Lanwire

For Alex, Skip Carstensen, and Mom.

1.  LANGSTONHEWITT WIRING
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 or 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 from 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, not able to worry about not being able to scream, and able only 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 could feel each of his muscles, tense 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, collecting himself.  He felt fine and that worried him.  His hand was throbbing and he 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 ever going to work on old wires.  Old wires just about all you work on around here, though.”

Terefy wasn’t looking at Phillip when Phillip 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 “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 his assistant just how grateful he should have been, because he wouldn’t have realized how dire his brush with death really was were he not 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 ten fifty an hour doing something he had a knack for but despised.  He had sold himself short, he thought, by working 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 annoyed 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?  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.  Was he even from Chicago?  The whistling kept going, the same two verses 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, staring at some 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 hugged so tightly by the cotton-poly jumpsuit.  He seemed, thought Phillip, to be made of equal parts muscle and bread 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 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 Mr. Langstonhewitt himself paid so much money to an advertising man for designing the abbreviation and the lettering it was written in. Phillip’s right breast had a rectangular section cornered off with a darker fabric where a patch containing his nametag would be sewn 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, conjuring the brief image 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, catching cigarette ciders flicked out of the front passenger window by his mother in the face.  The bare wood floor smelled like HUD apartments and poverty, stagnate beer cans and unwashed children.   

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 the shadow the whole walk up the grated metal staircase against the brick wall of the tall building where poor people lived.  The climb 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, that his father had told him once not to be scared of and not to touch. In his father’s shadow, searching for spiders took great skill and effort and Phillip had taken to seeing how many spiders 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 told him, 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 each 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 his father 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 yellowed light bulbs that adorned the ceiling, spaced two doors apart, each made a very low, very loud buzz . Phillip held on to his father’s shirt as they slowly limped to an apartment labeled 9-R; a new one since 9-G had been finished the night before. His father scratched his 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 (“from a helluva long line of brave goddamn soldiers”) and temperament (“today these pricks can’t listen because they jus’ don’t have to”) could have chosen, as it was one step above factory work and one step below a business position, it was 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 (“the sonofabitch”).  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 most to impress.

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 of canned meat and 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.

Theodore was awash with excitement over a brand new, apparently, 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 him and made itch.  He closed his eyes to try and sleep, but the white sunlight beaming into his room made shapes of green and purple appear to his shaded eyes.  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 loud 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.  Inside, there was nothing but blackness and the 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.

2. TEREFY

Terefy had the debilitating habit of lucidly associating certain words and phrases to mental images.  Whenever a prompt was spoken Terefy would fall into a dream-like state. He would picture a scene from his past, real or imagined, as an unwelcome specter, he was never able to control what was going on 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 middle.  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 was aged far past his eighteen years due to severe acne scaring and premature balding. The man was always holding a mason jar filled with a clear liquid that would splash over the sides of the jar as the man moved about.  Sometimes Terefy would realize the man was a young incarnation of his uncle Solomon, but most often Terefy wouldn’t remember who the man 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 side tracked 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, so to avoid running afoul of the word Terefy made sure to keep clean-speaking company.  There were a whole plethora of other words and phrases that would send Terefy off, mentally, to another time and place and make him forget momentarily whatever might have been going on when the phrase was uttered.  

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 sans 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 had died when he heard the 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 orphans. 

