimes it’ll still happen.”

 A pleasant air surrounded them both as if they had just wandered in front of an open refrigerator on a hot summer day:  a sudden and unexpected relief from discomfort that Phillip astutely likened to the end of a bad muscle cramp.  He smiled in a conscious effort to make Terefy feel as much at ease as possible and also to let him know that his secret was safe.  “That sucks, man,” he said.  Terefy laughed.

“Yeah, I guess it does.”

Phillip momentarily was not sure whether to continue the conversation or not, but Terefy’s eyes gleamed with a placating look of relief and he was sipping so comfortably at his bottle of malt liquor that Phillip decided to prod further.  “What are some of the words that do it?”

Terefy laughed.  “Well, I can’t say ‘em out loud.”

“Oh, right.  So, does it really happen every time?  Like every time someone says ‘battery’ or whatever, do you just go off?”

“Kind of.  Some words are stronger than other ones.”

“And so what happens when you hear one of these words.”

Terefy thought the question over for a good while before answering.  “It’s like…well, it’s not like a day dream, because I can’t control it.  And it’s really not much like a normal dream, a sleeping one, because it’s more like I’m watching it happen like on TV than actually living it.  Most of my dreams, when I’m sleeping, they feel like I’m living them out, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“But in these, most of the time, I can see myself doing something that I just can’t control.”

Phillip tried to picture what Terefy described but found himself simply unable to do so.  He could understand what Terefy was trying to say, but the idea of dreaming of a movie starring himself was too foreign a concept to comprehend.  He shook his head, and Terefy laughed again.

“Yeah, it’s pretty screwed up, I know.”

“No, not really.  I don’t think.”  Phillip quickly responded, trying to make sure that Terefy didn’t think he felt unwanted pity towards him.  “I think it’s kind of cool.  Something that nobody else probably does, really.  I mean, sometimes I’ll hear something that makes me think of something else.  Someone will be talking about lemonade and then I’ll remember sometime when I was little and drinking lemonade or something like that, but yours sounds a lot more intense.”

“It’s cost me a lot more than it’s been worth, man.  I’ll tell you that much.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.   I was in a couple of real bad car accidents, I lost of a job, and there was a bunch of other little things.  Things, like, things that I can’t really describe because they’d sound kind of, you know, worthless, but just little freedoms and stuff that I see most people just taking for granted.”

“I understand.”

“You ever been in a car accident?”

“Not a bad one, no.  I got rear-ended once at a stoplight but nobody got hurt.”

“I killed someone once.  Some old lady.  She wanted me to do it, so I didn’t get in any trouble.  But I killed her, with my car.”

“Jesus.”

Terefy took a long, slow drink before continuing.  “You know about car accidents,” Terefy said, “on TV or in movies, they’re always, like, you see them in slow motion.  Or they’ll be really scary kind of music playing and it seems like it’s a dream.”

“Yeah, I know what you’re saying.  They slow it down so you can see it happening.  Make sure you get all the details.”

“That’s not how it happens, though.  It happens at regular speed.  If it happened in slow motion I think that it would seem real, you know.  Like, it’d be like a movie and then it’d be easier to live with, easier to remember.  Instead when I remember it I remember it happening like real life, at regular speed.  It seems less real, in a way, because it’s more real.”

“Yeah… I think I know what you’re saying.”  Phillip lied.

The hundred-yard stare that had been fixed onto Terefy’s face all during the intimate conversation dissipated in flash as he looked at his companion with an unsettlingly friendly glance.  “Spilt milk, man, spilt milk,” he said.

Phillip shook his head and gave a little bit of an amazed laugh in an effort to shallow the profundity of the situation, to increase the sanctity of the intimacy by keeping its existence brief.  “That’s intense, man.”

Terefy did not take towards the attempt at levity and he spoke now of this most intimate of topics with the same tone that he would have used were he talking about anything else, a banality that chilled Phillip.  “Yeah.  It’s just, if you don’t think about it too often it can’t really hurt you, you know.  And I have techniques that I do now when I’m driving.  Things I do that make it so I don’t blink out.”

