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Hello, My Name Is

The thing is, you don't accidentally place a podium directly under an air conditioning

vent. That has to be intentional. That bothers me-arctic, recirculated air blasting off

the top of my head bothers me. Granted, I'm more a move-around guy than a stand-

at-the-podium guy. I earn my money. But you can't expect a person to pace back and

forth for eight hours, either. I'm going to catch another cold.

The time is 7:25:13. Now it's 7:25:14, now it's 7:25:15. Some days I don't

even need a watch. A calendar, though, that's something else. I know it's Wednesday.

I'm guessing August, maybe September. The calendar in my planner is the kind

where you have to fill in everything yourself-12 pages of empty boxes. I don't keep

track anymore, even when it's my turn to do "10 Secrets of Effective Time

Management." I get a little accordion of flight tickets at the start of every rotation.

Every other day I show up at an airport.



It's Wednesday and I'm in Honolulu or Issaquah or Coeur d'Alene or

Kingman. I'm in the Hilton, the Aston, the Sheraton. The Norfolk Suite. The

Plumeria Room. Whatever. Every day is air conditioning and sliced melons and

nametags.

Now's it's 7:25:54. T-minus four minutes, six seconds. I'm calm. The

welcome table is set: sign-in book nearest the door, name tags and personalized

folders next, then notepads and pens, then logo items (Wednesday is letter opener

day!). The book and video display is right next to the fruit and pastry table. Cash or

check; no credit cards.

I hear a rattle at the door. Someone wants in. Someone is ready to command

personal power, to learn dynamic management strategies, to be an innovative problem

solver. Someone will have to wait another three minutes, 28 seconds.

Now it's 7:27:50.

I am not going to call Judith. Judith is fine. Judith did not fall down in the

shower and smash the back of her skull. Judith forgot to tum the ringer back on, that's

all. Judith is not face down on the kitchen table with an exploded aneurysm.

7:27:58, I press my name tag to my shirt pocket.

Hello, my name is.
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"ROGER"

As in, Roger: Western Region High Performer, 1987 (Third Quarter). Roger:

3.66 aggregate evaluation rating (5.0 scale), 1999.

Hello, my name is.

Raj.

As in, Raj: ethnic male face and waving hand, lower left corner, SucceedNow

Inc. Christmas Photo, 1986-present. Raj, husband of Judith, who apparently can't find

time to answer the phone this morning. Raj, who knows in his heart that his wife

Judith has not been abducted by slave traders nor is at this very moment lying in bed

with Mr. Work-From-Home next door.

Now it's 7:30:00.

So, before I even start, I do this one: "Everybody," I say. "We're going to take a little

test. In your folder, you'll find a handout with ten easy questions. Read the

instructions first, then go ahead and take the test."

As I'm saying this, the class is skimming the questions. Who doesn't want a

head start? The questions are easy, like I said. So, 1 say "go." Everyone starts writing;
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no one reads the second to the last line of the instructions, which says, "Do not

answer any of the questions."

This is supposed to be an attention grabber, a tone setter. In training, we learn

that it helps to make the class feel foolish right off so they listen to you. 1 smile

reassuringly; I ask, "So, what can we take away from this little exercise?"

I know before anyone so much as raises a hand that it'll be a woman, mid- to

late-40s, probably overweight, most likely wearing a new but inexpensive blazer

outfit (with shoulder pads) who will answer first. She'll say, "No shortcuts," or "You

have to pay attention to details" or "Follow directions." And, I'll say: "That's good,

but I think the real moral is, 'To be successful, you're all going to have to learn to

delegate these kinds of stupid tasks.'" There will be laughter all around. Tension

release. The sound of people let off the hook for their first screw-up of the day.

They'll be on my side.

Wait.

7:41:44.

Who is this?
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Judith does not answer the phone, why? Because Judith is out? Fine. Judith is out.

Out where? Doesn't matter, she has the right to go out, Jesus Christ. Out where? Has

she been home? Is she home? Is she angry? We said we would talk when I got back.

We kissed in the driveway.

10:30:00. Coffee break.

This woman. This Kyra. She did this thing with her name tag-blacked out

the "0" in Hello, blacked out "my," blacked out the "na" in name.

Hell, me is.

Kyra.

Kyra with the dyed black hair, the too-much makeup, the smile-smirk. Kyra,

the type of woman-young, pretty, Xer-who shows up at Eric's "Unleash the Power

of a FreeServer-Side JavaScript DOM," not Roger's "Promotable You:

Advancement Through Creative Customer Service." Kyra at the back of the room,

bare feet on the chair, knees at the chin.

Hell, me is Raj, the pacing erection.

I mean to talk to her during the break, but as soon as I turn off the rnic clip,

she's on her cell phone. This Kyra talking with her too-much-lipstick lips.
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I'm running out of time. There's a woman coming at me with a video and a

checkbook. A young man who remembers me from "Dynamic Service Solutions" in

Lake Oswego. Today people want to talk to me.

Break ends, this Kyra puts away the phone, this pathetic man with the wife

who must know that he always calls on coffee break-he breaks from the script.

"Let's go around the room," I say.

"... a senior administrative assistant for blah-yaddah years."

"... associate's degree from whoopee-blah-blah ..."

" ... seeking synergistic goo-goo nurture value respect blah..."

And this:

"I'm here because my boss thinks this is cheaper than giving me a raise."

Kyra. Of course it is.

I can't dance. I can't dance, I have bad clothes and gay people intimidate me. I'm

sorry, that's me. That's why I can't go. Not that she invited me, really. "You should

check it out"- that's not an invitation.

I caught Kyra on the way out. Asked her about her job, her cheap boss. God

help me, she's dazzling close up.
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Kyra is going to something called "Out and About." She called herself a fag

hag, her voice dry and cigarette-ruined. She told me about the different color passes

you need to get into each party: green for the Pre-Func, blue for the Costume Party,

pink for the Backstage Party, orange for the Recovery Party.

"Recovery Party?"

"Wine, weed," she explains. "No poppers, no X. Slow-down, go-home stuff."

I should check it out. I should not sit in Sheraton-Marriot-Radisson single-bed

hell watching in-house porn. Not keep calling.

Will Kyra be back for Day 2? She has to. Day 2 is fun and games and go

home early. Will she have slept? I want to see her after the Recovery Party-drunk

and high, hair awful and sweaty. I wonder what she's wearing right now. Judith

wouldn't know where to buy whatever Kyra is wearing this instant.

Judith is home. She has to be home to feed her precious. She has to be home

to fall asleep in front of the television-our television. Judith is absolutely right now

standing in front of the refrigerator spooning Jell-O straight from the mold and

listening to the phone ring. She has not plunged off the edge of an overgrown

embankment where her car will lie unnoticed for weeks. She is not in a car outside of

town with that low-wattage slackjaw boy from the car wash.
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Fuck it.

Now is IQ.-something.

Now is after lO-something and after the little bottles from the honor bar. The taxi

driver's name is Mr. Pati and he asks me if I'm in town on business. Drunk and

dressed the way I am means I'm in town on business, I suppose. He sizes me up in the

rear-view mirror and hands me a card over his shoulder: "Nite-on-the-Town Escorts *

In-call and Out-call available * Discretion Assured."

"Out and About," I say.

His eyebrow.

They've cordoned two city blocks downtown where the clubs and the

warehouses are. I move to the head of every line and ask "Have you seen Kyra?" No

one says, "Kyra who?" Everyone points next door and next door.

I'm standing outside a club called 16 Blue yelling "Kyra, Kyra" into a

bouncer's ear when I finally give up. I'm in the no-pass-needed zone, the outskirts. At

the bar, I order a vodka tonic and grind my heel into a dark spot on the red carpet.

It's late.

I buy a pack of Reds, my first this year, and leave it sitting in front of me.
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"Trade you," a voice says.

He's there leaning in from my left. I shrug and he unwraps the box, taps out

two sticks and lights one. He takes out a small leather satchel attached to the inside of

his purse and shakes it out over the bar. Pills scatter. "Have at it," he says, slurring.

I shake my head no-thanks, but when he rubs his eyes with his palm I sort of

make a half gesture toward an orange-red pill. He puts his hand over mine. "Uh-uh,"

he says. "Ibuprofen."

He takes two small white pills and says, "Open sesame:' I open sesame and he

drops the pills on my tongue, pinches my lower lip. What can I do? What can I do? I

swallow.

It's later and we're on the dance floor, my arms rigid and rhythmless, the rest

of my body doing Lord knows. Promise-that's his name-he doesn't move that

great either. It's the pumps. "Under your tongue," he shouts over the music, and he

hands me a long blue pill shaped like a lightning bolt. It goes on like this for hours.

When bartender-guy finally cuts us off, we sit out on the wet stairwell fronting the

street. We take the last of the blue ones, because, whatever. I can feel the muscles in

my chest and shoulders twitching like crazy but that's it. I'm still here. I'm still.
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I look at Promise holding his shoes in his hands. He's one of those you have

to stare at for a while to tell. He doesn't have the guy shoulders or the guy hands.

Even his feet are small. He has great legs. I wonder if I could do it? With a few more

pills maybe, one last round? Could I?

"Do you know Kyra?" I hear my own slurred voice like a reeking whisper in

my ear.

"Hmm?" he says staring at something down the block. "Oh. I dunno. Maybe.

Sounds familiar."

Promise waves at someone or something I can't see and walks off, his shoes

still dangling on the crook of his fingers.

I vomited the first cup so I have to try and take another. Vomiting is fine, the nurse

says, but try to keep this one down a little while longer. I think it's the taste.

Activated charcoal suspension tastes like sugar and ash, and not in any possible good

way.

They found me during the post-party sweep. At first they thought I'd had a

stroke, but that was just because of the way I my face looked when they raised it off

the stairwell. Everything moved back into place once they got me up.
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They tell me that Judith is on her way. I try to smile and the gray hardened

dribble around my mouth falls away like concrete. I wonder if she's bringing the

papers?

Right now is 7:37 a.m. That's according to the clock on the microwave in the

nurse's station. It doesn't have the seconds. Right now Day 2 is a disaster waiting to

be realized. Today is the day we're supposed to recite together: "They don't care

what you know until they know that you care." Today is supposed to be fun and

games and go home early. In a few more minutes, when everyone has taken a turn

rattling the knob, when everyone looks at the parking stub that will not be validated,

they'll start talking refund. SucceedNow doesn't do refund.

This is not my promotable me.

Hello, my name is.

Hell, me is.

Help me.
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The Magazines

Dr. Kirschfeld says Prednisone slows the hardening. So every morning, as soon as I

get up, I take nine milligrams. It used to be ten but Dr. Kirschfeld said nine is safer.

Next, I take a Fosamax for the osteoporosis. I take that because the calcium

inhaler is too expensive, and besides it hurts my nose. Then I take a Robaxin for the

spasms, a Propulsid for the diarrhea I get from the Robaxin, a Depen for I don't

remember what and a Ritalin to keep me sharp.

I take that, then I have my oatmeal. One teaspoon of sugar.

After lunch, I take another Robaxin for the spasms, two Captoprils for my

high blood pressure, a Lasix to get rid of the excess water, and an Anafranil for my

anxiety attacks. If it's nice out, I'll open the windows. I like a nice breeze when I

have my tea.
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After my nap, I take a Tagamet for acid reflux, another Robaxin, another

Captopril and a potassium supplement because the Lasix makes me have to go every

hour.

After my nap.

After my nap is when Celeste used to come. Sometimes she brought her

boyfriend- Richard, I think, or Robert. Nice boy. Sometimes Celeste would stay until

I had dinner, but usually she had somewhere she had to run. Anyway, I'm not done

yet. Before I go to bed, I have to take three more Anafranils, two folic acid

supplements to help my white cells, and another Robaxin--the one for the spasms.

Sundays are a little different. After my nap on Sundays, I take 70 milligrams

of Methotrexate for the schleroderma-for the hardening. Dr. Kirschfeld says

Methotrexate isn't really chemotherapy, but Dr. Lau, the specialist, he says it pretty

close. It keeps the tissue in my lungs and throat and kidneys and skin from turning

into beef jerky is what he says. Slows it, anyway. Before I started on the

Methotrexate, they said I had lost 40 percent of my lung capacity. I lost another 5

percent this year- and no, I don't know how they figure that-but Dr. Lau says

that's pretty good, considering. He says it could be years before they need to put a

breathing tube down my throat. Celeste always stayed late on Sundays.
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I used to take Valium, a lot. But after they put in that morphine pump, I

couldn't anymore. It made me sick. I say sick, Celeste said crazy. She should know, I

guess.

Celeste was the one who started me on the magazines. Actually, it started with

the music, then the magazines, then the free coffeepot and all those reversible

sweaters. Well, anyway, it started with the music.

"Mark needs a favor," Celeste had said. Mark was the one before Rick, who

was before Richard. He and his brother owned the little store where Celeste used to

sell her hooks. Getting books was easy, Mark said. End of the semester, all the kids

from the college went straight from their finals to the store and sold back everything

they'd bought four months before, "an endless recycling of King Lear and En Directo

and The Yanomamo." Mark said good CDs were harder to come by. People kept the

good stuff too long; sold back only the experimental jazz purchases and the

soundtracks with missing jackets.

Anyway, the favor. Mark wanted to use my address so he could get CDs from

one of those mail-order services. That way, he said, he could get the stuff people

wanted - still in the wrapper - for cheap.
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"They let you have three memberships per address," he said. "So, I refer

you. You get 12 free CDs and I get four CDs for referring you. You give me the CDs

and I pay the bill. Then we make up a name, use your same address, and we do the

same thing. We can do it three times. That's like thirty-something CDs for, like,

cheap."

