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    PART I

  


  
    Chapter One


    A real classy joint, this place. Plush seats, stained and lumpy. The tables are too high. The ashtrays are wet. Weak, overpriced coffee and a fabulous location. Spitting distance from two well-managed massage parlors, a secret gambling hall, 24-hour food, and pink-windowed brothels.


    I’ve never had much use for the gambling hall. Same for the coffee, until a recent reversal of fortune inspired an avoidance of alcohol. A proper escape had become a necessity, and booze was falling short. To flee this scene, you need a clear head, quasi-legal papers, and a bundle of green. The plan was simple: find a loophole, jump through. Failing that, buy a loophole. Payday is next week.


    Like most dives in town, Coffee & Tee fills its ranks with girls of lesser means from the provinces. Workers of the world in endless supply. Unread and unrefined, available for a pittance. The lookers end up at places like the Ritz, or some absurd, upscale KTV on the Bund. Silk qipaos and pretty smiles. Girls who receive top-dollar instruction on the five-star experience. Pouring tea and making nice, sashaying away down the VIP carpet, or appearing delighted at some fat expat’s clumsy advances. All done with the utmost in practiced poise and fake grace.


    I can no longer afford poise and grace, genuine or otherwise. The girls who bring my tepid coffee rarely smile. I don’t blame them. Three hundred US a month for the privilege of a grinding existence in the big city. Their uniforms—black jeans and a frown. But they know me here. I don’t even have to order. I just sit down at my favorite table, and the coffee shows up thirty minutes later.


    My desire for quiet was crushed by the unusual Monday crowd. I had found my seat, but a great many others were forced to stand. A haggard waitress rifles through the channels on the big television in the corner. Short-tempered men shout commands at her from across the room. I’m in the lurch again with this fantastical language of theirs. My first guess was that the Games had begun three months early, and the home team wasn’t performing as advertised. I scope around, suave and subtle. Tensions rise. Accusations and finger-pointing. Cursing into telephones, fists pounding tables.


    A waitress I don’t recognize stops in front of me, blocking my view of the escalating crisis. She points to the empty seat between me and the big window.


    “Ni de pengyou—?”


    I shake my head and wave her off. My friend won’t be coming tonight. Not the one she’s talking about, anyway. She’s gone again before I can inquire about the status of my drink. Somewhat of a hush comes over the crowd as the television begins wailing with live footage of something terrible.


    I watch for a minute. I stretch and strain. A mess of people, dusty and screaming. Blood and hysterics, cries to the sky. A lot of hooey, as far as I can tell. I shrug and give up. I try to disengage, to get back to my thoughts. But it’s hard to ignore the darkening vibes, pins and needles, razor wire. I consider my options. I plot a path. I gather my things, ready to bail.


    The door slams open. A fresh pack of peasants, streaming in like a bus is unloading just outside. I sit back down and flex my fists. I’m ready again. Another herd arrives, shoving and shouldering through the door. Three steps in and they’re making complaints. Neither group gives an inch. Someone thumbs over to the television. Common ground, back on track. Amends and cigarettes. A surge of smoke, wall to wall.


    I’m watching on the sly, observing through my fingers. Red Guards redux? Gang of Four Hundred? Hard to say. No one has seen me yet. Another busload squeezes in. They snarl and snap at the others. “But comrade! The TV!” Now everyone’s friends, slapping backs and passing out smokes. They yak and jabber and point at the tube. I look over and try again. I grit my teeth—such madness and grief! But the dots won’t connect. Nothing adds up. I wish someone would change the channel.


    My gears come unstuck. They slip and stutter. Spark plugs and pistons, I’m scaring myself. Maybe separatist rebels had finally dealt a decisive blow to their oppressors. Nothing new, and due about now. Flare-ups are fairly regular with those ethnic hordes out west. But tonight, it appears they might have poked a little too hard. A 9/11, China style. Loss of face, a billion in one throw.


    The thought makes my stomach clench. Base hits are forgivable now and then, expected, healthy even. Everything in moderation. But knocking one out of the park would only provoke a collective tantrum of violence from the ruling class on down to the last toothless migrant. A mighty red hammer would be sure to come swinging. Soon, tonight, for the next hundred years. The locals don’t quibble over details when dealing with foreigners and the myriad problems we bring. Certainly, these bandits were Chinese by nationality, but ethnically they might as well be Irish. Me, too. Marked men, all of us.


    A few unfriendly looks are tossed my way. One gets used to that soon enough. But tonight, brass tacks. There’s a pang of immediacy to the situation for which I am completely unprepared. I sink into the seat and slowly pull my hat down to my eyes.


    My future has been bleak for as long as I can remember, but there had always been another door, a rear exit everyone else had overlooked. I lack the means for a reasonable Plan B. Hell, this is my Plan B. Could I make it to the exit? Then what? My apartment is miles away. Locking myself behind its steel door would require a taxi to get me there. Unthinkable with this sudden turn of events. I could try walking home, but that too seems risky. And of course, the neighbors would be waiting—inside already, helping themselves. There’s no telling how many spare keys are floating around. Either way, I could very well end up spending eternity in a greasy ditch.


    Sam is late. Half an hour. Rounding up friends to give Whitey the ol’ dispatch. And a long time coming. I try him again. The call won’t go through. I can’t even call myself. The last time this happened was on the New Year, when everyone was wishing friends and family large endowments for this luckiest of years, 2008. A year so lucky that the grandest of Chinese holidays was nearly canceled altogether as half the country was paralyzed by an unprecedented deluge of ice and snow.


    Epic crowds of stranded vacationers trampled the old and infirm. Entire regiments of the People’s Army brandished shovels to rescue buried freeways. It was all on camera with long, patriotic pans and sweeping music. Ranks upon ranks of shuddering noncoms heaved and hoed into the distance, their fading formations of animated trench coats the only visible indication of where the four-lane blankets met the gray soup above. Frozen cities suffered blackouts. Buses disappeared down icy ravines. China had been sucker-punched. More fists pounding tables. Snow? Not in Shanghai, too far south! That’s what I had been told.


    And now this. I squint through the haze at the TV across the room. More boo-hoo-hoo, babies, and broken concrete. I’m in a movie, budget at best. Action, disaster, the trailer on infinite loop. “One man . . .” My face is slow-motion surprise. Gauges and dials, high gear, full thrust. I’m getting it—the picture, the plot. NATO again? Outdated maps? Bombs away! Mother Mary—the Torch? Extinguished forever! “One dead man . . .” If not for the phones being jammed, I’d try the embassy, ask them to send a helicopter. Or maybe an unmarked Suburban.


    It’s a good thing my girlfriend isn’t around. I know her well enough, but there’s no guarantee she wouldn’t throw the first stone, should it come to that. I could see her defending me for a little while until the crowd turns on her. Then she’d probably deny even knowing who I am.


    She had been planning on visiting her family, which was fine by me. But I was appalled at her intention of taking the train all the way to Chengdu. I asked her how she could possibly endure thirty-six hours squeezed in with all those commoners. She blinked and rolled her eyes. She gave me a hug. Arguing was pointless. Ooga-booga and Anjohua. Best relationship I’ve ever had. I bought her a plane ticket. She left yesterday.


    It’s getting rowdy. I’m catching more looks. I’m thinking of leaving again, saying my prayers. Duck and cover. Too late. The waitress brings my coffee. “Oh,” I say. “It’s you.” She plunks it down on the table. I touch the sides, I dip my finger. It’s even less warm than usual. An outburst from the crowd nearly shatters the windows. My thoughts exactly. The girl is blocking my view of the show. I crane my neck to see what I’ve missed. I point around her, over her shoulder. “Do you mind?” I don’t know how to make myself any more clear. Another uproar, far from happy. Goal after goal for the opposing team.


    I’m starting to sweat, feeling the creeps. And my waitress, this mudpout. “Beat it!” I say. She’s unmoved. I notice her eyes. Not a lot going on. I snap my fingers. Not even a twitch. I follow her gaze straight down to my cup. Well, then. To what depths? Normally, I’d have drunk it to be polite. But tonight, no thanks. I slide the cup over. “You first!” No response. I’ve had it with the help. I dig for some bills. I slap them on the table. “We square?” She doesn’t budge. She points to the empty seat.


    “Ni de pengyou—”


    “No! He’s not coming, okay?”


    Heads reluctantly turn from the TV. The girl splits, like clockwork at last. There I am, front and center. Spotlights—click, click, click! Elbows nudge friends to check the white face, quickly turning red. Journalist, most likely—opinions, arrogance, saboteur! Sent here to make fools of us all! The seriousness in their eyes sends me further shrinking into the lumpy seat. A certain hostility fills the room, weighing on the skin, dense and stagnant, its implications unmistakable.


    Oh, that lucky bastard Dimitri, now on a plane to Phnom Penh. To desert me at a time like this! Some hero he turned out to be. We were each other’s anchor in this sea of insanity. The Big Piss. Twenty million Chinese enigmas and us. Two smart-mouthed gits trying to make sense of it all. If he were here with me like a hundred times before, we would toast the angry crowd and drink our poisoned coffee in one gulp. And a good day to you, sirs! To die like men! Have a real American cigarette, for once in your life—we won’t be needing them!


    No, he won’t be coming tonight. Word on the street was that every round-eye in the country had been scheming to disrupt the eminent glory of the upcoming Games, so Dimitri’s papers had been roundly rejected. One World, One Dream: Foreigners Out. I was spared this inconvenience when my passport was stolen a few months back. “I wouldn’t worry about it,” he said. “As long as you stay clear of banks, hotels, and the twenty million informants among us, you’re a free man.” Things weren’t so bad at the time. And anyway, I don’t have the guts for Cambodia.


    We had a real scramble that afternoon making the airport on time. One thing after another at Dimitri’s flat, with a pair of true captains at the helm of the good ship Snafu. New appliances and serviced to the hilt, it had once been quite a lavish place. Now, it was a rancid shambles. Rent had been due for months, and the owners had been showing up unannounced. Meeting them now would mean the end of the line.


    They had stashed a large tin of coins in assorted currencies. It hadn’t been properly hidden. I was picking through the change at Dimitri’s request, making a pile of euros and US quarters. He was bounding from one room to the next, dripping sweat, toppling lamps and dirty dishes as he scooped up his belongings. A wet sock here, a torn T-shirt there, dead batteries, a packet of ketchup. My eyes lit up when he mentioned he was still unable to find his passport. I found it soon after, buried beneath the coins I was counting. République française, it read. After brief consideration, I decided to hand it over.


    We had been occasionally pilfering the owners’ modest wine collection over the past few months, but now the gloves were off. Dimitri’s torrent of last-minute packing was frequently interrupted for long pulls from one of several open bottles of Chateau Great Wall ‘94. I had a stale bottle of something or other for myself. I don’t know wines, and I don’t particularly like the taste, but under the circumstances, it seemed like the right thing to do.


    Dimitri’s suitcase had two sharp metal protrusions where small wheels had once been. He dragged it in circles around the living room while excitedly engaged with the telephone, etching deep scratches all over the hardwood floor. I understand even less French than I do Mandarin, but I heard my name, then President Bush. I motioned at the ruined floor when he hung up.


    “Good news,” he said, resuming his frenzied pace. “My grandfather got married.” I continued adding coins. “To another man.” I lost count and started over. He ran into the kitchen. My concentration broke again at a faint but unmistakable disturbance—Dimitri heaved into the sink, overflowing with a month’s worth of decaying rubbish.


    “I’m still a little messed up from last night,” he said as he sauntered back into the living room. He finished off one of the open bottles.


    “You’re going to be one of those passengers,” I said.


    Dimitri belched and drummed his stomach. He noticed the damage on the floor. He smiled. “I’ll be fine.”


    We left his flat a catastrophe. Full of holes, filled with debris. The sprint to the street corner was uneventful, but it was difficult to maintain a low profile dragging ratty luggage all over the place with no wheels. Sparks flew, people looked. We were loaded, loopy, and terribly white, weaving around like two sons of dockers on a binge.


    Someone turned us in. Believe me, it wasn’t pretty. We had just slammed the taxi doors when two pairs of grubby hands pounded into the roof of the car. The driver froze, helpless with panic. I shouted and jabbed at the windshield. He’s dumb. Or dumbfounded. Hard to tell. Blast this language. Play dead at all costs! That’s apparently what I’d said. I try again. “What are you waiting for? Go! The pedal on the right!”


    Dig the mugs—geezer faces, puckered kissers. Shrieking, contorting, slurping the windows like slimy old suckerfish. Our driver’s head jerks in all directions like a worn movie with missing frames. “Huh? Huh?” he says. He’s wild-eyed and dazed, watching as his taxi gets a fresh coat of spittle and rage. Threats and insults, gnashing of teeth. Something to do with unpaid bills and broken equipment? Quite possibly. But time is tight. We have a schedule to keep. A formal dialogue will have to wait.


    Dimitri’s in stitches. He laughs and waves to the chumps outside. They up the ante for the world to hear. Name-calling and charges of plundered trust. Ravaged assets and busted keepsakes. Missing liquor and bloodied bedsheets. And your friend—we can only imagine! Driver, driver! The imperialists have sacked us again! Avenge us, brother, we beg you!


    Dimitri doubles over. He’s clutching his guts. “What’s wrong?” I say. “Sick again?” He shakes his head. He wheezes and gags. He’s laughing so hard he can barely breathe. Ah! It’s gramps outside. He’s losing his hair. A turban unrolling, caught in a draft. The old man’s comb over, a flapping flag. Arm’s length, maybe more. Straight out, then straight up, like semaphore in the wind.


    The driver catches on. He cracks a grin. I slap the seat. He’s serious again. “Get a move on, shall we?” That slap was over the line. He folds his arms. He checks his nails. I toss him a bill. “Now, step on the gas!”


    Think again—we’ve met our match. The landlords have their ace in the hole. They bang on our windows and whip out their phones. They smirk and snort. Our number is up.


    “Today, sir, if at all possible!” I throw the driver another bill. He picks it up with two fingers like it’s a dead bird. He sniffs at it, both sides. He lays it down on the seat. He looks back at me and shrugs.


    The jerks outside are searching for a signal. They glare and scowl, cursing the sky. City of the future, my ass! They redirect, about-face. Daggers at the driver. I nod in agreement. “Accessory,” I say, “at least!”


    Then a thought, a bolt from above. I turn to Dimitri. He’s already speaking. “You don’t suppose . . .”


    “Sam?”


    “Mm-hmm.”


    “Another setup?” I say. “Could be! We’re sitting ducks!”


    He laughs. Whatever is so funny, I wish he’d share. Sam in cahoots. Again! But with whom? The driver? The rents?


    A crowd forms. Beaming spectators materialize out of thin air, out of the brickwork, out of the drains. Everyone attends. Lollipops and wheelchairs, and some clown selling balloons. They surround the taxi with chatter and smiles, pointing and giggling, consulting each other. Yips and yaps and ooga-booga as they resume old friendships and pass out smokes.


    Dimitri takes a breath. He tries to calm down. “This is serious!” I say. He can’t hold it. He’s laughing again. He covers his mouth and points out my window. Pops and the hag turn up the juice, hamming and strutting, putting on a show. This way, that way. Mostly our way. Center stage, the second act. Rotten foreigners and their bullshit! And our driver’s been lumped in. No problem—bill after bill! Full steam ahead! He stutters. He’s confused. He refuses to move.


    Outside, it’s yo-ho-ho! Old pros, you can tell. Nothing new, this song and dance. Their prance and swagger, their face-saving bit. The fans rejoice. They whistle and cheer. Foreigners—damn straight! Scum of the earth! But the old-timer’s hair—what an act! Wisping and waving, flittering up. That comb over alone is worth the ticket. Like a snake being charmed from a basket.


    The wife is upstaged. This will not stand! She points to her head, her own lovely locks. Especially the white stain, straight up the middle. Her bouffant de Le Pew. She mugs and gloats. Her performance tanks. She stamps her feet. She pulls at her perm. What gives? Look at me! This is primo schtick! The crowd—no takers. That skunk stripe is old news, lady. We’ve seen it before. Half the country wears the same. But your husband, now that’s another story altogether. He should be on tour. A one-man show! Olympic opening ceremony!


    Very well! She turns back to the collaborator behind the wheel. Accomplice! Running dog! He points to himself and slumps in his seat. I catch the biddy’s eye and beckon her over. I crack my window. “Ah!” she grins. A confession? Yes, ma’am, and a little closer, please. I yell “Hongqiao” smack into her face.


    “Huh?” she says. “Wha?”


    “You heard me!”


    I yell it again at the driver and throw him a wad of cash. I poke his shoulder. I kick his seat. He eyes the bills and wipes his brow. He looks at the audience. They await his response. The engine revs. People move. He punches the gas, pinning us back. Gawkers eat gravel as the wheels spin to life.


    One block, two blocks. Dimitri dries his eyes. He calls up front. “Hey,” he says. “Buyao Hongqiao.” The taxi slows as our driver anticipates new instructions. I see his peepers in the rear view, nervously flitting between the two criminals sitting behind him and the distant street corner we’ve just escaped.


    “Pudong,” I say.


    “Pudong, okay!” He quickly scans three and nine before lurching through another red light.


    Dimitri cocks a finger at me from his side of the weathered bench seat. “I’m impressed, friend. That was some quick thinking, unloading on the old bitch with the wrong airport. Fish oil?”


    “Three a day,” I say, nodding in appreciation. “I swear by it.”


    We were good like that. Most of the time. In sync, on the same page, and on the same team. I’d warned him before about his excesses. “It’s for your own good!” Deaf ears. Another round? Why not!


    Ten years my junior, Dimitri was tall and marvelous. Yet to find himself trapped under failure and disillusion, he was propelled by an energetic optimism that I soon recognized as a prime imposter from my youth. An unlikely troupe, a regular yin and yang. His Hollywood smile to my vandal’s leer. His faith in humanity to my impatience for the end.


    He was a reluctant pied piper, groupies in tow. Unaware and unprepared, they never saw it coming. He’d try to dissuade them. “It’s for your own good!” But what can one man do? Zealots, fanatics, lines around the block.


    “I’m a jerk,” he’d say. “You won’t like me. That much I can promise. Won’t like—hell! Tomorrow, you’ll hate me. You’ll hate yourself! Trust me on this—for days and months, you’ll rip your hair out at the very thought. Find a good man who will buy you things. Maybe even love you.”


    Eyelashes flutter, lips pout.


    “Scram, sweetie, because I am the devil, the dickens, el Diablo. And a real typhoon in the sack! Take it from me, pussycat, I’ll wreck your world inside out. A freight train, shock and awe, total disaster!”


    He’d hand-wring and finger-wag until his arms dropped from exhaustion. “I’m queer, okay? I put it in my mouth. I have no interest in you, in girls. Honest, you all make me sick. And not only that—I have diseases. AIDS and the clap. Acute renal failure! My front teeth are fake!”


    He’d still be professing his guilt and depravity halfway through violating the poor glassy-eyed tarts. In his flat, in my flat, in the elevator, in the stairwell, on the crapper, in the KFC.


    I’m no slouch, of course, but Dimitri was a professional, a guru. A real taskmaster. And he spoke the truth when swatting at these infatuated zombies. They were sorry, alright. Sorry they’d ever been born. Disgusted with life, ruing the very moment they reached inside his pants. And hopelessly in love.


    No quarter was given the few unfortunate white chicks who inquired about a refund. “Two-timing harlots, all of them,” he’d say. “That’s my whole philosophy. Caveat emptor. They can go whine to their husbands, for all I give a damn.”


    But he had a soft spot for the locals. Then sob detail would get foisted onto me. Weeks I’d spend on the phone trying to assuage these wretched girls, limping bowlegged, souls reduced to porridge. They were open to the idea that it was all just a big cultural misunderstanding, but it never seemed to ease their suffering. Or mine. The calls started up again inside the taxi. All of them had my number and would call me immediately after attempting Dimitri. My hope was that once he was gone, I would be of no further use to them.


    Our sendoff had caused a delay. We crept onto the freeway. Ten thousand cars zinged past. Seemed our driver had again lost his nerve. With one last bill, I told him to stop wasting our time. “Mm, ah! Okay!” We arrived with plenty to spare and found a table at one of the empty airport bars. The waiter brought two overpriced cans of Suntory. I winced and shivered as we cracked them open. Dimitri’s phone started buzzing again. He shook his head in frustration.


    “You know,” he said, “I didn’t always have this problem. When my family moved to Brighton, I went to a right dingy high school not knowing one word of English. I had this Russian name. Everyone thought I was a mobster’s kid or a hitman or something. Even worse was that I was missing one of my front teeth. I told you about that.”


    “Your Tour de France?”


    “I smashed right into a tree. My parents didn’t have the money to get me fixed, so for years I had this giant gap in my face. I had no friends, no one would speak to me. Even back in France. My parents couldn’t stand the sight of me. It was more convenient for them to disregard me completely than to save up for a couple of weeks to get my tooth fixed. So when we moved to Brighton, I spent my days brooding in silence in the back of the classroom. That was a rough school, but everyone gave me space. They didn’t know what to make of me. I got used to it. Then my uncle visited one day and showed some much needed pity. I think he might have been adopted. He made a few calls. During my senior year, I got a fake tooth. Overnight, I was the most popular guy in the school. The girls were all over me. They acted like they’d never seen me before. Like I was brand new, the latest fad. I was accosted wherever I went. I felt like I had woken up as a rock star. It was the best day of my life.”


    “I can imagine.”


    “Because I’ve never had so much fun telling so many people to get fucked. One tooth, man! The difference between leper and sex god. Sometimes, I consider knocking this stupid tooth out again just to have some peace and quiet.”


    Dimitri’s flight was delayed an hour. A brief reprieve as the minutes ticked down to alone. It would have been useless to try to convince him to stay on. And who would want to be a fugitive like me? A refugee, an outlaw, 100% illegal. I had a crook in my neck from looking over my shoulder. My eyes were beat, fatigued from scanning. A random glance would send me running. It gets old.


    He had a new adventure on the horizon. A grand open highway whose beauty and excitement can only be appreciated by those who have really traveled. I’m not talking a three-hour layover at La Guardia. I mean those who have blown their bridges and pissed on their endorsements, thrusting the shocker into the crotchables of history. The unique and endless possibilities that can only exist in a sweltering, third-world heap of a hellhole. Where the skies swirl with deadly monsoons and biblical clouds of angry insects. Tiger-striped buzzing beasts, livid and infectious, piercing skin and composure with diseased invective. Foreboding, untamed provinces, teeming with the perils of Jungle. Disgusted natives, the constant threat of sickness and old landmines. And the cities are little better. Packed markets and bazaars where Whitey is stared down and harassed. Midnight shotguns and back-alley shanks. Kidnappings and mutilations, rifle butts and blackouts. Coup d’états and killing fields. All dripping in a humidity so damp and stifling you could drown just walking to the neighborhood whorehouse. This was real life. A man’s world.


    Dimitri ordered another round. “I’m looking forward to it,” he said. “Beautiful girls, sun. Really, what else is there?”


    “I wish I were going, too.”


    “Ah, comedy.”


    “Hmm.”


    “You melt in hot weather,” he said. “And you have these strange ideas about Southeast Asia. I can’t be bothered. Worrying is a waste of my time. How’s your Chinese coming?”


    “It’s the same as yours—crap.”


    He shook his head and cracked open another can. I winced again. He gave me a look. I waved him off.


    “I don’t know how you and Xiao Qing have any kind of relationship at all.”


    “Oh, but it’s perfect,” I said. “No arguing, no bullshit. Those are a waste of my time.”


    “What do you call that hybrid dialect you guys use together?”


    “Anjohua.”


    “Ah, that’s right.” Dimitri twisted around to check the big status monitor. “I’m not too excited about learning Khmer. Talk about a useless language.”


    “Name one that isn’t.”


    “Two,” he said. “French and English. In that order.”


    “What a coincidence. Pasta fazool!”


    “That’s Italian.”


    “Is it?”


    “Yeah. So, when is Xiao Qing coming back?”


    “Two or three weeks,” I said. “I don’t remember.”


    “Do you miss her?”


    I leaned forward and lowered my voice like I had some secret wisdom to impart. “Oddly enough, I do. Can you believe it? She’s not after my nonexistent money, doesn’t care about a green card. She has no interest in even seeing the US. She’s not the type they warn you about.”


    “She’s a good girl,” Dimitri said. “Try not to screw up.”


    “Thanks for the tip.”


    “Do you love her?”


    “I don’t know. But I’ll tell you what—she’s all I think about. That and escaping.” I leaned back in my chair, discreet but nonchalant. “It’ll be a sad goodbye,” I said. “What’s so funny?”


    “You do love her.”


    I made a face and pretended to survey the emptiness of the terminal.


    “What’s funny is your attempt to hide your sentimentality, if that’s the right word.”


    “But all I am is sentiment. No facts or statistics. And warnings? Forget it. Just forever chasing auras and vibes and whatever else—”


    “Any luck?”


    “Pfft! Whatever I’ve been searching for all this time always ends up being a cheap imitation of the glossies I was sold. No character, no real value, just airbrushed false advertising. Famous—big deal. I used to think LA was soulless. But this place, wow! An enormous vacuum. Like there’s a giant vortex hovering over the city, sucking the last remnants of humanity out into space. With a force so strong it pulls these endless concrete towers straight up out of the earth.”


    “The bigger the hype, the bigger the lie. How long did it take you to figure that one out, Anjo?”


    “I still haven’t.”


    “No hype surrounding Cambodia, I’m afraid. Just a steady mess with the occasional pleasant surprise.”


    “That’s how I think of Xiao Qing,” I said.


    “A steady mess?”


    “A pleasant surprise. A little beacon of decency shining through this filthy, sad monstrosity. I have a friend back home who was nuts over some new girlfriend of his. All he could say was, ‘she’s a fuckin’ flower, dude.’ Over and over, on endless repeat. Of course, I called him a faggot for talking such baloney. But I think I get it now.”


    Dimitri was barely listening, skipping ahead to the next chapter. He instinctively reached for his smokes for the second or third time.


    “Spark up,” I said. “No one cares.”


    He did. Both of us did. Immediately, I regretted my suggestion. Dimitri smiled as I began subconsciously scanning for trouble.


    “You should ride it out,” he said. “You’ve gone this far. Take the pain. I’ve told you a hundred times the police are not looking for you. But I’d watch my back around Sam.”


    “Hmm.”


    “And I’m no authority on relationships by any means, but I think you and Xiao Qing . . . make a sweet couple.”


    “Good grief.”


    He laughed. “Where did she go? I forgot.”


    “Some town north of Chengdu,” I said in a tone that suggested its distance from Shanghai.


    Dimitri stared into nothing, visualizing a map of Asia. “That’s halfway to India.” He downed the last of his Suntory. “You should try to make it work.”


    “Xiao Qing?” I said.


    “And staying put. I’ll be back in a few months, after this Olympics madness blows over. I need to learn Chinese. That was the main reason I came in the first place. It’s a shame, all this yelling and screaming, the incessant arguing, and we have no idea what the hell they’re talking about.”


    “Would have come in handy today,” I said.


    “That comb over! Have you ever seen such a thing?” Dimitri started giggling. “I nearly pissed myself.”


    “We could have been killed,” I said.


    “Anjo, man, you worry too much.”


    “It keeps me alive.”


    “Yeah, until it gives you a heart attack. Oh, crap—”


    “What?”


    “Behind you. Don’t look. Two security goons coming this way.”


    I drop my cigarette under the table. I fold my hands and try to look calm. Dimitri blows smoke rings. I clear my throat.


    “It’s not the smoke,” he says. “It’s your bobblehead and googly eyes. From a mile away—up to no good, that guy. Smack up his ass! A bomb in his jock! Wait . . . Anjo, I think they’re calling for reinforcements. Shit, man! What do we do? Let’s run for it!”


    Bulging eyes, pulse, and bile. I hold my breath. I turn around. No security.


    Dimitri is all laughs. “I told you not to look.”


    “You son of a—”


    An announcement boomed from hidden speakers. We listened. Gibberish and bull. We shook our heads. Dimitri put his cigarette out.


    “We should know this language by now,” he said.


    “I’m sure it’s a disappointment . . . like everything else.”


    “Merde! I should start calling you Sunshine!”


    I nearly choked. “Dear God,” I said. “Any name but that. Anyway, Cantonese sounds so much cooler. We should learn that instead. But it’s probably just like home—a lot of pointless blah blah blah, nonsense, and newspeak.”


    “Hmm,” he said.


    “But at least we’d know what they’re saying about us. I’m just dying to know what they really think.”


    “I wonder if then we’d be considered, I don’t know, a little more part of China.”


    “Yeah, right,” I said. “With our faces? Even if we spoke perfect Mandarin and had Chinese papers, never in a million years would they consider us even remotely Chinese, for better or worse.”


    “I guess so,” he said.


    “But if some Somalian boatman washes up in Sweden—sign! stamp!—now they call him a Swede.”


    “Since you put it that way . . .”


    “Asians, man. They know exactly who they are. And they don’t extend the privilege, if you want to call it that. Like I’ve said—”


    “Let me guess,” he said. “The West is done, finished. What’s that word you like to use?”


    “Funktified.”


    I settled the tab and we made our way to the immigration security line. Dimitri checked his phone for any important last-minute messages. It began buzzing.


    “Adieu,” he said, popping out the battery. “I’m tired of it, man. I don’t mean to sound like a jerk, but I’ve run out of sympathy. Whine, complain, bitch, and moan. I don’t need it. Next time around, I’m doing it your way—ooga-booga and no half-assed English.” We shuffled to the furthest point allowed without papers. “She had a nice little ass though, yeah?”


    “I try to keep my eyes off my friends’ girlfriends’ asses,” I said, ignoring the follow-up call buzzing in my pocket.


    “Why? They won’t last. Besides, it’s their fault, not mine. I can’t blame myself. I wouldn’t be French anymore.”


    “That’s true.”


    “Anyway, good luck with Xiao Qing. It must be nice. Only once have I been in love, truly in love. Suicide-pact love. This girl back in London. Did I tell you about her?”


    “Maybe,” I said. “I lose track.”


    “I told her to get an abortion and then I walked out. She and her mother nearly killed me at the bus stop. When I make a decision like that, I go full throttle, no compromises. I ran back to France. That night on the ferry, I threw my phone into the Channel. Just like in a movie. I’m my own hero.”


    Dimitri passed through Immigration and that was that. From now on, there would be only half a story, pages torn and scenes missing. Author unknown, unauthorized absence.


    Goddam passport . . . a few shreds of paper with some crooked stickers and a lousy headshot. Credentials, a preemptive pardon. A reference letter from the thugs of my government to the thugs of another. A testament to my upstanding nature and splendid character. A promise that I wouldn’t meddle, would keep the intrigue to a minimum, and that I wouldn’t be a bother to anyone. Perhaps it was only fitting that this outright fraud of a document had gone missing.


    Passports are replaceable, of course, but expired visas are not. Increased security for the upcoming Games had sent bribery budgets through the roof. And there were rumors of extended jail time and beatings, interrogations and disappearances. It was easier to just let it go, find a passage to Bangkok or maybe Kathmandu. Find a remote border crossing where the authorities wouldn’t ask too many questions. Where a chat and a loaded handshake would put me back on solid ground.


    The cavernous architecture of the airport was getting me down. It amplified my insignificance, my abandonment. I took the maglev back into town. A sweet ride for such a boondoggle. A lightning gash through Shanghai’s southern frontier at one-third the speed of sound. The fastest land travel in the world, straight from the airport to the middle of nowhere. Transfer to the green line, then into the city. Jing’an, ground zero, people . . . Dimitri . . . Xiao Qing . . . I needed a coffee.


    ♠♠♠


    Coffee & Tee is one step from a riot. Sam is still MIA. I can’t taste the Chivas anymore. The bottle is half empty. Did I really pay for this? A vague memory of yelling “unopened” toward the bar . . . I’m standing on the chair that had so concerned my delightful waitress, one hand gripping a sloshing glass of drink, the other pointing and stabbing at the mob, my big mouth on autopilot. One ten-syllable word after another, unintelligible and smeared, like snippets of film, multiple exposures overlapping and running together.


    I can see myself, but the controls are not responding. I’m mocking the crowd, posturing and gyrating like some perverted frontman off his rocker, overdoing it for the last show. My fans are not impressed. Crime is in their eyes, and the place reeks of foul play. Fisting their palms, anticipating curb kicks and a hardy shove into the path of a speeding train. They’re enraged and closing in, but hesitant—no one wants to be the first to commit.


    The exit is too far away, with a gauntlet of well-wishers just begging for a go. I push my back against the big window. A quick peek over my shoulder—buses, taxis, scooters, brake lights. Throngs of Chinese, suspicious-eyed, prowling for depraved foreigners. Not exactly the big easy, but rather enticing compared to my imminent liquidation.


    I thump the window with my fist. Sideways looks, sucking teeth. One foot on the table. Oh, a change of heart! They want to end this foolishness, a fresh start. Bygones, forgiveness, a second chance. Okay, okay, come on down. No, no, hello! Please sit, friend! Hello, welcome! George Bush! Have a seat! Cut the laowai some slack before he does some real damage. A little clemency for our deranged guest.


    I don’t buy it. Frothing mobs don’t just slink away into the sunset, especially with such damning evidence blasting through every television in the country. I’m past the point of no return. No choice but to stand and deliver—a courageous breakout to the smothering streets of Shanghai.


    Ah, fatty in back! Mr. Wu, the hothead proprietor of this miserable café. Here he comes, shoving patrons out of his way. He has never liked me, for reasons I can’t explain, and he looks particularly rabid tonight. He’s tunneling closer, eyes aflame. I dump the glass and grab the bottle. It feels good in my hand. Quality, substantial, rare commodities in these parts.


    Both feet on the table. And what a view! The TV across the room, above the heads, the grimace and glare—a hazy, glowing rectangle of violence and persecution. The scrolling updates make me dizzy. Some bloody woman comes undone, shrieking into the camera, pleading for the execution of those responsible. The mood swings again. The cheerful climate takes a dive. They’ve had it with reason and empathy. Only leads to trouble! Eyes narrow, knuckles crack.


    I have to be quick. I’m getting the spins. I raise the bottle to my chest, ready for the swift arc down to the window. Glug, glug, glug! Chivas soaks my clothes. Sweat burns my eyes. My credit runs out. They strike.


    “Jerks!”


    The bottle swings back. Midway through, my footing goes. I collapse onto the table like an open sack of sodden potatoes. A hundred fingers grope and grab. I’m a gasping fish, plopping about the deck of a trawler. Ceramics and glass—bash, boom, bam! Someone shouts my name. I blink. A smashup, then over the side. I’m on the floor under the table. Faces and fists from all angles. This is it. I don’t resist.