The situation, Phillip felt, had spiraled out of control.  He had been taken far enough into Terefy’s confidences and now started feel the weight of the information being given to him.  Soon, he figured, he would be expected to share some personal information of his own in order to even the tables, and he thought for a moment of secrets he could tell.  His forged licensure, perhaps?  His abusive father?  Nothing could compare with vehicular homicide and a strange habit of lucid daydreams.  Silence, once again, drawn-out and uncomfortable, pressing him to speak.


They both started talking at the same moment:  “What did—“ “—Oh, I was.”


Phillip tied up the plastic garbage bag that Terefy had been filling while pointing it towards the older man as if to say “you first.”  Terefy reached into his back pocket and pulled out a little manila envelope.


“I am supposed to give you this now that we’re done with the apartment,” he said, handed the crinkled and moist parcel to his friend.  “It’s your nametag,” he said, “you’re now an official, one hundred percent employee.”


He smiled before unwrapping his badge.  Terefy saw his smile turn to confused frown. Phillip said  “’the fuck?” and held the small iron-on patch towards the older man.  It was a nametag, a blue line surrounding an oval of white and with baby blue lettering that would have fit perfectly onto the blank space on Phillip’s jacket, only instead of “Phillip” being written out in gilt cursive there was “Lanwire.”

Chapter Seven

 Nights Of Idleness


1.

James took the midday visit from his three proclaimed saviors as cautiously as he could afford to.  He reconsidered all of his other options, read twice through the proposal he had been given, called a few friends for advice, and had entered into a partnership before the weekend was over.  The broad terms of the agreement were, essentially, as follows:  James agreed to sell forty-nine percent of Lanwire for a large amount of money, credited directly to his personal accounts, with which he could do whatever he pleased.  Twenty-five percent was given over to Graham, twenty to frosty, and five to the fat Asian man, who would be paid a fixed salary in addition to reaping his respective percentile of the company’s profits and given managerial status.  No mention was made of the men he would bring over, but James had been assured that they would be ready for work in a matter of days, at a rate slightly higher than what they had been making at East General.  All major business decisions would be handled by the team of owners acting as a whole, but with only a few exceptions James had final say.  No employees who had been working for Lanwire before this partnership was formed could be dismissed or face pay cuts unless they were personally authorized by James save for the most condign of disciplinary actions, which could be initiated by a manager without approval but subject to appeal.  These were the main points that James concerned himself with and the only ones that influenced his final decision.  All the rest were contained within the actual contract and steeped in thick legal mumbo-jumbo that James’ lawyer quickly glanced over and approved and James figured to deal with on an incidental basis.  

The employees were informed of the new ownership at their Tuesday meeting and all their worries were soothed James graciously taking time out from his busy schedule and appearing in person at the meeting in order to answer whatever questions they had.  No one was getting fired and no one was getting a pay cut and no one seemed to have any other concerns, really.  The meeting came to a close far ahead of schedule and Phillip, who had nearly forgotten about his erstwhile primary concern of the day’s meeting, accosted Nathan in order to see about getting himself a new name patch.  

Phillip had been in Nathan’s office only once before and only then for a split second while he grabbed the cellophane bag containing his uniform.  This was the first time that he had the chance to soak in the dingy the atmosphere of the little room, a damp and mossy slab of sparsely furnished cement with exposed pipes leaking into a plastic bucket and naked fluorescent lighting exposing every crack in the unfinished walls, the cobwebs in the corners, and the gigantic pores of Nathan’s face, his eyes slanted with weariness and lined with purple sacks.  This was the first time that Phillip had ever taken a good look at Nathan so close up and in such revealing light, and he wasn’t sure whether his ragged appearance was typical or if he should show concern towards his manager’s physical asperity.  The manager was looking down towards some papers, though his eyes were not moving.  He had held up a finger when Phillip entered the room signaling that he would have time for his lowly concerns only after he was finished reviewing the document, which he was seemed to be staring through, as if it were an optical puzzle where an image would pop out towards a viewer who glared at in long enough.  After standing silent in the office’s doorjamb for nearly a full minute and soaking in all of the murk that he could stand, Phillip tried to speak.