"Isn't it forty?" I said. "With the ones you get for referring. Right? Forty?"

"Mom," Celeste said. "It's forty-eight. You get four every time you refer."

"Well, whatever," Mark said. "It's a bunch of CDs for, like, cheap. Major

profit, Mrs. Strand. I have three memberships, Celeste has three. It's perfectly legal."

I know what Ernie would have said. "He's a case, Alice, a C-A-S-E case!"

Ernie would have lectured the boy upside down the minute he put his feet on the

coffee table. But, that was Ernie. Me, I'm easy.

So the CDs came and Mark made a major profit and Celeste was happy. But

then the late notices started coming. At first, Celeste was embarrassed. She probably

would have paid for them herself if she had any money, but she was overpaying for

that small studio she shared with that Tina. Mark made some excuses, wrote a couple

of bad checks. After a while, Celeste wasn't embarrassed anymore, she was mad.

Mad at me for nagging. Mad at Mark, too, though she'd never tell me. Long story
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short: I paid the bills, Celeste was still mad because she felt she owed me, and Mark

took up with Tina.

Celeste used to try to explain to me how those database things work, but I

must be dense. Alii know is right after Mark ordered all those CDs, I started getting a

lot of mail. Furniture catalogs, credit card offers, free address stickers from charities

I'd never heard of. Subscription offers, more than anything. Lots and lots of

subscription offers.

Mark used my real name-Alice K. Strand-for the first order. I didn't mind

because he ordered something for me - Leonard Bernstein and the New York

Philharmonic, Ernie's favorite. He also ordered Brodsky Quartet, Kronos Quartet, lots

of miscellaneous quartets. Things for the faculty and the music majors. Good, regular

clientele, he said.

Pretty soon Alice K. Strand - me, sort of - was getting mail from Harper's

and The New Yorker and Granta. Four issues absolutely free. No risk. Cancel

anytime. The Wilson Quarterly offered me-her, us-membership into an "exclusive

world of progressive thinkers." I took them all.

Alice K. Strand then referred Thor A. Zine, who ordered that Marilyn Manson

and the Nirvana and the one with the bats. All the things Ted used to listen to when
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he was at home. (Celeste: "Didn't you used to have a son named Ted?") Thor got

mail from High Life, Guitar World, Hit Parader and Tattoo. Absolutely no

obligation, they said. I sent away for Tattoo because it came with these cute stick-ons.

I gave them to Janis, my oldest, to give to the kids. She thought I was nuts.

Thor referred Lola Gray Nola, who ordered 12 copies of the new one from

that girl with the acoustic guitar. The lesbian. ("Mom!" Celeste said. "She's a

musician who happens to be gay." Like I'm Jesse Helms or something.) Lola got the

most interesting offers. Utne Reader wanted her, so did Mother Jones, The Sun,

Soma, and HUES: Hear Us Emerging Sisters. Free trials. No postage required if

mailed in the United States. I mean, what fun!

I was having a bad morning when the invoice for Granta came in. That was the week

Dr. Kirschfeld, put me on Anseid for the spasms. I told him it wouldn't do a thing,

but Celeste had insisted he get me off the Tylox. I guess I sort of scared her that night

I overdosed. I didn't mean to. I just forgot to write down when I took the first one, so

I took another to be safe. You have to take it before the pain comes. Then I guess I

took another, maybe two. I'm not sure what happened after that. I remember Celeste

screaming. She thought I was dead.
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Anyway, Granta.

The bill, the invoice, came before I ever got the first magazine so I called the

number on the card. Press this for this; that for that. Press for another list of things to

press. My call is very important to them. After ten minutes, I got to talk to "Linda,"

who said my call would be recorded to ensure the highest quality of customer service.

"Why did you send me a bill?" I asked her. "I didn't subscribe. You said I

could have four issues for free."

"May I have your account number?" she said.

"I don't have an account," I said. "I have a bill. And I didn't subscribe."

"Ma'am, I need your account number. It should be on your invoice."

"Invoice?" I said. "The bill? Where?"

"It's in the shaded box in the upper left, where it says, 'Your account

number,'"

I remember wishing Ernie were there. "Linda, or whatever your real name is,"

he would've said. "You are a royal B-I-T-C .....

But I guess it turned out O.K. Bill, Linda's supervisor, said my issue was on

its way and all I had to do was write 'cancel' on the invoice if I didn't want any more.

But, he said, if I liked the magazine, they'd let me subscribe for thirty-three percent
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off the newsstand price. And, he said, they'd send me a coffee mug featuring a

lovely illustration of downtown London by someone named Samuelson. A Granta

exclusive!

Bill was right. It really is a lovely illustration, but the cup is a little too heavy.

It makes the joints in my fingers hurt. And 1 didn't much care for the first issue. The

theme was "The Holocaust."

Rick, the one after Mark but before Richard, he was very impressed with my

new reading material. Rick was cute in small doses. He was very tall and very thin

and he tried to talk like that Talk of the Nation man from public radio.

"I almost subscribed," he said, holding up a Wilson Quarterly. "But that piece

about reconstructing America's moral center was offensive. Did you read it?"

"I started it but ..."

"Hey, this is interesting," he said, grabbing an issue of Tattoo from the middle

of the stack. "You know, I almost got scrawled three years ago-a beautiful Sudanese

symbol for unity, very spiritual-but I started thinking about how tattoos are just one

more thing we cozy middle-class American types are appropriating from native

cultures. We do that, you know. We usurp native expression, replicate it and wear it

in this ridiculous alpha-dog display of dominance."
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"It's a sample issue," I said. "I wanted the stick-ons for my grandkids but

Janis, my oldest ..."

"Janis, the saint," Celeste said.

Rick went on to say something about rap music and Urban Americans of

Compromised African Ancestry then continued looking through the stack for his next

subject. He kept rolling up his sleeves, wiping sweat that wasn't there. 1suppose at

that moment he felt very smart and funny and adult. Like I said, smail doses.

When they left I took a Relafen and a ginseng-awa extract that I ordered from

the back of Earthlight.

For a time, it seemed like the magazines were coming every day. Ernie would have

had a fit. 1ordered Healthy Living, and Home and Garden and Runner's World and

Sports Illustrated. What the heck? I ordered People, and Us and Entertainment

Weekly. Then there was that week when my toe snapped on the carpet and I couldn't

go down and get the mail. When the mailbox started to overflow, Mr. Ferrar, the

mailman, brought the magazines to the door. When he saw me, he stuck his tongue

out and started fanning his head. Funny guy, Mr. Ferrar. After that, I didn't bother

going down any more. Every couple of days he'd bring the mail right to the door.
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"I used to climb," he said one time, holding up a copy of Outside. "Not like

these bananas. These adventure writers with the satellite trackers in their packs. I did

Manaslu. I did Dhaulagiri. How you supposed to write about that? You and a snow ax

and a mountain? Goddamn Jack Londons in their house slippers."

Mr. Ferrar was the one who found me after the fall. Richard had taken Celeste

to San Francisco to meet his family. They left on a Friday night. She called three

times from the airport, then again when they arrived.

I was happy for her. It was her first trip without the family and, I thought, if

she liked Richard, well, good for her. I hadn't told her about the schleroderrna yet. I

knew what she'd say. "What now?" Not mean, just tired. Like me.

Dr.Lau, the specialist, said I must have had it for quite a while, and why

hadn't I seen somebody about the choking? If he hadn't noticed the dent in my thigh,

well, things would have gotten a lot worse. "I'll be honest," he kept saying.

Anyway, the fall.

With Celeste gone, I guess I was a little anxious. Not anxiety-attack anxious,

just anxious. So I took a Valium from that bottle I was supposed to have thrown

away. Just one, maybe two. Maybe I should have eaten something first, but I wasn't

hungry, I was anxious.
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I spent the evening catching up on my reading. I looked through an Utne

Reader but it made me feel old, so instead I decided to have a go at all those New

Yorkers that had piled up.

I always liked The New Yorker best, especially "Talk of the Town" because

Ernie was from the city. But after a while it was just so much; I couldn't keep up.

That night I read a feature on Sinatra, something short by Haruki Murakami and a

very long thing abont a grocer. You shouldn't read more than an issue at a time. You

get tired reading about people's visits to the psychologist and women with weird

babies.

At some point I guess I fell asleep and when I woke up I had to use the

bathroom. I think it was the Lasix. Did I mention the stacks? Well, like I said, the

magazines had been coming fast and furious. So I had a stack of things to read, a

stack of things I wanted Celeste to read, a stack of magazines printed on uncoated

paper to give to Mrs. Rapoza for her rabbit, and a stack of things I started but couldn't

finish.

I'm not sure which one I tripped over. I remember my right knee hit the

ground first and I heard the bone break against the tile. I tried to brace myself, but my

wrist broke, then my forearm. (Side note: Cortisone is the stupidest thing in the
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world. Makes you fat and it makes your bones brittle. Like osteoporosis wasn't

enough?)

I remember my head hitting the floor and my uppers dislodging. My glasses

snapped at the bridge. I tried to yell but I couldn't lift my head enough to clear my

throat. I could see the emergency call box on the bookshelf, but every time I tried to

turn over the pain would hit-nowhere specific, just an all-over pain. I couldn't tell

what was broken and what wasn't.

So I just lay there and through the broken lenses of my glasses I could see all

my toppled stacks. My jaw rested on the Sexiest Man Alive. Poor Brad Pitt. My blood

all over him.

It was morning before I made it to the coffee table where the phone was. I

tried to call Janis but no one picked up. So I called the number Celeste left. She said I

could call for emergencies. I don't remember dialing.

"I tried to call Janis," I said. "Like you said. I called her first ..."

"Mom," Celeste said. "It's not a good time. Call me la..."

I couldn't get my words past the useless flap of my upper lip. "No," I said. I

sounded drunk. "You don't understand, I ..."

"No, you don't understand," she said. "Mom, you can't keep ..."
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"I'm not" I said. "This is different. I'm hurt. I ..."

"Mom, stop," she said. "I'm not there. I can't help you. Why is it always me?

It's not fair. You don't know what kind of pressure... "

"I don't know what?"

"Mom," she said. "Listen to me. I'm not doing this anymore. I can't take it.

I'm not coming back..."

"Celeste," I said.

"Mom," she said. "Stop. Listen to me. I'm not coming back. I can't take it

anymore. I can't take it anymore."

And that was it. I should have died right there. Right on the floor. And maybe

I would have, but Mr. Ferrar - he's not a quitter. He came up to the door a few hours

later with my mail. He knocked and knocked and knocked. My mouth was so dry, I

couldn't say anything if I wanted to. But he kept at it. Finally, he came around to the

window and saw me on the floor. Thought I was dead. That's what he keeps telling

me.

And now.
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And now you're calling. Again. You know, the collection people at the

hospital, they're not this bad. Not like you people. All they do is seud letters. They

don't keep calling and calling. What am I supposed to pay with? You people-you

don't stop. You're the ones who invited me. You said the gifts were mine to keep. No

obligation. Your stupid magazines full of other people's lives.

I take Robaxin for the pain.

I take Methodone for the pain.

I take Percodan for the pain.

Do you think I wanted this? Do you? To live like this? They wish I was dead.

Do you have any idea what that's like? Do you have children, Linda or Heather or

whoever you are? Well, let me tell you something. I'm the one who can't take it

anymore.

I take Parafon Forte for the pain.

I take Fentanyl for the pain.

I take every single last Tylox for the pain.

Do you hear me, whoever you are?

Me. I can't take it anymore.
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Negative Splits

No one bothers to ask Ed about his day anymore. Except maybe the intern in the

supply office, to whom Ed offers something short, over his head and rehearsed. Or

the obese blind woman at the snack booth downstairs, to whom Ed says, "Good,

good. And yours?" as he hangs himself with an imaginary noose.

He spares them. Who wants to hear about the endless planning meetings, he

thinks, the inane PowerPoint demonstrations? Smile and nod. Smile and nod. There

is always some new indigestible thing, some new pile of corporate nonsense to be

latte-d and prettied and Quarked and printed with soy ink on recycled stock and bulk

mailed and--and what?

Ed thought he had it figured out when he left the agency for a cushy job as a

flack for Island Benefactor Health Co., Hawaii's grand old fool of health insurance,
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the toothless general that lived off the loyalty and the sloth of the locals. Every

minute of every day, caring for you in every way.

Year after year, nothing changed. Dear Member, thank you for your continued

trust in Island Benefactor. We are pleased to inform you that our efficient cost-

management programs have resulted in a moderate 25 percent increase in your

monthly dues. Fuck you. Cash the check, new Pes all around.

Then one morning he woke up and everything had changed. Managed care.

Personal care physicians. Appropriate care. Small regional HMOs metastasized into

bicoastal corporations, raking in billions by shortchanging patients, out-manipulating

doctors and delivering squat.

It wasn't long before they were packing the sunscreen.

Falling out of the plane, Island Benefactor decided to assemble a fact-finding

team to research the plausibility of packing a chute. Or, as Ed said, "The wolves are

at the door! Change the address!" To ward off the raiders, Island Benefactor became

Prime Health Inc. It was a huge to-do. Letterhead had to be re-ordered, news releases

were sent, phone reps had to be re-trained. The company hired an in-house

psychologist.
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Most understood it as a transparent attempt by the marketing guys to re­

position the company, to make the wheezing juggernaut seem sleek and forward

moving. Forget that the movement was a tumble. Never mind that Prime was last

year's ubiquitous corp-term. Ed didn't care as long Prime Health didn't become

PrimeHealth. Like PrimeCapital. PrimeTel. PrimeBurger. Damn interior-capping

always meant an extra ignore click on spell-check.