    They pull me out, prop me up. I see my reflection in the window and a jeering crowd on the sidewalk beyond. A few slaps to bring me around, to prepare me for the savagery of the final onslaught. I clench my teeth. The end of all things. I hear my name again. I squint and strain. A few forward shoves. The fat man appears. Something nails me right in the face.


    I’m outside, crawling like a wounded crab on the filthy red bricks of the sidewalk. Flashing lights, cigarettes butts. A torrent of babble, inconceivable. Where’s my hat? A kick to the ribs. I’m down again. Shoes and ankles, globs of phlegm. I pray that God is an American. A furious argument erupts above. I lift my head. There’s Sam, a cop, and Mr. Wu. Sniping, griping, fingers in faces.


    “It’s not my flat!” I say. “It’s Dimitri’s!”


    No one hears. The crowd is rapt with Act Two of this farce, gesticulations exaggerated, every word at full power. My last chance! Freedom, just a short sprint away. Now or never, failure not an option. Easy . . . easy . . . a clean push off of the bricks. That’s as far as I get. A black boot hooks around my wrist, smooth and controlled, then pulls it from under me. Laughter. Hilarious. Cops! Absolute scum of the—what’s this? The cop is wearing sneakers. That was Sam’s boot. Had he kicked me, too?


    Sam tells the crowd to get lost. They snicker and sneer. He sighs, he smirks. If only we had a diversion. Where’s Old Man Comb Over when you need him?


    But Sam! I’m impressed, sort of. I’ll admit he’s taking command. But he has this look on his face—confusion, things not adding up. Usually, he’s getting me kicked out of places. My favorite places. Aimless arguing, a Chinese tradition. And a damn fine one if you ask me. But it’s all bark, he says. Gutless and impotent. Chattering pygmies. He feels cheated if the fists don’t fly. I’ve had to find a whole new set of haunts. Quiet places where I wouldn’t be hassled. This two-bit bistro was my last bastion of relative tranquility. Short work I made of that. But he was late. He’d missed his chance.


    He squats down. He cocks his head. “Ha ha,” he says. “You have good time in there?”


    “Did you kick me?”


    “Don’t worry, this is Chinese thing.”


    “Hmm.”


    “But Mr. Wu, ha ha! He very want to kill you!”


    “I think they all want to kill me.”


    “No, it’s okay. Is funny to them, but boss is kind of a fucking guy that says you destroyed his ship . . . his shop. They are all kind of idiots, so don’t worry. But the policeman wants your passbook.”


    “Well, then. Perhaps you can help me out?”


    “What meaning?”


    “Never mind. You know I don’t have it. Ask the cop how much he wants to let me go.”


    “Oh, Anjo,” he says. “I think that would be the sky-price.”


    The cop blurts something our way. An estimate? Plus a little something for the night watch? Roger that! Wu throws a fit. He wants his share. Understandable and only fair. He wants it now, out of my hide. The cop holds him back.


    “Okay, we go,” Sam says.


    “That was easy.”


    “In the police car.”


    “I see . . .”


    “He needs interpreter too, so it is a good time I am here.”


    I stand up and nod to the crowd. A token of thanks for not beating me dead. One of them is wearing my hat with a big grin. His trophy from tonight’s show. He wins. They all do. Anyway, they’re bored by now. They pile back into the café, nabbing seats near the TV.


    A U-turn and a few blocks brought us to the station. Smoky corridors, everything stuck in mid-renovation. A concrete room, dusty and China-gray, with a bare bulb and electrical wires hanging from the ceiling.


    “Seems familiar,” I whispered to Sam.


    “You come here before?”


    “No. My apartment.”


    Minus the cops, of course, three of whom sat grim-faced with their feet up on cheap card tables. Cigarettes and liver lips—puff, puff, puff. A small television sobbed with more harrowing news, the devastation echoing off the unfinished walls. The edict was sure to come soon for the arrest of all undesirables. Maybe they’d go easy on me since I had spared them some legwork.


    Sam and I sat at a creaky wooden table strewn with blank documents, pencils, and cigarette ashes. Wu stormed in, ready to tear me apart. The cops rolled their eyes. Sit, they said. They pointed to a chair on the far side of the room. He sat and fumed, twiddling his thumbs. He and Sam shared a ten-yard stare.


    I pulled a crumpled pack of Reds from my pocket and offered it to the cops. “Have a real American cigarette, for once in your life.”


    One of them took the pack and offered it to Mr. Wu. He grabbed it and threw it on the floor. Another argument. I yawned out loud. They simmered him down, he let it go. They conferred amongst themselves, occasionally tossing a chilly look my way. But in the end, they were unable to free themselves from the unfolding havoc on the television. One by one, they were sucked in. Completely absorbed, they sat awestruck and amazed, silently smoking their Double Happiness in slow motion. They were satisfied for the moment. Let the white guy stew. And besides, the paperwork.


    My head began to clear, with lumps and bruises pulsating against my skull. I tried to concentrate. The severity of my predicament came into focus, emphasized by the piercing agony trumpeting from the TV.


    Sam gaped into the sadness with the rest of them. Slack-jawed, a drop of saliva gathered on his bottom lip, ready for the plunge. That’s me—teetering on the edge. One last gust, then it’s all over. I wondered if I could trust him. I had reason enough not to. Was tonight’s drama the retribution he’d been planning all along? I doubted it. It seemed so excessive.


    “Sam,” I said. “I don’t speak Chinese. Sam . . .”


    “Sorry,” he said, pulling himself out of his hypnotic daze. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “They wait for manager. No . . . supervisor.”


    “What’s next?” I said. “What’s going to happen to me?”


    “I don’t know. I have never been in police situation with foreigner before.” Sam scanned our surroundings like he’d only then realized where we were. He took an official police pencil off the table and discreetly slipped it into his coat pocket before resuming his trance.


    I pointed at the television. “Am I in trouble for this?”


    He turned his head to reply, but his eyes remained fixed. “Trouble, what do you mean? How can you be into trouble for the earthquake?”


    “You’re joking.”


    Sam shook his head at the TV, eyebrows raised in disbelief.


    “Sam, really?” I watched it with him. Things began to make sense.


    Heads jerked as I laughed out loud. “An earthquake! Holy Jesus, that’s the best news I’ve heard all day!” I slapped my friend on the back. “You’re exactly right, Sam. Brilliant! Hen hao!”


    An eruption of relief, a burden released into the filth of the Shanghai heavens. A death sentence commuted by the Almighty Governor himself. An American, alright. And a prestigious one at that. I stared into the television—like watching a thousand glorious sunrises. Rainbows and daisies, a vein of Demerol. Deliverance, the cure, illumination! No terrorists or conspiracies, no manhunts for Whitey. Let the aftershocks roll for months. It was my lucky night. Hell, the earthquake was probably an 8.0. I felt like doing a little jig, a Russian table dance or the can-can. Here we go, boys, come and get it!


    Cockeyed looks from Mr. Wu, wondering why my demeanor had so suddenly changed. I nodded a thankyou, a big smile of genuine gratitude. My neighbor, my friend! Ah, to suffocate him with congratulations. To shove my cigarettes into his chubby, incredulous mouth. This debacle with Coffee & Tee was nothing. Refuted, dismissed, canceled, and forgotten. One big fat meiguanxi. There was surely a way out, leaving all parties satisfied and in excellent spirits. Pay them off—booze, smokes, and hookers. When in China! Red envelopes and incense. Smiles and good wishes, vigorous handshakes and emphatic bows. Back-slapping and ganbeis. I’d fix the guy’s shop. I’d work for free. A rocky start, sure, but the night was definitely on the up and up. Passport? Yes, sir! I’ll bring it by first thing in the morning! Even better—an exact replica, laser, tri-folded! You can count on me, I’m one of the good guys!


    Sam asked me what was so funny. “Where was it?” I said. “In Shanghai? I didn’t feel anything.” I shook the table. Police pencils rolled to the floor. “Ha! You think this ridiculous shanty would have survived? Look at those pencils, they’re all over the place! I’ve been in earthquakes before, Sam. They’re actually quite amusing as long as you’re not too close and your house is strong enough. Oh, Lord, just to think! All this pain and personal anguish. And man, I’m starving. Can you grab my cigarettes off the floor?”


    “No, Anjo,” he said, as bewildered as the others. “It was very strong earthquake and many people are dead. Going to or from is impossible. No one can make call. It was in Sichuan, in north of Chengdu.”


    The floor cracked. The walls warped. The lights dimmed, fading out and back again. My skin went damp. Pressure on my chest, in my guts. A great white savoring the first bite out of a fresh torso. The bleeding edge of a tornado thumping on my diaphragm. The finger of God, a friendly reminder: you’re not alone, you can’t win. Panic surged up into my neck. My air was gone. A single tone, a sine wave overtook my ears, blotting out all other sound. The television went silent, blazing with the distraught victims of this awful world, this sick and screwed up meat grinder of a death trap—my girl’s hometown and everyone in it, reduced to a smoldering ruin.


    It came without warning, splattering the table and spilling onto the floor. Wu jumped out of his seat in revulsion, lips flapping against a barrier of deafening feedback. He lunged at me from across the room. I shouted in protest, but the shrill tone in my head was all I could hear. I slipped off my chair and onto the slimy tiles, smack into the spreading pool of my own stinking swill. Sam blocked the fat man’s attack, the vicious confrontation he had undoubtedly been waiting for. A flurry of fists and elbows, body shots, uppercuts, and whammies. A phalanx of cops sprang to life. Boots and chairs came swinging, cutting through the smoke, spinning into little whirlpools of brutality.


    Ten seconds and the belligerents were gone. The cops turned to me. I tried to shrug. One of them threw me a dirty rag. His friend kicked a plastic bucket across the floor. I tried to thank them, but things went sideways again, fading in and out. I took a deep breath. I flexed my fingers. My hearing returned. Lucky me. Wide-angle close-ups of cop faces, grimy and smoky, yelling and cursing. I tried to clean my sick. My heart just wasn’t in it. Fed up, they dragged me across the floor and down the hall to a dark and empty cell. I crawled into the corner and tried to collect myself, wheezing and shaking, an unsightly, smelly mess.


    Nothing new, tight spots, but this was shaping up to be unusually vice-like. It was difficult to find a positive spin. No retreat, no escape. I tried to take a nap. A cold boot, a reset. I’d overplayed, bounced my last check. The worst of my fears had materialized. I had skylined myself. Always a tragedy no matter how you look at it. An involuntary part of the system again. The comeback kid. My return, my reply. A grand reopening, with one hell of a ruinous debut.


    But enough about me. Just you try and help somebody out. See what it gets you, see what it gets them. An enormous pile of concrete in the face. Please forward my appreciation to the owner of this infernal earthly establishment. The service is outstanding.


    If only I had let her take the train. She’d still be on her way. Barely out of the station. Slow and steady. I should have known. What’s the use? The lone beacon on this dismal planet—extinguished, erased. A delicate flare of redemption behind enemy lines, a stormy harbor’s lantern. She was my watchtower.


    A certain memory played overtop my thoughts. An excerpt, an outtake from our fleeting time together. A clip of the girl re-sewing the buttons onto my new shirts. The reds and blues of Kodachrome. The grit and grain of a random recollection. A flickering reel, just out of reach. Not so long ago, but already steeped in the complexion of nostalgia.


    We had gone to this locally infamous, cramped and chaotic shopping district. It’s a zoo, and only after weeks of dealing with the tattered remnants of my small collection of death metal T-shirts was I finally persuaded to visit this cataclysmic crossroads of the Third World.


    The washing machine had been acting up. Something inside was off-kilter. It battered my clothes, the shirts in particular, which soon began to resemble black Swiss cheese. An interesting effect until the imprinted skulls and demon faces became unrecognizable, as if squads of hungry crustaceans had mistaken them for genuine rotting corpses. I delayed as long as I could, but she only wanted what was best for me—new shirts for cheap, found in great heaps at this open-air asylum.


    We neared the cacophonous churning of the market. I tried to convince her that my rags were just fine, good for another few weeks. My plea was ignored. One feels like fish food, like human chum at these places. The minute they smell a foreigner sneaking out of a taxi, the piranhas swoop down and close ranks around you, extolling shortcuts and detours and “you my friend” and “come my shop.”


    We shouldered and shoved our way around. Hide and seek, we lost every time. The touts were like glue, like gum under your shoe. A fly in your eye, shit in your soup. They gained in number, a magnetic train, picking up strays, drifters, and bums.


    And who was that? Across the way? Another paleface. He had his own problems, a horde of riffraff even bigger than ours. “Xiao Qing,” I say, “over there!” She looks. Ah! Oh! A cringe, a gasp. She’s seen it before. Some kind of human riptide. He’s being swept away. “He needs help!” There was nothing we could do.


    We ducked into a dingy little affair. Sweepings and stares, a growling dog. I was ready to split. I turned around. Aha! Bowed racks of the thin button-down shirts you see old Chinese men wearing in the summer. I gave the nod. She negotiated, rapid fire, off-season rates. Half a wardrobe for pennies on the dollar.


    I’d have paid double for a trap door. The jokers and clowns were just outside. A whole battalion of disheveled parasites, awaiting our return into the flow of that swarming catastrophe. I thought of the foreigner we’d seen circling the drain, certainly sucked into oblivion by now. Never to be heard from again—his final mention, right here! I scanned for an alternate exit. No dice. Sink or swim. We jumped back into the whirlwind. They were all over us again, in our faces, between our steps. Rolex? Armani? Adidas? You can only say “buyao” so many times before your composure evaporates, all further responses ending with “off” and “yourself.”


    It would have been me if I hadn’t moved. A jack-in-the-box, a petite fist shot past my head and nailed one of the bleating illiterates square in the face. I looked back to see the woman, dark-complected with bloody nose, reeling backward into the ocean of shoppers.


    China is too noisy for the needle ripping off the record, but they try. I scratched my head with a stupid look on my mug. Conspicuous and as foreign as you please. The parade of touts reformed into a mob. I blinked. I gulped. They got ideas. Xiao Qing grabbed my arm with the same spring-loaded hand she had used to smash the woman’s face. She zigzagged a passage through the chaos. And there’s Anjo, bumping along in tow like a tin can strung behind some newlyweds’ car.


    We found a safe place. As safe as any other. The entire city was an unmarked minefield. I massaged her knuckles. I let her explain. “Yippity yap!” A hundred miles an hour. Sweetie, rein it in! “Blah blah blah!” I tried to understand. Ooga-booga back and forth. That woman? My bag? A zipper? Go on . . . ah, stealing my things? The bitch! This country! Unbelievable! And you—just in time, baby-cakes!


    She was seeing things, I’m pretty sure. Nothing was missing. My zippers were zipped. I looked at her knuckles, red and swelling. A loose cannon, this broad. A public menace. I did the right thing. I put on a show. Hugs and kisses, until death do us part. “Sweetness, a job well done, and only befitting the prize you shall receive when we get home.” But first, a corner shop—just a sec! I bought bonbons and flowers. Liquor for me. She was a lark, a clam. Like a kid on Christmas. I’d had my doubts, my flimsy ruse. But she flashed me a rolly-eyed, bashful look that said, “Anjo, I love you, but seriously, what would you do without me?”


    But it wasn’t all that that I was watching over and over again. It was my little firebrand, back at my place a couple of weeks later, sitting on the edge of the sofa, sewing the buttons back onto those shirts. With threads like that, you’d better have a girlfriend like mine. That night, we watched the New Year fireworks from the darkness of my apartment, standing in the freezing open window, drunk and naked, wrapped in the big blanket she had made.


    Why bother creating such treasures if the real intent is to crush them down like a stack of abandoned cars? Indeed, what do they say about casinos? Imagine one spanning the globe, a Bellagio of mammoth proportions, with flashing neon and all-you-can-eat bullshit buffets, and those magical, soothing arpeggios flooding the air from the Himalayas to Death Valley. Only when your pockets have chock-filled with outrage and resentment are you finally permitted to leave by way of a crusty old boot to the ass, kicked into the icy street, used up and spent. A shiny deck of cards, stacked to the sky against you.


    I awoke to my own sour stench and a head with multiple throbbing lumps. Still here? Still here . . . I closed my eyes. I couldn’t sleep. I took stock, a quick inventory. Not much to report. I reran the numbers, results were the same. The culmination of decades of taunting the system, laws natural and man-made. The zenith of my existence, a Chinese jail cell.


    The old paper trail had dead-ended the moment I left the States, seeing it off with a last-minute call as the plane roared down the tarmac. The most relentless of my creditors, I’d let him know that he and his partners in extortion had failed, and where he and his soon to be dismembered family could go. Both barrels. That’s all they understand. Otherwise, they yap right on through with their idle threats and sophomoric attempts at blackmail. Most of my past transgressions hadn’t mattered one whit in China. But old habits don’t die hard, they get worse. Carelessness and habitual disdain for the authorities had resulted in new files against me, folders jam-packed with red flags.


    I’ve said it a thousand times, but this was really it. Again. Where it all ends. Ambushed from all sides. Bamboozled from on high. One last trip to the midnight forest for a little snipe hunt. It was out of my hands. I was out of my hands. As if I had ever been in control to begin with. I’d signed my share of dotted lines, recited oaths of allegiance, made hundreds of promises, and agreed to all sorts of fanciful arrangements. None of them binding in the least. Fortune’s almighty sleight of hand couldn’t give two shits for rubber stamps and signatures. But who wants to hear someone in the throes of default blaming imaginary bogeymen, stabbing an accusatory finger into the air this way and that. Judges, juries, debt collectors, and tribunals. They want answers and penance, payback and suffering.


    I thought of the Bund, the waterfront, those royal monuments to colonial subjugation. I laughed a little because they’re still standing and the city’s most recognizable attraction. Score one for the foreigner. But those saps back on the sidewalk laughed because they too understood this, and reveled at the opportunity to give the perps a collective stomp, a symbolic rendering. A swift kick for the millions of hop fiends who’d paid for this place. They were right to laugh, mocking the arrogance of the wild-eyed intruder. Besides, I was in a different class altogether from my imperialist forebears. For after years of bright ideas and the best of intentions, all I had to show for it was a pending deportation and a dead girlfriend.


    Sign, stamp, don’t come back. No matter, I was sure to be warmly received by those who missed me the most. I smiled at the thought of those bungling bottom-feeders who must have had quite an adventure trying to track me down here. They couldn’t find me even when I was stateside. I had learned how to evade them. It wasn’t difficult. I’d change address every year, sometimes two or three times, whether or not I’d really moved. For all the terror they try to instill, they’re no match for a nomad. They’re relentless, but not intelligent. They’d ransack some vacant garage in a city I’d never been to, then call me to complain about the lousy tip I’d given them.


    I’d been off the radar for a while now. A few more years and maybe they’d move on. But I was coming back and they’d know about it one way or another. Hotlines would light up. Detailed communiqués express-delivered with big red letters marked “URGENT.” They’d have missile lock as soon as I entered US airspace.


    I imagined my open cases as exhibits of special interest at their motivational seminars, galvanizing new recruits with handsome bonuses offered for my capture. Those clumsy Amway dropouts—success is always just around the bend. The potential for profits is really starting to show! Nail the deadbeat and your career is secured. An audience with the Oval Office. A Senate seat, maybe some interns. A queue a mile long, chomping at the bit. A blank silhouette with my name emblazoned across it, plastering the walls from headquarters all the way down to the loneliest desert outpost. Serial outlaw number one.


    My dead ends were again open for business. The barricades were coming down, checkmates voided. Circuits repaired and power restored. All flavors of agents and representatives of agents, courts and collections, IRS goons and traffic cops. Summons and affidavits, piles of statements and reams of testimony. Debts sold and sold again, repo men and bounty hunters. Allegations and depositions, evidence of all sorts and severities. Video, DNA, voice analysis, polygraph. Artist renditions and character composites. Oh, the joys that await after negotiating a release from the jaws of today’s meltdown. What’s the point? Step off the plane and into another rat trap. Welcome home! Remember us, the American Dream?


    Stay tuned for a big fight at LAX over who would have rights to my ass. Tall, chiseled men in suits wearing mirrored sunglasses, briefcases bursting with files, twirling handcuffs, complimenting each other’s buzzcuts and promotions, only to turn on one another when I am finally spotted limping up the concourse. They’d spin and parry and judo-chop their own kind to a bloody pulp just to get a taste of the fresh meat, first dibs on the sad sack with the big mouth.


    “And where would you like us to begin, Mr. Bordell? Your paper trail is as long as the Appalachians. You’re screwed, tough guy. A thousand times over, we’re going to see to that. What’s that word you like to use . . . funktified?”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Don’t buy the myth of five thousand years. That’s just another of Deng Xiaoping’s fancy syntactic switcheroos, no doubt aided by a sloppy translation. And it was “to get laid is glorious,” not whatever nonsense the historians would have us believe. Ask around. Ask anyone. Heck, ask your niggling boss for a vacation to honor this oldest and wisest of civilizations with your own two baby-blues. Everyone’s doing it. Won’t let you go? Call in sick, that son of a bitch! But don’t act surprised when you find him glaring at you from the far end of a packed Shanghai subway car. “I thought you were sick!” I am now, you can say.


    He’ll be quite ill, too. Overindulging in recycled street food and cheap, talentless hookers can land the best of us on the crapper. But what’ll really send his temperature through the roof is his realization of having been bested in the pursuit of cold, hard Mammon. Bested, ha! Thoroughly trounced! Westerners will never understand. Hour-long lunch breaks and all that. Ergonomics department? Fools. Maybe the historians were right.


    Taking refuge in his 25th-floor executive suite, your fevered boss peeks out from behind the safety of the curtains and looks down, open-mouthed and stupefied. People, people, people—coming, going, eating, shitting, working, building, slaving, spitting. Look for the big red “M”. Gasping masses pour out of fortified holes in the ground, spilling into the street, right hands up hailing taxis, the others in fists warding off the competition. Their friends gush black-haired and bloodshot from over-packed city buses, surging in all directions at once, as if the usual morning stench has been mistaken for an engine fire.


    Two-wheeled phantoms—reapers!—zip down crowded sidewalks, knocking pedestrians and briefcases and baozi back into the street to be mowed down by speeding black Audis. Out of the way! That noise—an ambulance? VIPs! Big bosses coming through!


    Twenty million poor lost souls, all in a mad desperate pursuit, chasing, beating, crushing, cheating, thieving, lusting after that supreme Jesus in the sky with diamonds, everyone’s personal lord and savior: renminbi.


    To get rich is glorious? You’d think that after five thousand big ones they’d have suggested more prescient words to live by. But they believe it. Your boss can see it. And the local melamine factory proves it with an endless stream of migrants impatiently pushing through the turnstiles. Earning their keep, they stoke the flames without expression as crumbling smokestacks belch eternal darkness into the sky.


    Wages are sent home across the country to who knows where. Sichuan? Hunan? Chongqing? What difference does it make? The good life—all that matters! Wives and kids get fat, cursing the old man for not volunteering more extra shifts. Dinner out every night, deliberately ordering double what can possibly be put away. Doggy bag? The nerve! Nouveaux riches! Nouveaux imbéciles! Less fortunate diners are wildly impressed with the untouched heaping portions left to congeal in their neighbors’ bowls, at how much of Baba’s money they can afford to burn. He returns home on holiday to find them resentful and diabetic, and adorned with piles of the latest high-tech gadgetry and shark fin handbags.


    Oh, to be Caprican! Or at least American! Those seven-foot-tall blonds with the big honkers, speeding around in their solid-gold Ferraris. Someday, someday! Emerald, Ruby, Diamond! The potential for profits is really starting to show! But fifty centuries? Not hardly. They’ll try to tell you all about it, glorious this and most famous that, but the Chinese never seem to have a credible retort when you tell them it’s just flat-out impossible. So there you have it. It wasn’t until 1989 that China burst onto the scene in a big way.


    “Look at this guy! Look at this guy!” Trash day, I thought, and again I’d forgotten to take the garbage can out to the street. “Oh yeah, buddy, you’re a real genius! Margaret, look at this guy!” My father sometimes stood in the bay window with his coffee to watch the garbage men fumbling with our weekly refuse. But when I reached the end of the hall, I found no one in the front room surveying the driveway and no trash trucks in the street. “Good grief, this moron, this halfwit! Honey, you have to see this!”


    I followed the wafting bacon into the kitchen, where my mother was assembling another five-star morning feast. A blur of precision, she slung food and plates, silverware and appliances, amid the sounds of an occasional drawer rolling shut, the toaster spring, or a fork gently meeting Formica. All bathed in the enveloping comfort of that perennial essence of Southern culture: sizzling pig fat.


    My father’s voice echoed through the kitchen cabinets as I forced my upper body inside, digging for treasure. “Get out of there, if you know what’s good for you!” A nice hiding spot, I thought. And so well stocked. Bingo—Dunkin’ Sticks.


    “Son of a—!”


    I jumped out, expecting another going-over about my refusal to act my age. False alarm. But some unfortunate soul was taking the full brunt.


    “What gives?” I asked my mother.


    “Gives?”


    I thumbed at the shouting in the other room.


    “Just tell him breakfast will be ready in five minutes. You found some of those donut things?”


    “Yes. Fried eggs, please. No slime.”


    “No slime. Take this coffee to your father.”


    I saw the ransacked morning edition on the kitchen table. An ominous picture of military vehicles covered the entire front page. I passed too quickly to fully understand, but it looked like trouble. And there’s the television, my father planted in front of it with his arms crossed like an exasperated football coach.


    “Anjo, look at this guy! Tank Man, they’re calling him. Whoa, what’s this?”


    “Coffee.”


    “What the hell kind of name is that?”


    “Coffee?”


    “Tank Man!” He turned back to the TV. “They are going to kill you! Yeah, yeah, see that? See that? Those guys just dragged him off to be shot.”


    I thought of the newspaper I’d just seen, wondering if the big story was the same as on the TV.


    “For the love of God, son, get a job!”


    “But I already—”


    “You can’t compete with tanks!”


    “Hmm.”


    “Oh, this is just perfect!” he shouted at the ceiling, one hand in exaggerated why-me. “Now all the kooks in Congress are going to be screaming for war with the Red Chinese because of this guy. I’ll tell you what, that is one huge country. No cakewalk like in Vietnam. Poor H.W. won’t know what hit him. But if I know him like I think I do, he’ll tell those Democrats exactly where they can shove their rubbish.”


    I watched the coffee as it sloshed back and forth inside his mug, threatening escape. War, I thought. If there’s one way to cramp a kid’s plans. And the military, ha! What, sir? My draft notice? Well, see, I ran out of rolling papers . . . I wanted to go downstairs to my bedroom. A quick look at my wall map. Canada couldn’t be but so far away.


    “Tank Man! More like jackass! And listen to these talking heads. Democrats, every last one. Liberals and homosexuals. Figures—it’s all a big setup!” Brown streaks finally crashed over the ceramic parapet and rolled down the sides, plopping to the floor in little splats. “You step in front of a column of tanks, boy, and you are going to get filled with holes. And just when things were getting good! Stupid presidential term limits.”


    He turned to me and gripped my shoulder. “Any minute now, Tom Foley will grace us with his presence, that liberal scum.” His eyes crossed on the mug as he took a loud slurp of coffee. “That Democrat! Where’s my tax money going this time, huh? Aha! More funding for gays and lazy blacks! All because of this Tank Man!” He made a face of mild disgust and extended aloft the dripping mug like it was a baby that had just soiled itself. “Good grief, son, go get me a napkin.”


    For weeks he went on about Tank Man and China and Democrats. Gifted with an ingenious political insight, he was always connecting the dots into newer and stranger shapes, long-term predictions that even the top brass had neglected to consider. He should have been a policy wonk. He’d have had the show hosts in hysterics. The more you pondered his grim theories, analyzed their intricacies and sinister implications, the more the world made sense. They were impossible to refute. And that was precisely the problem, he complained. “No one gives a damn for the truth!” Most of the solutions he proposed invoked teary-eyed visions of the Capitol, circa 1814. Except this time, “all the way to the ground. The burning of Washington, the District of Criminals. Oh, glory day! The smoke will be seen for a hundred miles!”


    Much as I would have liked, I couldn’t afford to give the news from China my full attention. My friends and I were typical upright American teenagers. There was a great deal to be done in those days, and after smoking up and painstakingly plotting our rock n’ roll victories, there was little time remaining for the study of international intrigue.


    I would have been satisfied to leave it at that. But the hairpins and switchbacks of this amusing universe have always found a way to drag me back to my own personal timeline. Connections, a sort of cosmic guanxi. They’re supposed to help. But unless you’re preordained with the knowledge gleaned from decades of best intentions and stacked-against-yous, those connections, those contacts you’ve amassed amount to nothing more than a pair of bound wrists as you’re sent careening overboard.


    No one seems to realize this until it’s so late in the game, so beyond after the fact, that hope for a redeeming reset is soon replaced with a steady stare at the plug. Or into the barrel of a tank. If I could go back! If I could change just one thing! Quaint.


    Planets, clouds, solar flares? Somewhere in the heavens, something was aligning, smiling. No refunds, no returns. The following week, a rush edition of The Prestigious American arrived with guess-who on the cover. The mailman wouldn’t hand it over until he’d finished reading it. On page one was an important letter from the editor.


     


    An Urgent Appeal


    June 1989


     


    Patriotic Christian Supporters,


     


    The noble and courageous soul known as Tank Man showed the world the strength and power inherent in each and every one of us to put a screeching halt to the machinations of tyranny and injustice. Risking the ultimate sacrifice, this one man stopped the entire Red Chinese army with his refusal to bow to the totalitarian diktats of their socialist terrorist state.


     


    Imagine if every Sovereign Citizen of these United States of America had the courage of Tank Man to stand up to the liberal Democrats in Congress that seek to destroy our freedoms. You’d better believe that with every waking hour, they are plotting and scheming and making backroom deals with the Red Chinese to further erode that great living, breathing document from which all our God-given, inalienable rights spring forth, the U.S. Constitution. They want to take away our guns, print lascivious pornography in our children’s textbooks, give our tax money to jobless homosexuals, put tanks in our streets, and surrender our sovereignty to the anti-Christ United Nations.


     


    And let us never forget the Christian Crusaders helplessly trapped inside Tiananmen Square. Just how many innocent freedom fighters were massacred by these brutal communists? We may never know. One or two hundred thousand is our conservative estimate. And if you think the existence and subsequent liquidation of concentration camps like this could never happen here, think again!


     


    This will not stand! Make no mistake, a clear and strong message must be sent. Action must be taken to let the Red Chinese know that this is unacceptable. We shall not let Tank Man’s highest example of moral sacrifice go unanswered! The Prestigious American’s lobbyists are already hard at work promoting this crusade against tyranny in the capital of our great nation. We trust in the wisdom of our Christian Republican leadership to determine which course of action is best. And we have complete faith in our president and his good Christian character to do what is best not only for our country, but for freedom-loving patriots everywhere.


     


    We know how much you appreciate our work. Every day we are besieged with letters of appreciation and calls to overthrow the liberals in Congress and to rearm the Contras, along with other worthy pursuits. But freedom is not free. We urgently need donations in the form of money and property from patriotic, Christian readers like you. And as always, your donations are tax deductible!


     


    From our offices in Washington, D.C., we can already hear the rumbling. What will you do when the tanks appear on your street? Please cut out the attached form and indicate a $500 or $1,000 donation. Enclose your check or cash in a stamped envelope and send to the address below.


     


    Yours in Freedom,


    Jefferson Devereux, PhD


     


    P.S. Our sources inside China confirm that Tank Man was a secret subscriber to the very publication you hold in your hands. Are you as courageous as Tank Man? Please send a generous donation! The Prestigious American is depending on you!


     


    “Jobless homosexuals? Not on my watch! Margaret, get the checkbook.” She had been gone for days on a genealogy expedition. “Wow, I guess I was wrong about Tank Man,” my father said as he paced around, flipping through exposés of various criminal Democrats. “Good thing we have Devereux on our side. A national hero, that guy. And Tank Man, too! You know, if it weren’t for the good doctor giving us the inside scoop, where would we get it? Really, Anjo, where would we get it? The New York Times? Oh, please, as if you could even understand what it says after being so poorly written, never mind the nauseating red stench from its socialist bent.”


    I’d heard of The Prestigious American before, but it wasn’t until we’d moved that my father became a subscriber. It was part of his plan to fit in with the locals. It failed, of course, as we were obvious transplants from the comparatively sophisticated state capital. Only a few inches on the map, but we might as well have been on the moon. Or from the moon. No amount of tabloid quotations or gun racks could fix that.


    I was born in Richmond and had lived there a number of years, but my family had been forced to stage an escape from both pairs of in-laws. This was all done behind my back, cunningly planned and executed while I was still too young to mount an adequate campaign of opposition. Our destination must have been decided upon with the aid of a blindfold and a good spin, because to this day I have never met anyone with half a desire to end up there. For a while, I thought my parents were leading me on or were embarrassingly mistaken, but eventually it was confirmed—the name of our new home was Magic City. Once I got to know the place, I thought Clown Town was more appropriate.


    The upper reaches of the American South. Those completely out of the loop call it the Mid-Atlantic, a baseless smear that will get you escorted out of town in a hurry. And no one with any sense of self-preservation would refer to Virginia as anything other than a Commonwealth, and one that sits firmly in the grasp of the South. Richmond was the capital of the Confederacy, for God’s sake. That’s always good for a laugh down in Biloxi or Vicksburg. But we were vigilant, adamant in our claims of being on the losing side of history, and unceasing in our efforts of protecting our chastity and virtue. The integrity of our fallen ancestors demanded it.


    There’s a certain pleasure in unconditional surrender, entire cities laid to waste. From earthquakes, not so much. It’s the thought that counts. It’s a badge of honor to have everyone despise you. One you can proudly wear on your sleeve and in their faces. It confirms the strength and truth of your idealism. Stars and bars! Or give me death! Indeed, any dream that isn’t eventually stamped out of existence probably wasn’t worth a damn in the first place.


    Virginians are something like a mirror image of the American middle class. There’s a subconscious confusion of identity, a lack of confidence. While working overtime maintaining our self-evidence to one group, we keep a cultural Maginot Line between ourselves and those from whom we wish to remain totally separate. People from the Deep South, the “real” South, as they say, are so comfortable with the obviousness of their heritage that they see no need to defend themselves against the idea that they aren’t exactly what they claim. Virginians have to explain to the kind folks of Georgia why we’re on the same team. And when pressed, they would just as soon blow the bridges we’ve tried our damndest over the centuries to defend.


    So, the North has always had it in for Southerners and vice-versa. The Deep South is contemptuous of those from the north of the South. And those from the capital of the South are treated like abject Northerners by the lovely inhabitants of Magic City. Nobody liked us.