“Uhh, Nathan.  I was wondering—“  Nathan’s hand jutted up once again and he mumbled something completely unintelligible.  The mumble was so far gone from any chance of deciphering that Phillip wondered for a second whether or not Nathan had even meant to say something to him, if he had merely been too engrossed with his reading to speak properly, or if he had just purposefully spoken to Phillip in gibberish.  Phillip mumbled some gibberish of his own, in a humble tone but still far from coherence, it sounded like “mmph bladdy yata.”  To wit, Nathan raised his hand once more, and again mumbled something, some phrase that seemed to intend to answer Phillip’s mumble through more gibberish, only with the tone and inflection of an actual response.  “Yata kannanana,” he said, reproachfully, before starting to nod his head quickly as if to signify that he was finishing up his reading.  He put down the paper in a flash and shot a glare towards Phillip.

“What?  Where’s your damn nametag?”

Phillip was taken aback by Nathan’s curt manner of speaking.  He had never seen the man talking in any but the most irenic of tones and this unwonted briskness of seemingly angry speech was the last thing that he had expected their pleasant exchange of gibberish to turn into.  “That’s actually what I’m here for.”

“You didn’t fucking get it?”

“Umm, well—it’s just… grampafanna.”

“What?”

“You know, yata katanamsia.”

“Wh—what the hell is wrong with you?  Did you get the nametag or not?”

Phillip nodded.  

“Then go home and iron it on.”

“I don’t have an iron.”

Nathan sighed in frustration, turned his head to his side for no apparent reason, and spoke looking away from his guest.  “I don’t have time for this right now.”  He pointed in Phillip’s general direction.  “You know what they’re doing out there right now?”

“Who?”

“Them!”

“No, what?

“They are ruining me.  That’s it.  They are ruining me.  And I’ll tell you what, I aint gonna like to be ruined.  Not at all!  They’ve been doing this ever since I was born.  A bunch of goddamn commies is what it is, they stick around everywhere and just when you think you got rid of ‘em, BAM!  Right there, right here, right in my face, and if they think that I am just gonna sit here and get ruined, well they… Fuck!”

“Oh, okay.”

“Just, get out.  Go home.  You’ll have work tomorrow.”

“Oh, okay.”  

Phillip walked out, Nathan yelled after him.  “And put on your god damn patch!”

“Atahka!”  Phillip yelled back.

Terefy and Phillip had lunch together at Terefy’s apartment after they had been dismissed.  Alyssa was nice enough to iron on Phillip’s patch for him, and the two men’s conversations dealt only with how nice it was to get yet another day off of work.  

The next day the two of them were assigned to help out four other men in a private house.  It was a job that really should have only taken three people, so Phillip got to work as an assistant, fetching tools and testing switches while the rest of the men took turns working and sitting around talking, or more accurately, two men would work alongside Terefy, who never stopped, while the others would rotate on and off.  

Phillip’s zeal and willingness to do really boring and medial stuff impressed the rest of his coworkers who were more than willing to overlook his obvious incompetence in exchange for not having to get their own drinks.  Work on the apartment lasted until the end of the week and by the time the next employee meeting came around Terefy and Phillip were both highly regarded by their fellow crew members:  the new kid was all right, good to talk to and eager to please his elders, and the flighty older guy no longer just sat around whistling and creeping everybody out, he worked his ass off and kept his mouth shut. Yup, you couldn’t find two better guys.

It was at this meeting that the crew was introduced to eleven new employees and their new manager, a corpulent Asian who looked like he was covered in grease named Antoine Choi, who was only to be referred to as Mr. Choi, stood up straight when he talked, looked every crewman in the eye at least once, and scared the hell out of everybody.  Nathan’s only speaking role in the week’s meeting was in introducing “Mr. Choi,” and he spent the rest of the time sitting behind the big man, cupping his head in his hands like a pouting child.