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 tedium and he firmly believed that in time his ship would come in.  Terefy treated his superiors well because he genuinely respected them.  They had worked to gain their positions of authority and so would Terefy, mastering every nuance of his craft and gaining eventually 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 virtues his father most often espoused. 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 decided 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 (even then it was just temporary), and they 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, three specialists declared Terefy “Supremely Demented Due to Unknown Causes,” and the foot specialist brought in from Sao Palo thought that Terefy needed his dewclaw removed.  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 that he had to take twice a day with food and that did nothing, 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 were really all that was needed. Terefy’s his 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 mere 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 (“and then some,” she would admit with a blush and flutter of eyelashes to her girlfriends and people who hadn’t run into her since her pregnancy had rendered her docile save for once weekly yoga classes and eating).  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 therefore Terefy had to drive to work by himself.  To accommodate, the car stereo was removed and the windows were doubled pained, and though it was late August, Alyssa insisted that, if even just for her own selfish 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. (Needless, of course, because the noise caused by the expulsion of air would have certainly blocked out any stray voice much more effectively than a quarter inch of caulk.)  The car was left stuffy and, at times, unbearably hot, 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 adjusted baseball caps fit only when the plastic strap was either clicked on its final notch or completely detached.  The mass of Terefy’s skull wasn’t immediately recognizable, as one might assume, because its girth was in proportion to its height and his nose, eyes, and mouth were all large enough to accommodate and he was blessed with an insanely low placed hair line that didn’t start to recede until the a year ago. Realizing the great mass of the Terefy’s head was an observation one would only make after spending a great deal of time with the man, becoming, over a period, so accustom to his physical features that one would begin comparing his dimensions to theirs, which actually happened much more often than one might assume.

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, 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.  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 soon became so noticeable that Terefy’s coworkers became suspicious.  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 final 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 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 wear while driving tattered clothes bought secondhand 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 quill 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 directly 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 a piece.  She usually collected enough aluminum cans for a fast food meal every day but cans 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.  The woman 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 the woman looked at the eighty cents her days labor had earned her; four coins lain against her leathery 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 leather. Her reflection was taken 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, 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 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.  The whole way she wanted to sleep.  She just wanted to sleep.

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 violently, 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 insufficient to put even a dent in the military grade glass.  Terefy could not hear the woman’s final screams of pain 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 (or at least none that would admit to being so), 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 Goldsheim heard a third hand account of the accident and decided to talk to Terefy about it.  

Goldsheim had pretended to be Terefy’s friend for a long time, ever since Terefy had taken out his insurance policy, since it was common practice amongst insurance agents when dealing with high risk clients, 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.  Goldsheim made Terefy feel at ease, pointing to a television screen at the bar and striking up a novice conversation about baseball before asking Terefy about the accident and receiving a detailed response.  Goldsheim picked up his half of the check and the next morning cancelled Terefy’s car 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, because due to a recent merger 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 and with a spinning head, 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 dim light and foggy from 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 it’s 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 pepper spray 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 with acute symptoms that she could never describe to anyone. She hung the receiver and felt an electric tremolo of sharp, stabbing pains 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 spied the crotch of her white cotton pants flush a dark red trailing quickly down her legs, soaking her cream sofa and leaving trail of red 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 a black eye earned while he “resisted” 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.”

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 Terefy, and the noise made 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 Springs teen fan whose scream of “Baby, we will have fun!” made Terefy drop a wire splitter on his 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. Terefy would whistle tunes and sometimes become so enamored in doing so that he would lose himself in thought just as intensely as he would if a triggering phrase was spoken.   

“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 dank apartment.  The air was the stale and hot, much hotter than the outside, but no windows could be opened because Langstonhewitt told them not to for some reason or another.  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 was taken slightly aback by the shortness of Terefy’s response.  “You—you said I should clear the wires beforehand, right?”  

“Yeah.” Terefy told him, remembering Phillip’s mishap 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.  Phillip’s face was very fox like, in that it was 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 shit.”

Phillip walked away without saying a word and Terefy dropped his rainbow of wires on the floor.  He lifted his arms 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 a while 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 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 though 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 adorned with a blue Lanwire logo, 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 passed 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 insects usually did.  Terefy hadn’t seen a mud dauber in years and he marveled at 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 in 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 sun faded pink cap of the can he was looking for and he returned to the master bedroom equipped with the can of “Dead Bugz.”  The stunned creature stood still on the glass pane, contemplating in its simple own terms where it was at and how it was to get out of the room, paying no attention at all to Terefy, who had 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 the can.

“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 van 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 at Terefy flailed about in panic like a child.  Calming down, he stopped to remove the dauber with his free arm, at ease since it probably 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 a weak spot where its absent stinger might have poke 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 apartment, down to the van.

3. ALEXANDER

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 offically 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 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.  

Alexander went to town the next morning 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.  

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.” 