As Ed liked to say, the only things moving in the corpse were the maggots:

those industrious aloha-shirted pricks who broke up into target teams, redesigned

delivery processes, bled quality-assurance guidelines. When the grand restructuring

reduced their job titles to license plates, they barely blinked. "Chuck a few more

grandmas," Marketing Dick II says, "and, I'll be getting parking in no time."

This week, the execs are crowing about all the budget space they'll clear with

the early retirement program. Ancient, glassy eyed women in Membership Service

and Claims Adjudication will be given their freedom early. A generous get-lost

check, a direct line to their 401k's. Get ready, Vegas.

Ed isn't anywhere near retirement, and he isn't included among those PDA-

worshipping cyberweeds who are supposed hurl the corpse into the future. And so Ed
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contents himself with his annual 3 percent raise, his inclusion on the important

magazine routing list.

"All's Well," reads the ridiculous yellow button the Corporate Morale Task

Force handed out to make sure employees feel warm and content. But, lately, Ed isn't

feeling quite right. It isn't the vague sensation of suffocating, the tiny spasms in his

arms or the little sparkles in the comers of his eyes. He's used to that. It's the

headaches.

"Must be Monday," says Rich, stopping at Ed's desk.

"Please fuck yourself, Rich," Ed mumbles into the crook of his elbow.

Audible word: "Rich."

"Hell of a weekend, I take it," Rich says, not leaving.

"Hell," Ed says.

"Another headache?"

"That Rich," Ed says to the ceiling. "So perceptive."

"You need to run."

Ed raises his head from the desk, opens his mouth to say something, doesn't.

"Run," Rich says. "You know: You wear shorts, you swing your arms and

legs a little, try to move forward. All the cool kids are doing it."
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Rich runs, everybody knows. Not a great runner-a four-hour marathon

once a long time ago-but he runs. In the moming up and down the interlocking trails

in nearby Makiki. Or at the Ala Moana Beach Park during lunch. In the evening along

Kalanianaole Highway. Rich runs, and Rich talks about running. And

sometimes-sometimes-Rich makes you want to run.

But running was Anne's thing, Ed thinks, probably still is. So Ed knows what

it is like to run, or at least to know a runner. The long pre-dawn treks on Sunday.

Fartlek. Hill days. Sometimes Ed thinks he can still smell the not-unpleasant smell of

Anne's sweaty clothes in the house. Like sex. Like mushrooms.

Run.

Ed's Day-At·A-Glance

7:45a Senior Care planning session

10:00 Marketing to Gen-Xers training

12:00p Process alignment sub-committee meeting

1:30 External Communications staff meeting

2:30 Redesign brainstorming session

3:30 Meeting wi Frank T. re: sharebolders meeting speecb
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"This is going to be an important one for ns, so I want to be very clear about

our intentions," Frank says. "They've heard a lot of speculation. We need their

confidence."

"I'm with you," Ed says. "Where do you want to start?"

"Let's see if we can get the 'hi-aloha-howareya' bullshit out of the way fast.

From there I want to go straight into our efforts to streamline operations."

"The layoffs?"

"No, that's a sensitive issue." Frank kicks his chair back and looks over his

shoulder through the tall, narrow window behind him. "Let's focus on our

commitment to innovative excellence, how that'll help to contain costs in the future,

stuff like that."

Ed draws the profile of a nose and an open mouth on his pad. "So, we'll talk

about the planning process maybe? And the investment?"

"Well, no. We already got reamed on the planning thing. And it might be

awhile before we see any results from the investment, so it's probably best not to be

too specific about money. Stay away from the contractor issue, too."

"How about something like, 'We've laid the groundwork for pursuing our

vision in new and innovative ways.'''
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"There you go!" Franks says, leaning forward. "And quality. We need to

hammer quality."

"Quality, gotcha," Ed says. He draws teeth. "Now, what about the change in

our charter?"

"Touchy, very touchy. Ideally, we'd like everybody to just raise their hands

and say 'aye.' So puff up the agenda and save the vote for last Huey is the only one

who might raise a fuss, and he always has a tight schedule. Let's see if we can stall

until he leaves. Why don't you sit in and ask some questions."

"Or maybe we can put together a video? That'll eat fifteen, twenty minutes

easy." Half a forehead with furrow lines.

4:30p Migraine

Ed sits at his desk and tries to breathe. !t's not a cluster headache so coffee

doesn't help. Tried the ibuprofen and that didn't work, either. Ed presses a spot at the

base of his skull and clicks open a new document on his computer.

Aloha! I'm Frank Todd, CEO ofPrime Health Incorporated. On behalfofour

employees and executive staff, I'd like to welcome you to our 74,h annual

shareholder's meeting.
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As you know, the health care marketplace has changed dramatically over

the last few years. Increased competition has changed the very foundation on which

we were established. The paradigm has shifted and we find ourselves now at the foot

ofa tremendous challenge.

Ed stops, breathes. He finds the spot again. Presses and presses.

To succeed in this new environment, we must redefine our traditional modes

ofoperation. We must recognize the demands ofa more discerning health care

consumer and must move proactively to secure a position ofmarket strength. We

cannot let the media determine our agenda. We cannot let the politics of

misperception influence the work we do in service to our own community. Rest

assured, we remain firmly committed to the principles ofquality care and service and

to the prudent management offinancial reserves on behalfofour shareholders.

Over the last few years it has become obvious that our current organizational

structure is no longer sufficient to accomplish the goals we have set forth for the

protection ofour membership. As such, ...

Ed presses and presses and presses until he feels his hand tremble against the

back of his head. He wants to spit the stale film from his mouth. Wants to smell

something.
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"Go home," Rich says, kicking Ed's chair.

"Some of us have work to do," Ed says. He pinches the space between his

eyes.

"That's why we have tomorrows. Go outside and enjoy the sun for a change."

"I don't know what exactly you do around here, Rich, but 1 want your job."

Rich shrugs. "Fine, stay here. We wouldn't want the building to collapse,

would we?"

This is how it is, Ed thinks. Ed-cows obediently gorge on the grain and the

com meal and the steroids. They graze and graze until 10,000 volts fry their brains

and a surgical saw slices them off at the ankle. Rich-cows walk around from pen to

pen, bumming candy off of Loma-cows and Trudy-cows, running and running all

weekend long until 10,000 volts fry their brains and a surgical saw slices them off at

the ankle. And maybe they'll sizzle side by side at Frank Todd's retirement barbecue.

They call her Fatima and Wo Fat and Fat King Cole. They rub their noses on her

forehead and call her Fatsy Oine and Fatty Bumpo. They are absolutely delighted

that bodies like theirs could produce this wonderful puffy pink thing. Rich takes

Noel's tiny shoulder into his mouth and growls.
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"You want her or can I take her?" Rich asks.

"She's yours," Jackie says. "I'm cooking."

Everyone in the office wants what Rich and Jackie have. It was Frank's

secretary Susan who first said, "You can never be too Rich or too Jackie."

The house is smaller than Ed expected, sparsely decorated and unpretentious.

What did Ed expect? Affected country home a la Crate & Barrel? Spools of raffia in

the closet? On the bookshelf in the living room there are black-and-white photos from

Rich and Jackie's honeymoon in Paris. Rich standing on Rue St. Denis in front of a

sign that says "Sexy Sexy Shop." Jackie making Captain Honolulu glasses with her

hands in the square at Chatalet. Jackie acting out a menage a trois with Cupid and

Psyche at the Louvre.

"I'm glad you came out," Jackie says. "Richie needs a new partner. I'm too fat

and slow now."

"Jesus! You call that fat?" Ed says. "Don't make me take off my shirt."

"Do not take off you shirt!" Rich yells from the next room.

"The debris of motherhood, Ed. I'm proud of it."

Rich loads Noel into the stroller and carries it downstairs to the sidewalk. Ed

follows, stretching randomly.
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Rich has planned an easy three-mile jog around the neighborhood. He briefs

Ed on the landmarks, tells him exactly where to expect the one and only water stop.

He tells Ed not to worry if he feels winded after the first 100 yards. He tells him to

start slowly or his major muscles groups will flood with lactic acid--not that lactic

acid is bad, mind you, heck, on long runs your body can use that for energy, but on a

short run it can make you tight and anyway . .. Ed?

The first half-mile passes mildly but Ed is quickly struck by the feeling that

somewhere along the line he's become a stranger in his own body. There are faint

aches and noises and itches and Ed has no idea what to make of them. He tries to

imitate Rich's easy, efficient stride but he can't keep seem to keep his stomach from

gravitating forward. His feet stomp. He tries not to breathe too loudly.

Rich tells Ed that he has no sense of pace. He spurts and he slows, he strides

and wanes, never catches his breath. Rich tells him to keep talking, but Ed says he'll

fall down if he does. So Rich starts with the questions.

"Damn if 1know," Ed says, taking a breath. "1 suppose there's something to it.

It's at least a pretty cool-sounding field to be in. 'Ooh, check me out ... I'm a ...

social Darwinist.' ... Makes me think of a bunch of damn ... monitor lizards having a

tea party. But ... I'm not too sure ... about the whole testicle thing.... Smaller
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testicles ... for monogamous primates, bigger ones ... for promiscuous ... ones?

Sounds ... dubious."

And, "Hair freaks? Y'mean like Mary? We must have ... what, three? About

average for a ... company our size. At least Mary doesn't chew on her's, like ... like

... whatsherface in customer ... service. I mean, Jesus, Rapunzel ... just cut the

damn thing already. And what the hell is with ... the lipstick. 'Hey, crazy lady. It's

called lipstick ... for a reason ... not facestick' ... "

And, "Hell, you tell me. You're super-fucking-Dad. Why ... wouldn't you be

able to raise ... a normal, happy kid if you're divorced? Everybody ... gets

divorced. It's not like the kid ... is going to feel different or anything. Why? ...

You thinking ... of running away with ... with ... whatsherface?"

By mile two, Ed learns to keep a slow, steady pace-and to use smaller

words.

It takes a little more than half an hour to finish the loop. Rich slows to a walk,

looking wholly unaffected. Ed collapses to the curb, looking like the first cut on the

worst middle-aged track team in the world. But he's smiling.
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As he passes, Rich grips Ed's shoulder and gives him an exaggerated shake.

For one dizzy second, everything is silent. Ed is taken by surprise by a memory of

him and Anne on their back porch, feels something like panic in his chest.

"Ed, you're staying for dinner," Jackie yells from the kitchen.

Ed looks at Rich, who nods.

"Ow, ow, twist my arm..."

"Guess what, sweetie" Rich says lifting Noel from the carriage. "Uncle

Bittershit is staying for dinner."

Ed is trying to remember his favorite line from City Slickers. Yes: "If hate were

people, I'd be China." Goddamn Finance and Accounting jackals. Lesson 1: Never

start work on a project that doesn't have an approved budget, especially if last year's

budget still hasn't been approved and your idiot boss tells you not to worry about the

overtime.

Ed swivels his monitor away from view and clicks open

E:\MyDocuments\Inferno. "OK, I've underestimated those assholes," he says to

himself. Cut. Scroll. Paste. Voila, the offending bean counters now reside in the fifth

circle of Hell, just between middle-aged women who don't know how to drive their
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big, expensive cars and morning disc jockeys. Somewhere, down there, Ed

imagines, Frank Todd flaps his dark, terrible wings at the center of a frozen lake.

"Are you Ed?"

Ed sees the suit first then follows the wrinkles upward to the, what, head?

Jesus, Ed thinks, this guy's head is as big as a wastebasket.

"That's me."

"Hey there, Eddie. I'm Billy." He offers Ed a warm, damp catcher's mitt.

"Frank said you might be able to help us with some samples."

"I have a mayonnaise jar here somewhere," Ed says, wiping his hand on his

khakis. "Should I pass it around?"

Billy lets out a thick, throaty laugh that scares the shit out of Lauren in the

next cubicle. She wheels her Ergo-EZ chair slowly backward and stares at Billy,

lingering at the bulge of neck overflowing his collar.

"Mayonnaise jar! That won't be necessary, Eddie!" Billy laughs. "Woo!"

"Are you with those guys that were up here yesterday?" Ed asks. "The

computer guys?"

"Nope, totally different," Billy says. He tucks his shirt. "Listen, friend, if you

could get me samples of everything you guys have printed in the last, oh, month or
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two, that would be just great. I'll need all the legal stuff, too. Vender contracts,

receipts, things like that I'm in that little room across the way. As soon as you can

would be great, just great."

Billy claps his hands for no reason and heads back down the hall. Ed turns to

Lauren.

"Hi, I'm Ed."

"I know, we've met. I'm Lauren."

"Where's Dave?"

"Dave who?"

"Never mind. Nice to have you onboard."

Lauren starts to say something. Ed turns back to his computer. "Consultants.

Where do we put consultants?"

Ed's Training Diary

Feb. 23: Dear Diary, 1 ran with Rich again. 1 think he's swell. He taught me

how to run up a hill. He says Jackie is going to start running with her group again and

1should join her. That would be dreamy. Oh yeah, he also told me to keep this

fucking diary.
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Feb 25: Ran around the valley. Got a side pain after the first couple of

blocks. Walked about a half-mile. Felt OK at the end. 3 miles total.

Feb 28: Ran around the park twice. Tried to run the second lap faster than the

first, like Rich said. Negative splits, or some shit like that. Felt pretty good. Imagine

that.

March 1: Ran w/Rich at the park after work. Did 4 miles, stunk like ass.

Stupid sun. Rich ran home, that showoff.

March 4:

"You look nervous."

"I'm not."

"I didn't say you were. But, you look nervous."

"I'm fine, Jackie."