Things were going to be different around here, Tony told them.  But not too different.  If they did what they were told and just kept on doing there jobs as always, they might find the difference to their liking.  If they tried to slack off, to pull anything over on their new manager, then this was a difference that they most certainly would not enjoy.  He spoke condescendingly, like a TV judge, using inane truisms and annoying bits homespun wisdom as his only methods of conveying his platitudes.  “You can’t get two dogs in the tub at once,” he said in regards to two crews, the new employees and the old ones, working together, and he made use of the old standby  “I’m the boss, applesauce” at least thrice.  His words had no effect on Phillip, who let his thoughts stray to nothingness while absorbing the older man’s tone and matter of speech.  From his voice, Antoine sounded like a jubilant cowboy, a proud Texan who referred to the Civil War as the War Between the States and knew only two modes of speech:  anger and patronization.  A voice of uniquely American ignorance, Phillip thought, eerily emanating from the well-dressed body of a man who should have been yelling empty threats at black people from behind the counter in his small grocery store.  So great a confusion of stereotypes can throw a man completely off his equilibrium, and out of an astute fear of having to reexamine his prejudices Phillip’s subconscious made sure to let him only pay attention to every tenth sentence or so that Antoine spoke.  

The tones of a speech coming to and end were easily recognizable, and Phillip distinctly heard Antoine asking if anybody had any questions.  The elder Tony, the gruff, Caucasian electrician, spoke up. 

“Yeah, is Nathan still our manager?”

Antoine looked confused.  “Who?”

“Nathan, that guy sitting right behind you.”

“Oh, yes.  Well, what we have here is what my daddy used to call a two-headed mule—“

Phillip stopped paying attention, thinking momentarily that Antoine might have been the most annoying person that he had ever seen before quickly thinking of a half dozen people who he could not hold a candle to.  Nonetheless, he was annoying, and working with him wasn’t going to be fun.  Phillip hated Antoine’s voice.  He hated the way he spoke to him and his friends as if they were a bunch of simpletons who could be wooed by humility supposedly inherent in sounding like a friendly southerner.  Paying attention would only raise his anger, though, and deep down he knew that and knew enough to just tune out during this meeting and get filled in when it was over.  Terefy’s voice broke in.

“So…what you’re saying here, Mister Choi, is that these guys are working with us now, like for Lanwire, they’re going to come here to work and use the equipment here, but we’re not going to ever be working on the same jobs, us and them, we’re always going to be separate?” 

Antoine nodded in assent, “That’s where we get Lanwire A’” he said, gesturing to the new employees, “and ‘Lanwire B.’”

“Why the hell aren’t we ‘Lanwire A’?”  Tony asked.

“Because that’s just the way it is.”

“But we’ve been here longer.  A comes before B so we should come before them.”

The old crew stirred in assent, as if the logic of alphabetizing was a concept just now introduced to them and the injustice of B coming before A was not only an insult to themselves as workers, but a slap in the face of logic itself.  Antoine was prepared for this uprising and he smiled in way that could only be described as charming before saying “Well, the way I see it, they’re both passing grades, and since you folks been here longer I thought it might be nice to welcome in the new comers with a nice title.  After all, you supposed to be nice to guests, right?”