    The city was walled off from the rest of the planet by an alluring ring of misty emerald mountains, whose simple but majestic beauty served only to heighten the contrast of the sprawling shantytown, slapshod and decaying in the valley below. It was the kind of place that might have kept Lee awake at night, however briefly, wondering if it was worth defending. The good general’s mild insomnia would have been cured with a quick reconnaissance by one of his esteemed subordinates. We’re still waiting for that obscure and hungry historian to dig it up, but I’m sure the memo exists somewhere.


     


    My dear General, they are like shrooms on Carolina cow pies, lopsided and poorly bred, content in their slow-talking crudeness and contempt for all things honorable and holy. In short, General, the place is anything but magical as they claim. I recommend a complete bypass. And with any luck, Sherman’s unrighteous blaze of terror will render it completely asunder.


     


    Cultural disadvantages notwithstanding, I managed to find some friends in the rough. We distinguished ourselves early on by expunging all traces of Southern drawl, hillbilly twang, and that special untranslatable dialect that made our city seem like a giant B-movie set. Compared to the heckling around us, we sounded like smooth-talking propagandists from the Voice of America. We spoke quickly because we usually had to repeat ourselves when communicating with the locals. It was a time-saving measure. And we enjoyed the subtle satisfaction of getting a “whut?” out of everyone.


    But my father spoke with frequent audible reminders of a brief childhood stint in New York, and was asked to repeat himself only as a knee-jerk defensive reaction to his foreignness. In town, his inquiries were met with a vanishing smile and a step or two backward, sometimes followed by a thinly veiled search for a blunt object to brandish at the first sign of any funny business.


    We were elitist Richmonders, and we admitted as much, if only privately. Ambassadors from the capital. A league of aristocrats swimming against the proletarian muck. Outsiders, waidiren, shunned and taunted in our home state.


    Even the old F-150 my father bought didn’t win him any respect. To the denizens of Magic City, it was a real head-scratcher to see the Virginia plates and faded “Dump Dukakis” bumper stickers on his truck. He tried to make friends, but it only served to further cement the fact that we were no good, big city types. As soon as he opened his mouth, no one wanted anything to do with him. The memories of Northern Aggression were still too strong.


    “Memorial Day blowout,” my father said. “And .45 caliber hollow-points are half off!”


    I too saw the sign as we pulled into the parking lot. “I thought caliber only had one ‘L.’ ”


    “Nonsense! Wow, look at that, Anjo. One of those new Chevys? Oh, a Dodge Ram! Look at the size of that thing.”


    He rolled his window down and gave a thumb-up to the Ram’s owner as he shuffled out of the store. A grizzled old Billy Bob, he appeared to have spent far less time in the gun shop than at Barbecue Bonanza next door.


    “Nice set of doubles you got there!” my father shouted over the idling engine of our F-150.


    “Whut?”


    “The doubles on your truck. I mean . . . doublies.”


    “They called duallies, son. Where you from anyway?”


    “Just up the road . . . Richmond.”


    There would be no cheap ammunition for us that day. My father slowly gripped the gear shift and put our truck in reverse.


    “Hey, Bo! Get a load of this guy! What’d you call ‘em, doublies? God dawg, son! That’s some funny shit! That what they call ‘em up in Richmond?” He belly-laughed so hard one of his overall buttons failed, revealing a bare and flabby man-boob jiggling in the wind. “Hey, where you goin’? We just funnin’! Hey, Bo! Doublies!”


    Savage discrimination, almost impossible to avoid. But we made do the best we could. I had my drawless friends, all of whom shared the common ideal of eventual escape, which worked its way into our daily endeavors. Everyone had a Magic City uncle who had grown up there in the seventies and smoked themselves retarded, so it was nothing new to them. I was just following their lead.


    My sister earned her dignity by making herself available to every backwoods hick in the city. But at least she was discreet about her saucy proclivities. She was discreet about everything, to the point that I don’t recall her ever uttering a complete sentence. My father eventually sold the truck to some farmer. He said he much preferred my mother’s dilapidated Regal anyway, even though it was only a V6. And he still had his monthly scandal rag to keep him current with the well-informed inhabitants of Magic City. My mother kept herself together by simply ignoring it all.


    My father once missed an issue of The Prestigious American, for which he blamed the lazy minorities at the post office. We paid them a short but fruitless visit, ending with a screeching right angle out of the parking lot. My sister tumbled into me from her side of the backseat, giggling and punching me, nearly spilling her box of chocolate milk.


    Up front, my mother tried slowly removing her hand from the faux polished-wood dashboard as the car righted itself. Her hand shot back up as my father did his best to ruin the old Buick’s transmission on the straightaway. His coordination suffered when excited or angry. Gas and gears engaged and disengaged in flustered jerks as we accelerated down Williamson.


    “It’s okay, honey. Please slow down.”


    “It’s not okay! That’s the second time this week!”


    “But it was in the same store, so it only counts as one, right? It could have happened to anyone.”


    “Margaret, it was the post office, not a store. And I told you, please don’t hold my arm when I’m trying to shift this thing. You’re going to make me have another wreck. Imagine there’s a line right here, okay? That’s your side and this is mine.”


    “But I love you,” she said. “Please calm down.”


    “Alright, I’m done shifting. Anjo, I apologize for embarrassing you in front of your lady friend, even though it wasn’t my fault, you know.”


    “That’s okay,” I said. “I didn’t see what happened anyway.”


    “See, everything’s alright,” my mother said, snaking her hand through the space around my father’s idle shifting arm. “I don’t care what that man said.”


    “Yeah? Well, he didn’t say it at you!” He quickly looked over his shoulder to me and my sister in the backseat. “Anjo, take a wild guess what that idiot in the post office called me. Take one guess.”


    My sister and I exchanged a bemused look, but came up with nothing. “I don’t know,” I said. “A Yankee?”


    “Yeah!” he yelled into the rear-view mirror. “A Brooklyn Jew!”


    A spray of chocolate milk shot from my sister’s nose.


    “But you’re my Brooklyn Jew,” my mother said, squeezing into him.


    “Margaret, are you nuts? You know damn well I’ve never been to Brooklyn. And as for the Jew thing—”


    “Alright, dear.”


    “Anjo,” he said. “What do you call this city? I forgot.”


    “Clown Town.”


    “What was it, jackass something? Yeah, yeah, Jackass City . . . Dumbass City.”


    And the lady friend? Dig the hair, the boots, the attitude problem. Doreen McCrink, sweet sassafras revolving around the periphery of my conceited circle of friends. Confused and chronically depressed, she was initially attracted to our high-minded disdain for the natives, but stayed on for the escapism, which was the highlight of our daily activities. And like all girls, quite justifiably, she thought we were gangbusters because we had a band.


    She’d hang around at practice and laugh at my jokes. Our first groupie. She didn’t talk much, but I had my eye on her once she had convinced herself that tomorrow belonged to us. I remembered something about birthday flowers one night as the crew sat in the Salvation Army parking lot huffing nitrous. I wanted to make her feel less awkward around her new friends. And, of course, there was always the chance of sealing the deal. Unfortunately, I was too sedated to remember her name, never mind the flowers.


    I managed to recoup some points a few weeks later at the second-rate steak place where I worked as a dishwasher. The salad bar guy had just quit. I was obliged to fill in. Double-duty, a lousy mood, stuck in that abominable situation. I was sneaking a drink in the lounge, half hoping I would be caught. The door creaked open. A silhouette, the Kool-Aid Man. Could it be? My old junior high principal. Memories of harassment and detention, outright bigotry. “Sorry, son, but this ain’t Richmond. Down here, we have a little something called respect for one’s elders.”


    Thinking quickly, I poisoned the big pewter bowl of lettuce, hoping he wouldn’t instead go for the pre-made Caesar salad, over which I had no control. I watched him from around the corner. He fondled his greasy menu and attempted to sweet-talk the waitress. I knew better. She was a real bitch. No interest in the bearded walrus. A local football hero in the fifties, denied the state championship at the last minute by a team from Richmond. A hillbilly has-been, an aging huckster, aw-shucks wafting from his pipe. One day you’ll thank me, he used to say.


    He was all smiles as he waddled up to the freshly arranged salad bar, cornerstoned with that massive bowl of glistening greens. I leaned against the adjoining wall, full of smug satisfaction. Revenge—what a dish! Best served with mouthfuls of saliva and the rotten crud from under my shoes. He nodded “hello.” I beamed right back as he began piling on the lettuce. “Yes, sir . . . yes, sir,” he mumbled. Yes sir, yourself, you ignorant bastard. Consider this my thankyou.


    The McCrink family walked in. Code red. I pulled Doreen aside and cautioned her against visiting the salad bar. “One day you’ll thank me!” She acknowledged my chivalry with a hug that smelled of Marlboros and patchouli. She made me promise to abstain from alerting her family, all of whom soon after queued up behind my old principal, already back for seconds.


    I caught up with her the next morning and escorted her to class. “And so?” I said.


    “My parents never said anything. Makes me wonder what I can get away with at home.”


    “You make dinner for your parents?”


    “You know they’re not my real parents, right?”


    “I’d heard something, yes.”


    “Their real daughter is living in Germany for a year,” she said. “She used to cook for us once in a while. Now sometimes I do it.”


    “Germany, huh.”


    We stopped in front of her classroom, my palms sweating more than usual.


    “Did you hear about the Wall coming down?”


    “I don’t like Pink Floyd,” I said.


    “The Berlin Wall, silly!”


    She walked into the classroom and found her desk, silent and morose again as she slumped into her seat. That was the longest conversation we’d ever had. Somehow I’d managed to break through her shield of alienation. The Wall, indeed. What hijinks would I have to pull to do it again? Strange feeling . . . same as when she had hugged me in the restaurant the night before. A certain befuddlement and clarity at the same time. I wiped my hands on my jeans.


    “Wow, man! Guts!”


    There’s Randy, panting from running around trying to find me amid the chaos of the school halls. We were bandmates. Such big plans we had! Enslaving the world and whatnot. That had been the idea for a while, anyway. Lately though, he had been espousing irrational schemes about making movies in Hollywood. A new dream. One that did not coincide with mine. Recent arguments aside, I was in no mood to talk, as my mind was on other things.


    “Quite a caper, Anjo!”


    “Thanks,” I said. “Next time, use a thesaurus when speaking to me, please.”


    “I’ve wanted to key that idiot’s car for years, but this takes the cake.”


    “Just doing my job,” I said as we made our way through the crowded halls.


    “Doreen can’t stop talking about it. Mention your name, and her face lights up like the Fourth of July.”


    “Maybe next time I’ll take a dump on her parents’ fish n’ chips,” I said. “She’ll be all over me.”


    “Yeah. What about all the other people?”


    “Other people?”


    “The other people who ate the chef’s special last night.”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “Who cares? There weren’t any complaints, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


    We stopped at the open door of my classroom. The inside was as noisy as the hallway. Giddy freshman girls waved at their noses as they passed us, disapproving of the residual tobacco smoke that seemed to be permanently emanating from our denim jackets.


    “My mom eats there sometimes,” Randy said. “That’s what I’m worried about. And she knows the owner.”


    “Well, then, if you’re so concerned, by all means tell her to eat somewhere else.”


    “But why?”


    “Why what? So she won’t choke on the stink du jour.”


    “No, I mean what reason should I give for telling her not to eat there?”


    “Are you talking just to talk? You’re the movie man, Randy. I’m sure you can come up with something.”


    I walked into the classroom, stopping in front of the chalk-written notice on the board. Assignment? Due this morning? I checked my pockets, unable to recall.


    “Hey!” Randy called from the open door. “They’re tearing down the Berlin Wall!”


    “No kidding,” I said. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


    “You’re in love with Doreen!”


    The bell rang. All eyes were on me.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Yes, just as the memory of Tank Man began to fade, another great monument to man’s respect for his fellow brethren crumbled and collapsed. Slabs of spray-painted disgrace crashed down to the deafening cheers of millions of German metrosexuals. Not to be outdone, one Bloc party after another joined in hook, line, and sinker. The Domino Theory, proven at last. The world was falling apart. The end of history. Or at least the end of the bi-polar situation we’d created for ourselves.


    We’d been hopelessly addicted, thumbs twitching over big red buttons, only to awake one morning completely cured. No withdrawals or DTs, no rehab, no counseling. We were unsure how to conduct ourselves. Slower thinkers pointed out that there was enough money and political capital now to finally create the pleasure-dome utopia we were all entitled to. Projects on indefinite hold could apply to have their credit lines tripled, making the most of this slew of new directives: shitcan the enormous stockpile of weapons, overhaul the infrastructure, and pave over the slums. Become the shining exemplar we knew to be self-evident. Who could complain?


    Swell ideas. Keep ‘em coming. Vote for me! Whoops, not again! Seems we believed our own propaganda a bit too literally. USA? We told you all along. Number one! Eins! Uno! Wanna fight about it? As ordained by God himself, with no need for improvement. Like saving for retirement—nothing more than an admission of failure. And who in his right mind could honestly entertain the idea that God bestows his good graces on Poland or Uganda? Switzerland? Canada? Laughable indeed, as anyone who has eyes knows that our god is an awesome god, and that he blesses America and no one else.


    We toasted ourselves and patted our own backs, twiddling our thumbs, waiting for something to happen. There was momentum, but no direction. Before we knew it, the new decade was upon us. Futuristic-sounding dates that meant nothing once they finally arrived, numbers that quickly sank into backwardness and futility after only a few months.


    We were well past the days when, if asked to describe the future, one would conjure up images of bright blue skies with cotton clouds and smiling Norwegians flying around in puttering air cars. But we hadn’t yet descended to the point we’ve reached today, when if asked the same question, one either comes up blank or flat-out refuses to answer, cursing you for ruining the entire day by having to think of such terrible things.


    We grew bored and lazy. Howitzers rusted. Guards slept on duty. Trusted men in secret silos impatiently looked at their watches. Uncharted territory. It was Blame It on the Rain and Beds are Burning. Monkey Gone to Heaven and Personal Jesus. You couldn’t walk two steps without hearing Slash’s favorite riff. Every passing day saw a brand new television channel. Goodfellas and Total Recall. The Hunt for Red October—better late than never.


    Profits and prosperity, abundance and advantage. Sloshed on our rhetoric, proud of our heft. All you can eat, double starches. Big Gulps and triple cheese. Careless and lethargic, and with no enemy in sight, left unchecked we’d soon consume ourselves to death.


    Magic City old folks had no time for this sort of nonsense. And damn, they were everywhere. Gimping around the mall, bagging groceries, or rocking on the porch next door. Loyal subscribers, every last one. And glad to give an earful whenever they smelled an indiscretion. It wasn’t enough to let eighties hair and bandannas fade into obscurity at their own pace. They wanted immediate and sweeping changes.


    I complained once upon being gypped after mowing an old man’s lawn. My hair flew back in the blast of the counterstrike.


    “You kids are all spoiled these days!”


    “But sir—”


    “We didn’t have cars when we were sixteen. We had flu pandemics and depressions. Guadalcanal! Thanks to the beatniks, everything’s been flushed down the shitter. And the coloreds and their boom, boom, boom! Christ, I have to take my shotgun just to drive to the social security office. The streets are filled with thugs and nobody cares! And at the V.A., why, they’ve changed the name of the street to Martin Luther King Boulevard. If that’s not a slap in the face! Didn’t we just beat the communists? Now we’re naming streets after them? Hell, if I’d known all this was in store, I’d ‘a thought twice before signing up. Who? The draft? Draft this, Rosenfeld! What the hell’s the point? Bah! Sometimes, I wish I’d been gunned down on Tarawa. Then I’d get the hero’s respect I deserve. Or maybe not! A smarmy salute ain’t worth much coming from the likes of you now, is it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Worthy adversaries, those Japs! God forbid you’d ever have to fight. We’d all be doomed! But at least it would knock that slouch out of your spine. Give you a dose of morals! Character!”


    “But see, we agreed upon eight dollars, and you only gave me fi—”


    “You kids and your candy and your video games and drugs and your music and your stupid hippie parents are going to sink this country for good! What are they teaching these days in school anyway? A giant heap of nothing, that’s what. With such a despicable bunch of stinking hippies and queers, it’s no wonder. Maybe the commies aren’t in charge anymore across the ocean, but they’re still in charge here. No one has sense enough to ask me, but I’ll tell you how to fix this godforsaken mess in a jiffy. How to restore a semblance of law and order to this wasteland of spoiled brats and drug pushers and pederasts. It worked in my day and it’ll work today. If I were king of this country, I swear to gosh a’mighty I’d put a screeching end to this foolishness. Cuss me now while you still can. Call me an extremist—I don’t give a rat’s ass! You’ll thank me later, you lazy creep. Because I’ll tell you right now, what this country needs is another war.”


     


    An Urgent Appeal


    August 1990


     


    Patriotic Christian Supporters,


     


    Loyal readers, the End Times are now upon us! Iraq’s unprovoked invasion of Kuwait confirms what we have long held to be undeniable: biblical prophecy is unfolding before our very eyes. But fear not, courageous Citizens of this great Christian nation, for we at The Prestigious American refuse to be disheartened by the enemies of freedom. We are on the frontlines in the never-ending fight to bring you the truth, no matter how shocking or unbelievable it might be.


     


    By now, you should be well aware of the barbarity and savagery visited upon the peace-loving and democratic Christian people of Kuwait. In typical blitzkrieg fashion, Saddam Hussein’s army of Satan breached, without hesitation, every international law and Geneva convention while committing unspeakable human rights violations with a ferocity unknown to mankind since World War Two. Babies smashed to death in Kuwaiti nurseries! Sustained and methodical destruction of Christian churches! Back issues of The Prestigious American confiscated and burned without compensation! And Iraq’s specially trained Republican Guard have imprisoned hundreds of thousands of fleeing refugees, demanding that these freedom-loving Kuwaitis bow before the image of Saddam Hussein or face immediate execution!


     


    This genocidal crackpot fancies himself a modern day Nebuchadnezzar. Just like his personal hero, Adolf Hitler, this madman has designs on world domination and will stop at nothing to attain his evil objective. And this doctrine of destruction is by no means limited to the ruling regime or even the poorly named Republican Guard. My friends, there is no need to sugarcoat the fact that every last Iraqi is thrilled at the very thought of murder. Slash and burn, rape and pillage is all the Iraqi knows!


     


    Reports from the region suggest that Saddam Hussein is secretly rebuilding the city of Babylon, and our sources on the ground have recently confirmed that construction of a new Tower of Babel has already begun. Gog and Magog! Sodom and Gomorrah! In the twinkling of an eye! Can Armageddon really be this close? We certainly hope not, but if God has ordained that this is His time, you will be the first to know!


     


    As this goes to press, new developments even more chilling than the above have come to the attention of The Prestigious American. Loyal and courageous reader, we have documentary evidence that Iraqi agents have been secretly working with the corrupt liberal Democrats in Congress and that bastion of perversion, the United Nations, to subvert and destroy our proud military from within by way of compulsory homosexual indoctrination. You heard right, and if this comes to pass, Saddam Hussein may very well reach his bloody goal of world domination and proclaim himself the Antichrist. Ladies and gentlemen, this will not stand!


     


    What will you do when the tanks appear on your street? Please cut out the attached form and indicate a $500 or $1,000 tax-deductible donation. Enclose your check or cash in a stamped envelope and send to the address below.


     


    Yours in Freedom,


    Jefferson Devereux, PhD


     


    The geezers got what they wanted—an explosion of hate-filled bloodshed on the opposite side of the planet. Nothing less could clean up this dump once and for all, beginning with my friends. Indeed, nightmares of their last drops of blood soaking into the desert sand demanded a sober reappraisal of the situation. Babylon be damned! They didn’t give two shits about heeding a call to arms, no matter how unstoppable the enemy was. Gaping wounds and sepsis were for suckers. Not that I had any intention of reaching into the wood chipper myself, but my friends took the state sound bites a little too seriously. Almost overnight, they straightened themselves out, pawned their bongs, and got accepted to what they considered decent universities.


    The timing could not have been worse. Randy’s Hollywood infection had been in remission, but it was making a sickening, stage-four comeback. He lost interest in music altogether. The band folded right when it seemed we were destined for the big leagues. A huge setback that knocked me into a terrible depression for weeks. Our act was great. We would have been famous. First gig just around the corner. And now, nothing. A big round of applause for Saddam and the Randys.


    I was the only member of the band who’d had any faith in it, as it turned out. After his acceptance letter arrived, Randy told me that neither he nor anyone else liked the name I’d chosen for the band. “To hell with you,” I said. “And never mind the name. I was the only reason the band was any good in the first place.” Even over the phone, I could hear him fingering his tri-folded university letterhead. “Alright, listen,” I said. “Nothing has ever been gained from playing by the rules. You hear me? Risk, man. You only live once. He who dares wins!”


    Click!


    Randy came to my house one night to pick up a guitar I had been borrowing. He tried to show his acceptance letter to my father, who was glued to the latest televised special report from Riyadh. When a commercial break interrupted the unfolding drama, he took a few seconds to congratulate Randy for his momentous achievement.


    “That’s commendable, son. Parents must be proud. What are you going to study?”


    “I’m going to be a movie director,” Randy replied, without any hint of doubt.


    My father looked at me for clarification. “It’s true,” I said. “Randy thinks he’s something special.”


    “Special,” my father said. “You know what’s special? We’re going to kick Saddam’s ass, that’s what. Look at these guys,” he said as an ad for Crisis in the Gulf played on the television. “Marines, boys. Aren’t they something? And look at those tanks! Mother of all battles? That’s exactly what he’s going to get—the mother of all ass kicks!”


    Randy and I walked out to his car in the driveway. “So this is it,” I said as I threw his guitar into the trunk.


    He plopped into the driver’s seat. “What do you mean?”


    “Come on, man, a movie director? I can’t believe you said that to my dad with a straight face.”


    He started the car and jammed it into reverse. “You’re a fucking idiot, Anjo.”


    I had no interest in college or university, three hots and a cot, or whatever you want to call it. And anyway, the good schools were booked. Not that they would have considered my applications to their fine institutions anything more than an obvious prank. Deadlines came and went. I missed the exit ramp, flew right past without even looking. Rising to the coveted third quarter of my class was just a pipe dream. I had to sweet-talk my teachers into letting me off the hook with a string of D-minuses.


    My friends were sucking up and kicking back, fantasizing about their new candy-coated horizons. Desk jobs and dollars. Movies, for Christ’s sake. I mocked them up and down. They called me a loser, a derelict. We hung up in each other’s faces. I pelted their windows with pebbles from the street.


    My parents began to worry that I was destined to be a dishwasher for good and urged me to get into lockstep with my college-bound buddies. But the folks were of no help whatsoever, what with our verbal contract of mutual disagreement. I was hardwired to defy the status quo, the existing order. My hands were tied.


    It didn’t take a lot of thought to realize that my career as a dishwasher would soon wear thin. I’d miss gorging on all those half-eaten burgers and leftover wine, but the pay wasn’t so great, and the waitresses with whom I worked were nothing to look at.


    Self-pity began creeping in. No one likes to be made a fool. Regaining the respect I was owed by my family and so-called peers became a top priority. My gears spun and wobbled around. I should have known better—thinking got me nowhere. In my lowest moments, I began to see the silver lining of those desk jobs and dollars. As a final destination, it was almost scandalous, a sellout. Youth wasted sleeping with the suits. Pink slips and power plays. Crawling around begging for mercy while the boss skips town with the loot.


    But four years! That was plenty of time to come up with a better idea. Still, I was powerless to act within the system. Doubling back on my word was not an option. I’d have to eat my convictions in front of everyone. Having my honor tossed back in my face was not something I was prepared to tolerate. I had to find a way to play both sides. My own dazzling designs on public display, revered by all, only to be secretly sabotaged at a time of my choosing, leaving me no other choice but to settle for the easy life.


    Coming up with a credible tactical feint proved more difficult than I had expected. But the failsafe was reasonably straightforward, much like the intended result. Quick research and roundabout questioning. Old-fashioned gumshoe. Of the utmost importance! “Really? Who wants to know?” Not your concern! I found two schools whose names were built upon their willingness to accept complete and total academic failures without question the moment the check cleared. Everything was under the radar. Paper trail and all that. Believe me, people get curious. Snoops and meddlers, loose lips. One careless remark, and boom! goes my cover, the whole operation. I took no chances. I even used my employer’s return address.


    Within a week, I dug two bubbly letters of congratulation out of the company trash. They were full of all kinds of nonsense about how proud I must be and what a privilege it would be to attend their esteemed universities as soon as they received some coin. Both schools fairly bragged about how their dorms would be bursting with dropouts in the fall, and that they couldn’t imagine anything more desirable than for me to join them.


    Simplicity itself. That was the safety, the guarantee. The good life to which I would grudgingly agree only after my noble ambitions failed spectacularly through no fault of my own. But the grand façade required a gambit no one would suspect. Something out of character, left field, a curve. The more ridiculous and over the top, the more foolish my audience would feel second-guessing its authenticity. In short, a big lie.


    The Soviets had cashed out. The Ring was ours. Remember those double starches? Enlightenment, renaissance, revival. A cheese-steak in every mouth, an issue of Juggs in every mailbox. The warm and breezy summit of the American Dream. But it was only by default that this victory had befallen us. Eight-ball, corner pocket. Scratch—unearned. God works in mysterious ways. Technically we had won, but only on paper. Merely the result of our enemy’s administrative screw-ups.


    But Desert Storm! No one had ever seen a snafu like that. And just where was this far-flung stage on which we danced our one-act performance? Sold-out showgoers everywhere wondered the same thing. Oh, that bully Iran! No, dummy! And our best friend down there in the corner being smacked around and kicked in the teeth. Who? Does it matter? Hoist the flag! High-five, bucko!


    The great 100-hour orgasm finally hit. Desert Storm, my answer to everything. Wham, bam, thank you, Saddam. And to those who’d thought I was fast-tracking to failure—not this prestigious American! It quickly became apparent that with the collapse of our Eurasian foil, there was no one around to keep the victors in check. They even came up with a name for this arrangement: the New World Order. A tweak here and a tune-up there, until every last unblessed excuse for a nation was snarfing bacon and whistling Dixie. Our momentum had found purpose, a new doctrine, the future—Perpetual War.


    There were plenty of military adventures on the horizon through which I’d be able to ingratiate myself as some kind of imperialist hero. I knew I wasn’t military material. That was beside the point. My new mantra? Sign nothing! But I could at least make a big show of talking to them. In Magic City, that was enough to gain hero status. I had found my ruse.


    After that giant recruitment ad in the desert, followed by the award-winning parades and non-stop, masturbatory self-adulation, I decided to try my luck at the enlistment building. I stood at the end of the hall. Four doors, one for each branch. Eeeny, meeny . . . hmm? A big no-smoking sign on the Air Force door. Clowns. And I’d never heard anything encouraging about the Navy. Who’s next? Knock, knock!


    The ranking Army recruiter, a New Yorker, was entertaining enough with his bizarre speech impediment, but could put you to sleep with all his talk about how great a chowenge it was and that I could score stacks of money for cowege. I suspected that pocketing his bonus might involve signing something or actually spending time in the Army, neither of which was part of the plan. But I admired how he was able to maintain his quotas in Magic City with such a screwy accent.


    Computers? Diesel mechanics? Not signing was easier than I’d thought. I stood up to leave.


    “What about the Cadiwac of tanks?” he said. “I don’t know what you got down there, but the M1 Abwams is guawanteed to add a couple of inches to your schwong.”


    I will admit to having been broadsided. I sat down again and flipped through the glossy brochure of snow-covered tanks rolling through quiet German villages. No wonder the Wall came down. I imagined Oma and Opa out there on the cobblestone, bibles in hand, tossing prayers and holy water and virgin fräuleins at their dignified guardians.


    “Wow,” I said.


    “Keep weading! Those tanks are incwedible!”


    He tried to find the video that showcased the astonishing combat abilities of this modern marvel, this invulnerable beast that had made quite a name for itself in the desert. The M1 Abrams had come to symbolize the absolute superiority of the American military. There had been endless footage of these harbingers of destruction rumbling across the sands, blasting away at our enemy’s white flags. And now, spread across my sweating hands, lay the first few gorgeous pages of the owner’s manual—a book of centerfolds like I had never seen. A couple of inches, indeed.


    “I seem to have wost the tank video.” He put on a tape of someone in fatigues fixing an air conditioner. “We’re short of HVAC speciawists.”


    But I was unable to lift my eyes from the shiny, slick pages of the Abrams book. “See that?” he said, pointing to one of the photos. “They can shoot on the move. Amewican armor, one hundwed twenty miwimeters. The biggest buwets of any tank in the world!”


    “Do the Marines have this tank, too?”


    “Hell no,” he said. “They still use beat-up old cwap from Vietnam.”


    “That’s no good.”


    “Tell me about it. The one war we wost. You know something, I think you’d wook good in a tank.”


    “Hmm.”


    “Hey,” he said. “Do you get high?”


    “Sure.”


    He switched off the television and sat back down at his desk. “Awright wook, why don’t we twy this again. Hewo, sir, what’s your name?”


    “Name? We’ve already been over that.”


    “Yes. You also just told me you have a histowy of dwug pwobwems.”


    I glanced around at the other recruiters, some of whom were asleep at their desks. Maybe they were used to it, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to control my laughter much longer. I begged off.


    “Come back first thing tomowow,” he said. You bet, Sarge. Begin again, next time with the right answers. Quotas! “Wemember,” he called to me as I left, “no dwugs!”


    That left the Marines. Until then, I hadn’t considered them at all, what with their reputation as serial-killing badass alcoholics, which wasn’t exactly my style. But for whatever reasons, they were famous, and that’s what counted.


    The Army tried to lure kids with promises of money for school and “real-world” experience. The Marines talked about killing and war and Thai hookers. The Army sat you down in front of videos of uniformed out-of-work actors talking to the camera about their unparalleled skills in air conditioner repair. The Marines played old reels of beach landings and machine-gun fire, flag-raisings and Chesty Puller. The Army’s basic training was apparently so mundane and perfunctory that it was never brought up. But Parris Island was legendary as the place that God forgot. Where those who couldn’t hack were left to drown in the quicksand. The Marine Corps was an organization whose membership all but guaranteed status and rank for the rest of your life. Bang for buck, the Army just couldn’t compete.


    The Marines’ office at the end of the hall smelled like a bar. Three recruiters wearing gym clothes sat with their feet on their desks, puffing away. One of them lifted a remote, and the porn on the television froze.


    “Can I help you?” he said, bloodshot eyes glued to the tube.


    I wanted to scram. Nothing doing. The stars had just clicked into position. I cleared my throat. “Is this the Marine Corps office?”


    “No, it’s the fucking Coast Guard.”


    “Hmm.”


    “Gash, sign this kid up.” He slowly stood up and ejected the porn tape, replacing it with a black and white video of the beach landing at Inchon. The recruiter closest to me motioned at the folding chair in front of his desk.


    “Name?”


    “Anjo Bordell.”


    “Is that your real name?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m Corporal Gash,” he said, ignoring the poorly suppressed laughter of his buddies. “And it’s not ‘yes,’ alright? It’s ‘yes, Corporal Gash.’ ”


    Not off to a very good start. And there was a mocking falsetto from the back of the room. “Hey, Corporal, is that your real name?”


    Corporal Gash began his sales pitch while scribbling my information onto a blank form. “In case you’re wondering, Bordell, I’ve been to every country in the world. Literally, every single country on the planet. All of them. Once in a while, some smartass will come up with some off-the-wall place I haven’t been to, but that’s their problem, not mine.”


    This was more like it. HVAC was for chumps. “Oh, wow,” I said. “Have you been to Hong Kong?”


    “I have not been to Hong Kong.”


    Unsure how to proceed, I made a gentle inquiry about Thailand, to which Corporal Gash answered with silence. I gulped. I was standing in a minefield.


    “So, Bordell,” he said, finally looking up at me. “What MOS you want? What do you want to do in the Marine Corps?”


    “Armor, Corporal Gash.”


    “Armor? Strange choice. Why do you want to clean guns all day?”


    “No, not the armory,” I said. “I guess I mean tanks. If you have the M1 Abrams.”


    There’s that mocking falsetto again. “Tanks! If you have the M1 Abrams.”


    I looked over. His face was hidden behind a recent issue of The Prestigious American. I was in the dark. A laugh? A test? Hong Kong and Thailand had put me at two strikes. The walls were closing in. It was time to go.


    “Of course we have the M1 Abrams,” said Corporal Gash. “Who told you otherwise?”


    I shrugged.


    He shook his head. “Look, everyone wants to speed around in those stupid tanks. Too much TV, son. What we need is intelligence guys. How’s your testing?”


    I handed him the results from the previous week. “God damn, a ninety-eight? Tanks? Come on, Bordell, we need intel guys!”


    I wanted no part of military intelligence, any more than diesel mechanics or deck swabbie. Maximum impact was essential, the boot to the face that only combat arms could provide. I tried to sweeten my hand by mentioning I was considering the Army. I heard The Prestigious American fall flat on the desk. Strike three.


    I could feel it, the tightening of a cosmic vice. I was sweating, getting twitchy. Time to skedaddle. I tried to stand up. My legs were jelly.


    The marine who’d been manning the porn walked over with a can of beer and sat half a butt on Corporal Gash’s desk. “I’m Sergeant Katoey,” he said. “I want you to look over at that television and tell me what you see.”


    “Marines?”


    “Wrong. You see the United States Marine Corps, the most lethal fighting force in the world.”


    “Okay—”


    “Do you know what we did in the Gulf? No, you don’t. I’ll tell you, because I just got back. We were the vanguard of the most explosive battle of the last forty years, a struggle of life and death. We ripped the teeth out of the heads of savages, drove over mountains of surrendering turncoats, and bayoneted POWs. You won’t hear that on the news because, frankly, it’s kind of messy. And they don’t give a damn for the truth anyway. But that’s how freedom is won. Brutality. And that’s why you don’t speak Iraqi now or have to wear a goddam sanitary napkin around your head. If they want the job finished once and for all eternity, if they want enemy corpses clogging up the Euphrates, they send in the Marines. When they want every last non-combatant reduced to Swiss cheese and then hacked into pieces and left for the buzzards, they send in the Marines. Guess who they send in after all the dirty work is done?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “The Air Force?”


    Sergeant Katoey ignored my foolish response and cleared his throat. “Let me ask you something, Bordell. Do you like niggers?”


    “Do I what?”


    “Coons, yard apes. It’s an honest question.”


    “I’m not sure what you’re asking me. What’s a yard ape?” I noticed Corporal Gash and his buddy in back had straightened up with their arms folded, studying my reactions. Sergeant Katoey gently placed his beer can on the desk.


    “Because the Army is full of niggers. Go right ahead if that’s what you want. Tell Sergeant Fudd over there that you just can’t wait to wear that crappy green uniform and wazberry beret. How many of those recruiters were black?”


    “I don’t know, four?”