 The door to his office made the squawk of being opened and Alexander quickly 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 he 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 stale 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 he 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 doughy, 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 the vacuums he felt a cold breeze brush across his bare head and turned around slowly. There seemed to be not a single spot on any of the walls of the rectangular building that was dry.  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 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 overnight lights to the carwash.  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 was too short to spray down the outside of the building (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 Alexander 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 her 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.  She communicated to him without words sheer emotion that he was allowed to interpret as he pleased.  She was despairing, angry, upset (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, 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 throwing and egg and you didn’t even call the police to report it?”

“Yes.  I didn’t even think to, it was just egg.”  He face was clean, his clear, round eyes presented no sign of subterfuge and there was present no sly grin of sarcasm.  He was either telling the truth or he was crazy, she figured, 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 started 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 mouth 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 a sincere 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 attain anamnesis of 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 after 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.  He knew what to do.

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 (that happens much more than you’d 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 it 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 sat 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 Alexander 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 two knees. 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. “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 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 in 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 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 some sort of 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 bag 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.

When his wife was 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, surprisingly, to her, not showing any signs of annoyance.  She was hoping to yell at him for his acting PUT OUT, 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 only 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. His thoughts were racing and he could not, not 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 laying 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 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 you entered the health room.  The room was very large and carpeted, all the walls were mirrored.  In the corner of the room closet 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 the healthroom shared with the garage with 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 just stood over the tub and watch 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 spied in the water, but Alexander’s shadow cast was 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.  Her shirt was removed 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 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 a wilted flower pedal 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 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 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 his wife.  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 filed blunt 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 made her look exceptionally vulnerable, like a wet cat only contemptuously human.  Frightened and weak, like an anorexic; her being was a pathetic and unfortunate side effect of her own life. His 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 warm and the temperature was congruent both in front of and behind her eyes.  The first breath of foam stung with pain.  Soon after came euphoria, dim and pink.

James was rusticated three weeks before final exams with the news that his mother was dead and his father had become catatonic.  He had been in charge of the carwashes and wiring company ever since.  He was still in the same office at the same suburban carwash and using the very same desk that his father did, many years later while 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 or job title other than non-union electrician, but James often used Nathan to relay messages to the other employees and it was Nathan’s job to give James progress reports every Monday and Thursday.  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.”  Nathan 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 nobody 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.”  Said James.  The project Terefy and Phillip were working on wasn’t horribly important, but the building’s owner had to see people working their everyday or he would complain.

“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 darkies, even married one. It’s been his from start to finish.”

James was out of ideas and Nathan was afraid to suggest anything.  It was decided between the two 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 been coming to find it endearing.  Phillip was a quick learner, and when he paid attention to Terefy’s slow-paced demonstrations he would catch on pretty quick.  Terefy secretly fancied himself a well-respected teacher, like the ones that he had seen on Television, 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 because of his lack of “people skills,” failure to communicate properly with his coworkers, and twice for failure to communicate properly with customers. All of them boiled down to the same thing: the 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 mean and offensive.  Though he didn’t want to be.  Terefy was very nice, very forgiving, and never spoke of word of question of Phillips frankly mediocre wiring skills.  Slips of the tongue were permissible, he 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 Terefy was different.  He was, by all standards, a good guy; business didn’t factor in to it.  Terefy 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.

4.  ALYSSA

She looked completely black, but Alyssa was really only one half of African decent.  Her mother was a second-generation immigrant of completely pure Irish decent and her father was superlatively African.  Her hair was naturally auburn and cut just underneath her ears and it, like most of her facial features, was Caucasian. Her lips were pert but very thin, and her nose was delicate, more like a cavernous strawberry than button, which what her mother said that it resembled.  Her eyes were very large and almost entirely colored a fiery orange shade of brown, but when she moved them to look at something without 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 spy things out of her immediate plane of view.  Of course, she would certainly move her eyes every once in a while, no matter how careful she was, and if she caught anybody looking at her without smiling she would shield them with her hand and look down at the floor.

Culturally, she was about as Caucasian as a woman could be.  Her dialect was flawless Middle American and her grammar was as proper as a headmaster’s. XX It was the same way that a Korean child adopted by American parents acts completely American, people figured, because she never grew up around any black people.

Her mother was not racist so much as she was xenophobic.   

PAGE  
5