There were more mumbles of assent and the matter was dropped completely.  They were assigned the lower of the two arbitrary titles and there was no reason to argue about it.  Phillip struggled to find something to say—he knew that there was injustice afoot but he could not figure out exactly what it was.  Antoine’s logic changed to combat whatever arguments were raised against his will and then changed again as the need arrived.  There were no vulnerabilities to attack, no holes in the armor.  If he couldn’t even figure out exactly what was going on, he couldn’t be mad in a productive manner, and just getting angry in front of his new manager and causing a scene would make him look like a fool.  The remainder of the meeting was just spent sitting, taking in as much of Antoine as he could stand and then shifting his thoughts elsewhere, away from his confusion and anger, towards any and everything else.  Every short while a short burst of semi-coherence would break through Phillip’s shield of dreams and he would for a moment try to decipher, without the aide of physical gesticulations or context, the meanings of Antoine’s retarded analogies:  “That’s like shooting three dogs when you only got a cat watching over the barn… Well, it’d  make just as much sense to throw a paddlewheel off of a fishin’ boat… If I had three cents for every time that’d happen to me, I’d be wishin’ that I’d seven cents for every time it didn’t.”  And so on, without an end in sight.  What frightened Phillip the most was the approving nods and grumbles coming from his coworkers that seemed to intensify with every nonsensical bit of humble wisdom espoused by the fat man, who was sounding more and more like a politician or TV preacher with every passing sentence: valuing the tone of his speech over its content and screaming words that did not need to be screamed, like a kid blaring his car speakers so loud that he couldn’t possibly be able to hear the horrible music coming out of them, just to impress or annoy anybody that might be walking by, in order to make himself the most conspicuous thing in sight.  He was selling himself, Phillip realized, like he was a brand of peanut butter and they a pack of choosy moms.  He was making sure that the crew’s main topic of conversation for the rest of the day would be himself.

He was screaming, loudly, but had managed to reach such a pitch in a manner gradual enough to not alarm anybody, not disturb Phillip’s train of thought until he had actually dismounted the little stage and was running through the crowd of employees like a professional wrestler, giving out high fives and screaming nonsense into Phillip’s face.  He had fired them up, dag nabbitt, filled their bloods with some old time inspiration.  And while the rest of Lanwire B broke away from the meeting in a wave of shouts and jubilance he trailed behind his peers into a van, sat silently in the back seat, and formulated a plan of action against Tony during the ride.  His peers, Terefy among them, said next to nothing while Fredrick drove above the speed limit, cutting in and out of traffic like a man on a mission.  No one spoke, actually, at least not coherently.  Here and again someone would scream “Oh yeah!” or “Owww!”  and the rest of the van would complement the initial outburst with one of their own before the crew fell to complete silence for a minute or two until someone new exclaimed something stupid.  All the scene was missing was cigarette smoke the sour odor of Schlitz, Phillip realized, it was in no other way different from the family car trips he had to take in his youth.  The ribald excitement of his riding mates may have come from the mouth of an Asian carnival barker instead of a bottle, but he still assumed the familiar role of sitting silently and plotting revenge against a force much greater than himself: a decorous payback for his supreme discomfort.  

No exclamations had been uttered in a while and the crew sat in the uncomfortable silence of the anticipation of mirth: like siblings growing weary of an even resenting one another’s restlessness on Christmas Eve, the anticipation of one circularly feeding that of the other until the tension becomes unbearable, even physically painful.  Phillip felt the glares of his mates fall upon him, one by one, as if expecting something from him, and sunk silently away from the glares for a long while before he realized that it must was his turn to say something.   “Fuuuuuuck!” he screamed to the delight of his coworkers, each of whomb then said something of their own.  He felt the pressure of exclusion he had instinctively forced upon himself being lifted from his shoulders and, for a moment, he was happy acting out his part in the crazy, noisy mob of his coworkers.  He was ready to face the day’s work after having been relieved of his need to plot a revenge that would never see fruition, and after looking around the van and seeing no tools or equipment he interrupted cut off Terefy, who was just about to shout something, by asking where they were going.

The wind had been knocked out of them.  Frederick slowed down and pulled over into the nearest parking lot.  “Well,” he said, “I don’t know.”  

The ride back to the main building was dejectedly silent.

2.