    “Half of them were probably asleep too. Am I right?”


    I nodded.


    “Yep, they’ll make short work of your pretty little white ass. Be my guest.” He made like he was wiping crumbs from his hands.


    “What do you mean? Like in prison?”


    “Like in prison. Right up the ass. Tell you what, no coons in the Marine Corps. Can’t pass the swim qual.” He folded his arms like his two friends and awaited my response.


    I chose my words carefully. “Why not?”


    All three recruiters burst out laughing. I made a face like I’d just stepped in poo. The walls shook. I tasted bile. Sergeant Katoey slipped off the desk and gave me a slap on the back. “I gotta go take a shit,” he said, handing me his half-empty beer.


    Falsetto in back resumed reading his magazine. “Why not!” he said. “Christ, what a boot.”


    Corporal Gash regained his composure and continued the interview. “Ever fucked another man?”


    I looked around. “Me?”


    “Yes, you. You suck dicks?”


    “What? No! What the hell?”


    “Try it again,” he said.


    “No, Corporal Gash.”


    “Ever been arrested?”


    “No, Corporal Gash.”


    “Ever been a member of, or attended any meetings of, a communist group or political party?”


    “No, Corporal Gash.”


    “Ever get high?”


    “Oh, no sir. Not me, Corporal Gash.”


    “Good. That’s one thing we don’t tolerate. That and queers.”


    He shoved a pen into my hand. I signed.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    A fool and his signature are soon enlisted. Bells and alarms, calling all cars. You did what? What’s wrong with you? How could you do it? Out of your mind? F-this and F-that, heckling, jeers, insults unmerciful. I hadn’t even left the building yet. A quick tour of the restroom. My lunch went into the sink. I stared down my inquisitor, this reckless mistake in the mirror. The voices kept at it, but the questions changed. What the hell do we do now? How are we going to get out of this? What’s this “we” business?


    “I didn’t know you had it in you!”


    “I didn’t! I don’t!”


    Things were getting wobbly up top. The sink and the stalls, back and forth. Drain and ceiling, all over the place. Fresh air—to the door. It’s opening.


    “Anjo! Doing dwugs in here?”


    “Out of my way, Fudd!”


    I ran home. Five miles, at least. Get used to it! Out loud, at the top of my lungs. People looked. I couldn’t sleep that night. Maybe two or three hours. Like on an espresso drip. In and out, little jumps, fingering both sets of jugulars. Flexing fists and deep sighs, looking down at the water from an impossibly tall high-dive.


    Awake! Oh, you’ve gone and done it now. A little fire for you, Anjo? Of all the silly, shiftless—enough! Cool your jets and crash this thing. So you put your name to paper. And? What now? Bamboozled by impressive war stories and their strange brand of camaraderie, what was I supposed to have done? About-face? Ha! The shellacking of a lifetime.


    A hazy possibility or two . . . fire poles, escapes. A dimly lit emergency exit. Did those jokers not even look at me? The blindest of beggars would have noticed immediately that there was no place in the Marine Corps for this madcap phony. Soft on the outside and scrawny within. Morally bereft, emotionally unkempt, and lacking any potential for military bearing. An outright imposter. Quotas! That would certainly come back to bite them.


    Black slowly gave way to darkest blue, peeking through my bedroom window. It was high noon somewhere. I switched on the lamp and studied my map. The shores of Tripoli—blast! I grabbed some paper and sat down at my desk.


     


    Until I pass their battery of tests and evaluations and final judgments, I am unfit for duty, and my signature means nothing.


     


    I read and reread, trying to stabilize my thoughts. I signed it. I read it again, then balled it up and threw it on the floor. I tried once more.


     


    The Marines will be sure to disqualify me for something through no fault of my own, resulting in compassionate rounds of applause and heartfelt sympathy from my congregation of well-wishers. I should be the one making movies, not Randy, that amateur, as my antics clearly demonstrate a superior grasp of character, plot, and deception. And acting, of course, as without this natural gift, I’d hardly be able to fabricate a plausible story and to credibly distort my true intentions for the unwitting audience. And what a difficult crowd! Battle-hardened criminals, skeptical friends, and family who only want what they think is best for me.


     


    Well, only I can really know what’s best for me. And as soon as I find out, I will be sure to make a note of it with a big fat asterisk. I decided that my plan, while launching ahead with more force than anticipated, was still a go. Operation Anjo. It’s what I should have cooked up from the beginning. Why mess around? Lollygag? Hem and haw? Total commitment.


    Stand back! My father took the bait, but my mother was furious. At him, not me.


    There he goes again. “The few, the proud, my boy!”


    “Exactly!” my mother said. “My boy, in one piece. I’d like it to stay that way.”


    “Ah, but you worry too much.”


    “If it keeps him alive!”


    She accused him of putting crazy ideas into my head. “I’m so stupid,” she said repeatedly through clenched teeth. Lots of my-Gods and my-worst-fears. “I should have seen this coming!” she yelled from the kitchen. A dish shattered on the floor.


    My father’s eyes appeared above the top of the magazine he was reading. You guessed it—rush edition.


    “God, country, Corps!” he said. “Does that mean anything to you?”


    “You and your right-wing BS.”


    “Oh, please,” my father laughed. “There’s nothing right-wing about the truth. And anyway, Margaret, there are lots of famous ex-marines. He’ll be in good company.”


    “Really? Let’s see, Lee Harvey Oswald? Who else?”


    “Robert Bork! What do you have to say about that? And Don Knotts!”


    “You forgot your hero, Ollie North,” my mother said, scraping the shards on the floor into a little pile. “Multiple felon and drug trafficker.”


    “Pending appeal!”


    And my friends—so called! “What a dupe,” they said. The irony. Double irony. Even the old people betrayed me. Greatest Generation—bah! Gone were the coffee table reminiscences of good-natured looting and underage French whores. Now, they were all about the gory details. The guy next door pointed with a long, bony finger at his Adam’s apple, indicating where his twin brother had taken a bullet at Normandy. “About five minutes on the beach and I was ready to leave,” he said. Beach? Five minutes after my announcement, I was ready to blow my own bridge.


    D-Day plus one, I was supposed to have come around to better arguments and publicly concede to slouching off to college. Where was the good advice? My round of applause?


    Now, there goes a fine, patriotic boy. Wanted to enlist, serve his country. Where’s the red carpet? Tears to my eyes! But others died before him so he wouldn’t have to. You didn’t sign anything, did you? On your way now, study hard!


    Bullshit! The whole town was laughing in my face. Except for Pops, who was ready to send me to the front. At least the winos were on my side.


    “Lucky Strikes? Wow, man.”


    “Anything worth doing,” I said.


    “Right on. Anything worth doing is . . . you know . . . thanks.”


    Despite a lack of late-night travelers, a wispy layer of smoke hung just below the fluorescent ceiling lamps. A flash of familiar color had caught my attention from across the empty waiting room. Unwashed olive drab, almost brilliant green against the begrimed and dusty concrete wall of the Richmond bus depot. He scurried over and politely noted our matching field jackets, then got right to the point. Cursing how obvious an easy target I was, I lit his borrowed cigarette, hoping he would then return to supporting the wall.


    “God damn!”


    Happens every time. Luckies, like my ancestors—real men—smoked in their day. With that first unfiltered punch, he flung into a ten-minute blubbering rant, hopping from one foot to the other like a run-on chihuahua. Not wasting time to exhale, smoke drifted and puttered from his mouth and nostrils as he yapped, as if his insides were smoldering.


    “Herschel,” he said. I backed away. “Army, huh? Wow, man, I was in the Ar—”


    “Marines.”


    “Yeah man, Marines! Yikes! Devil dogs, oo-rah! That’s a good unit, man. Whew, you’re a nice kid. You remind me of me. Look at you, all nervous and looking around like I’m going to stick a knife in your neck, ha! Believe me, you got bigger problems than that.”


    “Problems?”


    “Just around the bend! But whatever you do, don’t end up like me. I really screwed up, and now I have to ask good guys like you for a freaking cigarette. I’m not dangerous or nothing, just screwed up. I mean, not that I am screwed up, but that I just screwed up . . . well, maybe I am kinda screwed up too, but only because—whoa! I’m not boring you, am I? Good!”


    My bus arrived for the short trip downtown. He had talked nonstop, orbiting around me like a moon of delirium. Wows, yikes, and oo-rahs, burning away my smokes.


    “Well, see you later,” I said, embarrassed that I had nothing more to add. I half-waved and walked away.


    “Oh, your bus. Hop to! Don’t worry about me. So long, devil dog. Oo-rah, Army!”


    “Marines!”


    Three quick steps up the bus. One, two—Herschel grabbed my arm, dead serious all of a sudden. I should have known. Bums! Joke’s on me. My free hand reached into a pocket for a couple of bills.


    “Good luck, friend,” he said. “Hey, I don’t even know your name. It doesn’t matter—you know mine. Remember one thing. This one thing. Listening? Do not end up like me, man. Look at me! I live on booze. I sleep under exit ramps. Stay cool and do what you’re told. And damn fast! You’ll be fine, I promise. And you’ll never have to beg for smokes. Look at me, man! Am I making sense? Yeah? Alright, then, get some!”


    His hand released and the bus door slammed shut, like components of a simple machine, moving parts controlled by a snappy rubber band. I nearly fell onto the driver as the bus lurched forward. My hand was still deep-pocket. A pang of guilt—Herschel had not asked for money. Through the smears on the bus door, I could see him slowly walking back to his favorite wall. I handed the driver my military pass, then peered into the murky void of the bus. I wasn’t in Magic City anymore. I sat close to the front.


    Very early the next morning, a yawning, confused mass of young hopefuls scampered through the halls and offices of the military’s state medical facility. Arms filled with folders, papers, waivers, and assorted whatnots. Two groups, easily identifiable. Those like me, who were there for preliminary testing, and those who had completed it months earlier and were now undergoing last-minute checkups, pledging final oaths of allegiance, and filling out forms detailing to whom the insurance money would go once they were killed.


    The first group was in the dark, baffled by the slightest instructions. Childlike wonder at the ridiculousness of the situation. And after all, any real danger was still off in the distant months ahead. But the others knew the jig was up. Next stop, boot camp. They wore a glaze of quiet panic in the realization that their chosen paths were finally upon them. And with the right kind of ears, you could almost hear the laughing—that evil bastard Destiny, baring teeth, hungry for twitching meat.


    I played along best I could. Herschel knew what he was talking about. Do what you’re told, and damn fast. Papers? Certainly! Poking and prodding and mm-hmms and ahas. Cover this eye, stand on that foot. Drop your drawers. Again? Cough! Aha! Papers? Here you are. Stamp, stamp! Doctor scribbles and thumbs to the door.


    Out in the halls, we looked like dopes. Puzzled and anxious, sniffing around corners. Lab rats in a maze of bureaucratic madness. This way, that way. Another queue, a breather. Our thoughts were as one—perhaps we should have taken school a little more seriously.


    Next! Papers? Why, yes sir! Take your shirt off, guy! Thump, thump! Exhale. Mm-hmm! Aha! That’s right, doctor. Knock yourself out. Do your job and document your discoveries. Find the phonies and send them packing. Papers? Right here! Won’t hurt a bit. Stamp, check, sign! Get out! Hurry up and wait. Next! Papers?


    Needles! The geek in line behind me collapsed, still clutching the red-spotted gauze on his arm. His things fell everywhere onto the floor. He suffered a violent dream, then came to. Up, up! I stuffed his papers back into his folder. We’re all in this together, eh? Uh-oh! The green stencil: “Be All You Can Be.” What’s this? Why don’t you jump in for the big win? Stop screwing around? He shook his head. “But marines are crazy.” Fair enough, I said. I’ll never know.


    Any one of the tests endured should have confirmed my lack of fitness for duty. Guess again—no shortcuts on this production line. I had to laugh at their insistence that I complete the entire ordeal. And not only me. Take a look around. Club feet and crossed eyes, barrel asses like you wouldn’t believe. Government graft, wholesale. Drop your drawers, they said. And bend over, while you’re at it. I get it now, at long last. A little message for the taxpayer.


    The doctors must have privately cursed their efforts as much as their subjects did. Why can’t we just shoot them? Hell, these kids look perfectly able to stop a bullet. Isn’t that the point? Pow! Alright, then, get up! Doesn’t hurt that bad. Just a taste! A couple of stitches and you’ll be fit for slaughter—I mean duty—in no time. Stamp, stamp, pass! Eye tests and ass checks, just a waste of resources.


    But enough was enough. The doctors were beat. Their attempts to disqualify us from the honor of military service had failed. Big deal, they said. We’re only in it for the money. Is there any other reason? Oh, that’s right! You flag wavers, ha! How could we forget? Simple—our checks roll in whether you live or die.


    They weighed us down with stamped and signed indictments, and kicked us into a basement filled with bored military admin pogues.


    “Next!” Into the little office. Two feet on the desk. Big black boots with nary a scuff. And a face hidden behind The Prestigious American. “Hit the pull-up bar, you schlub.”


    One—whoops! I picked myself up off the floor. He rolled his eyes. His magazine fell flat on the desk. “That all you got?”


    “That’s it, Sergeant.” I knew the score. “Bus pass, please?”


    “Not so fast. Drugs?”


    “Of course not.” I’d taken the hint. Sober for six weeks.


    “Queer?”


    “No!”


    “When do you want to ship?”


    “Who cares.”


    “Strange attitude!”


    “Things you have no intention of doing aren’t so high on the priority list, Sergeant.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “And by the way, did I fail?”


    “How should I know,” he said. “Your recruiter will be sure to fill you in. Results take a couple of weeks.”


    “Fine. But one pull-up? Maybe I should just walk home.”


    “I put you down for five,” he said. “No worries. Quotas, right? Here’s your bus pass. Now, beat it.”


    Home late that night with no good news to report. My parents went at it. Their bedroom door was shut, but did little to contain their argument.


    “Margaret, do you even understand what our son is going to be a part of?”


    “Yes, I do. The Marines, the ones who get sent to die first.”


    “Freedom isn’t free, honey.”


    “Oh, fuck your freedom! He’s our son!”


    “Alright, calm down. Maybe you weren’t paying attention the last few months, but our military destroyed a crappy third-world country in one hundred hours.”


    “So?”


    “One hundred hours! And what was the casualty count?”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “We only lost twenty-four marines, honey, and most of those guys were killed by our own troops.”


    “God! If you could hear yourself!”


    “Margaret, you need to think this through.”


    “Think? You and that Jefferson what’s-his-name think you’re so goddam smart.”


    My PR stunt was doing quite badly on the homefront. It was too believable. I was that good. The big thorny wedge being hammered down between my parents was unsettling, and their arguing worried me. It was unusual, and never before had the subject of their disagreement been so important that it demanded the use of such blasphemous vulgarity. They soon resorted to silence, thick and tense, like someone had laid landmines all through the house.


    Maybe I should just—unthinkable! Better to wait it out. Not long now. Soon, Corporal Gash would be seeing me to the door. His office door. I wondered what he would say. Nice try? Get out? With pleasure, kind sir.


    And then I would have friends again. Friends who had laughed and abandoned me when they should have been lavishing me with the deference due a goddam hero.


    Meanwhile, life went on. Marking time, falling behind. Doreen had begun hanging around some dropout who lived in the mountains. I wondered what his claim to brilliance was. It was doubtful he had ever tried to enlist. Doreen was all loopy for this guy, Randy said. His secret? Narcolepsy.


    Apparently, I had overshot. You aim too high, this is what happens. People are unable to comprehend your vision. You’re branded a witch. Or a dupe. Break out of the swamp of mediocrity, and you find yourself a lonely man. Or sinking to the bottom of a lake. Slow and steady wins the race. Especially when slow and steady means sleeping thirty-six hours at a time.


    “It’s not that she doesn’t like you,” Randy told me. “It’s just that this other guy is a lot cooler than you.”


    “I’m going to be a marine,” I said. “How is anything, never mind that hillbilly invalid, cooler than that?”


    “I guess there are some things you’ll never understand.”


    “You got that right. An invalid, for God’s sake.”


    “I mean the part about the Marines.”


    The days cranked along. I endured isolation at school and unspeakable tension at home. My mother began sleeping all day, her own little dabbling in narcolepsy. Holes appeared in walls in which I had no recollection of punching. I fantasized about what would sink my pending enlistment. The Marines needed seven-foot-tall loggers with big bones and a death wish. I comforted myself knowing that I was no lumberjack by any stretch. Something would come up. A previously undiagnosed condition, terminal if need be. Tuberculosis, HIV, a missing ventricle. Heck, I’d settle for narcolepsy. Anything, so I could get on with my life.


    One day, there was a message waiting at home from Corporal Gash. The note was on the kitchen floor, the handwriting drunken and angry. But the content was encouraging. A problem, a situation. After a ten-day diet of fingernails, it was about time.


    Bad vibes as I approached. Sergeant Fudd saw me as I passed the Army office. I’d been avoiding him since my initial visit. He stuck out his head. “Bordell! What’s the pwobwem?” I quickened my step. My heart sank as I crossed the threshold into Marine Corps turf. I had no choice. Fudd knew better than to follow me there. I stood waiting while a group of recruiters crammed around Sergeant Katoey’s desk, hard at work, tricking some poor mother into handing over her son.


    “Ma’am, times are tough. No jobs out there. Not one.”


    “I’m sure he could find something if he only tried,” said the boy’s mother in an unconvincing tone.


    “What’s he going to do, ma’am, pump gas?”


    “Yeah, right,” the boy said, folding his arms. “I ain’t pumping no fuckin’ gas.”


    “You watch your mouth, young man!”


    “Ma’am, just let him try it. If he doesn’t like it, he can do something else. Let’s be reasonable here, it’s only four years.”


    One of the recruiters said that once you join the Marines, you’re more than just a number. I could almost see my mother reaching across the desk and punching his mouth loose. “It’s not like the Army,” he said, blowing smoke into the woman’s face. “You can really be somebody.”


    This was all news to me. Presidential snipers aside, anyone who has ever lived a day on this earth should know that a number is all we are, and all we can ever hope to be. A low draft number, a high pay grade, low taxes, and high rebates. Low miles, high mileage, zero interest, and spectacular dividends. We’re social security numbers and tax IDs. And everyone claims a burning desire to be number one.


    Corporal Gash burst into the office, zipping up his pants. “Bordell, you lucky bastard! Guess you think you’re pretty clever, huh? No sand fleas or heat strokes for you. Your momma won’t have to worry about a thing.”


    “Baby Jesus,” I said. Thanks to heaven. A real cliffhanger. But not so unexpected. My plan was moving forward, its first stage having jettisoned into the sea.


    “Just a sec,” said Gash, arranging the mess on his desk.


    I looked over at the boy, the prospective badass, and shuddered at the thought of having to bunk with the likes of him. But I felt sorry for his mother, who wore a sad and bewildered face like some old granny at the grocery store, one minute before closing, trying to choose between two discounted items on the shelf.


    “Bordell! Still here? You’re done!”


    “That’s it?” I said, turning to the door. “I can go now?”


    “Yep, you don’t ship until February. Not sure how you pulled that one off.”


    Ice cracked beneath my feet.


    “Ship? But I thought there was a problem. You just said I was done.”


    “Ah, one thing.” Gash flipped through the pile between us. He pulled something out and placed it on his desk in front of me, tapping it with his finger. “We’re missing a signature, that’s all. My fault. Now you’re done.”


    I stood motionless, staring down into the paper. My knees were going. I leaned on his desk.


    “Well, go ahead, Bordell! It’s not going to bite you. Just write your initials if that’s all you can remember. Here’s a pen.”


    “What’s that guy’s name,” I said, gesturing at the crime in progress over at Sergeant Katoey’s desk.


    “Huh? I need your name, not his.”


    “Corporal . . . I only did one pull-up.”


    “Well, then, I guess you’d better work on that, Bordell. Plenty of time.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Plenty of time to watch my family dissolve, see my friends skip off to university, and to slave away at the Pepsi plant. The Delayed Entry Program. Some sort of benefit? That’s how they market it. On behalf of a grateful nation. Don’t be fooled. My affairs had effectively concluded with the handover of my high school diploma. But shipping out immediately afterward to meet my maker had been too much to ask. Months of purgatory, no man’s land. Hurry up and wait.


    I was proud of my work record at the steak place, but that hadn’t been enough to keep them from boarding up. One of the delivery guys had helped me into what he’d said was a sweet, no-hassle, non-union gig. Other than actually being there, there wasn’t much hassle. But tacky residue notwithstanding, the job was anything but sweet.


    The assembly line ground to an unscheduled halt. One of my smaller prayers had finally been answered. The first of many? I braced for the meteor’s impact. Nothing happened. Sometimes, the answer is no.


    Through the conveyors and hydraulic contraptions, I could make out an argument between the foreman and a gang of crewmen. Hard hats all around shuffled off to the break room. I climbed to the top of a ten-foot stack of two-liter bottle trays. Blue heavy-duty plastic and sticky, like most everything else in that work camp, with old syrup. I lay down on top of the creaky trays and stared into the distant factory ceiling.


    Tick, tick, tick . . . ten months. Working stiff, walking dead. Bottom of the barrel, in the bottom barrel of a great pyramid of barrels. But just then I could smile, feeling content, almost lucky, that finally something was going my way, if only for a short while on this broken assembly line. Maybe this place too would soon go out of business. One step forward, four steps back. And another small consolation—when my ship date arrived, I’d be moving up in the world. Then I’d be only two or three steps back.


    Sometimes, it takes a little rearranging, some rationalization, and even outright self-deception to get yourself back on track. Of course, it was the wrong track, racing the wrong direction toward Dead Man’s Gorge, but it was something. I had given up trying to figure out how my bulletproof plan had gotten so bungled, so botched, so . . . funktified. Lying high above the factory floor with absolutely nothing to lose, I decided to accept—to embrace—my impending demise. How else can one approach such a disaster? Even the true jarhead wannabes know they’ve made a terrible mistake when their day arrives. To hell with it. When the clock strikes, you move.


    I denied my friends the privilege of seeing me off. Not that they would have bothered to respond, but I took no small pleasure in withholding from them my ship date. More like due date. After which, please discard.


    My mother cooked me a magnificent breakfast that morning. Dunkin’ Sticks, extra bacon, the works. The straight face she had been maintaining the past few days fell apart when our time was up. She left tear stains on my jacket that pooled and dripped to the floor.


    “I don’t know what went wrong,” I whispered.


    She slowly pulled away, her face so distraught that for a second I thought I should call for help.


    “I’m sorry,” I said.


    She wiped at her eyes and stood a little straighter, trying to force a smile. This was new territory, and I was not up to the task. I backed up, fighting the urge to run flat-out into the distance until my heart exploded. My fists tightened, hungry for the throat of a certain corporal. Helpless, I nodded at my shoes, then walked away.


    I had about twenty steps in which to compose myself before I reached the car, my father waiting behind the wheel. I had thought this was to be a more motivating sendoff, maybe a good-luck punch or a well-see-ya knee slap. But by the time we stopped outside the recruiting office, I had endured fifteen minutes of agonizing silence. My father stared straight ahead with his hands at ten and two. My limbs were numb. My thoughts were stuck, overwhelmed by the sound of my own breathing.


    My father finally spoke. “God help us all.”


    I wrapped my hand around the old Buick’s door handle. I flinched as it popped open, the relief of the cold February air rushing into the vacuum. I stepped out and gently shut the car door, not wanting to disturb him. I raised my hand to wave. He sped out of the parking lot and down the street without looking back.


    A window slid open on the side of the building. Corporal Gash appeared. “Bordell!”


    “Fuck you.”


    He smiled. “We leave in thirty minutes.”


    At the station, I told him to get lost, that I was perfectly capable of boarding the right bus without his assistance. He handed me my ticket.


    “I don’t care which bus you take, Bordell. I just need visual confirmation that you’re on your way.”


    “If this is any indication,” I said.


    “Yes?”


    “Never mind, Corporal.”


    They prepared to announce that the bus was ready for boarding. Head call? Make it quick! I swiped his cover. I slipped outside. By your leave, Corporal! The man on the PA said five minutes to departure. Gash looked at his watch, then looked again before getting up and stomping off to the crapper. I snuck around the station from behind. I threw his cover into a dumpster. When I reached the buses again, he was yelling into the lobby payphone, scanning for the deserter. I checked my ticket. The Richmond express. When Gash’s head was turned, I crept onto the bus. It was nearly booked full. We began backing up. I found a seat in the rear. We slowly pulled into the street.


    Then a sudden pounding outside, from the back of the bus up to the front. Groans and eye-rolls. I ducked into the restroom as we jolted to a stop. Peeking out from behind the door, I saw an exasperated Corporal Gash stalking down the aisle, scrutinizing passengers. They couldn’t be bothered. They folded their arms. Gash was incredulous. All that rah-rah in the desert, and now this? Bah! You can shove the uniform, Corporal! We’re paying customers!


    Hands on hips and bare-headed, he squinted at faces and out the windows. “Bordell?” I shut my eyes and shut the door. “Bordell!” Five or ten seconds passed. Was I invisible? Ah, he’s been thinking, ratcheting up. Gash gave the audience a piece of his mind. Marine Corps history, the halls of Montezuma. “The most explosive battle of the last forty years!” Someone told him to take a hike. Gash grumbled something about fighting for our freedoms. Nobody gave a shit. They told him as much. He stormed off the bus. A collective sigh. We got going again. I sat back in my seat.


    “Marines?”


    Now, what? Nosey across the aisle and his two cents. He tapped my arm and asked again. I waved him off. He misunderstood.


    “Guy ain’t too smart,” he said. “Everybody know bathroom first place you check.”


    “Yeah, well, he turned out to be a lot smarter than me.”


    “Ship?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Whooee! You be alright. Just do what you’re told. And damn fast.”


    The bus pulled into the Richmond depot. There’s Herschel, leaning against his wall. His health had taken a dive since the previous year. The nonstop run-ons and yikes and oo-rahs I remembered from April had faded to a demeanor more strained and somber. It was a couple of hours until the last bus downtown. We walked across the street to Pig n’ Chips.


    “I always age in the winter,” he said, coughing into a soiled handkerchief. “Spring comes and I’m okay again. Hey, why are you even here? I thought you already shipped.”


    “Not until now. Still living under an exit ramp?”


    “I was,” he said. He tried to laugh. It was too much work. “Some disgusting vagabond was trying to share my spot over there on Boulevard under the interstate. Not really a ramp.”


    “Right over there?” I said, pointing out the window toward the bridge.


    “Yeah. Called himself Abe. I don’t know what he brung with him, but it stunk real bad, and then I’d wake up with rats crawling around. This food is goddam delicious, by the way.”


    “So, you had to move or what?”


    “Well, now they let me stay in the depot when it’s real cold, if I don’t cause any trouble. I said, ‘Me? Trouble?’ They said I’m lucky I’m white. Heck, I’m lucky to be alive. Woke up one morning and Abe was dead. Rats had a hell of a breakfast. All you can eat. I stay away from that bridge altogether now. That whole area is haunted, as far as I’m concerned. I don’t know what he died from. It wasn’t too cold that night.”


    I looked over at the bridge from the comfortable confines of the restaurant. The space below was pitch black.


    “Did he leave you anything?”


    “You mean did I rob him?”


    “Yeah, I guess.”


    “No, I didn’t rob him. Rats were eating him. By the time I woke up, he was half gone. The last thing I wanted was to check his plague-infested pockets for a quarter. It’s a shame, really. I used to have all six lanes under that bridge to myself.”


    We sat awhile drinking coffee. Little sips for me. I was twitchy enough. My guts woke up, angry at having been disturbed, hinting at a floor covered in steaming Virginia barbecue.


    “You alright?”


    “Couldn’t be better.”


    “What’s your name, man? You never told me your name.”


    “Anjo Bordell.”


    “Ah, Private Bordell. Corporal Bordell. Nice ring to it, eh?”


    “It makes me feel like throwing up.”


    “Shit, man. Why you going in, then?”


    “What else am I supposed to do? I didn’t think I was qualified, but apparently I am. And sworn in, too.”


    “Sworn in? You’re not in the military. You’re sitting here talking to me. Once you’re in, maybe, but you’re not in yet. You should have just litten up a big fatty right there in the recruiting office, ha! That’ll disqualify you.”


    “Well, permanent records and all. Besides, I’m already under the military justice system. If I screw up, they’ll throw me in the brig.”


    Herschel let out a long sigh. He leaned back in his chair and shook his head. “Jesus, man . . .” He rolled his eyes and made the sign of the cross. “Who told you all this garbage? Your recruiter? Some right-wing tabloid? Sworn in? Do you see a brig around here? This is America, man!”


    “Hmm.”


    “You’ll see guys two months into boot camp who’ll decide they’ve had enough foolishness. The MPs will stage some kind of arrest in front of everyone in the platoon. Off to Leavenworth! And wow, for the duration of his enlistment! It’s all BS, my friend. Just a show. Two weeks later, the guy’s at home growing his hair back, getting on with his life.”


    We left the restaurant and bought supplies at the adjoining store. Herschel had business with the cashier. I waited outside. A twinge, a pull . . . I couldn’t help looking over at the bridge again. My stomach churned. I was coming down with something. Boot camp, ghosts, and rats. The death-row jitters. Herschel resumed his hacking as he rejoined me out in the cold. We walked back toward the depot.


    “I have to ask you something,” I said.


    “What’s that.”


    “How did you end up, you know, homeless?”


    “Shit,” he said, coughing again. He held up his hand, motioning that it would be over in a few seconds. I lit a cigarette for him. He cleared his throat and spat on the sidewalk.


    “I was just like you. Stupid . . . and smart, too. Smarter than everyone. I had it all figured out. You seem like you come from a good family. Surprise, so did I. And college was a big joke. The Army looked more fun, and they were taking anybody, even me. What’s that tell you? Big mistake. Lots of jerks in the Army, some of whom were my friends. The wrong crowd, drunks. Did some irresponsible things that I don’t want to get into. Ended up with a bad conduct discharge. You were talking about your permanent records. Unless someone goes digging around, no one will ever know. Don’t worry about all that crap. Nobody cares. A dishonorable is different, though. Get one of those, and you’ll never be able to run for president.”


    The wind was picking up. We stood under a streetlamp in front of the depot. A pile of dirty snow tried its best to reflect the yellowish light. The last bus downtown would come lumbering by any minute.


    “When was that?” I said.


    “Early eighties. Did a few months in the stockade, then I was out.”


    “Why didn’t you . . .”


    “What, grow my hair back and get on with my life?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Up until then, I hadn’t really messed up beyond the point of no return. Those friends of mine were all from California. I had nothing else going on, so I went out there with them. Things seemed alright for a little while.”


    Herschel eyed the area like he was being watched. He adjusted his footing under the streetlamp, shoes grinding on rock salt. Just over his shoulder, in the distance behind him, I could see the bridge. Cars on the interstate whipped by, but there was no sign of life on Boulevard, its two forgotten lanes swallowed into the dark recesses beneath.


    “Look, you do what you want with the military. But at least I can warn you about California.”


    “I’m not going to Calif—”


    “All roads lead to California, devil dog . . . Los Angeles . . . that festering sewer of a city. It’s not what you think, man. She’s an aging whore. Even back then. And it’s even worse now. Seems real inviting from a distance, big tits and palm trees and everything. She beckons. You can’t help yourself. She’ll suck you off for free. But up close, you see the cracks in her face. You notice the stink, the sag, the scars. You’re repulsed, disgusted . . . scared. Then it’s too late. The doors are all bolted shut. The sun goes down. She laughs.”


    Herschel aged ten years right in front of me, lost in some awful West Coast nightmare. He struggled to guide his trembling cigarette to his mouth.


    “You ever heard of the La Brea Tar Pits, man? Right in the middle of LA. Bones are always bubbling up out of the ground.”


    “No,” I said, refocusing my eyes on his.


    He turned his head around to see what I had been looking at. Through the darkness and patches of blackened snow—the bridge. He turned back to me, teeth chattering.


    “Those are human bones, man.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I should have listened. I should have bolted by way of a bus to anywhere. Anything to avoid the riptide that has had its way ever since. Lesson learned. Lesson ignored. Look at me now, caught in the Shanghai undertow.


    I ask Sam if he knows where I can get passable papers. He changes the subject.


    “Why you no answer today when I call?”


    “I forgot my phone.”


    Ring . . . ring . . .


    “Then what is that?”


    “I don’t hear anything.”


    Sam starts in about California. He’s full of hints and insinuations. I don’t bite. I tell him I’m hungry. There’s my phone again. I whistle and play deaf.


    “Just answer damn thing,” he says.


    It’s Dimitri. He’s packing. He’s slurring.


    “And?”


    “My passport!” he says. “Have you seen it?”


    “Parlez-vous ‘how’s it feel?’ ”


    He hangs up. He’ll find it. This shit only happens to me. Tomorrow he’s gone. The Southeast Asia skidoo. What could possibly go wrong? Everyone’s bailing. Other friends reached their limits long ago. Papagopoulos and Vancouver Mike. Off to Kampuchea, Formosa, Siam. Destination, not important. “Zai-fucking-jian!” they said with two stiff digits, vowing never to return.


    And now Xiao Qing is off to Sichuan. I’m just back from Hongqiao airport. Where exactly, I’m not sure. I had given Sam’s instructions to the driver. We stopped. I looked out. It’s more sketchy than usual. I pointed to the address. “Yes, yes!” the driver assured me. “Zheli, zheli!” Right here!


    I walked around for a bit. The place was in bad shape. A sea of disgruntled proles swamped collapsing shop fronts. They shared smokes and haggled over plastic bric-a-brac. Ooga-booga, they said. These prices—you’re killing me! Blown speakers outside classier digs blasted dance music to high heaven. Wilting produce and skinny chickens consumed the sidewalk. Kids crapped through assless jammies as they watched me sneaking by. Ooga-booga—who’s the imperialist swine? Belches and spit, whispers and stares. Life was a steal in this dusty Shanghai outpost. A perfect setting for an ambush.


    Sam called. I let it ring. I stepped off the curb. A black Santana nearly did me in. The right-of-way pecking order. I didn’t make the list. Halfway across the street, I stopped, realizing I’d been cheated by the taxi driver. Was he in on it, too? I’d given him a hundred. I was preoccupied with my surroundings. He must have noticed. He gave me change for a fifty. Insult to future injury.


    Beeeeep! A duct-taped scooter zips past, brushing my back, jolting me out of my daydream.


    “I told you I don’t want to talk about California.”


    “Ah, but Anjo, to interpret history from this viewpoint is historical materialism.”


    “Sam—”


    “And standing in opposition to this viewpoint is historical realism.”