"Of course you are. Just remember, this is a recovery run for these guys. Very

casual. Just take it at your own pace. Like Icky says, "Let your feet fall where they

will.",

Jackie quotes Icky a lot, especially the stuff about pain. Pain is weakness

leaving the body. Pain is the body awakening to its mortality. Pain is mind and body

struggling to discover each other. In Mexico, Jackie says, people still talk about Icky-
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-Manny Ixtacutec--and what his country did to him the year they boycotted the

Olympics. He probably could have qualified for Los Angeles four years later, but the

dream was dead then. Something inside was shaken and never righted. Jackie knows

this somehow.

Ed wants to ask Jackie what the great Manny Ixtawhatizit is doing in

Honolulu slumming with a bunch of bourgeois wine-and-cheesers, but he thinks

better of it. Truth is, Ed really is nervous. He looks at the other runners standing in the

long shadows, sees their bodies, the accord of muscle and sinew and flesh and fat, the

years and the miles.

He looks at Jackie, who never ran a day before she met Rich, and sees the

story of old life and new etched across the landscape of her body- the compromised

logic. Thin, collapsed folds around her midsection, freckled hands and hard

shoulders. Without looking he becomes uncomfortably aware of what his own body

has become and how it speaks of things abandoned. God, he thinks. I am a fat fuck.

"Look who is back!"

A thin, hairy arm appears around Jackie's waist like a belt, scooping her off

the ground. Ed is startled by the squeals and laughter. Icky's hands are in her hair
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now, unraveling the loosely knotted bun with a flurry of wild shakes. He wraps her

in a bear hug and lifts again.

"Whoa there, big boy, I just had a kid!"

"Is anybody sore from yesterday?" Icky asks, leaving Jackie abruptly.

Sarcastic laughs from the darkness acknowledge the question, but Icky isn't listening.

"Not to worry, babies, yesterday is done. Today we are just circulating our blood."

With that, Icky leads a brisk walk across the grass to the long roadway leading

out of the park. Ed feels an animal excitement building. Cat crazies. His nostrils fill

with the smell of dew and leaves and grass. He feels for the dollar bill folded into a

square in his hip pocket. A phone call. A bus ride. His safety net.

The group hits the pavement running. Ed listens to the sound of a dozen pairs

of running shoes scraping asphalt, birds waking, cars in the distance, breakfast plans,

a movie recommendation, breaths, many breaths, his own breath measured and

searching for rhythm. Like dogs in the traces, the runners fall into place in the

pack-alphas at the vanguard, journeymen in the middle, Icky guiding from the rear.

The pace is slow as promised. A few yards ahead of Ed and Jackie, two young

women compare notes about the boys at the yacht club. They take turns reciting the

pick-ups and proposals. They playa game: "Five Lousiest Lays."
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"Christ," Ed says to Jackie. "Deep space should be so vacuous."

"Don't do that."

"That what?"

"That wiseass crap," she says, not quietly. "It makes you look sad. It makes

people embarrassed for you."

"Gee, Jackie, don't be shy."

"I won't. Hey, can 1 ask you a personal question?"

"I dunno. Are you gouna yell at me again?"

"I didn't yell at you."

"Stop correcting me."

Jackie shakes her head. The group turns right out of the park and up toward

Diamond Head Road. "Richie said you used to have a wife or something?"

"Or something."

"And the story is ...?"

"No story. We were together and then we weren't."

"Details, sweetie, details. Why'd you split?"

Ed draws his shoulders back, tightens his stomach. "Sorry, we aren't that good

friends yet."
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"I made you dinner."

"You made dinner, and I ate some. And I did the dishes."

"Badly."

Jackie picks up the pace as they climb toward the first lookout aud Ed soon

falls behind. He struggles to stay ahead of Icky, who is staring at the ocean. Ed feels a

spidery pain in his shoulder that radiates across his chest and down his arm. He slows.

"You are not efficient."

''Thanks,'' Ed says. "Jackie says I'm sad and embarrassing, too."

"You bounce too much," Icky says. "All that energy lost into the pavement.

And your arms-too much side to side. The more you move up and down and side to

side, the less you go forward. Imagine you are running in a narrow hallway with a

very, very low ceiling."

"I'm at work?"

"No, you are in a hallway."

"And I'm running? Am I naked?"

"Stop hunching. Why are you hunching?"

''The ceiling is too low."
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"No wonder Jackie runs away from you. Quit fussing around. Listen, and

maybe you'll thank me at the end."

Low ceiling, Ed thinks. Narrow hallway. He straightens his back and watches

his legs and feet swing beneath him. "How far have we gone?"

"Not very far," Icky says.

"How much farther?"

"Much, much farther."

It happens. Years pass. You send Christmas cards and leave messages on each other's

machines on birthdays and eventually everything that passed so slowly, passes very,

very quickly. The evidence disappears: photos are put away, hair is deposited in lint

traps and vacuumed from comers, pillows lose their smell. But every once in awhile

there is a morning like this. A morning where you wake up a little too late, hung over

from your dreams and wide open to whatever cruel shit your subconscious wants to

pull. All of this running now. The floodgates are open.

Ed wakes.
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Though she may never have enjoyed a single moment of certainty in her

life, Anne never once hesitated. "Cheer up, at least we don't have kids," she said that

last afternoon. "And you won't have to sit around and watch me tum into myoId

Ma."

Old Ma left Anne's father a year after Little Joe was born, cursing the dying

man for his goddamn weakness and vowing that her kids would know their head from

their ass in spite of their dented-up genes. In the new town, she drove the kids to

school in a used black Caddy because "even trash can appreciate a good set of rides."

At breakfast, she taught Anne and Little Joe to sing, "Cigarettes and whisky and wild,

wild women. They'll drive you crazy they'll drive you in-saaaane."

Anne and Ed met at the agency. She was a clerk, which meant she always

clocked out on time. Ed worked in creative, where "billable is willable" and account

execs barred the doors until the clients signed off in triplicate. After their first few

months together, Anne stopped waiting at home and started running.

Anne and Ed were married the winter that Little Joe called to say Old Ma had

finally "pickled herself dead." Anne skipped the funeral but flew back to pick up the

engagement ring, her inheritance. It was five months before she came back. After a
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week of mostly silence, she moved into a cottage in by the beach. The papers came

later.

"Get out of bed, Ed," Ed says into the pillow. "Ed, get out of bed."

This is how they do it, Ed thinks. Cults. They run you down, keep you exhausted.

And when you're all worn out and you can't think straight, they talk to you. They tell

you shit that blows your mind. Everybody smiles. They give you juice. Ed doesn't

care. Better to be a runner than some Amway pusher, or a campus commie, or a born

again.

He sits at his desk and tenses the muscles in his legs. Cool, he thinks, muscles

in my legs.

Ed's up to 14 miles every Sunday now. On Monday he does a six-mile

recovery run with the group. On Wednesday, he goes with Rich to the speed clinic at

Ala Moana Beach Park, where he's always last. Thursday, he meanders up the Makiki

trails by himself. On Friday, right after work, he and Rich do a long slow run from

Kapiolani Park three and a half miles to Kahala and back.

Rich is concerned about the mileage. It's early yet; Ed hasn't been at it long

enough to be building so much. Ed feels it, but admits nothing. He never mentions the
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clicking hip, the burning fascia beneath his feet. He tries to hide the fatigue. Those

neighbors, he tells Rich, they never sleep. His body has become a battlefield of dead

and dying cells, but what Ed craves is failure absolute. He is so close.

4:20 p.m. Ed has his briefcase on his desk. He clears his in-box, checks his

mail slot, stuns Earl in Legal by saying hello.

4:30. Finally.

"My grandfather was a carpenter," Ed offers. The sun is low and obscured by

a thick mass of purple clouds. Ed leads Rich by a half-step as they leave Triangle

Park on the return up Diamond Head Avenue. "We used to drive around on weekends

and he'd point out all these houses he helped build. See, now that's ajob."

"See what?" Rich says. "You don't have a job?"

"Nab, it's just that the old guy went out there every day and cut and fitted,

hammered, did, y'know, carpenter stuff. And when he was done, there was something

he could point at. Me, you could fit my life's work into a couple of clip files and a

CD. None of it is real. It's not even black ink on white paper anymore. It's pixels on a

screen. It's not real. Like Icky says, the physical engagement is reality."

"You know what you sound like?" Rich asks, not waiting for a response.

"Like some loser teenager who finally got some."
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"Yeah?" Ed says. "Well, fuck you, you started it."

"And, what, I gotta listen to you quoting Icky, too?

Ed is giddy for no reason. Maybe it's the sound of conga players practicing in

the van across from the lookouts or the young surfer girls, boards on their heads,

hiking up the path from the beach. Ed and Rich stride over the top of the hill without

breaking pace.

"She's great, isn't she?" Rich asks after a long silence.

"Noel? Yeah, she's the best."

"Jackie. I meant Jackie."

"Jackie? Yeah, of course she's great. What's up?"

Rich's smile is cold and motionless. "Race you back."

"Forget it," Ed says

"C'mon, loser buys dinner. I'll give you 30 seconds." Rich comes to a dead

stop; Ed takes the bet and speeds past

One mile to the finish, Ed thinks. Easy, now, easy. Lengthen the stride,

quicken the turnover. " ... 28-29-30," he counts. He looks over his shoulder and sees

Rich in pursuit. Ed leans into the decline and pumps his arms. Narrow hallway, low

ceiling.
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Rich's steps are flat and persistent-30 yards away, then 25, then 20. Ed

feels his presence like a weight tethered to his back. Knowing Rich won't let up until

he's caught up, Ed slows and catches his breath for a decisive sprint. He waits until

they're shoulder to shoulder, then lurches like a sprung coil. Rich matches him step

for step, perfectly calm.

Ed slows, Rich slows. Ed spurts, Rich spurts. Ed feels his energy leaving him

rapidly. They enter the park striding in perfect sync. Asshole, Ed thinks. He tries to

sprint again but his legs don't respond. There is only lung burn, only breathlessness

and anger. He holds on even as he feels his body fall to pieces. He reaches sideways

to slap the telephone pole at the finish line, half expecting to feel Rich beside him. He

turns. Rich is walking.

Strange things are happening. On Monday, April from Community Outreach came in

and couldn't open any of her files. The next day, everything was gone-April, her

desk, her entire cubicle. Phone records are being audited. Sweaty middle-aged men in

ill-fitting suits are arriving by the busload.

You can feel it. Everyone is anxious for something really big, something

terrible to blow everything open. They can't wait. Every day, sometimes twice a day,
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Human Resources issues company-wide memos via email. Casual Fridays are

canceled. No more smoking on the balconies. Then the one from the Corporate

Morale Task Force that said cliques undermine morale and productivity so employees

are strongly urged to rotate their lunch partners.

Nobody says much, but, things happen. Like somebody takes a straight edge

to the mirrors in the exec bathrooms. Like somebody flattens Frank's tires and writes

"Frank eats rim," across his windshield in Liquid Paper. Lloyd from Human

Resources gets a letter through interoffice mail that says "It's a party and you're not

invited."

And Larry. Thirty-five years with the company and suddenly last week he

walks into Frank's office crying, literally crying. "You sonofabitch," he says to

Frank. "Admit it! Admit it!" Next day, Larry can't get into the building. His wife

comes early on a Friday to pick up his things, packed and sealed in two file boxes.

"This isn't shocking," Frank says. "We shouldn't have expected this to go

smoothly."

"r think you need to address this before things get out of hand," Ed says.

"You do?"
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"It's not like it's a secret. All these audits and reviews. All these consultants

walking around. People aren't stupid."

"Listen to you," Frank says, nodding his head, mock-impressed. "Look, Ed.

The time isn't right yet. If the papers pick it up, the deal is dead. Then where will we

be?"

Ed purses his lips, flexes his toes upward inside his too-tight shoes. "This is

wrong."

"What's going on, Ed? You upset about Larry, too? You think Larry would

have stuck around if Capital Health bought out somebody else and the whole market

got turned upside down? No way. He'd be right where he is now, sitting in Colombia

Inn gumming an English muffin."

Ed sits down. He listens to the sound of air being displaced in the leather

cushion beneath him, then to the heaviness of Frank's breaths. Late afternoon light

from the tall, narrow window casts long shadows across Frank's desk. Ed thinks

about his body sitting in this chair, in an office seven stories up, in a glass and

concrete building, on a city block at the base of a valley, on an island in the middle of

the Pacific. And this conversation is important somehow.
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"I wish we could stay the way we are," Frank says. "I really do. But things

aren't the same anymore. The marketplace has evolved and things can't ever be the

same-that's something you wrote, right? I've been here a long time, Ed, longer than

anybody. But if we want to survive, it's got to be under somebody else's rules. That's

just the way it is."

"And you, Frank?" Ed finds the sweet spot at the base of his skull. Presses and

presses. ''The shareholders, they don't give a shit. They're going to be millionaires.

What about you?"

"Ed, rconsider you a friend so let's just end this here, OK? We are going to

merge with Capital Health, and when that happens, you and r will sit down and figure

out all the nice things to say. But, for now, I think you need to go back to your desk.

You need to go to your desk and play with your little computer and be happy you

have a goddamnjob."

An island in the middle of an ocean, a glass and concrete building on a block

at the base of a valley, seven stories, an office with a chair with a body, white fibers,

pink fibers, dead cells,live cells, blood circulating, neurons firing. All's well.
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Ed leaves the house at 10:20 p.m. after several vacant hours watching "Survival of

the Fittest," and "The World Lumberjack Championships--Live from Reno." Doesn't

even know for sure that he's going for a run until he looks down and sees his hands

double-knotting his laces.