Right away, the differences started to pile up.  All caffeinated beverages were removed from the break room’s soda machine, and the candy machine was replaced by one which dispensed yogurt and fruit.  Motivational posters now adorned every locker, reminding the employees with their simple wording and line drawings that having a positive attitude would make them more productive and that stealing was wrong, even if they only took paper clips.  Smoking was prohibited, not only inside the main Lanwire building, but also in the vans and whenever an employee was wearing his uniform, lest the company’s image be tainted by tobacco.    Antoine responded to all complaints by utilizing one of two methods:  he would either dispense to a disgruntled worker a fresh line of gibberish or, if he thought the employee’s anger could  not be so easily deflated, he deferred the question to his co-manager, who would be in charge of whatever Antoine did not want to take responsibility for.  Nathan was rarely scene and never heard during these weeks, however, and he would not answer the door to his office no matter how long an employee would knock.  The anger caused by the policy changes did not seem like it was going to have a cohesive effect beside all of the crew growing to hate Nathan.  Each change effected every man differently, and with no omnipresent grounds for anger, like mass pay cuts, the employees had no common ground to bitch about and mostly kept their grievances to themselves.  Every little change irked Phillip, though, who for some reason or other was tremendously discerning in regards to the slight inconveniences suffered by his fellow man and treated each of these instances with synthetic but powerful empathy that made his blood boil with rage and pain whenever he thought about his friends having to walk to a gas station in order to buy soda pop.

 Phillip didn’t bother taking his complaints to Antoine, opting instead on merely venting his anger towards Terefy, with whom he had secured work on another two man job in the same apartment complex they had initially worked in.  Terefy didn’t understand Phillip’s concerns, as all of the changes he complained about were only enforced inside the main building and he and his fellow crewman spent, at most, all of twenty minutes inside the main building on days in which meetings were not held.  Terefy saw no problem whatsoever with the motivational posters, or in the crew having to do a chant after meetings, like a football team breaking from a huddle, in order to “pump them up” before work, but he did agree with his friend in regards to the removal or the junk food and cigarettes.  It wasn’t up to the company to run the lives of the employees, but since circumventing the rules was so easy he didn’t find their attempts at control oppressive enough to worry about.  After he had completely giving up on ever again speaking to Nathan, Terefy suggested that he go and talk to Mr. Langstonhewitt.  

The address Phillip found in the phonebook led him to an old-fashioned manual carwash instead of an office building, and the old man who was attending it had never heard of a Mister Langstonhewitt.  Terefy had no idea where the main office was, nor did Tony or Frederick.  Antoine’s response to Phillips inquiry came in the form of anecdote about a mule who wanted to walk to a river and so, in desperation, Phillip decided to jimmy the door to Nathan’s office open when the night’s shift was over and root around until he found some note of address.

Nightfall was starting to come earlier, and it was nearly dusk when his workday was finished.  Phillip simply wandered around the building until all of his coworkers had left and with Antoine working on an upper floor, which he had all to himself, Phillip felt safe in his being completely alone on the main floor.  He had used an internet kiosk at the library the night before and printed off instructions dealing with how to properly jimmy open an old, single bolt door with a credit card.  He held the paper away from the door the Nathan’s office, in a beam of fading daylight, trying to read the light ink.  “Insert card directly below latch,” it said.  Phillip figured that the latch was the small metal bit into which the bolt was secured itself.  “Lift card up, catching below bolt.”  Phillip cursed himself for not printing out the version of the instructions that included a diagram, opting instead to save the fifteen cents he would have been charged.  He slid the card upward, and it felt as if it were underneath the bolt.  “Force the card upwards until the door opens.  Try turning door handle.”  Phillip laid his weight into the door.  It pushed backwards slightly, having never been locked at all, but his entry was being blocked by something.  He leaned harder into the door and was able to open it a crack, but whatever was blocking his entry would not give so easily.  He took a few steps back and threw himself into the door, pushing it open with the sound of a large pile of newspapers tumbling over themselves.  