    I fight the urge to toss his Little Red Book into a drain. He’d picked it up from a sidewalk vendor. It has English translations. Lucky me. Sam had threatened to smash the man’s cart to pieces. The man agreed to a new low-low price. Someone pointed. Sam saw me. I’m hard to miss. He ran over. He asked me why I had ignored him. Ring . . . ring . . . Dimitri hangs up in my face.


    Up there, snooping around the corner of a cinderblock slum—palm trees. I think of Herschel. I count back the years. I run out of fingers. What are the chances? It’s a big city. Would we recognize each other? He’d fill me in. Where to get papers. Where to buy dope. And most importantly, where were the tar pits.


    Sam checks his phone. He frowns. He looks up and down the street. I hope he’s scoping out somewhere to eat.


    “What’s the plan?” I say.


    “Well, now Xiao Qing is out of picture.”


    I know where this is going. He flips through his book. He finds the page.


    “Women hold up half the sky.”


    “Ah, the Chairman speaks on hookers.”


    Sam smiles. “Right up street! Very cheap!”


    I decline. I tell him I’m starving. I start whining about my passport again. He flips through his book.


    “A monkey must move amongst the people as a fish swims in the sea.”


    “Spoken like a true revolutionary.”


    “No,” he says, reading the Chinese text. “Something not right. What you call the soldier in forest?”


    “I don’t know, infantry? Maybe they mean guerrilla. Gorilla, monkey . . . a common mistake.”


    “Yes,” he says. “Must move like this.”


    “I don’t think it applies to foreigners.”


    “Yes, this could make problem.”


    A sizzling pan of sheng jian bao calls me into a dingy hole-in-the-wall. I order a dozen. Sam calls me a pig. Diners stop chewing and give me the eye. I’m too hungry to care. We sit at a messy table. I douse the goods in vinegar.


    “I am going to miss this,” I say through my food.


    “It’s okay, Anjo. I think you don’t go anywhere.”


    My appetite fizzles. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    Tires screech—pow! Just outside the door, a man is thrown from his scooter into the windshield of a Santana. He rolls back down the hood to the pavement. One gulp and the diners finish their buns. They rush outside. Entertainment, free of charge. They’d rather bash Whitey, but this will do.


    The man picks himself up. He laughs. The car’s driver stands open-mouthed as his victim remounts the old scooter. He bounces the seat, checking the shocks, like he’s inspecting a potential purchase. He cranks it up. He smiles. He tosses a wave and takes off.


    No argument? No fight? No death? Some kind of omen. But how to interpret?


    I catch Sam’s gaze. “Hmm,” he says. “Seems familiar.”


    I play deaf again. It’s a clumsy act. Sam watches me squirm.


    Outside, the disappointed spectators grumble in confusion. They look back at me. They smirk and shrug. They shake their heads and clear out. The restaurant is empty. I stop after four buns.


    Sam loves to walk. A chance to be seen with his token foreign buddy. All smiles until it’s time for Operation Just Cause. Imminent? Imaginary? Two close calls and counting. I’ve gotten good at putting it out of my mind. But it’s always just behind me, tap-tap-tapping my shoulder.


    And that accident we’d seen—familiar, he said. The happy ending, too? Not likely. Just another reminder. As if Sam’s memory needs refreshing. My time is short. Xiao Qing is a mile high by now. I might never see her again. I should scram. I raise my hand to hail a passing taxi. The driver slows. Sam waves him off.


    “We walk!”


    Where are we, by the way? Some name I don’t recognize. Sam says he had business here, but his contact had stiffed him. “Just like you! No answer phone!”


    And why was I invited along? Certainly not for my looks. Who’s the slob? No deal! A whisper, a nudge . . . oh, this is the guy?


    I shiver. I have to ask. “What sort of business?”


    “None of your business!” He stops and doubles over. He laughs so hard I expect him to pass out.


    And then more walking. My feet hurt. It occurs to me again that perhaps my number one friend knows something about my missing passport. How to properly phrase a gentle inquiry? I make a fist. I don’t have the guts.


    The sun crawls below the rooftops, dragging my middling spirits down with it. Tap, tap, tap—the creeps. The neighborhood darkens. Shabby chic, post-apocalyptic.


    “Can we go somewhere closer to town?” I say. “Get a drink, maybe? Coffee & Tee? In a taxi?”


    Up ahead, we see a well-fed rat dart from an alley into an open shop front. Sam shoots me a grin.


    “In China, the big mouse eat the human bone—”


    “God! Taxi? Please?”


    “Foreigners waste so much money on taxi.”


    “Who cares?” I say, tar pits on my mind. “This is boring, all this aimless walking.”


    “But you must build your body!”


    “No time for that, Sam.”


    “All little things in between must connect. If not, then no good! Must get someone help you cut fat.”


    “What’s this?” I say. “More of your Mao talk?”


    “No, Mao was a fucking guy. This is just question of life.”


    “Question of what? I’m afraid all we have is bad answers.”


    “Life is . . . how you say . . . but a song?”


    Good grief. Now he’s quoting Jiminy Cricket? China—Americanized, ruined! And which song did the little bedbug have in mind? From the ditties I’ve heard, the world doesn’t exactly groove to the likes of Hot Crossed Buns.


    “Buns?” my friend says. “Like baozi?”


    “Listen, man. There’s dissonance and distortion, subliminal messages. Tempo changes and polyrhythms. Inversions and augmentations, accidentals galore! And how will these bog variety one-hit wonders in which we live finally resolve?”


    He’s lost. He laughs. I think about this terrible question that I’d just said doesn’t exist. Bad answers, indeed.


    Look at poor Herschel. But a song? Unless he’d kicked that needle off the record and started bopping to a new tune, he was in for a long and smothering fade to inglorious zero. Underbid and unsigned, ambiguous and unnoticed.


    I wonder sometimes how he’d—what’s that? Who, me? Thank you for asking! I’m living encore after encore, with dwindling crowds as fed up as I am with these obnoxious transpositions.


    “Your song was no good to begin with!”


    So says the cricket. What choice do I have? I’ll keep stringing along this ear-plugging song-curse until the timing is right for an abrupt and discourteous ending. That’s if Sam doesn’t grease me first. This side toward enemy—boom! No refunds.


    “Jackass!”


    Thanks, Jiminy! How old? A hundred and three? Wonder of wonders! And here’s a message from Herschel: squash!


    “Now is my turn,” Sam says.


    Here it comes. “Your turn for what?”


    “To not understand.”


    “I’m just saying this joyride we’re strapped to is a load of crap.”


    He flips through his book. “You think too small, Anjo. Like the frog at the bottom of the well. You think the sky is only as big as the—”


    “Look at that!”


    A tattoo shop. More local color. Our faces are bathed in orange neon from the half-lit sign. “TOO,” it reads.


    “You want tattoo?” Sam says. “Maybe get disease.”


    I shake my head. Tattoos are ridiculous, of course. It’s the window display that has my attention. The usual revolting designs. Chinese characters, dragons, barbed-wire roses, tribal nonsense. I point to a small picture in the center.


    “Ah, yes,” Sam says. “You were in US Army.”


    “Marines.”


    “Sorry.”


    “I’m surprised you know what that is, Sam.”


    “I sometimes read the history,” he says.


    “You mean at university?”


    “No. I think there is some problem, so I do the research after we first meet.”


    Aha! Stop messing around, Sam. Out with it.


    “This is what?” he says. “Bird, earth, and . . .”


    “Eagle, globe, and anchor.”


    “Ah.”


    “What self-hating Chinaman would get a tattoo of that?”


    “Yes,” he says. “This kind of funny. Everyone know Marines are the bastards.”


    “No kidding.”


    “I mean from war in the Korea. We beat the American devils, ha ha! How can you be in such disfaceful army?”


    “Check the body counts and get back to me.”


    “What meaning?”


    “Never mind.”


    “I’m sure they teach you all kind of bad China things.”


    “It was barely mentioned,” I say. “China wasn’t very important in our indoctrination.”


    “This I don’t believe. China very important!”


    “Not in the nineties.”


    “Yes,” he says. “The nineties . . .”


    Nice going, Anjo. More California talk on tap. I wish Hershel were here. He’d punch Sam right in the balls.


    “So,” he says. “Tell me about bastard Marines.”


    “What do you want to know?”


    “Something funny.”


    I’ve heard that before. The prelude to certain disaster. I light a smoke and tell Sam how I’d swiped Corporal Gash’s cover.


    “Cover? Blanket?”


    “It’s marine slang for hat.”


    “You have slang for Chinese?”


    “Well, there’s gook, dink, slope, chink. Things like that. Vietnamese, Japanese, Chinese, we lump them all together.”


    He’s not offended. He’s never heard these gags. “They teach you this in bastard devil marine school?”


    “Where I’m from, everyone already knows these words. But in boot camp—”


    “Oh!” he says. “What coincidence. Check out my new boots.” He pretends to kung-fu kick the window of the tattoo shop. The boots are heavy. His kicks are sloppy. I make a closer inspection. They look like the standard-issue clodhoppers we received at Parris Island.


    “Boots,” I say. “Perfect.”


    “You don’t like?”


    “They’re fine. Just bad memories.”


    “Ah, California!” He attempts a roundhouse kick to the air. He trips and nearly falls into the path of a passing Santana. “Bastard boots!”


    “You got that right,” I say. “Those bastard boots walked me into a hell of a mess that I’m apparently still paying for. Any minute now.”


    “Any minute. How interesting. You should write book! Wait, you are writing book, yes? About California?”


    “It’s very uninteresting, Sam. And I’ve found that I’m no writer by any stretch.”


    He stands in the orange neon and flips through his Chinese bible. “Once all struggle is grasped, miracles are possible.”


    “Enough.”


    “Maybe you are right.” He shakes his head and flips a few more pages. “Ah,” he says. “Reading too many books is harmful.”


    Finally, the Chairman has something worthwhile to say. I grab the Little Red Book and throw it into a drain.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    I sat in the Richmond airport with my oversized military dossier. A strange color envelope, not yellow, not light brown. Anyone who saw it involuntarily tilted his head. A naïve-looking boy with an exact replica sat down beside me.


    “Parris Island?”


    I ignored him. I hadn’t said a word all day, petrified of rats and California and palm trees. He tried again.


    “Did we meet at the medical building this morning? What’s your MOS?”


    I stood up, sighing loud enough for him to hear. “Eighteen hundred,” I said.


    “What’s that, armor? Nice. Mine is military intelligence. Where are you going?”


    “I want to sit over here.”


    “Oh, okay. My name’s Dane.”


    Along with my outlandish envelope, I had a small plastic bag holding a day’s worth of toiletries and a surprise which I had forgotten about until then. Herschel and I had exchanged gifts the night before. To anyone watching, we’d been up to no good, him passing me this little brown paper bag while snatching my fifty. Inside was a rolled-up magazine. Probably porn, a Hustler, maybe.


    I wasn’t in the mood for any last-minute shenanigans. But I could toss it over to my comrade who, with any luck, would miss the flight while entertaining himself in the crapper. I got up to stretch my legs around the terminal. I dropped the paper bag in his lap. He was still sitting there when I returned, the bag resting neatly in the seat beside him.


    “Did you do your thing?” I said. “That was quick.”


    “I’ve already read this one. Another Pearl Harbor! I thought that was pretty funny.”


    I grabbed the bag and took out the magazine. The Prestigious American. “I see . . . Boutros Boutros-Ghali is confirmed as the Antichrist, and the Japanese have sucker-punched us once again with the public poisoning of our noble president. Another Pearl Harbor. Send in the Marines. Thank you very much, Herschel.”


    “It’s Dane. Dane Miller.”


    “Right. I’m Anjo.”


    Dane was from Richmond. I wasn’t impressed. But to his credit, he’d been to Magic City once and had no desire to go back. I didn’t want to talk. He had other plans. Undeterred by my gaping yawns, he spoke at length about his past, omitting any details that might have held my interest. Yippity yap. Minutes passed without a breath. He’d have no problem with swim qual.


    I held up my hand as a woman’s voice prattled over the PA. Our flight was delayed thirty minutes. Nothing critical under normal conditions, but an eternity sitting next to my new best friend who’d already resumed his droning monologue. He’d barely finished his chapter on horrific accidents and family suicides when he told me he’d cremated his dog last Christmas in an old rusty barrel.


    “Hmm,” I said.


    He stared at me without blinking. “I couldn’t find a shovel.”


    We flew to Charleston. Just off the ramp, anyone with a suspicious-looking envelope was accosted by an immaculately uniformed marine. Seven feet tall and black as night, he pointed over to an equally shadowy corner of the terminal. I saw bodies in seats, but no life. We hesitated. “Move it!” Dane and I followed the example of those who had arrived before us. Failed thrill-seekers, dropouts, chumps, and fools. Watching over this dejected group was another tall black marine. He had memorized a little speech which he repeated in a flawless loop. “Sit down, hands on knees, eyes forward, do not talk.”


    An hour went by, losers trickling in until we were fifty or sixty strong. Enough to bust this jam and start over. No one had the guts. Bathroom break. “Silence! All contraband in the trash!” Drugs, knives, porn, smokes. A big black hand caught my wrist as I was disposing of the brown paper bag. I cringed as he pulled out the magazine. “Already read it,” he mumbled. He let it fall into the bin.


    We were paraded through the terminal, single file. “Silence!” People looked.


    “Prisoners?”


    “No, honey, they’re going to be marines!”


    “Ah! Oh . . .”


    Smiles faded to shaking heads and embarrassment. For us, for our country.


    Into the bowels of the airport. Stairs and more stairs, down through half-lit concrete corridors. Another staging area. More well-built black marines, their attitudes worsening.


    “Last name first!”


    “Bordell—”


    “And don’t you look at me! What’s your social?”


    “Sir?”


    “Oh, you ignorant son of a bitch! All of you, get on the buses!”


    The kid in front of me was stricken with palsy. One foot on the bus, he stopped.


    “Sir?”


    “What!”


    “I believe I’ve made a mistake.”


    “Get on the bus!”


    On he went. The rest of us followed.


    “Sleep, you bastards! It’s all you’re going to get!”


    The bus door slammed shut. Their shift complete, the angry marines gathered on the pavement, lighting each other’s cigarettes as our two buses pulled away.


    “Dane,” I whispered. “This bus ride—how long?”


    “Ninety minutes? Not sure. Should arrive about midnight.”


    “This’d better be good.”


    “What, when King Kong climbs aboard and kicks us off the bus?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I don’t know what you mean by ‘good.’ ”


    “The trouble,” I said. “I hope it’s worth it. I’m not really supposed to be here, don’t you know.”


    “What?”


    “Yeah, long story. Never mind. My only hope is that these famous bits of American legend live up to the hype. It’s all I have.” I looked up and down the aisle. “I wish we were sitting closer to the front.”


    “I guess so,” he said. “I just hope we’re in Second Battalion. First and Third are bad news.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “I have a friend who came here last year.”


    “What did he say? Anything important we should know?”


    “Just do what you’re told.”


    “And damn fast.”


    “Yep.”


    I dozed off. Huh? Screech! Hiss! Palm trees! A barrier arm went up. A guard shack. On the gas again. A quick scan of the seats behind me—whites of eyes, ready for anything. Nope, scared to death. Another minute, a glacier, molasses. The bus pulled over.


    “Dane, this is it!”


    Who’s that under the streetlamp? State troopers? Like snoozing hornets kicked awake. Ho! Look at those biceps! Here he comes. God, he’s magnificent! Give it to me. Wait for it. Wait—what?


    “Dane! What did he say? What the hell was that?”


    “I think he said, ‘get off the bus.’ ”


    “I sold my soul for that? No slap? No kick? This was supposed to be famous! His lips barely moved! Dear God, I’ve been tricked. I should have joined the Air Force. Hey, in back, stop pushing!”


    “And the gates of hell closed behind them.”


    “Lost your mind, Dane?”


    “Me? I’ve been saving up that line from Battle Cry and now no one knows what the hell I’m talking about. No research—you’re all fucked!”


    I shook my head, pushing forward. Enough! I’m off! A cyclone on the sidewalk. Refugees and wreckage. Bodies everywhere pounding the pavement, four on the floor, crawling, confessing. Drill instructors climbed out of the drains. In our faces at every turn, shouting insults, blocking escape. You! Faggot! Move! Whoops, don’t trip! Oh, look, fatty fell down! Why don’t you call your mommy? Move, cocksucker!


    Fall in? Fall down?


    “The yellow footprints, Anjo!”


    “Ah! Dane, what’s wrong with your face?”


    “I tripped over your corpse.”


    “My apologies. Wasn’t my fault.”


    The buses pull away. A glimpse of a driver—he’s in stitches. It’s like a kick to the nuts. I’ve been holding it in. It’s bubbling up. Fission, fusion, a volcano of grief. Here it comes: I believe I’ve made a mis—


    “Atten-hut!”


    One minute in, our first review.


    “Well, well. What do you think, Sergeant?”


    “This is the most disgusting mob of queers and clowns I’ve ever seen. You?”


    “God, just look at ‘em. Makes me sick. Hey, you! Come here! Turn around! Tell these AIDS victims what you like to do!”


    “Sir?”


    “Tell ‘em! Tell ‘em you suck cocks!”


    “Sir?”


    “Goddamit, get away from me! Alright, you pedophiles, listen up!”


    Through these portals, the stench of Lysol, the ripping hunger to turn back time. Hours, weeks, forever, forgotten. Berated, blamed, cursed, and damned. Flung to the floor, smacked and throttled. Sergeant Smith, at your service! Five foot five? Don’t be fooled. A wrecking ball, cocked and ready. Tookie Williams? Clubber Lang. Welcome, homos, to Second Battalion.


    Growling, barking, and obviously high on something, Sergeant Smith and two associates stomped circles around us like obscene cartoons from a stuttering old projector ready to explode. We were struck with slobber and bits of dinner as each command unloaded in our faces. Tuna salad, peanut butter, and some other flavor I was unable to identify.


    “And what’s your problem? Pick up your shit! Slap the faggot next to you! Harder! Take a good look at your rifles and memorize your serials! Get inside, you lousy pukes! Get on line—the black line—the big black line, you fucking imbeciles! Too slow!” An elbow to the ribs. “Heels!” A jab to the solar plexus, a wet-willy, a flip-wilson. “Forty-five degrees! Hurry up! Ten, nine, one—you’re done!”


    And then a brief moment of silence as Sergeant Smith paced the squad bay, taking stock of the human detritus he was supposed to transform into marines.


    “God forbid I ever come across you slobs in the combat zone. I’ll put a hole through every last one of you before I even think about the enemy. I have more years in the Corps than you have training days! And never before have I seen such a pathetic—”


    He paused in front of one of the recruits. “What are you?”


    “Sir?”


    “You supposed to be a caveman or something?”


    “Sir?”


    Smith almost lost his composure. He called the other two drill instructors over. “Look at this guy,” he said. “Doesn’t he look like a caveman? Look at his eyes. One inch apart, if that!”


    “Yeah, Private Caveman, a real genius!”


    “Wait, how about Sparky? No, no, Private Sunshine!” They agreed. “Alright, Sunshine, grunt like a caveman!”


    “Sir?”


    “You heard me! You know, ooga-booga! Dance around like a gorilla!” Sunshine tapped his feet and made some halfhearted fart noises. Not good enough. All three drill instructors jumped in his face. “Dance like a gorilla, Sunshine! Dance, genius! Yeah, up and down the squad bay just like that!”


    Smith addressed the rest of us. “What the hell are you looking at? You make me want to retch! Now, scrub the deck, girls!”


    “Aye, sir!”


    I must have blacked out. Days? Weeks? A blur, a smear. And there we were, on hands and knees. I took a careful look around. I felt a grin creeping up and quickly covered my mouth. Some fighting force this turned out to be. Just a bunch of scared kids. Dozens of cue balls, a bobbing sea of grimace and regret.


    “Scrub!”


    “Harder, sir!”


    “Psst! Hey, Dane! The eight-balls—where’d they go? Sickbay? Oh, swim qual. I hadn’t noticed. All five?”


    “Sank like stones,” he said.


    “Gash was right. Or was it Katoey?”


    “Who?”


    “My recruiters, those rat bas—”


    “Do you know what that means?”


    “What,” I said, “swim qual?”


    “No, Gash and Katoey.”


    “Means? I don’t get it.”


    “Damn, Bordell, you are a simple son of a bitch.”


    They were jokers, alright. No blacks? What about Sergeant Smith? The marines at the airport? Buggery? No matter, no time to dwell. New priority—survive this terrible baptism, this romper room gone haywire.


    I was unable to swallow morning chow. I slid the separate portions off to friends nearby who weren’t so suicidal at that ridiculous hour. Or any hour, take your pick. Incessant PT in the dark, drill, formation runs, obstacle course, more drill, then even more. We get the idea! My aching abs! Some sleep for a change? Oh, a comedian! Study your manuals, knowledge, chain of command! The secretary of defense is . . . Don Knotts . . .


    Zing! Huh? A millimeter. Maybe less. The canteen crashed and bounced around behind me.


    “Wake up, Bordell!”


    “Aye, sir!”


    Where was I? Ah, a schematic of the M-16. And now in a language that everybody here can easily understand. Third-grade lit with lo-res pictures. Real page-turners. General orders, battle history, effective range. Drill, drill, drill. Left shoulder, hup! Parade, hup! Port, hup! Forward, hup! Hup, hup, hup!


    Inspection, 0500. What a surprise.


    “Sons of bitches! Think I don’t know you’re diddling each other in the rack?”


    No, sir! Yes, sir! Sir? Wham! Bam! A tornado, a landslide. Hurricane Smith. All of us and all our gear, tossed into a writhing mountain of boots, belts, and ruined uniforms.


    “Back on line, maggots! Grab your shit! Adapt and overcome! Ten seconds!”


    What the—? This left boot isn’t mine. No time! Crap—a size ten and a twelve? Bonk, bonk, bonk! I’m all lopsided.


    “Bordell! Trying to piss me off?”


    “No, sir!”


    “Outta my face, you club-footed queer!”


    “Right away, sir!” Bonk, bonk, bonk!


    “Double-time!”


    Bonkbonkbonkbonk!


    My feet had only recently conformed to the silent and stealthy boots I had been issued. “Hup, hup, hup!” Bonk, bonk, bonk! Blisters formed within the hour. New ones, in between where the old blisters had almost healed. “Right shoulder, hup!” My left foot was swimming inside this oversized leather curse, toes banging, heel skinned. “Hup, hup, hup!” A feeble squeak developed, frequently whimpering from the new boot when it landed. “Column right, hup!” Bonks and hoots, limping and grinding teeth.


    “Left shoulder, hup! Right shoulder, hup!” Bonk, bonk, bonk, hoot! “Hup, hup, hup!” In the sand. Through the mud. “Bury your ugly faces!” Up, down, up, down. “Inside to the quarterdeck!” Bonk, bonk, bonk, hoot! “Make it fast, you limp-dicks!” A mob of frenzied lemmings. Baffled, befuddled, demon-possessed. Bonk, bonk, bonk, hoot! Swine racing to the cliff.


    Someone stepped on my heels, then kicked me in the ass. I turned around. “Hey, what the—oh, God!”


    “Got a problem, Bordell?”


    “No, sir!”


    “Goddam right, you don’t! And look at this mess! You call this a squad bay? This is where you live, you pigs! Covered in filth! You’d all actually shit in here too, if I let you! Back outside! Not you, Bordell!”


    Hoot! “Sir?”


    “Your toothbrush—have this place shining by the time we get back. Start with the shitters.”


    “Yes, sir! Aye, sir! Right away, sir!”


    “Wait a minute, stop! I smell piss! Who pissed hisself? Don’t make me ask again!”


    Private Sunshine stepped forward. “Sir—”


    “Sunshine! I should have known. What the hell is wrong with you, boy?”


    “Didn’t want to interrupt training, sir!”


    “Well, that’s exactly what happened now, isn’t it? What’s your MOS, dumbass? Military intelligence?”


    “No, sir! Infantry, sir!”


    “Infantry,” Smith said, screwing up his face as he took another whiff. “Jesus, Sunshine, not only do you disgust me, but probably everyone else in the platoon, as well.” Smith leaned in, looking up at Sunshine’s face. “You know, it’s big dumb cavemen like you that really make me hate my job.”


    Sergeant Smith was in good company. We all hated our jobs. Management, pay, working conditions. You could scoop the morale off the floor and fill a dumpster. I began dreaming of the Pepsi plant and washing dishes, Doreen, guitars, even the freshman dorms I’d never see. Or Randy, awash in unrestricted freedoms, giving his drunken roommates the old college try. An entire deluxe volume of wrong turns. Choose your own demise. Bridges out, loose gravel, steep descents, and leaking lines. And Smith with his “adapt and overcome.” Easy for him to say.


    Then the gunny would make an appearance, driving it all home by subjecting us to the humiliation of mail call. And look at him go! Gunny Kennad, our senior drill instructor, shucking around in circles, tossing his goodwill and sympathy up and down the squad bay. Big smiles, sage advice, attaboys, and oo-rahs. “What’s the matter, son? No mail today? Then I’ll be darn tootin’ if you don’t get something tomorrow! Stay positive! Think positive!” And I’ll be darn tootin’ as well, I thought, if this guy wasn’t snorting big fat lines of Amway on the side. “Relax! You’re good to go! Tip-top and squared away! Just stay motivated and think positive!”


    Mail call or not, he would show up in the nick of time, just when we’d thought we were goners. Eyes right. “Oh, look, Daddy’s home,” says Smith, reluctantly removing his hand from the gallows lever. Bursting into the squad bay like he was late for an interview, Gunny Kennad would slam on the brakes and play the good cop to Sergeant Smith, or the guilty father trying to make nice on weekend visitation, denying that he had abandoned us to our mother’s sadistic new friend.


    “At ease, boys,” Gunny would say with gleaming teeth as Sergeant Smith left the area in a huff, barking some last-minute threat as he and the twins saw themselves out. “Don’t take it personally, devil pups. He’s just angry because he’s so short!” Nervous laughter at this sacrilege. We’d slowly relax and try to unbend. We’d pretend to be shining our boots. All we really wanted was some shut-eye.


    “Whew, our little Napoleon! Seriously, kids, he’s only like that to make you hard. Big and hard! And who wants to get hard? Stiff and hard as a rock! Isn’t that what the ladies want? Who here doesn’t have a girl waiting back home? No? Work it, work it! Adapt and overcome! Let me tell you something. When you’re back on the block showcasing your spiffy, new dress blues, you’ll have to fight them off! Oh, my—who is that Nazi superman? Look at him, stiff and hard, rock-solid! Half your friends will sign up out of pure jealousy. Best recruiting tool we have. It’s all about sales, boys! Work it! Think positive! Gimme an oo-rah!”


    Anyway, it’s exciting to hear your name called for a reason other than to receive a much deserved lashing. But as I soon discovered, letters from home were better left unopened, as they never contained anything that could have possibly been of any assistance. The paper wilts in your hands like a dying flower as you read one validation after another that you’re trapped and powerless, stuck inside the joint. Gossip and hearsay, local scandals and assorted scuttlebutt. So-and-so is doing such-and-such, and what’s-his-name is up to his old tricks again. What’s-her-name looks pregnant, and you-know-who is the prime suspect.


    Indeed, this is what we were being trained to fight for—defending, to the last man, the rights of millions of Americans to carry on their constitutional imperative of uninterruptible tomfoolery. Meanwhile, written off and resigned, and as soon as Gunny Kennad was out of sight, we wore ourselves down to juicy nubs, cursing the improbability of being blessed from above by a bolt of lightning.


    A few weeks in, I received a letter from each of my parents. That both letters were written in my father’s handwriting was troubling enough. But the absence of a governor’s waiver or a shiny cyanide capsule was clear indication that their universe was completely separate from mine. Making new friends? Getting strong? Stay safe! Make us proud! I did as expected.


     


    Things are great! Lots of new friends, and they’re so smart! No jerks or dimwits in this platoon. Maybe a future president or two. Especially Private Sunshine! A real winner, that guy! And my drill instructors—such fine, upstanding models of virtue and the American Way. I’d be honored to follow Sergeant Smith into the mouth of an erupting volcano. And you wouldn’t believe how comfortable my boots are. What a great decision this was! We’re praying for war and hope you do the same! And if you could, extend my warmest wishes to Corporal Gash.


     


    P.S. Please send me his skull.


     


    Pree-sent, hup! Pi-ort, hup! Forward, hup! Hup, hup, hup! Hoot, hoot, hoot! Everything came together one night after evening chow. There’s Smith, pacing up and down the squad bay, auditioning his latest insults. Unimpressed with the audience response, he suddenly decided we were all too fat.


    “Appearance! What would the general think? And his wife, gentle soul. Not on my watch, you slobs! Down the hatch, both canteens! Feeling good? Fill ‘em up! Down the hatch, both canteens!”


    Drill instructors from other platoons appeared on the quarterdeck, whispering to each other and snickering. Gunny Kennad was cutting it terribly close.


    “What’s wrong, ladies? Ah, more water! Both canteens!”


    I lost count. Six canteens? Seven? From the corner of my eye, a geyser. Then another, just beside me, gushing like a river through a hole in the Hoover Dam. Smith grabbed something from the spreading cesspool on the floor. “What’s this, fruit salad?” He took a bite. “It’s still good!”


    Across from me—Dane, the poor sap, holding it in for all he was worth, eyes crossing in panic and dread. And then a tribute to the most famous marine to have ever claimed the title. Robert Bork? Ollie North? Lee Harvey Oswald. Not the mugshot, not the photo of him with the gun. You know the one. That distorted face of wrenching agony and utter disgust for all of humanity. Dane, the showman! I swear he’d practiced it beforehand. He aimed for the stars. A brief convulsion and Dane let fly. Five or ten others, then everyone. Fifty, sixty Old Faithfuls, great belches and awful eruptions, filthy rainbows of watery milk and chow arcing down into sickening splashes all over the deck.


    Tee-hee-hee from Smith’s friends, slapping each other’s backs at our misfortune. Clutching my guts and gasping for air, I thought of Corporal Gash and my whimpering, oversized boot meeting his teeth. Horrified and helpless, we watched as each private’s roiling puddle slowly spread until the entire deck had converged into a fuming, dismal swamp. Then push-ups over puke until bastard after lowly bastard gave in, beaten, every one of us plopping into stinking pools of our own refuse.


    We rinsed and wrung our sopping towels in a foul bucket filled with goo. Glop, glop, splashing and spilling, five gallons of chunky raw eggs. The vapors burned our nostrils and eyes. Tears ran, faces twitched. A range of opinions—silent seething to muffled sobs. And Bordell with his bright ideas, thinking it was at this point he became a marine. A demarcation, a DMZ, separating all before from forever after.


    “We earned our pay today, boys! Chesty Puller himself would have been proud to lead us into battle.”


    “What’s wrong with you, Bordell?”


    “Me?” I looked at him, his rheumy eyes, shirt soaked in half-digested dinner. Private Taylor, one of the better-built recruits, a strong runner, smart, and well liked by the platoon. But he was fresh out of balls.


    “They can’t do this!” he said.


    “Take a look around.”


    “But where was Gunny Kennad?”


    “Taylor, knock it off. We’re marines now. If they can resist cutting off our heads, this is it, friend.”


    Some of the others listened in, crowding around and wringing their towels in that steaming bucket of absolution.


    “But we’ve only been here three weeks,” Taylor said.


    “Exactly! And how are they going to top this? Bayonet us while we sleep? Nerve gas?” I shook my head, answering my own question for everyone. “The rest is gravy. Come graduation, we’ll all remember this day, and we’ll know what went into this bucket—the pain of transition, evolution, rebirth, metamorphosis!”


    “Keep it down, Bordell!”


    “Taylor, you coward. My brothers, feel the burn. Invincible! Hit the beaches! No man left behind! Who’s with me? Oo-rah!” I leaped to attention to lead the troops in singing the Marine Corps Hymn. “From the halls of Montezuma, to the—”


    “Bordell!”


    “Sir!”


    “Shut your mouth!”


    “Aye, sir!”


    I knew I’d never again have a problem wolfing down breakfast.


    That night after lights-out, I saw a dark figure lurking in my direction from rack to rack. Sergeant Smith, I thought. He liked to do that once in a while, impersonating the fire-watch. He would chat up the darkness with some half-asleep recruit, badmouthing the drill instructors, himself especially. His torch—click! His illuminated face—surprise! We’d hear a burst of demonic laughter and a shrieking recruit who’d then be dragged off somewhere to receive his punishment. My motivational stunt that day had earned me a date with entrapment. The figure came closer. I closed my eyes and snored. He crept past and jumped into the rack beside me.


    “You awake?”


    “Sleeping, sir.”


    “Bordell, it’s Dane.”


    It sounded like Dane, but I couldn’t be sure. “Okay, Drill Instructor Sergeant Smith, where did we first meet?”


    “What?”


    “Sleeping, sir.”


    “Anjo, come on. It’s me, Dane!”


    “If you really are this Dane, sir, then what did I give you at the airport?”


    “Gonorrhea, dummy! The hiv! Okay, okay, a copy of The Prestigious American.”


    I turned over, still expecting to meet Smith’s deranged mug glowing in a spotlight. “Where’s this guy?” I said, pointing to the rack Dane occupied.


    “Connor’s on fire-watch.”


    “Ah. What’s going on?”


    “That was some funny shit today with the halls of Montezuma and everything.”


    “I was serious, man! We’re all different now. Thank God Gunny Kennad took the night off, right?”


    “Shh! Taylor is angry you called him a coward.”


    “What? I didn’t really mean it. Heck, I’m the biggest coward in the platoon! I mean, look at me, I’m—”


    “God, keep it down!”


    “Sorry, sorry. So, what’s the problem? Blanket party for ol’ Anjo? Should have seen this coming. Thanks for the warning.”


    “Not quite. Taylor said tomorrow he’s quitting, refusing to train. Said today’s mass purging was too much. He’s had enough.”


    “Good,” I said. “He gets on my nerves always coming in first place. You see him over there in the corner lifting weights during free time? A little over the top for my taste. Where’s he from? Boston? Figures. What’s this have to do with me anyway?”


    “He wants his left boot back.”


    “Boot?”


    “He said your boots were accidentally switched a couple of weeks ago during one of Smith’s tantrums.”


    “Oh. I didn’t know whose it was.”


    “I guess all your squeaking tipped him off,” Dane said. “He’s had a hell of a time wearing yours.”


    “I can imagine. I’d want to quit, too. And now he wants it back?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Shame,” I said. “It almost fits now. Alright, I’ll switch.”


    “Here,” he whispered. “I brought it with me.” He dropped the boot on the deck under my rack. “Now, hand me his—”


    A big metal trashcan came smashing through the squad bay. Sergeant Smith and his two accomplices followed close behind, galloping through the darkness, yelling for the fire-watch. As they stomped past, Dane darted across the squad bay and hopped into his rack. Connor came running out of the head, torch in one hand, the other trying to buckle his pants.