He drives to Kapiolani Park and chooses a stall in the center of the lot beneath

a light post. He removes his car key from the ring and fastens it to his right shoe. He

locks the rest of his keys, his wallet and his watch in the glove compartment, takes the

worn dollar bill from the ashtray and tucks it into his hip pocket.

He is running the moment the door slams, across the parking lot, across the

soccer field to the open road. His heart flutters at the exertion but he doesn't ease up.

The sound of his own breathing drives him. As he turns up the first hill, he feels the

itchiness of his pores opening to cold air.

At the first lookout, Ed passes a gathering of feral cats eating from aluminum

pie plates and two teenagers pissing in the brush. A tickle in his throat makes him

cough. A breach, a sound foreign and distant. Before him, the sky opens at the crest

of the hill, night blending imperceptibly with sea, invisible waves crashing, a pale

yellow moon low on the horizon.
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These months have taught Ed to ignore the first few miles, to be patient as

his body warms to the challenge. As he cuts through the familiar side streets, his mind

wanders. How does one become a lumberjack? Frank should sit at his fucking desk

and be happy he has a goddamnjob. Paper towels. Whatever happened to Dave? Bet

Frank couldn't run a damn block without his fat heart exploding. Good thing he has

Prime Health, every minute ofevery day, caring for him in every way. Ha, ha.

Ed stops at the fountain behind the old Arco gas station and takes a quick sip.

Then it's on to the highway; Ed imagines he's in a plane accelerating up the onramp.

The body is ready now, ready to run. The miles pass so easily here that Ed feels like

he's a passenger. No thought. Like Icky says, the body will do what the mind cannot.

Anne knew.

Ed passes three jutting ridges separating one gated community from another.

He is on his way to the fourth when he realizes he's never been this far before. But

the air is so cool. The body wants to move forward. Ed passes a large two-story house

surrounded by a wrought iron gate and stares at a darkened window.

As he reaches the harbor, there is pain-not pain, maybe just a feeling-in his

blood. Fatigue is coming, but it isn't there yet. There are two small hills on the

turnout loop. As Ed descends the second on the way back to the highway, the feeling
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becomes more acute, an ache at the center, roughness at the edges. Where is the

next fountain? Ed runs cautiously knowing the return will not be easy.

When he notices his mouth has turned dry, Ed stops at a church and drinks

from a hose. He figures it's a mile and a half until the next park, maybe three or four

miles from there to the gas station, then another four miles back to the park. Fuck me,

he thinks, this is it.

He breathes: inhale, inhale, exhale. Inhale, inhale, exhale. A half-hour passes.

Ed shivers and realizes he isn't sweating anymore. His soaked shirt rubs painfully

against raw nipples. Ed lifts the back of his hand to his mouth and tastes salt and

ammonia and acid. He stops at a park bathroom and cups his hand to drink from the

sink. The smell of shit smeared on the walls makes him gag, but his eyes won't water.

The stop takes a toll on Ed's hips and knees, which stiffen immediately. He

grunts as he forces them back to motion, swinging his legs like pendulums as he

returns to the highway. His head sits back on hunched shoulders. Cars pass, their

Doppler noises building and receding like the ocean. A truck passes. He hears "fuck"

and "road" and "asshole" in the rush of wind.

Ed makes it back to the gas station at the bottom of the on-ramp. Walking

toward the cashier's booth, Ed sees an old woman at a bus stop across the street
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holding plastic grocery bags in the crook of her elbow. He feels for his dollar bill

and tries to imagine himself sitting alone in the back of a bus. The woman catches his

eye, draws her bags in front her.

Ed limps to the booth, presses his face to the plexi-glass window and scans the

shelves: cigarettes, cigars, mints, gum, newspapers, liter bottles of Coke and Sprite.

He unfolds the wet dollar and passes it through the transfer drawer. "Snickers," he

says. The cashier picks up the bill with her fingernails and tosses the candy bar in the

drawer with some change.

Ed eats the bar in three bites, chewing carefully and walking. There is a

moment of relief, a pleasant swell in his chest. Again, he forces his joints back into

motion, a painful shuffle that delivers him to the next fountain, where again he drinks

deeply.

Ed's temples pound as he navigates the dark streets leading back to the park.

He stops after a short incline, hyperventilating. There's a sharp sudden pain across his

eyes and rising nausea. He tries to catch his breath but his stomach, distended with

useless fluid, empties in four spasmodic bursts through his nose and mouth. Ed wipes

himself with his shirt, which he then tosses to the gutter.
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Two miles to go. Stomach still heaving, Ed begins a slow, agonizing jog up

the final hill. He tries to relax his jaw and shoulders; several times his legs slow to a

walk without him noticing. His glycogen stores are long depleted; fluid has been

leached out of joints and muscles. Ed feels a spasm in his chest and sobs, reflexively

at first, then with a sincerity that breaks his heart.

Ed jogs, then walks, then stops, hands on his knees. He walks and stops and

curses. He reaches the park and stumbles through the darkened field. Everything is

confusion. He tries to add: One plus one is two. Two plus two isfour. Four plus four

is ...1 Four plus four is eight. Four plu... Eight plus eight is ...1

Ed sees the car beneath the light post. He thinks he is still moving but the

body will do what the mind cannot. He drops to his knees and collapses forward,

arms extended, fingers extended plowing a gentle path through the gathering dew.

They let him into the building, but only with a security guard. Half an hour to clear

out his personal belongings. Frank looks sad, but what did Ed expect. Yon don't

screw around in this kind of environment. Ed's Inferno? What was that? The Data

Integrity guys had a conniption when they saw that.

59



Ed takes his Rolodex, a yellowed comic strip and his Prime Health day-at-a-

glance calendar. He gives the security guard his stainless steel coffee mug and a box

of microwave popcorn. He steals a stapler, a tape dispenser, a box of diskettes, a

Webster's Desk Reference and two boxes of Uni-Ball pens.

"We'll pack the rest of your things and you can pick it up tomorrow," says

Neil from Human Resources, as he checks his pager, looks at his watch, feels for a

pen, wipes his glasses.

Ed thinks he should say goodbye to someone. But who?

He catches Lauren's eye.

"Bye," she says, turning back to her screen. "Don't be a stranger."
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We Might Be Late

I waited for Sutter to head out for his three 0'clock before I packed up my things and

left the office. I didn't have to. Sutter isn't my boss, he's just the guy who sits in the

next cubicle. And it's not like he would have said anything, or even thought anything.

It was just one of those days when I felt like leaving without anybody noticing.

I smoked a whole cigarette walking from the office to the shuttle stop two

blocks away. I walk slowly now, even when I feel like I'm rushing. The shuttle was

parked at the stop when I got there. The driver had run inside the McDonalds to use

the bathroom. I sat down on one of those sideways seats near the front and I smiled at

the young woman sitting across from me. We sat there awkwardly facing each other

for several minutes while the bus driver did his thing in the McDonalds. I had a

newspaper in my briefcase.
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It was a quarter to four when I got home and for a good five-some minutes I

stood at the dining room table trying to decide what to do next. Laura would be home

in an hour or so. That's why I took off early. To have an hour or so. But I wasn't sure

what to do with it. I took a beer from the fridge and started a bath.

I was still in a towel, shaving, when Laura came home. I heard her call my

name down the hallway. She was winded. r heard packages. "I'm in here," r said. My

voice sounded funny, high. I drew the razor up toward my chin.

"Are we late?" she asked. "I had to stop at the supermarket first. I got us a

cake to bring."

"Renee said not to bring anything."

She walked into the bedroom, struggling to undo her top. "Are we late? I

didn't even see what time it is."

"What kind of cake?" I asked.

"Did she call? I left a message on her machine. I said we might be late."

"We're fine," I said.

I rinsed my face and leaned in close to the mirror to see if I'd missed

anything. I couldn't remember if I'd brushed my teeth. Laura walked up behind me.
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She reached around and pinched one of my nipples. "Hello, you," she said. I was

still examining my face for strays. I reached back and squeezed her hip.

"I got you a shirt," Laura said. She stepped out of her panties and got into the

shower. "You don't have to wear it tonight, but I thought just in case you wanted

something. You don't have to wear it if you don't want to." She drew the curtain.

"What kind of cake did you get?" I asked.

I was wearing the shirt when she got out. It was blue and green with tiny

square patterns that made my eyes boggle when I stared at them. It looked like it fit,

though I was used to a little more breathing room. "Should I tuck this?"

"No need," Laura said. She opened her towel and flashed me her tits. "It's just

Renee."

"Renee and Doug," I said, doomsday.

"Yes officer, Renee and Doug. I don't dress you up just for just Renee."

I suppose we were nervous. It had been some time since the last time, since

before they got the new place even. It was silly. We were actually very happy to be

going. We loved Renee, and Renee loved us. And we loved each other. We all loved

each other. Except Doug, but Doug came later. Doug is what Renee brought back

from L.A. Before that it was me and Laura and Renee, the three to be.
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On the drive over we passed the mall and we both all of a sudden

remembered Geoffrey. We'd forgotten leeto Jeffwee. Laura turned to me and asked if

we should pick up a present or something. "Probably," I said, and kept driving.

I kept driving. Laura was somewhere else. She sat quietly in her seat and

looked out the window for a long time. Then she was back. "The mirrors were

foggy," she said. "In the bathroom. They were all hot and foggy."

"The mirrors were foggy," I said.

Laura turned and looked out the window again, her forehead pressed up hard

against the glass.

"One hot bath isn't going to change anything at this point," I said. "I was in

and out. It was a hard day. I wanted to relax."

"It's okay," she said.

"I'm wearing the boxers," I said.

"One hot bath isn't going to change anything." I couldn't tell what her tone

was. I put my right hand on her lap. We took the correct offramp.

"Hey," I said, sounding obvious. "What kind of deal do you think Renee had

to strike for us to come over."
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"You mean with Doug?" Laura straightened herself. "I don't know. Maybe

a big thing of Black Label and a back rub."

"For starters at least" 1 said. "And 1 bet she doesn't even see the remote for a

week." We laughed because we wanted to.

The house was just as Renee described: three bedroom duplex, two-car

garage, huge front yard, fruit trees, floodlights, silent alarm, intercom. Through the

picture window we could see high ceilings and wood floors. Laura took my arm and

we walked to the front door. If either of us had made the slightest move to tum back,

the other would have followed, no question. 1rang the buzzer.

Renee, Doug and Geoffrey came to the door together. They looked like they'd

been waiting. Doug and 1 shook hands and he slapped my shoulder. He gave me a

smile that made me happy to see him. Renee and Laura hugged. "Oh my God you

guys!" Renee said. Then Renee and 1hugged. Strange, I'd forgotten what she felt

like.

Laura followed Renee to the deck and Geoffrey watched them from behind the

sliding glass door. 1wanted to watch, too. Renee had a new hairstyle, stylishly short

and swept to one side. Perhaps she'd had it the last time we got together; 1couldn't
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remember. She wore black leggings and a long-sleeve white shirt with wide lapels.

It seemed unlikely, looking at her, that she had ever given birth to Geoffrey. The size

of the head alone.

I thought Laura looked different standing next to Renee. The way the two of

them talked, their movements, it was the same as always. But Laura wasn't the same,

and standing there against the railing next to Renee she looked like she was teetering.

"The lot itself was what we cared about," Doug said. "White or red?"

"Red," I said.

"The original structure was shit, but the lot was what mattered." He walked

around the bar and bent down. "No shifting, good drainage, the grass had taken. We

got an unbelievable rate on the construction loan."

"Kick ass," I said. He stood up, looked at me for a second then chnckled.

Doug and I sat down at the dining table with two bottles of wine. Doug

poured from one and handed me the glass. "Here," he said. "Tell me what you think."

I sipped. What did I know? It tasted like wine. I looked him in the eye and

nodded slowly.
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"Now this." He handed me a second glass. Different. I could tell that much.

I nodded again, quicker this time. I didn't know if I was supposed to sniff it first.

"A good burgundy is a strange thing," he said. He lifted his glass at and angle

and considered it against the light. "It works every part of your nose and tongue. Just

one small sip and you can taste apples, ammonia, currant, licorice, grass, shit, what

have you. Can you taste that?"

I sniffed. I sipped and swished. It tasted like wine.

Doug looked suddenly uninterested. He swiveled way from me and crossed

his arms across his chest. "Aw, I'm just foolin' with you," he said. ''The first one's a

cab. The second one's a pinot. Not even the same ballpark as burgundy. I'm only

fooling."

Laura and Geoffrey joined us at the table while Renee went to the kitchen to

check on dinner. I handed Laura the glass I was drinking from and stood up. "It's not

burgundy," I said. I poured two more glasses and went into the kitchen.

Renee was in the middle of a salad. There were walnuts and oranges and some

kind of crumbly cheese. I handed her a glass.

Renee took a sip and continued chopping or crumbling or whatever she was

doing. I wondered where the awkwardness was coming from. Had it been that long?
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What did we used to talk about? Nothing. And now we had to talk about something.

How?

"Ifs not burgundy," I said.

"So," she said. "No luck yet." She and Laura had gotten right to the point.

"No, no luck," I said. "We're still trying. If it happens, it happens. We're

prepared either way."

Renee took another sip. Then another. "Well, we know it's not you, at least."

She smiled. "Does Laura know?"

"Of course not," I said, lowering my voice. "It could still be me. You never

know. I take hot baths."

Renee turned away from the sink and put her head against my chest. She

hugged me with one arm. "I'm shutting up now."

I took the wooden bowl with the salad outside to the dining table. We all stood

up while Geoffrey decided where he was going to sit. It was surreal. The dinner and

the child and the house. Since when did Renee put oranges in salad?

"Hey, is this where the soundtrack kicks in?" Laura was on her second glass.