The room was a mess.  Pizza boxes, fast food wrappers, and old newspapers were strewn everywhere.  The damp atmosphere led to the rapid decay of these artifacts, and the older paper products were molding and smelly.  It hardly looked at all like the office he was in just a few weeks before and in the dark the mess seemed completely inaccessible. Phillip bent to turn on a small lamp near the door, as there didn’t appear to be any overhead lighting in the room.  The light refused to glow.  Determined, he waded through the debris all the way Nathan’s desk, which was now little more than scaffolding in the mound of rubbish.  It was no use going through the papers in the dark, and he couldn’t open any of the desk’s drawers, which were all either locked or blocked by the impenetrable mound.  He used the illumination feature on his watch to spray light onto a circular area of the pile that was about the size of a quarter, scanning over a small part of each paper in a hopeless effort to come across some piece of information.  Most of the papers seemed ripped out of magazines or books:  there were none of the computer paper office documents he was hoping to find.  

He made way to exit the office, stopping before the lamp in a final bid for light.  He reached in to unscrew the bulb so that he could give it a little shake and listen for a rattle in order to determine whether it had blown or the lamp itself was at fault.  It was a halogen bulb, so it couldn’t have been broken.  He knelt and grabbed hold of the lamp’s power cord.  Crawling slowly astride the wall, his arm maneuvering through soggy paper waste, following the cord to wherever it might have been plugged in, hoping to give it a jiggle or maybe push it all the way in (he might have knocked it out when he pushed open the door, he realized).  A noise.  Something sniffing, stirring:  maybe a rat.  Phillip started, rising fast and banging his head on a low shelf, screaming “Fuck!” and being answered by a louder, more alarmed scream in an unrecognizable voice.  A lamp on the far side of the room was turned on, suddenly, and Phillip stood facing a haggard and horrifying Nathan.  

Nathan looked to have put on twenty pounds. The hair that lined the sides of his head was matted down with grease, and he hadn’t shaved in a week.  “What the hell are you doing here?” he yelled, more frightened than angry.  Phillip could smell his breath from the other end of the room, a revolting blend of Sloppy Joes and chrysanthemums.  

“I was looking for an address,” Phillip responded.  He was in complete control of the situation.  

Nathan glared at his guest.  His eyes were puffy, but his countenance looked even more confused than it should have had he just been woken up from a long nap.  He looked like a child that had just learned of its own mortality:  frightened beyond words and trying desperately to comprehend the incomprehensible, with a squinted brow, darting, earnest eyes, and shaking limbs.

“Who—whose address?”  

 “I want to know where I can go to talk to James Langstonhewitt.”

“That’s all?”

“Yes…”

“Nothing else?  You ain’t got any other reason for coming in here?”

“No.”

Nathan let out a sigh of relief and sank back down into the corner, onto the soft pile of garbage on which he had been sleeping.  “If that’s all then you should ‘a knocked.”

Phillip didn’t respond.

“It’s right outside the city, at his carwash.  Should be in the yellow pages.”

“I stopped there, they said they didn’t know him.”

Nathan gave him an incredulous stare before his brow lifted with sudden a sudden, significant remembrance.  “Was it an old guy you talked to, small with a beard?”  Phillip nodded.  “Yeah, he’s nuts.  Just walk right up to the office, you can’t miss it, and knock.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, now get the hell out of here and let me sleep.”  Nathan turned off the lamp and Phillip waded through the trash, out of the office, and out of the building.

The next afternoon, Phillip left Terefy alone while he took a van down to the carwash.  James answered on the first knock and was surprisingly at ease, insisting that Phillip call him by his first name and putting aside whatever it was he had been working on in order to pay his employee his full attention immediately.  When Phillip first told him that he had come to complain about a series of changes he seemed genuinely concerned, but when it came time for Phillip to actually list those changes they seemed frankly insubstantial and his boss’ tone quickly lost sincerity.