    “Fire-watch, sir!”


    Smith whipped around and stood motionless for a second, appalled by what he saw. “Very well.” The lights came on. “On line, ladies!” Two columns of weary deadbeats ran snapping to attention, squinting in the light. Smith’s two buddies paced up and down, all smirks and demented giggles. The squad bay still reeked of Lysol and vomit.


    “Who’s that? Connor? Come here, boy.” Connor’s obedient six-two frame ran to attention in front of Sergeant Smith, nearly a foot shorter.


    “Aye, sir!”


    “Don’t aye-sir me, you little bastard. I guess we’re supposed to believe you were in there taking a dump?”


    “Yes, sir!” Connor shouted over Smith’s head. “Couldn’t hold it no more!”


    “Couldn’t hold it no more,” Smith repeated, staring up at Connor’s chin. “Meanwhile, a rifle in the platoon downstairs goes missing! The MPs are on their way, and now you’re telling me you were in the head taking a dump, huh? No response? You’re beginning to smell like a first-class perp!” He addressed the platoon. “What do you think, jerks? Was he taking a dump?”


    No choice in the matter. An instant chorus of “no, sir” thundered through the squad bay.


    “Unanimous! The fire-watch downstairs wasn’t doing his goddam job, either! Then you run down there and take an unlocked rifle! You guys in cahoots or what? A couple of commie spies?”


    “But no, sir!”


    “You two a couple of faggots?”


    “No, sir!”


    “This is a serious breach, Connor! Theft, understand? Good God, a government firearm! You’ll be forty before you get out!”


    “Sir?”


    “Prison, genius! Now, where’s the rifle, Connor? The MPs are coming any minute! Any minute! Taking a crap? I don’t think so! You a faggot? Peter-puffer? Twenty years! Thirty! Where’s the rifle? Connor!”


    “No, sir! I didn’t take no rifle!”


    “Yeah? In the head, huh? You and your buddy downstairs? A couple of queers! Faggots! You a pole-smoker, Connor? Fancy pants?”


    “Sir—”


    “What were you doing in there, Connor? And don’t tell me you were taking a crap! Connor! What were you doing in the head? Homosexual? Connor! Connor!”


    “Sir, I—”


    “Where’s the rifle? Smoking crack? The MPs! Any minute! Polishing knobs? Cock n’ balls? Where’s the rifle? What were you doing in the head? Connor! Con—”


    “Jerking off, sir!”


    “Aha!” A big grin appeared on Smith’s face. Connor went red, eyes drooping to the floor. “Laugh, ladies!” We belted out the most heckling “hahaha” you’ve ever heard, then Smith made a chancellor-like gesture signaling our instant silence.


    “Alright, shitbirds. Boots on! Now!”


    Ten seconds later, maybe less, we again snapped rigid on the two black lines painted down the length of the squad bay.


    Something was amiss. More than usual. I could feel it, like the tightening coils of a python. Smith began to sing. “One of us is not like the others . . .” Some kind of code? Talking about me? He’s pacing, he’s coming closer. The coils constrict. I stare straight ahead through a blackening tunnel. “One of us is not like the others . . .” Smith and his friends walk right past. The snake yields. The tunnel fades. My vision returns.


    Then I see him—Taylor standing at attention, wearing but a single boot. Hot flashes, cold sweats, the lingering stench of the squad bay. “One of us is not like the others . . .”


    Just across from me, Dane—the fool! I try boring a laser through his eyes. Our bodies are locked. He can’t turn away.


    Smith and company meander up to Taylor. “One of us is not like the others . . .” The three of them stand smiling in Taylor’s face. The fluorescent light above them begins to flicker.


    “Think you’re some kind of individual?”


    “No, sir!”


    “Some kind of drug dealer? You buying or selling?”


    “No, sir!”


    “Oh, I get it. Yet another ass-faggot in my platoon! You and Connor getting your jollies in the dark? Couple of giggle-sticks? Let’s see, right boot. Would that be giving or receiving?”


    “No, sir!”


    “Where’s your other boot, son?”


    “Sir . . .”


    “Your boot, Taylor! Where is it?”


    “Sir . . . sir, Private Bor—”


    “Shut up! Everyone outside!”


    Darkness—yelping through the woods, we ran and fell and stampeded ourselves. Dane! Oh, a piece of my fist! Then I’d hold him down for Taylor, unless he had similar plans for me. God, Taylor! One boot, and he was up front. He’ll snap his foot right off in this mess! Head over heels for this nighttime stunt, trampled, roughshod, pulverized. Branches and roots, elbows and knees, knuckles and necks. A freight train of acrobats, somersaulting end over end. Cartwheels into cracking skulls, a nightmare of invisible curses and cries.


    Smith’s torch threw shapes and shadows, dancing across the distance ahead. Soon we’d reach the ocean or a hungry bog. Gators and sharks, piranhas and—Mother of Christ—Ribbon Creek! The ghosts would pull us under. Lungs full of mud, our grave, our crypt. Visions of testimony, survivors on the stand. “Your Honor, it was Dane’s fault! And Connor’s!” Half the platoon, laid to rest. And Smith, that bastard! Whooping and howling, abandoning us to certain demise as we bumbled behind, chewed to pieces by the night.


    Groping, blind and frenzied, we finally reached the end of the woods. Smith’s two friends stood waiting in the clearing, stamping out cigarettes in the sand. Smith paced back and forth, glaring his light in our faces as we moaned, coughed, and staggered into a confused huddle.


    “Get in formation, you jerks!”


    A great shroud was removed, revealing the moon high above, big and round, shining white. All around us, the blades of a thousand palms gently swayed, watching, observing. They knew something. Head count—Taylor, unaccounted for.


    “Hmm,” Smith said.


    The two drones dove into the woods to search for our missing comrade. Smith led us down a sandy trail. We suffered sinful thoughts—abduction, ransom, execution. No one had the guts. We limped back to the barracks, wounded and sullen, as the calls for Taylor went unanswered. Later that night, with everyone watching from their racks and murmuring in the dark, I placed Taylor’s boot on his foot locker, with a short prayer that he’d soon be wearing it in good health.


    The next morning, the boot was gone. Somebody said one of Smith’s underlings had taken it during the night. We never saw Taylor again. From then on, every time we marched past that stretch of woods, I felt the same unsettling awareness as when I had stared into the creeping underbelly of Herschel’s bridge.


    I never had a chance to sample the lovely boot camp breakfast. As soon as the cure had arrived, Taylor’s disappearance zapped it. And no longer would my brothers help themselves to my uneaten slop. A group of the more brilliant recruits began a whisper campaign. Gossip and wild assumptions spread and multiplied best they could within our limited understanding of the Marines, Parris Island, and all their legends.


    “What’s wrong, Bordell? Eat up.”


    “I can’t,” I said, staring at my tray.


    “Guilty conscience, huh? Small price to pay for killing Taylor.”


    “Oh, so Taylor’s dead now? Please explain, Sunshine.”


    “You called him a coward,” said another of the platoon’s mathematicians, chewing a mouthful of military-grade sausage. “Then you stole his boot. Now he’s missing.”


    “I didn’t steal his boot,” I said. “Taylor’s in the hospital with a broken ankle.”


    Sunshine took a few seconds to gather his thoughts. “Then it’s your fault he got hurt. And don’t call me Sunshine.”


    “He was going to quit anyway, Private Sunshine. Now he won’t have to.”


    “Yeah,” said someone else down the table, “because he’s dead.”


    “No,” I said. “It’s called a medical discharge, you twits. And some money if he’s lucky. Look, if Taylor were dead, don’t you think they’d have yanked Sergeant Smith by now? And I’m sorry to overburden your big brains so early in the morning, but did you happen to hear anything more about that missing rifle? No? I’ll let you figure that one out for yourselves. And our little jog through the woods? Smith probably had it penciled in from training day one.”


    They looked at each other like Neanderthals trying to figure out why it hurts when you slap yourself. It was only a matter of time before they’d finger me for flooding the squad bay with our stomach contents. And they’d throw in Connor’s dereliction of decency to ensure a conviction.


    “Ask Dane what happened,” I said, “since you don’t want to listen to me.”


    “Who?”


    “Private Miller.”


    Dane tried to explain. I had to show him how to do it. “Restrict yourself to easily understood words and explanations.” He reported back later, having addressed their false accusations and dim notions of military justice.


    “You think they bought it?”


    “I guess so,” he said.


    And just in time, as we would soon be heading to the rifle range. Loaded weapons and low IQ do not end well, especially when a grudge is involved.


    A pair of officers showed up. Ah! Hmm? Raised eyebrows and pricked ears. That’s really all the brass is good for down among the serfs. Yippity yap, scuttlebutt. Brand new, these clumsy butter bars. Looked the same age as me. Knock, knock! They invited themselves into Smith’s office. He closed the blinds. We sat on the deck scrubbing our rifles. Looks and vibes were tossed my way. Rumblings, rumors, here we go again.


    The office door opened. The two dukes emerged. They fidgeted. They coughed. “A few questions?” they said. About time! Have we got the goods! Not so fast. The devil took the form of Sergeant Smith, hovering behind them with a deadly stare. “Go on,” the officers said. “We’re all ears!” Yes, and clipboards and pens. Big fat smiles. A lot of good that does down here in the seventh circle.


    We choked on our words and clammed up altogether. We went back to scrubbing our rifles. “But these scratches!” they said. “These cuts!”


    Scrub, scrub, scrub . . .


    “Total immunity!” Part of their Vegas act? Not quite primetime, but they’ll get there.


    Someone down the squad bay tired of the two-man show. “I fell,” he said.


    Then someone else. “Yes, sir! Me, too!”


    Sweet Mary, thin ice! Give an inch and there’ll be no end to it. And Smith behind them with his evil eye. Both eyes, bulging, ready to burst, daring us to speak ill.


    Scrub, scrub, scrub . . .


    The college boys looked at each other. They scribbled their notes. “All of you?”


    Scrub, scrub, scrub . . .


    “All of you?”


    There’s Sunshine, gritting his teeth and glaring at me. I nodded toward Smith. Sunshine shook his head.


    Scrub, scrub, scrub . . .


    “All of you—?”


    Sunshine piped up. “Damn straight!” he said. “Tripped on the steps outside! Three flights! Oo-rah!”


    The officers scribbled more notes. They fidgeted. They coughed. They thanked us for our time and saw themselves out.


    Dane snuck over to my rack again that night. “Listen,” he said. “I know those guys are borderline retarded, but they’re really pissed off over this.”


    “Borderline? Did you happen to tell them this is all your fault?”


    “Actually, it’s Taylor’s fault, but they don’t want to hear that.”


    “No kidding,” I said. “That’s because it’s your fault. And Sergeant Smith’s. Did you see Sunshine today? He had his chance and completely pussed out.”


    “Not really, since he and his friends blame you.”


    “So, what now?” I said. “Blanket party? Finally?”


    “I haven’t heard any—”


    “You know, they should beat your ass, Dane, not mine.”


    “Better not,” he said. “That’s all I have to say about that.”


    “Pfft! What’s that supposed to mean, tough guy?”


    “I have a problem letting things go,” he said. “Someone always pays.”


    I remembered the story about his dog. Had it bitten him that Christmas morning? Left a present on the carpet? Yikes—cremated in a rusty barrel! I saw the platoon’s idiots trapped in a boiler somewhere and my strange, unblinking friend stoking the flames. I laughed. Dane shushed me. I waved him off.


    “Just be careful around them,” he said. “Watch your six, as real marines say.”


    “This is ridiculous. Did you at least tell them I apologize? What do they want? Why are they so concerned about Taylor anyway?”


    “Taylor and Sunshine went to high school together. They were on the football team. Taylor was the captain.”


    “Jocks,” I said.


    Dane nodded. “Afraid so.”


    At the rifle range, it was head down and mouth shut. Out of sight, out of mind. Smith did the same. He let the range instructors run the show. He split, spending his days down in the butts, where the recruits who weren’t shooting manned the big targets from below the berm. Bullets zinged overhead, popping little holes through the targets. I wondered if anyone had ever jumped high enough to clear the berm and take a round to the face. Then I remembered I’d read of someone who’d tried it to test his mettle. Chesty? Oswald? Ah, Patton . . . Army.


    Smith and a few of his drill instructor cohorts smoked and yapped, passing the time while they hid from armed recruits. “Gives me the shits,” Smith said. “All those delirious kids up there with their fists full of ammo.”


    “Yeah,” one of his friends agreed. “Remember Gunny MacGregor?” They laughed, recalling how this drill instructor had pissed himself, staring down the barrel of some fat kid’s rifle. “In front of everyone! Wasn’t even loaded!”


    “It’s a good thing you’re down here, Smith. Your boy might have it in for you.”


    “Nah, I’m alright for now,” Smith said. “He hasn’t woken up yet.”


    “What the hell happened anyway?”


    “He fell.”


    Smith and his friends stood straight-faced until off-camera, out of frame, the director gave the signal, and they all burst out laughing.


    Weeks had passed since the incident, but on the firing line, the apes were still giving me the stare. They’d lock eyes with me while chambering their magazines’ first round, like jungle-rotted grunts in a Vietnam War movie, preparing to frag their witless comrade in the bush. One shot, one kill. It gave me the shakes, which is exactly what you don’t need when putting rounds downrange. Remember your training—breathe, exhale, hold, and squeeze. I envisioned a likeness to Corporal Gash in the bullseye. Pow! It was useless. The day before qualification, I missed most of my shots, screwing up the scores of other recruits by accidentally hitting their targets.


    I was losing friends by the hour. This would never do. Surviving the range would be quite desirable, and even better if I scored expert. If I ever made it home, I couldn’t imagine wearing anything but the most distinguished of awards.


    I tried again to contain the fire. I started my own rumor, using Dane as my wingman. “Did you guys see Taylor in the chow hall? No? He was at a table in the back, laughing it up with his buddies from rehab platoon. Right, Dane? Oh, maybe you didn’t recognize him, since he’s already growing his hair back and getting on with his life. He said his ankle is healing nicely, and they’re going to give him ninety percent disability. For life! Isn’t that something? And he doesn’t hold it against me. Said it was an honest mistake. Said he should be thanking me.”


    I elbowed Dane. “Yeah, looks better than ever. Ninety percent.”


    It helped, and I lived to tell about it. It was a long while before anyone mentioned Taylor again. The next day, I qualified expert. And what’s more, I scored a glowing commendation from Sergeant Smith.


    “Nice shooting, Bordell. And damn, third highest in the company! You know what that means? It means that under ideal conditions, lying perfectly still out in the open, with no one shooting at you and no bombs going off, you could take out the broad side of a shopping mall at five hundred yards.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    More hup, hup, hup and bivouac, left-shoulder-this and column-right-that. Inspections, runs, obstacle course, hand to hand, drill, drill, drill. Shining boots, scrubbing the deck, cleaning rifles, fire-watch. Longer humps with heavier packs. Gas, grenades, marching Romans. One cadence after another, the shouting violent and obscene, bombinating from column rears to full-scale war cries up close.


    Inch by strained and fraying inch, we condensed, stiffened, and solidified into a unit. A real unit, certifiable. Acting as one, without hesitation. Itching to visit maximum brutality on anyone or anything our master so deemed deserving. Sergeant Smith, our leader, our commander, our sensei. A ruthless bastard, but our ruthless bastard. We’d become extensions of his will. The robotic tentacles of a giant octopus, mutated and angry, ready to unleash the fury of a tactical nuke in a blinding flash of cruel, unthinking carnage.


    We could win matches and contests and spout all kinds of arcane statistics about weapons and ammo. We could bark the chain of command from private to president. I could do twenty pull-ups in my sleep and shoot the broad side of a shopping mall.


    But what about that day two months earlier? The bile bucket—absolution? Transition? I’d nearly forgotten. But with distance and context, the view became clear. Imagine my dismay, having mistaken a second-rate fraternity prank for some kind of profound awakening.


    I kept it to myself. I studied my compatriots. An anthropologist, a real wizard. Were they feeling the drag? The nothing? The zilch? I asked around, cloaking my queries with subliminal small talk. Everyone felt like a million bucks. “Strange questions, Bordell! What’s your angle?” We’ve been gypped, that’s what! My friends’ faces were quizzical and suspicious. An odd time indeed for dupe’s remorse. But it’s never too late to second-guess.


    Throughout our incarceration, we’d watched with amazement as third-phase platoons marched by, thousand-yard stares from every eye, like they’d just won the Second World War all by themselves. Truly impressive, high-octane, well oiled, and rock-hard. Like an M1 Abrams assembled from the rippling bodies of sixty badass butchers, cranking along as a single savage entity, crushing the weak beneath their murderous treads. “Someday, if you’re lucky!” Smith would tell us, before launching into another frothing tirade about how we’d never reach the third phase of boot camp, and most certainly wouldn’t be allowed to graduate.


    But there we were, the senior company on the island. Smith had seen to it that we had trounced the others in every conceivable way, making us the senior platoon. Now, it was our turn to parade around in front of greener troops, grandstanding our myriad talents to be envied by all. Our faces were straight, but such revulsion underneath! Shock and shame at the state of these phase-one clowns. Who let these disheveled phonies through the gate? Quotas, fine, but this was outrageous. Get a good look, you geeks! Kowtow! Concede!


    “Getting a little carried away, Private?” My thoughts exactly! The point I’m trying to make—it was all an act. Those kids, those gape-faced, off-the-boat rejects . . . they were me. I wasn’t part of some psychotic tank made from killers. I was Anjo Bordell, dishwasher, Pepsi plant assembly-line drone. My greatest fear, like anyone who’s been kicked and shoved “through these portals,” had been the failure to hack, to drop and be sent home. But having bucked up and seen it through now seemed just a big unexpected disappointment. There was nothing miraculous about it, us, or me. I was almost there, the finish line, and couldn’t help feeling that that very fact invalidated the entire ordeal.


    Think positive? Adapt and overcome? At least I could find solace in the fact that very soon I would be permitted to wear the coveted eagle, globe, and anchor. My badge of honor, my pin of prestige. Worn only by those judged worthy of admittance to this celebrated syndicate, the Marines. The Marines are famous.


    Then Sergeant Smith vanished. Another unexpected blow. Blame those two lieutenants. Couple of fairies if you ask me. We’d seen them here and there, all nonchalant with their clipboards and such. “Don’t mind us!” Officers—they’re all the same. Two-faced busybodies, backdoor snoops. Especially those two, sneaking around the showers. “Just checking for bruises!” Get the picture?


    But Smith! Denying him the pleasure of beating us into total submission had been half the reason for sticking it out. Now we were denied the pleasure. Officers, brass, rats! Sniffing around our business! Thanks again for absolutely nothing.


    Lesser theories were considered. Psy-ops? Coincidence? Impossible to tell. No explanation was offered. For all we knew, Smith had merely walked off the job, as disgusted with boot camp as the rest of us. But I could see the little huddles of presumptions and plans taking shape down the squad bay. The rusted rack and pinions were coming to life again behind their eyes. To Taylor’s friends, a humorless lot, all roads dead-ended at that squeaking, twelve-size boot.


    Gunny Kennad took over. There we were, sitting like well-behaved preschoolers on the quarterdeck as he handed out mail. Another letter from my father. I wanted to scrawl “RTS” across the envelope and hand it back to the gunny. I whispered to Dane for a pen. No dice. Maybe later. I put it in my pocket. The gunny stood tall in front of us and took a deep breath in preparation for a major announcement. Here it comes—Smith arrested for murder.


    “Alright, boys, listen up. I’m not going to sugarcoat it. Big trouble is coming our way. You might have heard some rumors and whatnot, but today I’m going to lay it all out. It’s awful, it really is. But sooner or later, we’re all going to have to deal with it. And the more you know, the better off you’ll be.”


    Smith’s two goons had survived the purge. Probably in cahoots with our friendly detectives. They rolled out a television on a creaky old cart. The gunny switched it on, turned it up loud, and stood aside to narrate. We saw an alarming, fiery debacle being filmed from a helicopter, like some poorly planned African revolution in need of a good reset.


    “What the hell is this?” Dane said.


    I shrugged, thinking if this was the video evidence of Taylor’s murder, then complaints were soon to be filed.


    The gunny took another deep breath. “Get ready!” he shouted. “Yes, boys, I’m afraid it’s come to this—the city of the future!” He rolled up a little bundle and used it to point out items of interest on the screen. “Oh, yeah, look at that! Those Salvadorans are well armed and organized. Not wasting ammo and giving away their positions by shooting up school buses like your average gangbanger. And look here! See those Chinese guys defending their liquor shops? Shoot and move! Shoot and cover! Check that guy on the roof—rock-hard! Oo-rah! Gooks in the wire, alright! Whoa, yeah!”


    A tap on my shoulder. Private Sunshine. “Got a letter today.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Would you like some help reading it?”


    “Now, look at this!” the gunny said. He unrolled what he’d been using as a pointer. A brand new, rush edition of The Prestigious American. On the cover was a photo of a black man receiving a beating by a group of enraged policemen.


    Sunshine leaned closer, flapping an envelope in his hand. “It’s from Taylor.”


    “Oh . . . how’s he doing?”


    “Not so good.”


    “Boys, apparently the CIA has been pumping these inner-city heathens full of crack cocaine. And this Rodney King character was their biggest dealer! Rodney King? Martin Luther King? Nat King Cole? You get the idea? It’s all a big setup!”


    Sunshine looked at Taylor’s letter again to refresh his memory. “You were right about the ankle,” he said. “You forgot about the knees, ribs, nose, and neck. Said it took him six weeks to remember what happened.”


    “You boys signed on too late for the big party in the Gulf, but let me tell you something! Ever heard of the Highway of Death? Oh, yeah, Highway Eighty! Gimme an oo-rah! And soon, the Hollywood Freeway! Those poor bastards were running for their lives, and we carved them up a massacre like you wouldn’t believe! Same thing’s going to happen in Los Angeles, God willing!”


    “Trampled almost to death by sixty good friends,” I whispered to Sunshine. “How could anyone forget something like that?”


    “First action you boys see could be right here in our own City of fucking Angels! Why can’t we all get along, ha! The LAPD, the courts, rigged juries and communist agitators! Tar pits, for Christ’s sake! And every goddam ethnic group has it in for the others. What a country we’ve sworn to protect! And our leaders—oh, wow!—they’ve ruined everything, and now they want us to clean up their mess! Just remember your training!” Gunny Kennad turned up the television even louder. “And this guy!” he shouted, shaking the magazine before us. “This guy just couldn’t shut up! Stoned out of his gourd! Wouldn’t back down, and got his black ass beaten to a bloody pile!”


    Sunshine jabbed my shoulder. “I’ve about had it with your smart mouth, Bordell.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    “What an idiot!” the gunny went on, slapping his hand at Rodney King’s battered face on the television. “Doesn’t know when to shut up! He can’t! Doesn’t know how!”


    “Sunshine,” I said, “if you weren’t such an ignorant coward—”


    “What?”


    Gunny Kennad knocked the screen with his knuckles. “He can’t shut up! Look at him! Shut your mouth, yard ape! Outnumbered! Know when to call it a day, you dumb bastard! How did you get this far with a mouth like that?”


    I turned around to Sunshine, who was wild-eyed and ready to go. “Not man enough to take it up with Sergeant Smith when you had the chance? Afraid of pissing your pants again? I’m only guessing, tough guy, but once Taylor regained his memory, he told the doctors exactly what happened. And our twin lieutenants, come to think of it. And poof! Smith disappears. Did I disappear? No, because I had nothing to goddam do with it. So you, Sunshine, can go fuck yourself.”


    “You!” the gunny yelled at the TV, slapping the glass with his magazine. “You smartass! It’s your own damn fault! Your big mouth! And you got beaten for it!” Then he hit the television a little too hard, and it fell backwards off the cart. Things went sideways, with everyone jumping up and cheering on the gunny, whooping and throwing fists in the air.


    But I was unable to stand. A strange sensation, like my face meeting the grill of a fast-moving truck. There was a terrible ringing and something wrong with my nose. Blood, two mains gushing south, full-bore down to the red sea on the deck.


    I blinked. Nice and slow.


    My eyes focused on white walls and a comfortable chair. The sting of ice on my head. Throbbing nose, stuffed with gauze. I felt lazy, slumped into the cushion, like I’d forgotten everything drilled into me over the past three months. I guessed I was in the battalion aid station. First stop for recruits who have trouble surviving the midnight forest, and those held responsible. Someone I didn’t recognize, a navy corpsman, asked me what had happened.


    “I fell.”


    “Ah. Try again.”


    “Yeah, I think I fell. Really hard, it seems.”


    “Well, just—”


    “Wait, how long have I been here?”


    “About five minutes.”


    I tried to stand up. I felt out of shape. “I have to get back,” I said. “I’m not going through this again.”


    “Hold on, devil dog. Just keep the ice on your head. You’re not going to be dropped. Too close to graduation.”


    “But our final inspection is tomorrow, with colonel what’s-his-name!”


    “Sit.”


    I requested a cigarette. He laughed in my face.


    “But down the hall,” he said. “Brand new TV!”


    “So?”


    “The big show—on endless repeat!” He invited me to have a look. But only if I promised to behave myself.


    “Come on,” I said. “What do I look like?”


    He stood back and folded his arms. “Rodney King.”


    “Hmm,” I said, massaging the ice to my head. “I’ve had enough TV for today.”


    “Suit yourself.” He brought me some water and left the room. Navy, I thought. Good grief. I heard a faint click from down the hall.


    “. . . Mayor Bradley has just announced that an unspecified number of marines from Camp Pendleton are on their way to South Central to assist the National Guard in dispersing rioters and restoring order. LAX is still closed to all air traffic with no word on when flights will resume.”


    Jokes and laughs obscured the broadcast. I smelled cigarette smoke. I wondered what Herschel thought about his favorite city being torn apart. All roads, he’d said.


    “. . . As we will show you after the break, more shocking video has emerged of the violence and looting that is crippling the entire city of Los Angeles. Now, here’s Lopez with the weather.”


    Those corpsmen were having a ball. Carrying on, a free for all. I hadn’t heard such happiness in months. It was getting on my nerves. Boom, boom, boom—my head inside a bass drum, thumping to the beat of the festival down the hall.


    Ah, but no final inspection. Things could be worse. Taylor worse. I pulled something from my pocket. The letter from my father. It was too late for a cyanide capsule, but any distraction was much appreciated.


     


    Dear Son,


     


    Glad to hear you’ve made some lasting friendships. Such fine, upstanding citizens and protectors of the Constitution you marines are! Your mother is worried sick about you, even though I’ve told her a million times that you’re in good hands. She goes on and on about training accidents and whatnot. Camaraderie! Bound by honor! She doesn’t understand.


     


    Per your request, I stopped by the recruiting office, but no one had ever heard of a Cpl. Gash. Some other guy (forgot his name) said he knew about you, but wasn’t too pleased about some incident at the bus station. He was very rude and asked me to leave.


     


    But he sounds nothing like the proud and upright young men you’re serving with now. When we come down for graduation, I’d like to shake that Sergeant Smith’s hand. Turned my boy into a marine! And your friend Private Sunshine sounds like a real hoot! Do you think he’ll really be president some day?


     


    See you soon,


     


    Dad

  


  
    Chapter Five


    He snapped his fingers at the waitress. “Bitch! Bitch!”


    “Sam, please. I like this place.”


    “Ha ha, she cannot understand.” He did it again.


    The waitress grabbed her things and walked out the door to a man revving a beat-up old scooter. Perfect. She’ll tell him everything. “Those two upstairs! Couple of jerks!” Yippity yap. His helmet turns. It’s baby blue with electric streaks, pink lightning bursting from the center. Seems familiar, this helmet. I’m watching good and close. It angles up at us, slow and deliberate. Me? Whoops! I’m looking at something else. My nails—a good buff. I smooth out my clothes. I tie my shoe. I’m squinting and straining from the corner of my eye. What’s Pinky up to? He revs his scooter. He whips out his phone, tap, tap, tap. The helmet turns to the girl. She shrugs. She hops on and they speed away down the sidewalk.


    Where to? Reinforcements? What have I stumbled into this time? I can’t go anywhere in this city. I grab my bag, ready to scram. So long, Sam. “But we just get here!” I’m stuck in a pose, half leaving, half sitting. “Come on, man.” He’s right. I play it off. I set my bag down. Just testing the zippers! Oh, give it a rest, Bordell! You know as well as anyone what two and two means in this town. Alright, then. Since you put it that way. It’s probably nothing, yeah?


    Sam grabs his phone. Incoming. “Ah!” he says. He looks up. He looks around. “Where did she go?”


    I blink. I gulp. It’s probably nothing. “She left.”


    “What?”


    “Now we’ll never get served.”


    “Good,” he says. “Here they have the sky-price.”


    “You mean sky-high?”


    “Yes, they have the sky-high price.”


    I look over the drink list. “The prices aren’t too bad. And it’s empty and quiet in here. For that, I’d pay double.” Triple, maybe more, for one or two consecutive hours of good old-fashioned peace of—


    A trumpet in my ear. A car outside, two short blasts. I wince and ball my fists. I’m waiting for echoes, retorts, the final say. Nothing happens. I count to ten. I let it go and try to relax. I count back to zero just to be sure. Sam has this look on his face. I smile—I’m good! And anyway, it’s quite an improvement over the usual sustained madness I’ve come here to escape. Whereabouts? Smack in the French Concession, a memory of an era dead for seventy years. More narrow and leafy than the surrounding concrete apocalypse. Friendly and personal, at least from the looks of it. Less overblown and not as filthy. At times it borders on nice.


    “Here come someone else up the . . . stairs or steps?”


    “Either one is fine. You could say spiral staircase in this instance.”


    Sam pulls out a little pad to take notes. “To the second floor?”


    “Yes, maybe mezzanine.” I spell it for him, trying to ignore the resurging panic creeping out to my fingertips. This is my favorite spot, up near the ceiling. But I’m not alone this afternoon. He drops his pad. Tap, tap, tap, Sam and his phone. Popular guy. I’m trying to remember if there’s a rear exit downstairs.


    We hear footsteps.


    “He is faggot?”


    “Close,” I say. “Waiter.”


    “But look!” He has a point.


    “Where did you learn that word?”


    “From you or Dimitri.”


    The waiter is not in a hurry. Baby steps, like a ballerina. He finds his way over and stands silently at our table. His tight-fitting turtleneck seems inappropriate in the warm weather. He stays cool by maintaining a shaved head and lensless glasses.


    I hold up two fingers. “Zhi hua shi.”


    “I thought you no drink anymore,” Sam says.


    “That’s just something I say.”


    He laughs. He looks up at the waiter. “Do you speak Chinese?”


    “Of course he speaks Chinese,” I say. “What language do you expect him to speak?”


    “I don’t know. These sky-places sometimes hire foreigner. I think maybe he is Philippines.”


    Sam is still undecided. He tells the waiter to get my drink. We watch him sashay across the floor and down the steps.


    “How is Xiao Qing?”


    “She’s fine. She leaves for Sichuan next week.”


    “Well, then,” he says, eyes widening. “Remember Niu Niu?”


    “The fei zhu?”


    “Ha ha, who taught you that word?”


    “You did.” I light a cigarette. I slide the pack and imitation Zippo across the table.


    “No, thank you.”


    “And you asked that guy if he was Chinese?”


    “Yes,” he says. His eyes roll in thought. I’ve tossed him a doozy. He gives up. “I don’t understand.”


    “One could be forgiven for thinking you aren’t Chinese, Sam, since you don’t even smoke anymore. What’s next, a fork?”


    He smiles. He looks at his phone. He looks toward the door. “A fork is very funny.”


    “Hilarious.”


    “Yes!”


    “Roll out the barrel, why don’t you.”


    “Wha—?”


    A beat too often, Sambo. Two beats. Three! Door-peeks and messages. Do I look blind to you? The other shoe, the North Tower. I’ve been waiting for some time. Months! Maybe today. Now I’m looking toward the door. And screw the steps. A vault over the railing. Vanish, vamoose! Skip town, disappear, once and for—


    “You okay?”


    “Me?” I say. “Outstanding. Why do you ask?”


    “I think maybe you want throw up.”


    “Hmm.” I wipe my hands on my jeans. “So, what’s going on with Miss Piggy?”


    “Who?”


    “Niu Niu.”


    “Ah. She told me she would like the two-time.”


    “A double-team? She doesn’t want that. You do.”


    “But still,” he says. He scribbles “double-team” into his pad. He checks his phone. He checks the door. “You are my number one friend, so I think to you first.”


    Here we go. Define “friend,” Sam. While we’re at it, define “back-stabber” and “double-cross.” I wipe a forming bead of sweat from my hairline.


    “I appreciate the offer, Sam, but there is one thing foreigners here are disgusted with above all else.”


    He cocks his head. “Spitting?”


    “And fat chicks.”


    He strokes the stubble on his chin. “I think she quite beautiful.”


    “You should ask Dimitri.”


    “No, he has the big penis. I will feel like idiot.”


    “Well, you can ask him when he gets here, just in case.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Beats me,” I say. “He should have been here by now.”


    “I mean the waiter.” Sam leans over the railing and calls to the empty bar downstairs. “Hey, Baldy! Hurry up, guy!”


    Baldy prances up the spiral stairs. He tiptoes through the tulips over to our table. He places my double Chivas on a coaster and turns to Sam. Ooga-booga for ten seconds. The conversation goes all pear-shaped with Sam tossing the drink list over the railing behind him.


    “What now?” I say.


    “This guy says I must order drink!”


    “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it? What’s the problem?”


    “Because now I don’t want stupid drink!”


    “Alright, then, let me enjoy mine.”


    “He says if no order, then I must go. What he thinks, I’m rich foreigner?”


    “I’m buying, so just get whatever you want.”


    “Anjo, you don’t understand. This Shanghai fucking guy thinks I am rich because I have foreigner friend. Stupid city, stupid people!”


    “Just order.”


    He snarls something with a finger-jab at the waiter, who leaves in such a hurry that he nearly trips and falls down the stairs.


    “What did you get?”


    “I told him go away or I will hit his face.”


    “Jesus, Sam! What’s he doing now, calling the police?”


    “I hope so, ha ha! They will be on my side.”


    I slug the drink. My throat comes to life. Lava, all the way down. Faux courage wells up. I flex my fists. I’m thinking about the railing again. Inframan—a triple backflip something or other. I hesitate, not wanting to get my head caught in the ceiling fan. But back to the situation. What did he say? Police? Strange plan. One in which I have no intention of taking part.


    “Let’s get the hell out of here.”


    “It’s okay,” he says, brushing some dandruff off his sleeve. “Let’s wait for policeman.”


    “I don’t have identification, Sam.”


    “Don’t worry, you are rich foreigner.”


    “I have enough to pay for this drink and not a lot more.”


    “No problem! You can go back to States and be rich again.”