She picked up a salad spoon and started grooving side to side. "Is this where we
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dance around the table and sing 'Ain't No Mountain?'" She cackled and danced.

She and Renee bumped hips.

"God," Renee said, laughing. "I fucking hate Motown."

We picked at the salad and finished a bottle of white. It wasn't Chardonnay. "ABC,"

Doug said flatly. "Anything But fucking Chardonnay." Then Renee came out with the

game hens. She'd stuffed them with apricot and wild rice and tied the stubby little

legs with string. Geoffrey screamed.

"They're like chicken," Renee said. "Just like little chickens."

"I don't want a little chicken," Geoffrey whined.

Renee leaned over and whispered something in his ear. His face crumpled.

"No, I don't want to." Tears streamed. "No, I don't like them." Doug lifted Geoffrey

onto his lap.

"Trust me," Renee told Laura. "You aren't missing a thing." Doug made a

noise with his nose but Renee didn't respond. We finished a bottle of Gewiirztraminer

and picked at the hens for an hour.

"Renee says you've got yourself an office job now."

"Insurance," I said. "One year next month."
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"No more playing at the club," he said.

"Not at the moment" 1always hated Doug.

"Not going to be the next Wes Montgomery."

"Doesn't look like it," 1 said.

After dinner, we moved to the living room. Renee opened a bottle of port and

Doug took Geoffrey upstairs for his bath. They were gone for almost an hour.

"I think he's waiting for us to leave," Laura said. Then she whispered in my

ear, "New lawnmower." I didn't get it. "Doug gets a new lawnmower," she

whispered, louder. "That's what he gets for tonight. Big old Lawn Master." Her head

rolled on my shoulder as she laughed.

"What's so funny," Renee asked. She stretched herself alongside the leather

sofa and propped her head up on one hand.

"Nothing," I said. "Nothing's funny." I felt bad all of a sudden. Renee was out

of the joke. Somewhere along the line we three had become two. Maybe this had

happened a long time ago and I only now realized it. We were two and they were two.

"You got any smokes?" I asked.

Upstairs we could hear the bath water draining. Renee put on a Joao Gilberto

CD, then later an old one from Tom Waits. Said roar, roar, the thunder and the roar.
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I rolled onto my back and tapped out the beat on my chest. Son ofa bitch is never

coming back here no more.

"You guys," Renee said. "Oh my god, you guys. You know it's been, like,

forever. I miss you guys so much. You wouldn't believe how fast time goes once you

have..."

Laura and I were lying perpendicular across the rug, her head just above my

waist. I looked over at Renee. She was rolling her empty glass back and forth across

her chin.

"Oh you guys," she said. "I'm so sorry. I'm babbling. I have kids on the brain.

My kid, the kids you're going to have. God, I totally hope you guys have kids. It

would be just so, like, so, y'know. You guys love Geoffrey, don't you? Oh my God, I

love him so much, you can't imagine. But, sometimes, oh my God, sometimes he's

just such a little fucker."

Doug came down the stairwell. Loudly. Laura reached over and clutched

Renee's shoulder. Shut up now. I got up to pour Doug a glass but he waved me off.

"That's enough for tonight," he said. "It's late."

"Whips and chains," I whispered to Laura, loudly.

"Anal sex," she answered. We laughed.
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"You guys," Renee said, irritated now. Sitting up now. "What's up? What's

the joke."

"No joke," I said. "No joke at all."

We sat there quiet for a while. Laura refilled our glasses. "Hey," she said.

"Hey, we have cake. I brought a cake."

"Cake!" I said.

"What kind of cake?" Doug asked.

"Supermarket cake," Renee said. She went to the kitchen.

The cake was bad. It was bad supermarket cake and Laura was very quiet.

Doug left his plate untouched on his lap; he looked at it from a distance. He looked at

his watch.

"So Laura," Renee said. She leaned forward and smiled sweetly. "What

happens next. If you start running out of time, I mean. If nothing happens naturally."

Laura turned her earring.

"There's medication that we can try if we want to go that route," I said,

finally. "If not, our insurance covers us for one go at in vitro. But that's all down the

line yet. Right now ..." I heard my voice turning and it felt good. "Right now I think

we'll just keep fucking in vain, see how that goes."
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Doug shook his head and we all sat there quiet again. Renee scratched at her

arm. 1 looked in my glass but it was empty. We all rose.

On the drive home, Laura took off her seatbelt and laid her head on my lap. 1 turned

the radio up and concentrated on the lights and the lines. At home, we stumbled

through the door, shedding clothes on the way to the bedroom. 1fell onto the bed and

closed my eyes. Laura went to the bathroom and 1 heard the faucet in the tub turn on.

A minute later, she came to the room dragging a towel beneath her feet. She turned

off the light and got into bed. "Clean feet," she said.

My skin was hot so 1 reached up and opened the jalousies. A light breeze

lifted the curtains and we watched them flap slowly above us. Laura nestled against

my neck and rubbed the tops of her feet against my legs. 1 reached over and pulled

her closer, and closer still. "I liked the cake," 1 said. And we lay there in the darkness

holding tightly to each other, to this love that bears us nothing.
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Stopping

Now is first beeping. After first beeping, there are nine minutes until second beeping.

In between is called snooze. After second beeping, it's shit, shower and a shave. Then

it's over there again for the eight hours. Then it's group because it's Wednesday.

Dinner with Georgette to follow. Repeat.

Raymond on the phone in the car says love-to but no-can-do because T and Th

are running days and, no, not even after because Th nights are study-for-F nights and

nobody ever got an MBA by taking nights off. Raymond on the phone in the car says

no-go to breakfast because you have to go to work early to leave early. Class starts at

5, ends at 8. Georgette gets off work at 9. In-between is once-a-month ex-coffee with

Joanne. No, I've already rainchecked twice. No, weekends are out of the question.

No, Mondays are insane.

Mom: When then?
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Bye Mom.

Raymond in fear of first beeping. At 2 a.m. the jaw hurting and no good spot

on the pillow. Georgette snores. At 3 a.m., lying in the darkness, Raymond recalling

the tiny floral pattern of a dress belonging to a girl he knew in second grade. The cat

toppling something in the living room. The girl's name was Maria. He recalls. It was

plumeria.

Georgette (late) no breakfast, kiss-kiss. Raymond after second buzz. No shit, no

shower, no shave. Raymond instead looking at the streak of light boring through the

curtains; looking to where it sets the spider web aglow between the armoire and the

wall. The copper spider with a tiny sack of its young at the center. The world bobbing

in the breeze.

Raymond on the phone saying cancel my appointments, call if there's an emergency,

be back tomorrow - probably. Raymond bare chest and pajama bottoms at the

refrigerator feeling not guilty at all, picking cold cabbage roll. Happy. Third beeping

in the other room. A new record.
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Then sleeping finally, sweat and heavy covers and a warm morning erection.

Waking at noon with a headache.

Calls the mother's number. A year later and still a vacant number series.

Raymond on the couch and seeing for the first time the popular show with the

cops and the lawyers, stories taken straight from the headlines. The phone ringing but

not really an emergency. The lawyer with a face made for moral outrage, a face you'd

like to have at the DMV. The cat circles; hates the new dry food.

Raymond in the early evening doing something with the green-leafy from the

vegetable bin. Georgette through the screen door. The cop and lawyer show again,

then one with doctors. Raymond's hand finding Georgette there. A slow fuck with the

TV on. Asleep on the couch through the chilly night.

Another call to the office. Georgette, in on it. Listening to the neighbors leave and

smiling like bad, bad children. The cat walking sideways, ears down. Raymond

falling asleep inside Georgette. Then long shadows of the late afternoon. Georgette

getting the mail, the screen door left open.
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(Then: The plumeria egg white and egg yellow, and Raymond transfixed at nap

time. His breath. Slower and slower, then stop. Stop.)

Bye Mom.

Georgette with concerns. No shower and no shave for a week now. The running shoes

untouched. Joanne: it's okay, no problem, raincheck. The phone ringing with

emergencies. The first half with the cops deemed better than the second half with the

lawyers. A paper due. The copper spider guarding its sack, waiting

Georgette again about the doctor. Saying: It's been weeks. Saying: Say something.

The secretary about sick leave versus vacation time. Past: Deadline for withdrawals.

Georgette again about the doctor. The brother on the phone for first time in months:

"What's going on, Ray?"

The neighbors milling at the door. Disagreements on when she was last seen.

Raymond embarrassed by the smell. The mother on the sofa, her hands curled and
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purple on her lap. Flowers afloat in a bowl ofcloudy water. The rustle ofunswept

leaves on the lanai.

(Slower. Then stop. The boy's held breath.)

Georgette: Say something.

The phone persisting. Who's knocking? Sheets and blankets and bedsores. The web

drooping with baby spiders smaller than pinheads. A light bulb out. They regret to

inform Raymond. The cat ripping through the screen. Gone.

The questions in no particular order. How long did it take? Was that her IV on the

voicemail the day before? Did she suffer?Herforehead cold against his lips. Was it

Wednesday night or Thursday morning? The gentle hands ofthe paramedic turning

the wedding ring.

Georgette: I can't help you.
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A corner undone, knots and stains. The spider bobbing in air current, alone. The

web silk like tensile steel. Raymond and the feeling of waning light on his skin, petal

soft. Slower, now slower. Still, through the back of his spine, in his fingers, his

forehead. He cannot stop it. Unforgiving, ceaseless, beyond forgiving. Stop it, for

God's sake, stop it.
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MaunaLoa

Silence dry and cold, orange-red sky and black. Dry silence, 12,000 feet. This

volcano and two-Tom and Vera-after the long night, at first light. Shifting and

turning. Cold and restless and not sleeping at first light.

Night like a fever dream. The long, starless night and the orange-red morning.

Ice crystal in the catchment. Vera at the outhouse, pained, sees first. At the crest of

the hill. Three approaching. Black on orange-red.

Vera: Yes, we saw him. Hiking alone. He was alone.

Tom: A damn fool-the summit!

Then, Yes, of course...

Vera: The kids ...

Tom: We'll help.
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Tom working the filter, a dry-season ration. Hands cold-bruised working a

guilty silence.

A grid, instructions. Radios and volunteers. The slow hours. Steps retraced -

9,000 feet, 10,000. Cairn to cairn summitward, boots scraping pahoehoe, listen, like

broken glass. Boots kicking a'a, gnarled like cauliflower, like sea rock.

He has a name: Simon

Across the olivine desert: Simon!

Across the caldera - Mokuaweoweo - desolate, immense: Simon!

Cavernous Lua Poholo: Simon!

Vera, swollen hands, swollen face, not stopping. Tom not stopping. In the

cold, in the dry silence, unspoken: They were first to the cabin. Simon was not first to

the cabin.

Vera: He looked strange.

Tom: Yes. Sad?

They: Do you think?

Vera: Not sad.

Tom: Not anything.

11,000 feet. Simon!
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12,000. Simon!

13,000.
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Porter

The mood turned about the time the meat went bad. M'gaya, the cook, was still able

to work his small wonders with the remaining stock of fresh vegetables and millet,

but there was no consoling the Americans. They were convinced a summit approach

would be impossible without an ample supply of animal protein. Each night, the

grumbling grew louder as one or another opened the small copper pot and ladled

steaming rations of hot cabbage soup or lentil stew for the others. Toward the start of

the second week, the terse conversation inside the mess tent grew so unsettling that

Bernard, their appointed waiter, decided it was better to huddle outside in the leaking

vestibule as he waited to collect the bowls.

A sense of dread was building among the porters, as well. The party had fallen

two days behind schedule thanks to an early snowfall and the old Texan's bad knees.
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Each day, the clouds rolled in earlier and earlier as the party marched eastward

across the foot of the mountain. Each day, the air grew thinner, the loads more

onerous.

Despite all, Bernard was told, the Americans were still better behaved than

either the Germans or the Swedes, who had crossed the same sketch of routes earlier

in the season and who never fully understood how close they had been to being

abandoned by their Tanzanian hosts.

It was Bernard's first season working on the mountain, the first time in his 16

years that he had ever ventured past the tree line. In shivering, sleepless nights inside

the tent he wondered what he would tell his sisters when he returned. How would he

explain the plans he had made?

Long before the English queen Victoria gave Kilimanjaro to her grandson, Kaiser

Wilhelm, the mountain belonged to the Chagga. For generations, Bernard's family

grew potato, carrot and cabbage on a small plot on the southern slope. But things had

been difficult since Bernard's mother passed away during the birth of the third girl.

Within months, Bernard's father had left the children to join the movement in the

north and, despite help from the neighbors, the harvests had yielded little.
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Like other boys in the village, Bernard grew up chasing the clanking, rnud-

spattered Land Rovers that wobbled and lurched in the deep ruts of the narrow road

leading up to the southern trailhead. Sometimes the tourists threw shillings out the

window, leaving Bernard and his friends to tussle in the mud. More often, they

looked straight past the boys, mesmerized by the flat, snow-capped peak in the

distance.

As he grew older, Bernard joined the young men of the village as they

gathered in the clearing at the end of the road, waiting long, chilly days for each

arriving vehicle. Like the others, Bernard understood what could be gained by

working as a porter on one of the treks. A cousin, Matthew, earned six dollars a day

and learned enough English to gain admittance to a technical school in Kenya. A

neighbor saved his wages and after a few years had enough to buy a used car, which

he used to start his own safari business.