What concerned Phillip the most, and what he may have been able to put into words if the setting were as formal as he had suspected it would be, was the lack of basic human dignity with which he and his fellow workers were now being treated.  Antoine patronized them as if he were commanding a group of children, holding them to a set of arbitrary standards which served no ostensive purpose other than to make the weight of management lean more heavily against their every move.  The motivational posters were a cruel mockery, like Smilekick, which Phillip incorrectly assumed the new owners were behind, and the dozens of little rules were irritating to the point that they detracted from an employee’s work more than they could have possibly helped.  Instead of letting his true feelings be known, however, Phillip was offset enough by James’ T-shirt and messy office and did nothing more than list all of the changes in a simple, apathetic way and stammer for a response when he was asked what he felt the importance of the changes was, why he was concerned enough to come and talk to his boss about them   

“It’s just—you know… It’s kind of stupid.”

“Stupid?  How?”

“It just, like it is.  You know.  There’s this poster on my locker with a kitten hanging on a fence and it says ‘Hang In There.’”

“Yeah, I’ve seen that.”

“Yeah, only underneath the words they stuck a sticker that you would find in a dressing room at Wal-Mart, about how shoplifting is a crime.”

“It is a crime, you know?”

“Yeah, but…you know, I don’t have to be told that it is.  I mean, If I was going to shoplift a sign wouldn’t stop me.”

James seemed as if he did not quite know how to react to that statement.  He gave Phillip an annoyed look before asking “Why didn’t you take your concerns to Nathan or Tony?”

“Tony?  Who’s Tony?”

“Your manager.”

“Oh!  Antoine, ok.  Well, I did.”

“And what did they say.”

“Antoine just said something about a dog or a mule, and Nathan just fell asleep on a pile of garbage.”

The boss’ brow was lifted momentarily in confusion before it fell again, in amusement, and any seriousness that might have previously been found in the conversation escaped like air from an untied balloon.  James started to speak to Phillip like he were a retarded boy who had come to show him a medal.  “Oh…alright.  I bet you’re the guy they got working with Terefy, right?”

“Yeah, actually.  ‘Phillip.’”

“Oh, you just wanted your name to say ‘Lanwire?’  Did you fill out the form wrong or something?”

“Well, actually--”

“--Yeah, okay, it’s not important.  Well, I’ll tell you what, ‘Lanwire,’  right now I got to get back to doing my work, but I’ll get right on the phone and talk to Tony and Nathan about all the stuff that’s been happening to you and I’ll try to get them to change it, okay?  Make everything all better.”

Phillip nodded and went back to the apartment.  He played the incident several times over during the ride back into the city, each adding or deleting something, trying to replay the meeting as it should have taken place.  In the final recitation the meeting was much more officious.  James was smoking a cigar and offered him a cup of tea, which he accepted.  He eloquently summed up all of his problems and feelings, listing the changes brought about my the new management in ascending order of importance and following each with a completely understandable and respectable reason why it was so important, and James was impressed by his employee’s gumption and poise.  By the time he had reached the work site he had nearly forgotten how the meeting had actually gone. Terefy asked him how it went, and he became suddenly enraged.

It was horrible, none of his demands were met, Mr. Langstonhewitt just treated him like a kid.  Terefy shook his head and offered generic words of support, and Phillip could tell that his even his friend didn’t grasp the gravity of the situation.  He stumbled some more with his anger, swearing blithely, directing his broken vulgarities towards any target that jumped into his head:  Antoine, James, the white house, the other new owners,  the county government.  Terefy just keep shaking his head in half-hearted sympathy.

Suddenly, it came to Phillip.  The final scene that he had created during the car ride played once again through his head.  He remembered the eloquence that should have been, was impressed with himself, and, without fully realizing it, started to repeat the things he had thought, to sum up all of his concerns in an effective and impressive manner.  Terefy was awestruck.  Phillip was usually so simple and self-indulgent in his speech, but he spoke now about substantial issues and with a genuine concern, not just for himself, but for all of his peers.  No, it wasn’t just about little changes.  It was there freedoms that were being taken away, and needlessly at that.  Yes, they deserved to take pride in some things, and to continue doing their jobs they way they had been doing them for years until the new owners showed up.  It was there integrity that was at stake:  their freedom.  By the time Phillip’s speech was over, Terefy was a changed man.

Graham stopped by James’ office later that day.  James made no mention of Phillip’s visit.  
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