    “Yeah, I heard In-N-Out Burger is hiring. Lines around the block.” I stand up and shoulder my bag. “Can we go, please?”


    The door downstairs opens. What the—? Who the—? Looks like a passing trashman has thrown a broken bag of rubbish onto the floor. Wait—had they stabbed him? Mistaken him for me? Poor bastard. Lucky Anjo. A closer inspection. Ah, false alarm. The usual—he’s a drunken mess.


    “Lovely,” I say. “You get Dimitri. I’ll pay the bill.”


    The three of us ended up across town at yet another of the few and dwindling number of boozers where my money was still good. We were no longer in an area so charming and tree-lined. The alley where the bar was hidden was suppressed and overshadowed by unseemly high rises in various stages of completion. The mama-san from the adjoining massage parlor politely unlocked the door for us and switched on the lights, most of which had long ago burned out.


    “TV?” she asked.


    “Buyao.”


    “San de li?”


    “Yes, please,” I said. “San ping, bing de.”


    She uncapped and placed three bottles of Suntory on the bar, the frost on the brown glass sending off gentle smoky wisps, little white lies wafting up into the atmosphere.


    I took a swig and slammed the bottle down on the bar. “Damn!”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Cold beer, Sam. Why is it so hard to find?”


    “You foreigners are so pick . . . picky. Picky?”


    “Yes, we are,” I said. “But look at this. It’s so cold my fingers are sticking to the bottle. That’s the proper way to serve beer, unless it’s Guinness or something. And we just generally enjoy complaining, even when things are good.”


    “This place always gives me the creeps,” Dimitri said.


    I smiled at Sam. “See what I mean?”


    “I’m not complaining. But they have all these religious pictures hanging on the walls, while next door unspeakable crimes are taking place.”


    “Crimes?” I said. “We spend enough time in there to be kingpins.”


    “A nice wank from number seven might be good about now,” Dimitri said. “Maybe take my mind off this hangover. But even in the damn rooms they have these big pictures of baby Jesus staring down at you.”


    “I hadn’t noticed,” I said.


    But I had noticed that we were almost back where we’d started. Day one, den of depravity. Crash, boom, bam! The story had nearly ended as soon as it had begun. But that was way across the city somewhere. I couldn’t find it if I tried. This was close enough.


    I look at Dimitri. He’s half asleep. He’s already bought his ticket out. Not a care in the world for this short-timer. I have to think for the both of us. I scan for an alternate exit. Sam checks his phone. Dimitri lets out a magnificent belch. This could be it—again—and he’s worried about the pictures on the wall.


    “I guess that is kind of weird.”


    “Yeah,” Dimitri said, rubbing his forehead. “Gives me the creeps.”


    Sam pulled out his pad. “What is this ‘creeps?’ ”


    “It’s like being uncomfortable or scared,” Dimitri said.


    “Scared? Afraid? Like Anjo?”


    “They’re just pictures,” I said. “I’m not afraid of them.”


    “Maybe not the pictures,” Sam said. “But you are afraid before, ha ha! You run very fast if you are afraid!”


    “What did you expect me to do? Baldy’s friend had a goddam cleaver. And did you happen to recognize him? Hard to mistake that helmet.”


    “Ha ha, yes, you run so fast down the street. Why you no pay bill like you said?”


    “I did. I just didn’t wait around for my change. You ran too, by the way.”


    “Yes, but you run first.”


    Skinny wiseguy getting his kicks. I ran, alright. Same as last time. Between his half-baked reprisal schemes and his penchant for fisticuffs, there’s not a lot of choice. And which is which? Misplaced machismo or legitimate plot? Both are bad news for me. Better to flee than to stick around proclaiming my innocence on the off-chance someone might actually listen.


    “Well, I didn’t run,” Dimitri said. “I guess the guy with the cleaver didn’t realize I was with you.”


    “And what the hell was that?” I said. “I looked back and saw you playing on Baldy’s head like a bongo or something.”


    He laughed. “Not a bongo. His head was so shiny I couldn’t resist touching it like one of those electric crystal balls that shoots lightning out to your fingertips. Kind of like his friend’s helmet.”


    I nearly choked.


    “Take it easy,” Dimitri said. “It’s just a glass ball that sparks up when you touch it. You ever seen one of those?”


    “Of course I have.”


    “Anjo, you okay? You don’t look so good.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    The crystal ball. Ever seen one of those? Of all the ridiculous questions. And those wavering pink beams of electricity hadn’t stopped at my fingertips. They’d gone all the way to my brain, burning the image into my memory forever. When things go wrong, they really go wrong. Even if you’re unaware of it at the time. That one last cigarette that dooms the works. Or that final payment you thought you’d made. A simple slip-up, an honest oversight. Even worse, being shown something you were never meant to see, never meant to hear. An accidental flash of insight, a message, a warning—if you have your wits about you. Figure it out and heed the advice, sweeten the hand. Misinterpret, forget, or ignore, well . . .


    No one had come to see me graduate. They had gotten the date wrong. I hitched a ride with Dane, whose unblinking family drove hours out of their way to dump me off in Magic City. Neither of us said a word, slumped over like corpses. It was the first real sleep we’d had in months.


    Thus began boot leave, the ten days of free advertising for the Marine Corps we were granted after graduation. Dress blues, a two-legged billboard, a primetime commercial. Sign up! Today! Die with the best! As Gunny Kennad had said, it was the most compelling recruiting tool they had. But only if I felt like wearing that obnoxious getup in public, which wasn’t often. And anyway, I’d seen new marines before. Bewildered victims trapped in the gaudy garb of a gang of gun-running space-rangers. Like the bright stripes on a coral snake—stay away. Much more effective is chronic war coverage and a teenage head filled with unserviceable goo. Regardless, the Marines are famous.


    The homefront remained unchanged, other than my mother’s alcohol tolerance. I had the uniform, but she had the marine liver. She did okay with the booze. It was the military that made her sick.


    “Four years,” she said, “and you’re only three months in.” No use arguing. Facts were facts. “And what are these bruises on your face? I knew it! Who beat you up? Your drill instructors? Some lowlife felon avoiding a prison sentence?”


    “I’m glad you asked.” I’d had plenty of time to practice my bare-knuckle boxing story.


    “Fantastic!” my father said, handing me another cold beer. “Is that part of your normal training?”


    “Hardly. We’d fight after lights-out for our own entertainment or to settle disagreements.” I slapped my arm and flicked the dead mosquito into the bushes. “Marines aren’t big on discussion, you see. We get things done.”


    “Listen to that, honey! Anjo can really kick some ass!”


    My mother sat there eyeing us both from behind a rising stupor.


    “Not really,” I said. “Yankees are total cowards. Especially if they’re from Boston.”


    “Yankees, wow! Be damned. Here’s to you, son.”


    Our cans touched. I smiled. The biggest bullshitter on the planet. Oo-rah.


    My mother stood up. “Fools.” She went inside to the kitchen and helped herself to another glass. I could smell the fumes from outside. “Your sister sent you a postcard from Germany,” she said through the screen door. She came back out and handed it over. A cheerful photo of a sepia-toned cathedral surrounded on all sides with miles of rubble. Cutting through the ruins was a river with a bridge, twisted like a pretzel, jutting in and out of the water at dangerous angles. I read what my sister had written on the back. Something about a school on an island in the middle of the Rhine. There was no mention of me.


    “Did your friend Doreen write to you in boot camp?” my mother asked.


    “Did she? I have a whole bundle of her letters in my seabag.”


    Doreen had never sent me a goddam thing. I let it slide. She and Randy were back from university one weekend while I was home. What a coincidence. And my exploits, my stories—listen to this! “Not interested!” The both of them. Couldn’t care less. “But your face!” Tee-hee-hee! Then they felt sorry for me. But they asked again. “What gives?” Like I said, listen to this! They cut me off. They talked college talk. Professors and parking police, cumulative GPAs. A lot of ooga-booga if you ask me.


    “Anjo, one more thing!” Now I’m not interested. Civilians, ha! Stick it up your ass. You shouldn’t even be allowed to vote. But what’s this? Who? Where? “Ah, I thought you’d come around!” Doreen asked us to a party hosted by her narcoleptic friend.


    This should be fun, I thought. “A sleepover! Get it?”


    “Oh, we get it. Our Anjo—the king of late night.”


    Randy later pulled me aside. “Do you know about that guy?”


    “Only what you’ve told me about him sleeping all the time. How’s the movie business, by the way? Potential for profits?”


    “Yes, Anjo. Starting to show.”


    “Well, then! Be sure to take notes, as you just so happen to be friends with Mr. Box Office Smash. This script writes itself.”


    Randy laughed and shook his head. A D-student in freshman sophistication. I tightened my fists. Some college-boy hazing? Oh, he gets away this time. But next time? Randy told me to knock it off. He gave me the scoop on Doreen’s friend.


    “Calls himself Van Clint,” he said.


    “Is that his real name?”


    “Van Clint? Does that sound like a real name to you?”


    “I don’t know. My name is Anjo.”


    “That entire clan is Catawba royalty,” Randy said. “Shacks and cabins on the other side of the mountain. Old people. You know, thirty-somethings. Count me out.”


    “Does Doreen still like this guy?”


    “I think so,” he said.


    “Does she like me?”


    “She invited you, didn’t she?”


    I wasn’t about to let all my misery and torment go to waste over some lazy redneck. Any rights he claimed to the caboodle were suspect at best. He hadn’t earned a damn thing. And even if he had tried, the physical impossibility of his efforts would have only served to enlarge and darken my hulking shadow in which he would soon be cowering.


    A clean shave, razor-sharp creases, two panoramas reflecting off my coraframs. I adjusted my Rifle Expert Badge, perfectly centered, flicking the shiny cross-rifles for effect. I could barely breathe in the early summer heat with my painted-on tunic and leatherneck collar. But this wasn’t free PR for the Marine Corps. I was selling Anjo Bordell, bare-knuckle badass.


    Doreen picked me up.


    “What do you think?” I said. “Rock-solid, eh?”


    “My goodness, aren’t you all spiffed up.”


    “That’s right,” I said, wiping a smudge from my brass belt buckle.


    “I hope you won’t feel out of place in your uniform.”


    “Me? Not likely. But I can’t speak for everyone else.”


    A long drive, over the mountain and into the wilderness.


    “Tell me something funny,” she said.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Something funny about boot camp.”


    Strange request. I reviewed my highlight reel. There were plenty of sad, laugh-out-loud memories, but most would have soared right over the heads of mere civilians.


    “Alright,” I said. “Here’s something. Toward the very beginning of boot camp, we went to the medical building where everyone in the platoon was treated to a painful shot in each buttock. Then we had to sit on a big gym mat that covered the floor and rock left to right, back and forth on our asses to minimize the swelling from the shots.”


    “That’s not very funny.”


    “Hold on. We’re rocking our butts in silent unison like a group of autistic orphans, and a drill instructor starts this video on the big TV hanging from the ceiling.”


    “Military stuff. I’m sorry I asked.”


    “A video about testicular cancer, thank you very much.”


    “Ah, well, excuse me!”


    “So this teenage boy is complaining about his balls. Then from behind, it shows him disrobing in the shower. The camera moves in closer, and the boy turns around, revealing the largest penis I have ever seen.”


    “Oh, my God, really?”


    “You wouldn’t believe it. This thing was enormous, gargantuan.”


    “Wow, that’s . . . huh.”


    “And checking yourself for this kind of cancer involves massaging your own testicles, and let me tell you, this film did not disappoint. With one hand, he’s attempting to restrain his giant schlong to the side, as his other hand fondles his own ballsack, everything dripping with steaming water from the shower. And then—”


    “Oh . . .”


    Doreen had gone slack-jawed and spacey, her glassy eyes staring into the distance as the car drifted in and out of the oncoming lane.


    “Well, don’t stop,” she whispered. “What happened next?”


    What happened next was that I wanted to punch myself for bringing up this preposterous story, true as it was. I hadn’t even gotten to the funny part. At least now I knew what flipped her switches. That and narcolepsy. And where did that leave me? No amount of snazzy merit badges and razor-creased trousers could make up for the lousy genetics hidden underneath.


    “Never mind,” I said.


    It was getting dark by the time we arrived. Maybe it was just the surrounding forest. Apparently, some early settlers had hacked a clearing through the trees and built what might have once been a house. Dozens of rusting cars were strewn about the area usually reserved for the front yard. We pulled into the weeds and killed the engine.


    Immediately, I felt it. Like a full day of coming down with something, compressed into an instant. The creeps, the yips. The promise of free booze and bong hits notwithstanding, I was ready to leave before I’d made it anywhere near the front entrance. Classic rock does that to me. It pollutes nearly every open airwave in Magic City. Television, radio, flea markets, football games. Anywhere with a loudspeaker and a free ear to disturb, a fine day to ruin, or an upside-down frown to turn around.


    In previous years, I had gone through a lot of trouble avoiding this plague of modern existence, planning roundabout routes and visiting questionable establishments only at times most opportune. But there was no escaping it here, as every crack and crevice was filled with the nauseating vibes of Smoke on the Water. The assault intensified as we reached the front door. Standing waves of poorly produced power chords and head-shaking vocals that could be enjoyed only by those who truly hated music.


    A hundred bleary eyes turned and focused as I stood framed in the doorway. The place was so smoky I wondered if there would be enough oxygen to last the night. My fancy costume would be ruined. I removed my cover and gently placed it under my arm in one smooth movement, like a triumphant but somber returning war hero in some Hollywood perversion of the awful truth. Conversation stopped. Had this been an actual movie, the music would have stopped, too. I remained motionless, trying to think of something to say. My dramatic entrance required an extra dash of ornamental brilliance to put everyone at ease. Just one humdinger of an icebreaker. One for the ages. Scanning, scanning, anything. Nothing. The song ended. A voice cut through the haze.


    “What is this, Halloween?”


    Someone coughed out a bong load of spent smoke. An uproar of laughter. God damn it, I thought. Why didn’t I think of that? The party resumed.


    “They’re just jealous,” Doreen said. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”


    Randy had been right, for once. These people were old. Greasy and goateed. And the girls, all stringy hair and spare tires. I had worked with a similar bunch at the Pepsi plant and had realized early on that they were not to be admired. But here, in such dense concentration, I thought maybe the night should be filmed and made into a public service announcement. See this, kids? It’s a coral snake. Stay away.


    Doreen handed me a can of Budweiser. It was room temperature. I turned my head and cracked it open.


    “Where is your friend?” I said.


    She glanced around the main room. “I guess he’s asleep,” she said, her eyes almost heavenward like she was speaking of some revered cult leader.


    “Asleep at his own party? Jesus.”


    “He can’t help it, Anjo. He’s probably back there in his bedroom where no one is allowed.”


    “No one is allowed in my bedroom, either,” I said.


    “That’s a little different, don’t you think?”


    “It sure is. I only need eight hours a night.”


    “Yeah, in your parents’ house. Real cool, Anjo.”


    “Maybe you haven’t noticed, Doreen, but I’m a marine.”


    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I noticed. A real prestigious American.”


    Finally, she gets it. “About time,” I said, looking around the noisy mob of undisciplined flab, hair, and yee-haw. “Is your friend as old as these jerks?”


    “These are his brother’s friends. Van Clint is more our age. But no one knows for sure.”


    “Not even him,” I said.


    “That’s right! How did you know?”


    Again with this guy. Who’s jealous now? I shrugged and played it off. Rip Van Clint, master of myth, lord of lore. I was about to make another snappy comeback when someone wearing the uniform of a gas station attendant gave Doreen a bear hug from behind.


    “Cyrus!” She kissed him on the cheek. “Anjo, this is Van Clint’s brother, Cyrus.”


    “Hi,” I said. We shook hands. I squinted at the nametag sewn into his soiled shirt. “Glad someone in the family managed to stay awake for this little Halloween shindig.”


    Cyrus dropped my hand. “Doreen, you’d better tell this circus clown to watch his big mouth.” He flicked my silver cross-rifles, just like I had done earlier. “My father did four tours in Vietnam.”


    “You don’t say.”


    Doreen watched him as he slithered back into the crowd, then she glared at me all slitty-eyed.


    “Just making conversation,” I said.


    “Well, stop it. You’re embarrassing me.”


    Asking Doreen to say her goodbyes five minutes after arrival might have been considered bad form. I decided to try to make the best of the situation. I touched the bruises on my face. Watch your mouth, tough guy, or that bare-knuckle business is going to come true, minus the happy ending.


    I hobnobbed around, bumming smokes and eavesdropping on gregarious groups of besotted greasers. They pretended to admire my uniform, but really all they wanted was some reassurance that I was not involved with law enforcement. Their concerns weren’t entirely unjustified. Through the paranoid eyes of the average Catawba hophead, I suppose my uniform could have been mistaken for that of a dim and hazy Virginia state trooper. I’m not a cop! “Oh, yeah? Then spark up!” Sorry boys, I’ve come this far and I’m not about to piss it all away just to please the likes of you. They understood. They made amends. “Another brownie?” Sure! “Cookies?” Delighted!


    But I had nothing in common here. Nothing to agree on, or even disagree on. No opinion at all. They’d namedrop and high-five and toss around esoteric terms like Foghat and Hemi, twelve-point buck and child support. I tried to get in a word on the virtues of eleven-gauge guitar strings, but the subject was quickly changed to NASCAR.


    My tolerance for the booze was downright pathetic. I stopped after five or six, just to be safe. A wasted effort, what with the creeping awareness that I was becoming otherwise inebriated. I tried to persevere. But for how long? Given the condition of the rowdy guests, no one would be able to take the perilous mountain pass without unnecessary risk of a high-speed death. Doreen too, I imagined, though she was nowhere to be found. I braced for a double shift. An all-nighter. A pig pickin’ pajama party.


    I would have paid good money to hear a Pearl Harbor-style announcement on the radio, followed by an admonition for all service members to immediately report to base. But as I had yet to be assigned to a base, the closest thing I could have reported to was the recruiting office. I changed my mind. Any party, no matter how revolting, was better than having to report to Corporal Gash.


    And what’s this? Who the—? Copping a feel? Ah, must be the uniform. I was beginning to have my doubts. And my response—I’m clumsy, ham-handed. She’s not impressed. The light hits her face. I seize. I gulp down bile. She gets the idea and takes a hike.


    Whoops! High, indeed. And I hadn’t touched a thing. Honest! How would I explain this when the time came? The legend is true. House of smog. Zero tolerance. But sir! A head shop sleepover! How was I supposed to know?


    And then I was cornered, right up against the wall. I didn’t even see it coming. One-on-one with a mouthful of food. Suitor of the slut? How was I supposed to know? He let me have it.


    “Who are our enemies? Who are our friends?”


    “I don’t understand,” I said, wiping flecks of chow from one of my brass buttons. I took a stab. “Saddam Hussein?”


    “Because this is a question of the utmost importance! Don’t wait until problems pile up and cause you a lot of trouble before trying to solve them. Leaders must march ahead. Am I right?”


    “Yes, of course!”


    “Take a good look.” He thumbed over his shoulder into the main room. “You see these jerks? Do they look like leaders to you? Hell no!” He nodded with approval at my uniform. “Army, huh? We could use a guy like you.”


    “I think I still don’t understand.”


    “Let me ask you something,” he said. “Are you satisfied with your current income?”


    It was too much to think about. And he smelled like mayonnaise. Fed up with my incompetence, he let me slink away.


    Back to the party. I wanted to zonk out for the duration and wake up when it was all over. Not an easy task among this carnival of middle-aged revelers, hooting and yelping, straining to make their more brilliant points heard over the classic rock booming through the place. God, to be able to snooze right through this mess! Van Clint, oh hillbilly of intrigue, do me a favor and spread your disease.


    Time . . .


    The shouting and har-har-hars lessened a bit, then a little more. Limits were reached and exceeded. They passed out here and there on couches or under tables, some clutching each other like they were still making out. I felt like some medieval king standing in the aftermath of a terrible battle. Bodies and gasping and slow-motion slumps to the floor.


    I slapped some butts. No response. Dark thoughts gathered. Laugh at my uniform, hmm? Serial rape! Nothing less would do. No one would ever know. But I had principles to maintain, standards to uphold. Non-negotiable. No fooling around! I decided to torch the place and blame it on the cripple. First, I had to find his lazy ass. Two or three times I reconned that haphazard shack, always ending up back where I’d begun.


    My plan fell apart. I saw the disaster again for the first time. I surveyed the damage and swore to myself never to become anything even approaching the human sediment on display before me. And where was Doreen? More importantly, where were her keys? No luck. More Than a Feeling. Again? Boston, for Christ’s sake. At least put Red Barchetta back on. I needed to find the source of the music. Hedge clippers to the wires. Heave the amplifier into a lake.


    I had just abandoned my search for the breaker box when I saw it pulsating all alone on a table in the corner. The surrounding haze created a halo, pink and baby blue, blinking in time with the music. Stepping over bodies and beer cans, I made my way closer, transfixed, confronting the soul of the party. God of the mountain people, the spirit of Catawba. This is where it all . . . begins? I raised a finger and touched the glass ball. A bright pink beam arced out to meet me. I was connected, plugged in. More Than a Feeling. I touched another finger to the glass.


    I looked up at the sound of nearby laughter. A small group of slouches, indulging in their unshaven stink. Drunk and listing, stoned and oblivious. But they were not about to give in, to surrender. In for the long haul, they were the survivors, the victors. Another finger to the glass. Three bold and shifting neon beams.


    “Alright, alright, listen to this!”


    It was Cyrus. The night’s ringleader was preparing a statement. The song’s guitar solo blasted through hidden speakers. I touched my thumb to the glass. Cyrus raised his hands to stress the importance of what he was about to say.


    “How come they call him Jacques Cousteau?”


    His friends eyed each other in confusion. “Jack could what?”


    “Jacques Cousteau! Why do they call him Jacques Cousteau?”


    They laughed. They belched. “I don’t know!” they said.


    I didn’t know, either, and admitted that perhaps I had never given the issue enough thought. I looked into the glowing ball, hoping to receive some enlightenment for the evening’s trouble. Was I worthy? Was I man enough to accept this knowledge? My uniform said yes. Wait—four tours? Cyrus, you bastard! Way to bring a man down. And where was Doreen? Was she satisfied with her current income? Was Cyrus? My thoughts were all over the place. And damn, I was hungry.


    They grabbed furniture and lamps to steady themselves. “I don’t know!” they said again. “Come on, why?”


    I touched my pinky to the glass. Five beams, full power. More Than a Feeling. I looked up at Cyrus as he prepared to deliver the coup de grace. I zoned in, locked on, bristling in anticipation. All channels open wide, ready to receive the truth. He spoke.


    “Because he had a jock with a cousteau on it!”


    My eyes widened. Cyrus and his friends fell over laughing, unable to get back up. My God, I thought, staring down into the crystal ball. I tried to decipher what I had just been told. Must be in some kind of code. I pulled my hand back and examined it. No answers there. A jock with a cousteau on it. I shook my head. It would come to me later. I was sure of it. Outside the window, I saw the first shades of the coming dawn—deep purple.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    My rack is shaking. Too early for reveille. Jet lag? I sit up, ready to hurl obscenities. A piece of my mind to the fire-watch. And the inconsiderate jerk in the top bunk getting his jollies with himself—what was his name? It isn’t only my rack. Horny jarheads are beating it in all the racks. A platoon of new occupants must have snuck in during the night. Overbooked? No matter. Violent vibrations and furious trembling, inside the wall-lockers, going at it like they’ve been saving up for months.


    “Jackasses! Show some restraint!”


    Squeaking and creaking, pounding and crashing.


    An upside-down face appears below the opposite end of the top bunk. “Don’t freak out! Stay calm!”


    “Get a room.”


    “Just stay where you are! We’ll make it through this!”


    “Would you mind telling your friends it’s a little early for this debauchery?”


    “Friends?” he says. “It’s just you and me.”


    A light fixture falls to the floor. Bam! A hundred pieces. I’m getting the picture.


    The eyes on the face slam shut. Two vices cranking down, airtight shields against the world outside. “Holy Mary, baby Jesus . . .” Are things that bad? He would know. He’s from around here, or so he said. I should ask before it’s too late.


    “Well, then!” It’s no good. He’s speaking in tongues. He’s going out of body. “A quick question?” His head—yoink! It’s gone, withdrawn above like a frightened turtle.


    If Herschel could see me now. “All roads, devil dog!” But even so, how would I explain getting hoodwinked out of the glory of the M1 Abrams? Screwed over by the government? Who would believe such a story?


    Throughout all that training, poking, and prodding, no one had bothered informing me of my shoddy vision. A whole battalion of military doctors. Real Einsteins, that bunch. Last in class and witless. But in all fairness, the lines had been long. And they hadn’t had much to work with. You should have seen us. Thousands of ignorant saps and patsies, shoved and kicked and grabbed by the horns, hustled through the turnstiles of this one-act tragedy. All was not lost, however, as my eyes were deemed entirely adequate for the Marine Corps’ dumping ground, amphibious assault.


    Through these portals! Give me your lazy, your incompetent, your huddled masses yearning to drive tanks. The wretched refuse of your teeming enlistment swindle. Send these, the poor performers, the colorblind, to me. I lift my lamp beside the gas chamber door!


    Sadly, not one of us had chosen this as our military occupation. We’d never even heard of amphibious assault. The sergeant who had handed over my orders assured me it was no joke. There must be some kind of mistake, I said. What about my guarantee? Signed! Stamped! Beat it, he said.


    But once I had arrived, I was pleased that California seemed quite a bit more appealing than one might expect after talking with Herschel. Blue sky, warm breeze, and an army of ravishing vamps. It’s not often I get so thoroughly fleeced in my favor. But nothing’s free. My first morning there, the earthquake hit.


    The Hail Marys from the top bunk continued even after the barracks had stopped shaking.


    “Hey,” I said. “You okay?”


    “I’m okay.”


    “I’m sorry, but I’ve forgotten your name again. I want to say Hernandez, but I know that’s not it.”


    His upside-down face appeared again. “Rodriguez.”


    We were the first two arrivals in what would be the next amphibious assault class. Upon graduation, we would be amtrac crewmen, fully fledged and bona fide. The few, the proud, the big leagues. Life expectancy during an all-out invasion on a foreign beach: eight minutes.


    Every few days, more dupes would show up to join us in our wait. From Missouri to Montana, their thoughts were the same. “Beaches, skanks, Semper Fi!”


    Not so fast, devil dogs. Taunts and whipcracks from NCOs. “Working party! Hop to!” Duty for the damned. Litter detail, painting detail. Or chipping paint off the same crumbling shacks we’d painted the week before. Boredom set in, discontent. Lightbulbs flashed—unsupervised. Adapt and overcome.


    We had a new plan. Dance for all of five minutes. Ten, if we caught them sneaking around corners. We’d call them on it. They’d say they were just checking up.


    “No need, Sergeant! Bound by honor!”


    “You do your job, we’ll do ours.”


    “No problem, if you’d let us.”


    “Don’t get wise!”


    “Oo-rah!”


    We were a pain in their asses. Babysitting was for suckers. They’d skedaddle to the strip club. We’d slip off to the beach.


    Hours later, sunburned and tipsy, we’d return with a pilfered bag of old dumpster rubbish. “And a job well done!” A pleasant gig, unless you were selected for armory duty. Then you could kiss the beach goodbye, locked in there all day scrubbing weapons for some abusive, newly minted corporal.


    As for military bases, you could do a lot worse than Camp Pendleton. I’m more of a mountain man, to be honest. But the beach closest to our barracks was considered to be so nice that even lowly civilians would flock through the gates to claim their little slices of sand. And the E-club across the street was packed wall-to-wall every weekend with the most unwholesome trailer-sluts you can imagine. Oh, say can you see? Crystal clear. The American Dream.


    So there we were, living large, learning the ropes of government graft. Two or three months of indolence until we finally had enough bodies to start a new class. “Hup, hup, hup,” we said. A full platoon of overgrown teenagers yet to realize that tomorrow belonged to everyone else. Easy street was ending, but not a moment too soon, as the dead weight from unsophisticated recent arrivals had made our scams difficult to conceal.


    I was sweeping the hallway one morning when I overheard two noncoms talking in the barracks office.


    “Six weeks I’ve been married to this bitch, and she gives me the clap!”


    “I hear ya.”


    “Anyway, Master Guns said this class of boots is going to start day after tomorrow.”


    “Are we still going to bust them down on the beach?”


    “No, he said let it go. Maybe we’ll plan a sting for the next class. Lazy bastards . . . think we don’t know what’s going on. Oh, there’s one more kid coming tomorrow.”


    “What are the charges?”


    “Heard he’s a communist or something.”


    “Jesus, these shitbirds.”


    The next morning after chow, I saw him down the squad bay unpacking his things. I walked over.


    “Well, well,” I said. “If it isn’t Pinko, the commie spy.”


    “Anjo! What are you doing here?”


    “I was tricked, of course. I presume you have a similar story.”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Kicked out of intel school for pointing out too many glaring inaccuracies in the films they showed us.”


    “More testicular cancer?”


    “Sort of. Propaganda films.”


    I helped him with the last of his gear.


    “I heard you had an earthquake down here.”


    Rodriguez ambled over. “Earthquake?” he said. “If you had seen Bordell running up and down the squad bay screaming like a little cabrón, you’d have thought it was the end of the world.”


    Cabrón? We shrugged.


    “And if it hadn’t been for your considerable talents on the rosary, compadre, I most certainly would have pissed myself silly.”


    “You never thanked me,” Rodriguez said. “Who’s this guy?”


    “Rod, this is Dane Miller. We were at Parris Island together.”


    “Lucky man,” Rod said. “We’ve been here for months, twiddling our dicks waiting for class to begin. But you won’t have to since we start tomorrow.”


    Dane confessed his ignorance of all things amphibious. Get in line, we said. He requested a tour of the facilities. We snuck out the fire exit and walked a sandy path to the fenced-in area where the vehicles for amtrac school were parked.


    Dane had this look on his face. A familiar expression, the same as I had worn upon meeting my first amtrac months earlier.


    “These things float?”


    “I guess so,” I said.


    Rod shook his head and said something unintelligible.


    “I was supposed to learn Farsi,” Dane said. “Don’t know a word of Spanish.”


    “I said my mother wanted me to be a writer.”


    “Well,” I said, “I don’t want to tell you how to do your job, but this pretty much writes itself.”


    “No kidding,” Dane said. “Just look at this piece of shit.”


    “Exactly. You can write about how your new friends died in heroic training accidents, sinking to the bottom of the ocean, trapped like rats inside these 29-ton coffins.”


    Amtrac school went without a hitch. Not one marine died, heroically or otherwise. How this happened, I still don’t know. Four hundred horsepower of diesel self-destruction. Perhaps maintenance standards had been lowered for the students’ benefit. Indeed, true to their civilian counterparts, the mechanics had never seemed particularly motivated. Fuel would leak, oil would spray. Things would seize or burst into flames. The batteries would boil over, filling the vehicles with dangerous fumes. A hard turn in an inch of mud would pop the tracks right off the wheels. The seals were dry-rotted, and the incoming water had nowhere to go when the bilge pumps died.


    But we never had a problem with the weapons system. Unlike the defective vehicles on which they were mounted, the guns were built like tanks. Two phallics protruding out the front of the turret. A selector switch and a little red button fitting nicely under our thumbs. Forty millimeter or .50 caliber. Decisions . . . a man’s world.


    For gunnery practice, we drove out to a remote part of the base and parked our amtracs at the edge of a berm. Strewn across the golden valley below were the charred remains of old military vehicles which served as targets on the range. The sergeant in charge spoke over the radio. “Range is hot.” All at once, everyone let fly.


    Pum pum pum pum pum pum pum pum!


    My turret shook as each forty-millimeter grenade fired downrange. A few seconds of waiting, watching through the scope, then a barrage of explosions with flashes of fire and erupting earth. Way off target, I adjusted my aim. The electric turret whined to the right. I cranked in some elevation.


    Pum pum pum pum pum pum pum pum!


    Waiting, watching, explosions. Almost. Adjust, thumb on red button.


    What the—? Sombreros? A family of illegals ran out from behind the blackened target I had been trying to destroy. I hesitated. Big mistake. I was sure to be chewed out later for my faulty instincts.


    The radio crackled. “Cease fire on the firing line! All vehicles cease fire!”


    Of all the hideouts in California, they chose not only a military base, but a crusty old cauterized tank whose sole purpose was to be the business end of high-explosive target practice. The family cast a striking resemblance to the image on the yellow road signs warning drivers to beware of interstate sprinters. I kept them in the crosshairs as they leaped, ran, and fell from one burning bush to another.


    “Sierra Two-Two, requesting permission to fire.”


    “Negative! Cease fire! Do not engage!”


    My turret whined to the right, then again, then a little more, crosshairs on target. I’ll get a medal for this.


    “Sierra Two-Two, requesting permission to fire.”


    “Jesus, cease fire! Who’s on Sierra Two-Two? Bordell, is that you?”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “You want to live to see PFC, you smartass?”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “Then do not engage.”


    “Aye, Sergeant.”


    I was promoted, alright, and still have the bruises to prove it. Private First Class, a rank to whose promotion served only to remind us that even after six months of membership in this exclusive country club, all we had earned for our trouble was zero respect and a congratulatory beating.


    Anyone above the rank of private could have a shot at our shoulders, where the new chevrons would go, should we make it through the day without emergency amputations. One or two solid knocks are good fun, but fifty or sixty windup punches later, even the beefiest of deltoids grow limp and heavy as the arms to which they are attached fill with blood and pain.


    We lay in our racks all afternoon, sweating and groaning, repulsed at flashbacks of when we’d first signed up. I yelled to Dane at his end of the squad bay.


    “How long until we make lance corporal?”


    “Eight months.”


    “Remember when they made us all throw up?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I think this might be worse,” I said.


    “Maybe.”


    “Marines are famous, yeah?”


    “What?”


    “Nothing.”


    Upon completion of amtrac school, several of us reported to one of the units across the street. Third Battalion, Alpha Company, Second Platoon. An active combat unit at long last. The fleet, it’s called. Bullet catchers, cannon fodder. And at the bottom of the totem pole again. Dane, Rodriguez, and I were roommates. The old crew, crammed into a three-bed roach-motel on the third floor of the barracks.


    Half the marines in our new unit were Desert Storm vets. A few beers after hours and the stories would begin.


    “Six months in that Saudi butthole and we were ready to kill anything. Goddamned if we were going home without Combat Action Ribbons. We’d have to race to catch up with them, and then goad them into taking a shot at us. Then we’d light ‘em up, ha! Jesus, you’ve never seen so much guts! Shreds of white flags all over the place. Republican Guard, my ass! Hey, remember that little half-Indian dude? What was his name? Short Tower? That crazy motherfucker had a whole ammo can full of teeth.”