The trekking season began in November and lasted just three short months. In

a good year, there would be perhaps a dozen groups departing from the southern

trailhead. The young men would swarm each arriving vehicle, scaling the sides to

unload the packs and supplies roped on top, each trying to gain the notice of Virgil,

the head guide. Sometimes the tourists screamed.
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When the packs and gear and food had been weighed and parceled into 40­

pound loads, it was Virgil's eyes that the men followed. Who would work? Who

would go home? The career porters went first, lean, muscled men, some wearing

expensive jackets and boots left behind by departing tourists. The rest waited

anxiously, backs straight and muscles flexed. For Bernard - too thin, too fearful

looking - there was always the long, humiliating walk home at day's end.

This season was different, however. Bernard's shoulders had grown broader,

his arms thicker from a long, difficult harvest His desperation to work on the

mountain, to work as a man, was acid in his blood; it reeked through his pores.

Bernard was lying on his mat, melancholy from a night of troubled sleep,

when he heard the familiar rise of his neighbors' voices. Pulling his coarse blanket

around his shoulders, he stepped barefoot into the cold, humid morning and raised an

open hand to his brow. There. In the distance, an old red Land Rover meandered like

a drnnkard along the switchbacks.

Bernard hurried back into the hut, feeling but not acknowledging his sisters'

eyes as the girls sat silently on their mats. He dressed quickly and grabbed the

patched canvas duffel from the ground. He hooked the straps around his arms as he

ran out the door.
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The morning proceeded as it always did. The mad unloading. Supplies

weighed and parceled. Virgil's finger pointing to this man and this man. Bernard

again left standing with the too young, too frail.

Go back to the village, boy, Virgil said. Your sisters need you.

My sisters need me to work, Bernard replied.

Then you and your sisters will have to be patient. Perhaps next season ...

Virgil turned to walk away, but Bernard blocked his path.

I come as an extra man, Bernard said, backpedaling. No pay unless you need

me...

Virgil stopped and looked hard into the boy's eyes. And who willfeed you?

Next week, when we are done, Bernard said without pause. You come to the

farm and I will give you potatoes for the next trip.

Virgil nudged Bernard aside with the back of his hand and continued walking

toward the loading area. Ifyou get in the way, he said. I will send you home.

They were five: Steven and Mia Holmes from Colorado; Davis Long and Andrew

Gurewitz, the old NYU buddies; and the Texan, Bill Brother, retired rancher and
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Hemingway chaser. They had met as scheduled two days earlier at the New Stanley

Hotel in Nairobi and, in their first bonding experience, had sat together in silent terror

as a series of hired drivers delivered them - "ass-pucker speed," according to Bill -

across the narrow, unpaved road that sliced across the Masai Mara and the Serengeti

all the way to Arusha.

And then they were there, at the foot of the highest mountain in Mrica,

entrusting their lives to young men whose true names they couldn't pronounce.

"Well, it looks like we're taking the whole damn village with us," Davis said.

He watched the line of porters lead the way into the gathering forest, sagging bundles

balanced on their heads. "Yessir, Davis Long, official sponsor of the goddamn

Tanzanian Hiking Team."

The trail started at 8,000 feet and climbed gently through a forest dense with

giant camphors and figs. "Pole pole," Virgil cautioned, go slowly. And they did,

casually strolling through the first mile, taking close notice of each unfurling fern and

epiphyte, Mia clicking away with her 35mm, Bill adjusting and readjusting the length

of his telescopic hiking stick. As the day wore on, they settled into a comfortable

rhythm, casually interviewing each other about hometowns and families and past

adventures.
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They wore Capilene shirts, Storm-Fit pants and blinding jackets lined with

Gore-Tex ("Cotton kills," Steven said, and they all nodded); they carried daypacks

loaded with film and snacks and pills. Davis and Andrew, the college pals, compared

GPS readings at every stop.

"I have eight satellites," Davis said.

"I have sev ... wait, I have eight, too," said Andrew.

"We're three miles in."

"Four miles to go."

"I think it's five."

"It says here four."

As the morning wore on, Steven and Mia fell behind. Virgil instructed

Bernard to stay close. They stopped every hundred yards, Mia squinting behind the

camera and saying "to the left," and "lift your head," and "stop that," and Steven

dutifully obliging.

"Smile," Mia said. Steven put his arm around Bernard and smiled. The flash

popped.

"Winner," Mia said.
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The porters anived at the first campsite hours ahead of the first trekkers and had

tents up and lunch ready by the time Steven, Mia and Bernard finally emerged from

the brush. The trekkers washed themselves in bowls of hot soapy water left outside

the tents and gathered in the mess tent for a meal of hot soup, rice and fried tilapia.

"I tell you what," said Bill. "Fella could get used to this."

Bernard sat with the porters near the fire, drinking a bowl of soup and rice as

the sun went down. When he was done, he waited outside the mess tent to collect the

plates and bowls, just as Virgil instructed.

"Well, don't stand out there in the cold, son," Bill said. "Come on inside. We

ain't go'n bite."

Bernard shook his head timidly, but the rest of the party insisted in and he

relented.

"What's your name, son?" Bill asked.

Bernard mumbled his name and Bill wrinkled his face.

"Beyanah, you say?"

He said it again, clearer this time.

"You're going to have to spell that one for me, son."

B-e-r-n-a-r-d - the only word he could spell.
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"Ohhhh," Bill said. "Bernard. Your name is Bernard. My apologies,

Bernard, I couldn't understand the accent."

Hours later, after endless rounds of hot instant coffee, toilet jokes and mutual

anxiety-letting, the Americans retired to their tents. Bernard helped M'gaya wash the

dishes and refill the trekkers' bottles with boiled stream water. When he returned to

the mess tent, he found the porters - all fourteen of them - lying spoon-like

together on a floor made of extra shirts and jackets. Bernard took the open space near

the tent flap and closed his eyes.

Boy, a voice said in the darkness. Tell your white Papa to give me a nice tip.

Stop, said the man lying next to him. Let him be. He is doing what he's told.

His name was M'rema, a former soldier who spent the dry season in a solitary hut at

the edge of the village. When the rains came, and the animals with them, he traversed

the Masai Mara in service to a Dutch safari company.

Boy, said another. Maybe we smell too much ofreal work. Maybe you want to

sleep outside.

Bernard started to get up, only to have his head shoved roughly down. Don't

be stupid, M'rema said. Lie down. You have your heat to offer, ifnothing else.
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"It's an extra pair," Steven said. "You'll be doing one of your friends a favor,

anyway. Better on your feet than someone else's back, yes?"

The offer made Bernard wildly uncomfortable but he feared offending the

American. The only problem was getting the boots to stay on his feet. Bernard

layered the three pairs of thin dress socks he brought with him, drew the laces extra

tight and wound the excess around his ankles.

Steven turned to look at Mia, who nodded approvingly. "Winner," she said.

The trekkers were in high spirits as they approached the long, desolate plain

known as Shira Plateau. They had set out after sleepy breakfast of hot porridge, when

the rising sun had melted the thin layer of frost from the ground. The porters left a

half-hour later, after cleaning the camp area and re-packing the supplies. In what

became a daily ritual, they caught up with the trekkers within the first hour and ­

bent beneath the heavy loads - walked quickly and silently to the next camp.

"They're not even breathing hard," said Andrew.

"This is nothing for them," said Davis. "They're built for this stuff."

Mia opened her mouth but Steven spoke first: "Can you imagine what a great

job this is for a young guy? Getting paid for hiking with your buddies? Pretty sweet,

you ask me."
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They all laughed.

The Americans were getting along well. By lunch, Bill had invited the rest of

the party, including Virgil and Bernard, to Fourth of July barbecue at his ranch in

Dripping Springs, and Mia had responded with an open invitation to all to snowboard

at the resort near their vacation house. Davis and Andrew, when they weren't logging

altitude and barometric pressure, spent much of the afternoon apprising the group

about inconsistencies between various topographical maps they had purchased in

Moshi.

The trekkers reached the second camp just as the skies turned. Lung sore and

spent at 10,000 feet, they sat against giant boulders still warm from the sun and

watched as thick white clouds poured into an adjoining valley to the west, swirling

and churning until they overran the high cliffs and bore down upon the camp.

"I'll be goddamned," Bill said.

Standing near the edge of the facing cliff, Bernard extended his arms against

the rush of cool wet whiteness and watched his fingers disappear. He looked down;

his legs were gone, too.

In the tent that night, the trekkers devoured small chunks of fried chicken and

scalded their mouths with hot soup.
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"What do you call this," Mia asked M'gaya, the cook. He furrowed his

brow. "This," Mia said, gesturing to the pot. "Here."

"Karibu," M'gaya said. Welcome.

"Caribou," Mia said, turning to the others. "It's caribou soup!"

That night, temperatures plummeted and the porters lay half atop each other as

winds shook the tent. Bernard, shivering miserably on the cold ground, bit his lip to

keep from weeping.

"Tsk," said Virgil, lying nearby. "It will get much colder before we are

through."

Mia laughed.

"Is that what you think, really?" she asked.

The party had stopped once again so Davis and Andrew couId work out the

right combination of moisture-wicking innerwear and rain-resistant outerwear. Bill

lowered himself to the cold, dusty ground, cussing softly as he dropped his hands to

his sides. Virgil sat nearby listening to the conversation unfold.

"Hate to break it to you, Bernard, but there's at least two Americans," Steven

said, gesturing toward Mia, "who aren't millionaires."
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"I mean, no," Bernard said. "I mean maybe not millionaires, but with

money. More money than here." He cast his eyes at the ground to avoid Virgil's

disapproving stare.

"Everything is relative, 1 suppose," Steven said.

"You can find out for yourself," said Mia.

Bernard laughed, then quickly went silent.

"Well, why not?" Mia said. "Why not come and see what it's like?"

Virgil interjected with a nervous jumble of words -the visas and the money,

the money more than anything. Simpler to come than to go, he said.

"But if he had someone to sponsor him," Mia said. "Then he could, yes?"

Bernard looked at Virgil. Now it was Virgil who could not raise his eyes.

"Well then," Mia said. "That's just what we'll have to do." She bumped

Steven.

HSorry?"

"Bernard. We could help Bernard come to the U.S., right? For school?"

"Why not?" Steven said. "Bernard's our buddy."
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The air grew thinner at the approach to Camp 3 and by the end of the day, the

trekkers had taken to walking for fifteen-minute intervals, resting for five, then ten,

then fifteen minutes in between. "Pole pole" Virgil reassured. Go slowly.

The next day was worse as they crossed narrow, rocky Machame Pass and

climbed 3,000 feet toward the Great Barranco Wall, a towering granite face scarred

with narrow switchbacks. At 2 p.m., an hour after the first snow had fallen, Virgil

halted the party at a cul-de-sac and sent M'rema to retrieve the porters at the campsite

three miles ahead.

The party huddled beneath a granite overhang, adjusting the complex systems

of zippers, cinches, snaps and buckles on their snow gear. Virgil pulled a thin nylon

parka over his sweater and handed Bernard a worn, pink jacket from his pack. On the

inside of the collar was stitched "Rachel," the name of the Australian who discarded

it after an unsuccessful summit try last season. The jacket was too tight for Bernard to

zipper, but it kept the snowflakes from settling into his flannel shirt and, if nothing

else, the pockets were warm.

"Jesus P.," Bill said from inside the hood of his jacket. "You could fit my

peeker in a peanut shell right about now."
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The porters amved after sundown, lugging containers of water from a

nearby stream. It took M' gaya nearly two hours to prepare dinner beneath the canvas

canopy he rigged against the mountainside. Meanwhile, the porters struggled to drive

the tent stakes into the frozen, rocky ground.

At dinner, M'gaya brought a steaming plate stacked high with pieces of burnt

chicken and fish, as well as the usual accompaniment of rice and soup.

"See now," Davis said. "This is a decent-sized serving."

"Of what," Andrew said. "Briquettes?"

"I tell M'gaya to cook all the meat very well," Virgil said. "It is not good to

keep the meat too long. Already the meat is not too good."

"You mean to tell me this is it for the meat?" Bill said. "What are we

supposed to eat the rest of the way."

"There are plenty of vegetables and beans to last the trip," Virgil said. "Meat

is not good too high on the mountain. Your stomach cannot digest"

"Not if you cook it this way," Andrew said beneath his breath.

Outside, Bernard sat against a boulder apart from the porters and away from

the fire. He held his bowl of soup close to his body but did not drink. Temples

throbbing, he squinted his eyes and the effort made him breathless for a second.



Boy, said one of the porters. When are you going to earn your soup?

Visit me in America, Bernard snapped. And I will make you soup.

The men laughed hard.

Boy, said the porter. There are plenty ofpets in America. Why would they

want you?

Bernard returned to the mess tent, where he stood in a comer and waited to

clear the table. The Americans were exchanging self-diagnoses. Bill couldn't keep his

breath and his knees were clicking. Mia was constipated. Steven and Andrew had

headaches and blisters. Davis couldn't tell if his fingers were numb from the stinging

nettles he'd brushed or from the 10 mg. of Diamox he'd been taking twice a day since

they passed 12,000 feet.

The Americans lingered in the mess tent longer than usual, unwilling to face

the freezing air outside. When they finally scurried back to their tents, when the last

of their zippers was sealed, the porters - snow covered and violently shaking -

rushed into the mess tent. That night they collapsed the dinner table and the stools and

left them lyiug flat as insulation from the deadly ground. They unpacked all the

supplies and layered the heavy canvas bags across the floor, as well.
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Within minutes, the tent was vibrating with the sound of violent snores

scraping through dry noses and throats. Bernard lay awake, wondering if his sisters

were safe, woudering if, perhaps, they would ever join him in America.

Boy. Bernard felt a rough hand on his shoulder, the presence of a face near his.

Boy, M'rema said. Do you know this? Mdhaniaye ndiye kumbe siye. The one

you think is the right one is the wrong one.

Leave me alone, Bernard said.

The tourists, they make friends very quickly sometimes. But it is a very long

journey home.

They want to help me, Bernard said. They mean what they say.

Sometimes, M'rema said. That is enough/or them.

The sun rose at 7 a.m. and the slow, building warmth kept the trekkers in their

sleeping bags past 9, when the urgency in Virgil's voice finally roused them. Half of

the porters left on schedule but were instructed to remain at the next camp until the

rest of the party arrived. The other half stayed behind to pack up tents and breakfast

supplies.
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The party would lose and regain a thousand feet on the rocky pass to the

next camp, a humbling progression of false peaks, crumbling saddles and talus strewn

plateaus. At 15,000 feet, the dry air stole moisture from their eyes and mouths and

skin, offered little relief to their hypoxic lungs.

"I don't know what the problem is," said Bill, grimacing as he squatted onto a

flat rock during one of many breaks that day. "My knees are just killing me. This

shouldn't be anything to me. We did four times this every day in the Anny."

"And how long ago was that?" Andrew said.

"Well, I like that," Bill said. "Thank you for your support, Andrew."

"Hey, go easy, Bill. You know I ..."

"Uh-huh," Bill said. He took a deep breath and rocked himself to his feet.

"Well, Andrew, I hope your knees never get old."

It took four hours to make it to Camp 3. Maranga was another five miles

away, at least half a day at the current pace. And so the party fell another day behind.

Mia woke up dry heaving the next morning. She wanted to stay another day

but Virgil said it was very important that they keep moving. So Mia and Steven

wobbled shoulder to shoulder, falling farther and farther behind as the trekkers made
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their way through a two-mile wasteland of ankle-buckling scree. Bernard stayed

close by, struggling for breath, smiling whenever he could catch their eyes.

After a series of staggered peaks, the trail spiraled treacherously down an

unmarked talus slope. The Americans slowed to a crawl, tightly clutching their

walking sticks as they negotiated the loose, slate-like rock. The trail held close to the

mountainside and the crosswinds blew in violent tangents toward the open air. Then,

through the din of boots and rocks and barking wind slithered a distinctly human

sound, a wailing, multivoiced and desolate. The trekkers rushed toward a blind curve

ahead, stopping abruptly where the trail collapsed into a sheer drop. It was there that

they saw the body, heard the wails of the porters suddenly distinct through the blunt

wind.

"Oh God," Mia said, turning away. "God."

Bernard pushed his way past the Americans and slid down the hill on the heels

of his boots. He stopped cold when he saw M'rema, his face slack and terrible, the

dark purple blood already congealing on the rocks beneath his head.

The Americans were shaken, Mia and Steve in particular, and they spent all

night at the dinner table that night trying to decide the proper course of action.
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"Maybe I'm a jerk," Davis said. "But we gave up a lot to come here. I don't

think we should tum back because someone fell down on the job."

"This is serious," Steven said. "The guy is dead."

"It is serious," Bill said. "But how is turning back going to change anything?"

It continued for hours, the porters waiting in the cold outside. It seemed to

Bernard that the Americans knew what they wanted to do. They were going to

continue. Was there any doubt? Why keep talking?

Well, boy," Virgil said. "Sleep well. Tomorrow you work."

It was still dark when Bernard took two empty gas containers to the stream of ice melt

a quarter-mile north of the camp. Though Steven's boots had rubbed a raw halo

around his ankles, Bernard was grateful to have them as he stepped along the slippery

rocks to the edge of the stream. Squatting, he dipped the first container into the water

and the unexpected strength of the flow caught him off balance, sent him splashing.

He returned to the camp shivering, his arms drawn low with the weight of the

containers.
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Next, Bernard took a mallet and tried to loosen the tent stakes from the

frozen ground. The impact of the strikes bruised his cold, numb hands and awakened

his headache.

"Doing the grunt work today?" Steven asked.

"Today I earn some money," Bernard said.

"You mean you're not going to walk with us?" Mia said.

"Virgil needs me to carry today," Bernard said. "And for the rest of the trip."

"Oh well," Steven said. "have fun."

Bernard felt a soft collapse within his belly as the couple walked toward the

mess tent.

When the tents were down and the supplies packed away, Bernard took the

paper bag containing the candy wrappers, toilet paper and other garbage from the

night before to the edge of the camp, doused it with kerosene and lit it. The other

porters had already started up the trail by the time he was done, leaving Bernard with

a bulging canvas bag containing both M'rema's load and that of the porter

conscripted to carry M'rema's body back down the mountain.

Bernard hoisted the bag onto his right shoulder, but the weight was too much.

Legs spread one ahead of the other, he shifted the load between his shoulder blades
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and anchored the thick leather strap across his forehead. Grasping the strap with

both hands, he started up the slope, his feet sinking deeply into the coarse black sand.

With an effort that set his lungs afire, Bernard caught up with the rest of the pack just

as they were about to overtake the trekkers.

"Jambo," the porters said as they passed.

"Jambo" the Americans answered.

"Pole pole," Bill said. "Extra pole pole."

Bernard straightened his back as he passed. Mia called out to the porters:

"Hey, take care of our friend."

Steven patted Bernard on the shoulder. "Good man," he said. "Good man."

Bernard wasn't ready for the porters' pace but he held on as they climbed hour

after hour, his mouth agape and drooling, desperately sucking the barren air. After

mindless hours without a break, the men stopped for lunch at a small platean. Bernard

was too nauseated to eat, so he stretched himself across a cool, lichen-crusted rock

and watched the sky recede before his dilating pupils.

Bernard, called one of the men. Do they work like this America?

I don't know, he said. I'm not there, yet.

The men laughed, not unkind.
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There was always something to do now and Bernard was spending all his time with

the porters. He felt the sting of their words less and less, and, despite his sore

muscles, there was something in the labor that made him feel at ease. Still, two full

days had passed without more than a morning greeting between him and the couple.

Was the M'rema right? Were they already forgetting?

Bill's knees were getting worse every day and every day the party arrived at

camp a little closer to sundown. Two days late, with food supplies dwindling, the

party reached Barafu, the litter-strewn camp where the three main routes to the

summit converged. The site looked like a refugee camp, with clusters of tents spread

out along the mist-covered ridge and wan, dispirited trekkers mulling about.

A chilly rain had turned to sleet while the porters waited for the Americans to

arrive. His work for the day completed, Bernard decided he would do something

small for Steven and Mia. He took the bottle of iodine tablets from Steven's bag and,

as he had seen Steven do night after night, dropped one into each of the next day's

water bottles.

The trekkers straggled in amid a light snowfall with Virgil walking arm-in­

arm with Bill at the back of the pack. Mia's face was red and swollen from the cold
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and both she and Steven looked shell-shocked. Davis and Andrew staggered to their

tents without a word.

The sun set quickly and without notice by the Americans. As the temperature

dropped and snow covered the campground, Steve and Mia joined Bill in the humid

warmth of the mess tent.

"I tell you," Bill said. "I'm gonna get pretty cranky if I don't see something in

the way of meat soon. Ain't these people ever heard of canned food? Sardines? Spam

Steve pursed his lips; Mia lowered her face near her bowl of clear, steaming

broth. When they left the tent a silent half-hour later, Bernard ran over with the

bottles.

"Here," he said, smiling. "1 prepare this for you."

"Thank you, Bernard," Mia said, absently. "That's very nice."

"Bernard," Steven said, shaking the bottle. "Is this my iodine?"

Bernard nodded, scared now.

"Bernard, you are not to go into my bag. That is not cool, okay, not cool."

"Steven," Mia said.

"That's stepping over the line, alright? Do not go into my bag."
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Bernard looked down and slowly backed away.

"It's O.K.," Mia said. "Don't worry. You were very sweet."

Bernard walked back toward the mess tent, heard the murmuring among the

porters, fell asleep weeping to dreams of home.

The summit approach began the following night at 1 a.m. It was decided that Virgil

and two of the most experienced porters would accompany the party as far as Uhuru

Peak, 19,700 feet above sea level. The rest of the porters would remain at Barnfu to

guard the tents and supplies from the other hiking parties.

Mter the party left, Bernard joined three others in Bill's tent as Virgil had

instructed. Entering first, he found a Therma-Rest pad still rolled out and claimed it

for himself. A bed, he thought as he rolled onto his back. Almost like a real bed. The

other three grumbled jealously beneath their breath, but Bernard ignored them. He felt

the weight of muscles and bones, skin and essence dissolve into the inflated mattress,

felt the warmth of his own body trapped against the smooth lining.

Hours passed in the darkness. Bernard awoke to cold throbbing in his cheek.

The side of the tent, weighted with snow, had sagged onto his face. He batted the
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snow off and returned to sleep, half-aware of where he was, dreaming only of

where he was going.

The first trekkers did not return until late in the afternoon. From a small hill

above the camp, Bernard watched Virgil descend with Bill on his back. Davis and

Andrew made painful progress, resting, hands on knees, every few steps. One of the

guides trailed behind them carrying both of their packs.

Bernard scanned the rocky, snow-streaked slope but could not see Steven, Mia

or the other guide. He stood motionless as his eyes followed the jagged furrow of trail

up and down the mountainside. He strained his eyes until the gray mass of rocks

swam against the ocean of whiteness. Nothing.

The other porters ran toward the descending hikers and Bernard followed,

keeping his eyes fixed on the trail. Bill had made it all the way to Uhuru short­

strapped to Virgil. Andrew also made it to the peak, but only after abandoning his

pack at the first serious climb. Davis reached the summit ridge and surrendered.

Virgil said Steven had turned back early with one of the guides and Mia went

with him. As long as the guide was still with them, they would still be on the trail.

Even then, it was not certain that they would be able to reach camp before night fell

and temperatures dropped again.
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Bernard was a hundred meters up the hill before anyone noticed, and he

raised his ears to the wind so he could not hear Virgil to disobey him. Now the whole

of the world was the heat behind his eyes and the crush of powder beneath his

borrowed boots. He trusted his feet to keep the trail. He walked slowly and steadily,

never stopping, always watching the rising, falling shape of the mountain.

At twilight, Bernard's ears perked to the sound of whistling. In the distance,

stains atop the gathering snow, Bernard made out the figures. The guide had Mia on

his back and Steven's heavy pack dangling in front of him. Behind, Steven stumbled

along shivering and near delirium, dragging Mia's emptied pack with his right hand.

The guide continued past Bernard without a word, walking with his short,

even steps and whistling tunelessly. Bernard went to Steven, turned around and knelt

on one knee. Steven collapsed upon him with a disconsolate groan. Bernard hooked

Steven's with his arms and rose slowly, making the defeated weight his own.

As they descended, Bernard felt Steven's cold, wet chin against the back of

his neck, smelled the vomit and sweat from inside his jacket. Several times Steven

drew his breath to speak but his words failed in his throat.

"It's fine," Bernard would say then. "We are almost home."
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The Americans spent the next morning distributing their unwanted clothes,

equipment and snacks to the porters, goods that would be sold at the swap meet in

Moshi before the week was over. Steve told Bernard to keep the boots and gave him

an extra pair of shoelaces, some toothpaste and a "Ski Naked" T-shirt.

The party started down steep, rooty Mweka Trail with a quiet, desperate

determination. Shin-deep in dark, fetid mud, they slipped and fell, rose and fell, too

damaged to catch themselves, too eager to reach the evacuation road to stop. The

porters meanwhile took their time, mixing freely with the Americans for the first

time. Mia and Steven kept to the back with Beroard as always close by. Yet, Bernard

thought, they were oddly silent.

Descending 8,000 feet in five hours, the party reached the evacuation road in a

heavy downpour. A driver had been waited in the clearing for two days for them to

arrive. He hopped off the bus with an umbrella and shook hands with each of them as

they boarded. On the way down the mountain, he stopped at a ranger station where

the Americans recorded their names in the official logbook and bought Coca-Cola for

three dollars a can.

"So when is the reunion?" Davis said, his chin resting on the soiled daypack

on his lap.
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"Shit reunion," Bill answered. "I say we stay another week and go on

safari!"

"Shit that," Steven said. "But don't forget snowboarding. We've got cots with

all your names on them at the vacation house."

"Hell of a trip," Andrew said. "Hell of a trip."

The bus made slow progress down the slick, muddy path. The driver let off

some of the porters at the trailhead near Bernard's village, but Mia and Steven had

not said a word yet. So Bernard stayed on the bus, his lips curled against his teeth. He

wiped the condensation from the window with his forearm and watched a group of

women carrying bales of grass on their heads. He scanned the open fields for his

sisters.

The bus rattled down the last set of switchbacks and turned onto the main

road, paved but no less treacherous with its eroded grooves and rain-camouflaged

potholes. Entering Moshi, Bernard looked at the huge roadside advertisements for

Tusker Beer and Colgate Toothpaste and sat up in his chair as the bus passed a crowd

of schoolboys, walking confidently in pressed white shirts and dark ties. The bus

finally stopped at the YMCA in Arusha, where the remaining porters disembarked.

M'gaya rubbed Bernard's head as he passed..
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We have one more party coming next week, Virgil said, as he pulled the

hood of his parka over his head. Perhaps you will come with us ifyour plans change.

Bernard slung his duffel bag over his shoulder and stepped off the bus. Mia

and Steve were waiting.

"I guess this is it," Mia said. "Thank you so much for keeping us company."

"Now, listen up," Steven said. "[fyou ever make it to the States, first thing

you do is give us a call, all right?"

Steven held out a business card. "Holmes Realty. Make Your House a

Holmes." Bernard stared blankly.

"Steven," Mia said, nudging.

"Oh," Steven said, and reached into his pocket.

Bernard turned away quickly. Eyes burning with shame and rage, he walked

back toward the flat, snow-capped peak in the distance.
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