    What so proudly we hailed! We were stupefied. In the company of legends. And they didn’t give us much hassle as FNGs. The only trouble we had was from Corporal Granley. He’d been at the Desert Storm starting gate, but had suffered a crackup just as things were cooking off. “Not true!” he said. “Some mysterious desert virus.”


    Either way, Granley tried to redeem his dignity by lambasting the boots and fellating the brass. He’d polished knobs all the way to the battalion intelligence office.


    “An upcoming billet,” he said. “Been trying for months.”


    “Why are you telling us? We’re barely unpacked.”


    “Ah, not impressed?”


    “Corporal,” I said, “I am bedazzled.”


    Had he bought it? Who could tell? Especially with that giant head. A distraction like you’ve never seen. He blinked and about-faced himself out of our room.


    Dane belched in disapproval. “If there’s anyone who should be scoring a battalion intel gig . . .”


    “Right on,” I said. I cocked a finger. “Rodriguez.”


    We laughed. Rod called us names we didn’t understand. But the three of us agreed on one thing—Granley’s head was quite a specimen. Two brains’ worth. That and his tenacious reading of military manuals certainly suggested an abundance of smarts. Don’t be fooled. And crunch time—stay tuned—his total undoing. But whatever his faults, Granley could appreciate a good joke no matter how terrible the timing.


    During our first week in the fleet, the boots received a few days of training on enemy vehicles. The scene was familiar. An old war movie with a squadron of Japanese pilots sitting in a room on an aircraft carrier, while an instructor quizzed them with big flash cards of various American ships.


    We sat behind plastic desks as a fat Hawaiian supply sergeant manned the flash cards and ridiculed us when we guessed incorrectly. Corporal Granley was babysitting, and had promised us extra duty and sore pecs if he caught us acting up in class. He drew a blank once when the sergeant pointed to him for an answer. We smiled as his face turned red.


    I leaned over and whispered to Dane. “Two brains, my—”


    “And what’s this?” the Hawaiian said. “Do you have something to contribute?”


    “No, Sergeant,” I said.


    “Do you know the answer?”


    “No, Sergeant.”


    “Then what on earth were you talking about, devil dog?”


    “Nothing, Sergeant.”


    “Stand up, PFC. Why don’t you tell us what’s on your mind.”


    “Nothing, Sergeant.”


    “Then tell me something funny.”


    The last time someone had said that, my response had been less than stellar. Corporal Granley tauntingly cleared his throat from the back of the room.


    “Tell me something funny,” the Hawaiian said again. “Make me come.”


    Nothing in my thin repertoire of witticisms seemed the least bit appropriate. And I wondered how any self-respecting marine could end up as a supply sergeant. A fat Hawaiian walks into a bar . . . no, that would never do. He set the flashcards down and folded his arms.


    “We’re waiting.”


    “Alright,” I said. “Sergeant . . . why do they call him Jacques Cousteau?”


    “What?”


    “Why do they call him Jacques—”


    “Jesus, I don’t know. Why?”


    I looked down at my boots. I told him the punch line. There was a moment of silent confusion in the room as my comrades pondered the possibility that someone could speak with such stupidity.


    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” said the Hawaiian. “Sit down, jackass.” He grabbed his flashcards and resumed class. “Alright, you jerks. This is the Soviet late model—” The flashcards fell to the floor. “What is it now?”


    We looked at each other and shrugged. We turned around to Corporal Granley in the back row. His hands covered his face, tears dripping from his chin.


    “Corporal, what the hell is wrong with you?”


    “Sergeant . . .”


    “Spit it out, Corporal!”


    Granley’s tremendous head slowly sank to his desk, his body slightly convulsing, sucking air like he was belching in reverse. “A jock,” he sputtered. “With . . . a cousteau . . .”


    The sergeant’s eyes rose toward the ceiling, but the lightning never came. He cursed us for living. He stamped his feet and kicked a chair. “I’m too old for this!” Granley excused himself to laugh in the hall. “Ah, good!” the Hawaiian said. “Beat it—all of you! Worthless degenerates!”


    A few days later, we were tested on the enemy vehicles. Multiple choice. I was sure I had failed. The Hawaiian graded the tests and stood up to hand them back. “Not as bad as I had expected. Must have cheated.” He flipped through the papers. “Highest score was a ninety-eight. PFC Bordell.” He searched the classroom. “I’m not so good with names.”


    I raised my hand. “Here, Sergeant.”


    “You? Well, color me queer.”


    “Sergeant?”


    “Turns out, you can do something right. But God, your jokes could get someone killed.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    The battalion’s hogs, as our armored death traps were affectionately known, were parked down the hill from the barracks, on the ramp. Not the kind of ramp you’d see on the interstate, but a massive, flat slab of concrete on which you could fit two or three football fields.


    Most days were spent down on the ramp, doing any of a hundred demeaning chores required to keep our hogs in running order, or at least to give the impression that we were busy. This was the military, after all. And keeping busy might have been instrumental when the designs for our amtracs were still on the drawing board. Amtracs are made of metal. Metal is ruined by water. Amtracs go in the water. Every bolt, every wire, every nook and goddam cranny in those rolling morgues crusted over, orange and white, at the slightest contact with water. And the oceans of the world don’t exactly flow with Evian. Filthy, corrosive saltwater. Three-fourths of the earth, thank you very much. Another joke on us.


    Armed with steel brushes and gallons of lube, we’d squirt and scrub, squirt and scrub. Bolts and solenoids, creaking linkages. Bolts and connections, pipes and valves. And then more bolts, then even more. Like brushing the gnarled teeth of a 29-ton Frankenstein. Some of the bolts weren’t even holding anything together. They were there to be scrubbed.


    Days, weeks at a time. As soon as things began to appear serviceable, we’d have to cross the Margarita River on our way to some field operation. By the time we returned, having crossed through the river again, our vehicles’ nether regions resembled the century-old remains of a sunken ship.


    Carpal tunnel, tennis elbow, cramps, and old-fashioned boredom. Regular heroes. Sometimes, Dane and I sat in the engine compartment, grumbling and hiding from Corporal Granley. We counted the days like real marines had, slugging it out in the jungles of Southeast Asia.


    “We have something like twelve hundred days to go,” Dane said, lighting our cigarettes.


    “I wish the balloon would go up,” I said. “See if that eight-minute estimate is all it’s cracked up to be. The Russians. Or China. Hell, I don’t know, France. Anything is better than this.”


    “The Prestigious American says the Marines are going to Somalia.”


    “Yeah, right,” I said. “Why haven’t we heard anything about this?”


    Rodriguez poked his head over the top of the open engine compartment. “Couple of faggots, you two.”


    “Smoke, Rod?”


    “Not now,” he said. “The lieutenant wants a platoon formation.”


    “Por qué?”


    “No idea.”


    Our platoon sergeant, Gunny Jackson, told us to stand fast, as the lieutenant would be arriving shortly with urgent news. The gunny was black. African black. He wasn’t particularly tall or built, but he had an odd swagger that was a cross between George Patton and George Jefferson. Fair and reasonable, he also possessed a certain quality that was shockingly rare in the military: competence. God help the unit cursed with an ignorant platoon sergeant. Because they won’t be making up for lost brains with the average lieutenant. We were lucky. Gunny Jackson was possibly the only marine I would have followed into battle with any degree of confidence.


    “Didn’t one of you new guys try to blow away some Mexicans in amtrac school?”


    Rodriguez jabbed a thumb into my shoulder. “That was Bordell, Gunny.”


    “Bordell? Ha, you crazy bastard. Could you have done it?”


    “Sure, Gunny.”


    “Don’t like Mexicans, huh?”


    “Good question,” Rodriguez said.


    “It had nothing to do with that, Gunny. They were just, you know . . . on the range.”


    “What if they’d been niggers?”


    “Gunny?”


    “You heard me.”


    “I guess so, Gunny. I don’t understand.”


    “Yes or no, Bordell?”


    “If the range sergeant had let me, I would have fired on whoever it was.”


    “Alright, then,” he said. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Good times ahead.”


    Lieutenant Bradford ran up, sweating from ear to ear. “Good news, boys!” That was all we heard. Just behind us, another platoon’s amtracs slowly made their way across the ramp. Four thousand horses of rumbling diesel. Drivers and ground guides shouting back and forth. Aftershocks beneath our feet. The Blue Angels could have buzzed the ramp and no one would have known. His lips moved and his eyes rolled, but the lieutenant’s squeaky, college-boy voice just couldn’t compete.


    The noise abated as the passing vehicles drove out of range. “That about covers it.” Someone coughed. “Any questions?” No one said a thing. Satisfied with his performance, the lieutenant walked away. We shrugged and shook our heads. Gunny Jackson filled us in. Weekend liberty had been canceled, and a big exercise would soon be underway in preparation for our imminent deployment to Somalia. Whooping and oo-rahs, backslaps and high-fives.


    Corporal Granley called me over. “Somalia,” he said. “Where is it?”


    “Africa, I think.”


    “You think?”


    “Africa, Corporal. East Africa. On the right.”


    “On the right,” he repeated while looking at his left hand. “Thanks.”


    “No problem, Corporal.”


    “Now, get to work.”


    “Aye, Corporal.”


    Frantic preparations that afternoon. Refueling, regreasing, coolant and oil. Double-time back to the barracks. We stuffed our packs with cammies, gas masks, E-tools, and canteens. Rod ran to the PX to load up on cigarettes. Quick inspections from the gunny.


    “Looking good, devil dogs. Easy on the booze! Ship-op in the morning.”


    And there we were, formation at five. Hup, hup, hup to the armory. Rifles in hand, down to the ramp. Instant coffee and morning smokes.


    “Bordell!”


    “Corporal?”


    “You’re on the lieutenant’s hog today.”


    “Ah, who else?”


    “Me. Let’s get the weapons.”


    IDs in hand, we signed them out. The big guns on a noisy cart.


    “Pull,” he said.


    I asked why I had been selected for this choice assignment. Granley’s mumbling was hard to understand, but I got the hang of it. Apparently, the skipper thought I was more locked on than my friends.


    “We shall see,” Granley said.


    “Something I should know about?”


    “Listen, Bordell. I don’t want any of your bullshit while we’re on this op. None of you boots have even been on a ship yet, so you listen to what I say and don’t fuck around.”


    Weapons mounted and gear stashed, we drove in formation across the Margarita River and up the beach to the staging area. We stood around smoking and joking for an hour under a brightening sky, waiting for the grunts to arrive.


    “Rod,” I said, “these cowboy killers taste terrible.”


    “Sorry, they were out of Luckies.”


    “Who the hell smokes those things anyway?” Dane said. “Seriously, no filter?”


    “That’s right,” I said. “No filter, which means no sharing, since you pussies can’t handle full flavor.”


    “Full flavor,” Granley sneered. I’d noticed him watching us, saving up until Gunny Jackson came into view. Now was his chance. “You guys think you’re something special, huh?” We shrugged. “Goofing off when you should be checking your temps and fluids. Right, Gunny?”


    The gunny looked up from his clipboard of timetables and charts. “What’s that, Granley? Improv? Oo-rah.” Dane offered the gunny a smoke. “Ah,” he said. “My brand!” He walked away, flipping pages and checking his watch.


    I saw Granley’s shadow on the sand. His head was four feet tall. He folded his arms and glared at us. “Idiots,” he said.


    “Corporal?”


    “When the grunts show up and turn your hogs into their own personal flop-houses—”


    Rodriguez belched, nice and loud. He apologized.


    “—don’t come running to me when they steal whatever gear you shitbirds failed to properly secure.”


    We rolled our eyes and finished our smokes, wondering how a standard-issue Kevlar could ever fit around that enormous skull of his.


    Vehicles approached, on time to the minute. Hungover and bitching, the grunts dismounted their hummers and reluctantly boarded our hogs in preparation for splashing into the ocean and heading out to the ship.


    “Hey, Gunny,” Granley said. “What ship is it this time?”


    “The Cayuga.”


    “Shit, again?”


    “What’s wrong, Corporal?” I said.


    “See that gray shape out there in the water? That’s the Cayuseless.”


    “The Cayuseless?”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Useless like you, Bordell. Now, get in before I write you up for being queer.”


    Rookies occupied the hatches behind those where the drivers sat. Watch and learn, said Gunny Jackson over the radio. Just an exercise. Quality training. Tomorrow we’d get our chance. The lieutenant climbed into the turret. He joined in the radio chatter. Important sounding voices, impressive ranks, high stakes. Corporal Granley drove us to the edge of the beach. We buttoned up and waited.


    Go time. One by one, ten vehicles crashed through the waves on their way to the ship. Our vehicle was last, to be first back off the ship in the morning. Things calmed down once past the surf zone. We popped our hatches and locked them back. I jacked up my seat and looked around, realizing again that I had no business being in the Marines. The Pacific Ocean on all sides. The creeps. We had driven in the water during amtrac school, but not this far, and certainly not all the way out to a leaky old boat whose decommissioning was a decade overdue.


    Lieutenant Bradford spoke over the intercom. “Simple stuff, Bordell. Nothing to it.”


    “Yes, sir. What could possibly go wrong?” Just in front of me, I saw the back of Corporal Granley’s helmet shaking. “What, Corporal?”


    “Bordell, just wait until you have to do this during a storm.”


    “Storm?” I said. “For my money, we should just stay on the beach.”


    They looked at each other and laughed. The lieutenant’s voice sounded again in the headphones of my comm helmet. “Bordell, some of the other guys have named their hogs. Do you want to name this one?”


    “What do you mean, sir, a girl’s name?”


    “Yeah, whatever you want.”


    “Okay . . . how about Doreen?”


    “Doreen?” he said. “Who is that, your grandmother?”


    “Yeah,” said Granley. “Sounds like some gum-chomping short-order waitress from the sixties who gives blowjobs for tips.”


    “Sounds good to me,” said the lieutenant. “The Doreen, it is.”


    The California coast faded behind us as we chugged along toward the Cayuseless. The ocean swells were nearly unnoticeable. One at a time, the platoon’s vehicles crawled up the steel ramp hanging out the rear of the ship, which barely moved in the calm sea. Granley engaged the vehicle’s tracks as we approached. We hit the ramp and climbed aboard.


    Inside the tank deck, scrawny navy seamen were learning the ropes too, trying their best to act as our ground guides while being bawled out and berated by crusty old master chiefs. A giant turntable rotated our amtrac around until we faced the big square hole we had just come through. The seamen, choking back tears of humiliation, guided us as we slowly backed up to the other vehicles and killed the engine.


    The grunts stumbled out the backs of our hogs and fled the tank deck like roaches. Tripping over laces and banging into bulkheads, they spat ultimatums through the corridors and disappeared into their allotted area of the ship.


    Complaints were soon voiced of stolen gas masks and E-tools. Corporal Granley shook his head and laughed. We spent the rest of the day sitting atop our vehicles, cleaning weapons and speculating on Somalia. Which units? Ours? The whole battalion? Nobody knew. When would we go? Wait a minute—why? Something you don’t ask in the military. A question of loyalty? Need it be questioned? You swore an oath, Bordell! But . . . but . . .


    Head call, Granley said. He left us with some words of hard-earned wisdom. “Switch that noodle of yours to ‘standby,’ Bordell, or you’ll only get yourself in trouble. Brainstem—shoot and move. It’s all you need.” We watched him climb down. He looked back up. “That goes for the rest of you boots as well.”


    Rodriguez had heard enough. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. Dane and I laughed. We passed out smokes. “Funny?” Rod said. “Maybe the thought of shooting up a bunch of niggers gives you a raging hard-on, Bordell, but if I had any interest in doing that, I’d just take a drive through Compton.”


    “But Rod,” I said, “getting to shoot people is just the bonus.”


    “I don’t follow.”


    “Something to show for our time in this ridiculous outfit.”


    “I don’t need anything to show, other than not being killed.”


    “You have to understand,” Dane said, “Bordell’s not really supposed to be here.”


    “Neither are you.”


    “Neither am I,” Rod said.


    We talked in circles. Three PhDs, indecisive know-it-alls. Scratch the surface, we were frontline pawns. Incompetent schmucks. The few, the proud, the brainstems.


    “So, what are you going to do? Just disappear?”


    “Not sure yet.”


    “Come on,” I said. “What would Chesty Puller do?”


    “Oh, here we go. Do you really think Chesty would be asking questions like ‘why?’ ”


    “Probably not.”


    “Then why are you asking ‘why,’ Bordell? Get your story straight. You don’t know what the hell you’re doing.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Curses and threats filled our berthing area the next morning as an untimely burst of white light jolted us from sleep. 0300? 0400? Even a brainstem needs more sleep than that. One, two, three—we’re up and out.


    Through passageways and catacombs, the peeling paint of the Cayuseless. Angry grunts and swabbies. Shoulders bump, tempers flare. Random shouts and voices. My name? At this hour? Take a hike. Back to shoe-gazing. One in front of the other as the platoon shuffled to morning chow. Ah, another ladder. Some kind of game? Navy—bah! And there’s my name again. Who the—? Halfway up the ladder, I looked back down the passageway. Just a sulking mass of green. A two-way pipeline of disgust.


    In the mess hall, encrusted eyes and bed-heads, powdered eggs with a side of gripes. Black coffee slid up and down the insides of our cups with the rocking of the ship. Rod wasn’t looking so good.


    “Not going to eat your toast?” I said.


    “No, you can have everything.”


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Just threw up in the head,” he said.


    “Seasick?”


    “Tired.”


    We assembled in the tank deck behind our snoozing amtracs. Man and mechanical brute in the dim and dank belly of the Navy’s beast, swaying softly back and forth with the swells. A beer can dinged and pinged its way around the rolling deck as Lieutenant Bradford prepared to deliver the morning’s briefing. He made a joke about how well rested we looked. No one laughed. Gunny Jackson handed him a clipboard jammed with important papers. The lieutenant reviewed his notes and addressed the platoon.


    “Okay—”


    The exhaust fans roared to life. Industrial strength, weapons-grade, and as loud as front-row seats at the bombing of Dresden. The lieutenant’s lips moved and his fist shook. He pointed to his clipboard and then to his nose. The coffee was having no effect. Corporal Granley elbowed me awake. I rubbed my eyes as the lieutenant did his best impression of a backstroke. He did the Charleston, the Knock-Knees. He drew his finger across his neck like a knife. He twirled his fist like he was throwing a lasso, then pointed to his groin and jabbed a thumb at the gunny, who nodded with approval.


    The overhead fans ensured no sensitive information would be heard by anyone. Questions? No one said a thing. The lieutenant handed the clipboard to Gunny Jackson and disappeared through a dark hatch. Someone switched off the fans. I heard the beer can rolling around. The gunny filled us in. Splash at 0600.


    “You new guys are driving,” Granley said. “You’re in the lead vehicle, Bordell, so no fucking around.”


    “I’m not fucking around, Corporal.”


    “Yeah? Just wait until you see that little green light.”


    “What little green light?”


    We climbed in and started our engines. The overhead fans came on again. They might have been just for show. The tank deck filled with noise and diesel exhaust. An oily black stench coated our mouths and stung our eyes. Visibility was reduced to a generous ten feet.


    The grunts poured in and bumbled around, coughing and swearing until they’d found their assigned vehicles. I was busy with the vital stats, the pre-op checklist. Gauges and dials, temps and levels. A grunt sergeant walked over and called up to me. I removed my helmet and leaned over the side.


    “What?”


    He cupped his hands around his mouth. “No washers in the seals!”


    “Seals? What?”


    “Don’t play dumb with me, you son of a bitch!”


    Granley climbs in behind me. I put my helmet on and speak through the intercom. “Corporal,” I say, “this jerk outside told me there’s a problem with the washers in the seals. Does that make any sense to you?”


    He asks me if I’d just signed up yesterday. I tell him that’s preposterous. He’s not convinced. I don’t know what to say. He gives me the scoop.


    “He’s talking about the overhead troop hatches. We used to put a couple of washers in the seals so half the ocean would come crashing in when we drove off the ship. Stupid grunts.”


    I’m starting to understand. Animosity and suspicion—the keys to any working relationship.


    “Did you do that today?”


    “Don’t need to,” he says. “The seals are so rotted, it’s going to happen anyway. Didn’t you get wet yesterday?”


    “Yeah, but only a little.”


    “Just wait until you belly-flop this sucker out the back of the ship.”


    “He looked like he might kick my ass if it happens again.”


    “Buck up, Bordell! They’re just grunts. Besides, I have something better in mind. You ready to go or what?”


    “Ready, Corporal.”


    Some very disheartened navy ground guides direct our vehicles ahead toward the rear of the ship, like we’re preparing to enter a king-size automated carwash. Only fitting, as we have become caked in our own soot. An alarm bell sounds. The ship’s giant hydraulic ramp begins to open. Acrid black smoke flows out the widening square hole, as if the ship had been infected with a boatload of botulism. I can smell the fresh air from the sea as we lock down our hatches.


    The lieutenant climbs into the turret. He plugs in. He’s yapping over the radio with the big boys. A lot of hooey—colors and codes, oo-rahs and Godspeeds. He speaks to me over the intercom.


    “Five minutes to splash, Bordell.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    “Keep that foot on the brake. And when you get the green light, go easy on the gas. Don’t floor it, okay?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Four minutes.”


    “Sir, this green light—”


    “Bordell, there’s not a lot of clearance, so keep it straight.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    I’m peering through the tiny, bulletproof windows in my hatch. There’s a single bright red light in the upper left corner of the tank deck, beside the top of the gaping exit in front of me. Beneath the red light is a catwalk with a man holding out what looks to be a dark gray flag.


    “Three minutes.”


    The swells are getting stronger. Tides? Coming in or going out? Oceans? Water? God damn those military doctors. I do not belong here. Gray flag? Green light? Colorblind, for Christ’s sake.


    “Two minutes.”


    I check and recheck the gauges and dials. Looking good. A taste of bile in my throat. I hope my throbbing pulse can’t be heard over the intercom. Deep breaths. My left leg is going numb. I press harder on the brake.


    “One minute, Bordell.”


    I’m staring out at the darkness before me, this invisible, foreboding force, the unaccountable will of the Pacific. Me, my crew, and all the grunts in back—I am going to be responsible for the deaths of everyone on this vehicle. And this is just an exercise.


    “Sir, about this green—”


    “Thirty seconds, Bordell.”


    My left leg begins to shake from pressing against the brake. I feel around with my right boot for the exact center of the gas pedal. Gauges and dials, once again. Temperature, voltage, fuel, and oil.


    “Ten seconds.”


    I look up at the man holding the gray flag and the red light just above him. Maybe the flag is red, too. Hard to tell. He’s up to something, fumbling around. He whips out another gray flag. Wait—green? Blue? An instant later, the red light changes to a piercing bright green.


    Auto-pilot. Hit the gas. Noise and vibration, like a Saturn V. Rattling panels and loosening rivets, pressure gauges in the red. Interference whines in my helmet. The void in front of us refuses to move. We’re stuck. I’m confused.


    The man on the catwalk is going berserk, swatting his flag at a swarm of hornets. I’m beading sweat. I’d like to throw up. More gas. What’s the use? A lot of noise, but nothing doing, like the tracks are spinning on a treadmill. My ears split—the intercom, Corporal Granley, all panicked and distorted. Gibberish and bunk. Talking to me? I make out the word “brake.” Fool!


    My left leg ignores the command to release. Sleeping solid, dead weight. I reach down. I yank with both hands. My boot slips off the brake. I’m pinned back in my seat. It’s a drag race. We’re a slingshot, a rocket. We clear the ship’s ramp and plunge headlong into the Pacific.


    Dooosh! We’re in, we’re under. Granley was right. The seals are rotted, nonexistent. All the hatches, even mine. The freezing sea pours into my lap. Eight minutes, my ass! Shouting and commotion from the grunts in back, threatening mutiny only five seconds in. We’re going down, tsunamis in my face. I’m a pilot pulling on the wheel, trying to save the plane. It won’t budge. We’re goners, a sinking submarine. I shrug and let go. I surrender my soul. We level off, the nose comes up. We recover from the dive through no fault of my own.


    We’re floating, bobbing like a 29-ton cork. On the gas, to the floor. Something’s wrong. Par for the course. We’re stuck again, sitting ducks. Number two off the ship will ram us from behind. I grit my teeth and brace for impact. This is it, once and for—


    “Goddamit, Bordell! Switch to props!”


    I feel around. I find the switch. The twin screws engage. A rooster-tail erupts from the rear. Slowly, we begin moving forward, on to assault the morning’s enemy, California. Herschel would be proud.


    We popped our hatches and gulped the ocean air, fresh and delicious. My superiors railed at me and my incompetence for a good while before acknowledging that even they had made similar mistakes in the distant past.


    Corporal Granley tapped my helmet. I turned around to see him toss a cup of something into the rear air-intake. Over the noise of the engine, more upheaval from back inside the troop compartment. I’ll never make it to Somalia, I thought. Come landfall, I’m going to be lynched. Granley laughed and threw the cup into the ocean. “Yat-Yas!” he said with two thumbs up. Time to make a swim for it. I looked back toward the shrinking ship. Too late. All the platoon’s vehicles were in the water by now, under a cloudless dome of pre-dawn California stars. They’d see me flapping away. I’d be rescued or run down.


    We hit the surf zone. We lined up. The point of the spear—the Doreen and her prestigious captain. I re-engaged the tracks and we attacked America in perfect formation. Once on solid ground, we dropped our ramps, and the grunts woke up and prepared to swarm the beach. Off they ran, mortar crews and machine gunners, riflemen and medics, all of them soaking wet. I considered backing over them and blaming it on a bum transmission, but they were out of range before I could decide.


    Textbook maneuver, defensive perimeter. In the sand, so soft and comfortable, within seconds they were asleep behind their guns. No lynching after all. Noncoms ran from squad to sleeping squad, kicking asses and threatening write-ups. Orders came down. The grunts were back on their feet, cursing and limping under the weight of their weapons. They organized themselves and disappeared over the hills.


    We had orders, too. From whom or where was anyone’s guess. Move inland half a click. Thirty minutes of radio silence. Then east two clicks. Later, back to where we’d started. Then northeast three clicks. The orders stopped around noon. A siesta in the war room. We lay about, wondering if a real invasion would have been so boring. Lieutenant Bradford sunned himself to sleep on the Doreen’s armored roof.


    The radio crackled. “Fire on Alpha Six!” Dane’s vehicle. I cranked up the engine and jammed it into gear. The lieutenant dove into his hatch as we raced over. Dane was making a pile of serviceable equipment in the sand as we neared. I pulled alongside and we jumped out to inspect the damage. The fire had been extinguished in a matter of seconds, but the vehicle was out of the game.


    The lieutenant keyed the radio. He made arrangements. Another vehicle would tow Alpha Six down the beach to the ramp. “Oh, well,” he said. “It’s only two.”


    “Perfect,” Corporal Granley said. “Where the hell are we supposed to fit all the extra grunts?”


    “In the remaining vehicles,” said the lieutenant. “We have eight more, you know.”


    “Adapt and overcome,” I said. “Right, Corporal?”


    “Bordell, you sound like such a boot.”


    Our medic was there, too. Doc Murphy. “Good thing this didn’t happen in the water,” he said. “Giving CPR to twenty grunts would have killed me, and we probably would have sunk anyway.”


    “How did you do coming off the ship?” I asked Dane.


    “Easy,” he said. “Just drive forward. Only a Section-8 shit-for-brains could mess that one up. How about you?”


    “Yeah,” I said. “Bada bing.”


    Granley laughed. “Listen to this fucking guy!”


    “Oh, yeah,” Dane said. “Forgot to tell you. You’ll never guess who I—”


    The radio squawked again. The grunts were on their way back.


    “Bordell, you swimming back to the ship?”


    “No, Corporal.”


    “Then get your lazy ass back in the driver’s hatch. Miller! Doc! You jerks are on our vehicle now, so get in.”


    Dane and Doc sat in the back. I climbed into the driver’s hatch. I leaned down inside and called back to Dane. “Hey, what were you going to tell me?”


    “Bordell!” Granley shouted. “Shut your sweet little mouth and start this thing up!”


    I pressed the big start button. Grumbling diesel and rattling engine panels. “Dane!” His comm helmet was broken. He yelled back. Something about this morning he saw the sun shining on the beach.


    “What?”


    “Back it up, Bordell!”


    “Aye, Corporal.”


    We met the grunts somewhere in the hills. Short two vehicles. More confusion than usual. Doubling up, less room to sleep. Packed full, we drove to the beach and awaited the order to dive in back to the Cayuseless.


    The weather was changing. Wind, waves, dark clouds on the horizon.


    The lieutenant spoke over the intercom. “Get in back, Bordell.”


    “Sir?”


    “The lieutenant wants me to drive,” Granley said. “Have to beat the storm.”


    “Can I sit in the troop commander’s hatch?”


    Granley ignored my request. He stared out toward the ship, cracked his knuckles, and slowly shook his bulging mug at the approaching darkness. “The Doreen,” he said.


    I climbed down. I walked around back and banged on the hatch. Dane opened it.


    “What happened to you?” I said. He wasn’t in the mood for words. Doc Murphy shoved a load of gauze up Dane’s bloody nose.


    “Doc, what’s going on?”


    “Seems you guys have some friends aboard,” he said.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Bordell! What a surprise to see you here!”


    That accent—Wisconsin? Brooklyn? Boston! I scanned the sweaty grunt faces, crammed and compressed like a heap of human compost.


    “Over here, dumbass!” Ten bodies back, squashed against the engine compartment.


    “Sunshine?”


    The grunts laughed.


    “It’s Flanagan, motherfucker!”


    I jumped in. “Yeah? You’re on my vehicle now, so I’ll call you whatever I want.”


    The grunts whispered to each other and snickered.


    “What the hell is this?” I said, pointing to Dane’s face.


    “A present from Taylor,” said Sunshine.


    Corporal Granley stuck his head inside. “Are you guys ready to—what happened to Miller?”


    “Sunshine, Corporal.”


    “Sunshine? What’s that supposed to mean, Bordell? And what’s with all the giggling back there? Something funny?”


    “Yeah, Corporal. These two boys of yours are a couple of flaming pole-smokers.”


    “Oh, dear,” Granley said, rubbing his hands together. “I’ll let you big badasses in on a little secret. That fresh and spicy ocean spray you got this morning? Right, that was Bordell’s piss. He threw it right into the air-intake. Straight from his dick to your faces. Not laughing now, are you? Have a pleasant trip.”


    “Corporal! You can’t leave me in here with these fu—”


    Clang!


    He slammed the hatch shut, just missing my fingers.


    An immediate rumbling could be heard over the idling engine. A grunt sergeant jumped up to calm his boys. “Not now, goddammit! Wait until we’re aboard the ship.” He shot me a look. I recognized him. The same sergeant who had warned me earlier about the washers in the seals. I said a short prayer and imagined the whole thing. Full color and hi-def—the engine catching fire, then ruptured hoses spraying napalm all over the grunts. And Granley, that feckless back-stabber. I’d need another prayer just for him.


    I endured their stares, electric drills. Shank-eyes, daggers, knuckles, and heels. Taunts and mockery, terrible threats. Pumping fists and the promise of pain. A pressure cooker, a bursting kettle. A boiling cauldron called the Doreen.


    Over the radio, I heard the other vehicles launching into the ocean. Dane sat across from me, expressionless and unresponsive. Blood slowly dripped from the gauze in his nose. And what about Sunshine? Just dropped in from the heavens? Oh, that landlord in the sky. Rent must be due. First the earthquake, and now this. Of all the dirty tricks.


    “Why didn’t you tell me?”


    Dane had nothing to say.


    “The tow vehicle,” Doc said.


    “What about it?”


    “That’s where Sunshine had been riding.”


    “I see.” At least he hadn’t been pissed on. But that angry sergeant sure had.


    Doc leaned into me. “Who is Taylor?”


    I waved him off. “Just a bad memory,” I said.


    Our time arrived. Off to a rough start. The surf zone, the waves, and all those savages. Yips and yelps as we nearly capsized. Ocean poured in by the ton through the gaps above. Get it over with, Corporal. Do me this one favor. Deep six this massacre before it begins. Lieutenant Bradford had other plans. The intercom was full of juice.


    “Keep it straight, Granley! Don’t turn in the surf zone! Straighten up! Left, Corporal! I said left!”


    Through the waves, radio chatter, amtracs racing to beat the storm. Fat chance. Through even the calmest of seas, our top speed was barely faster than walking. And we were last. More chatter. The swells were getting worse. No one asked for my opinion. Call it off? Stay on the beach? Put me in charge, I’d fix this mess. Dinner on me at the base Burger King. No dogs or grunts allowed.


    A waterfall through the overhead hatches, every few seconds, washers or not. I half expect another blast of urine through the vents. But Granley has enough to worry about.


    I snap my fingers in Dane’s face. “You okay or what?” No response. I try cheering him up. “Did you hear the one about the guy who got beat?”


    “Shut up,” he says.


    We continue on. No choice in the matter. The swells, up and down, more ocean pouring in. The combined stench of all those mean, sweaty bastards and saltwater and diesel. The constant engine growl. Swells and more swells. A strange sensation in my head and in my guts. A disease, a virus, it spreads like wildfire. Holy Mary and baby Jesus. One by one, Kevlars pop off and are filled with sick. Yakety Sax, down the line. Then Doc, then me.


    A week passes, a month, ten miserable years. More retching into helmets and ocean through the hatches. Spinning vision and burning tongues, the overwhelming reek of half-digested MREs. I dump my soup onto the deck. I put my helmet on and plug into the intercom. Remnants of lunch trickle down my back. I monitor the radio. Diminishing prospects of a safe landing. God-damns and holy-shits. I hear Gunny Jackson. “See that? See that?” The ship’s steel ramp is rising six feet in the air before smashing down six feet under. I recognize Rod’s voice. He disagrees. “Six feet? More like ten! No survivors!”


    The gunny’s vehicle nears the ship. “Just got to time it right! Hold on, hold on—now!” Panic as they try to ride the ramp without being washed over the side. Up they totter by the skin of their asses, into the sanctuary of the tank deck. Cheers of relief and exhilaration. Seven more vehicles to go.


    Waves of water and relentless nausea. Suffering and waiting for death, locked inside this dark and fuming joyride. Just an exercise, quality training. The worst day of our lives, and not an enemy combatant for thousands of miles.


    Swells and more swells. Dane hasn’t moved. He hasn’t blinked. Not a drop of filth has fallen from his mouth. Nothing like that day at Parris Island. He watches with derision as I periodically heave onto the deck. And Sunshine, wedged up against the engine panels, the only grunt still wearing a helmet. A pair of true iron stomachs patiently waiting for the curtain to fall.


    Corporal Granley speaks over the intercom. “Bordell, doing okay back there?”


    “Things are just great, Corporal. Thank you for asking.”


    “Keep it together,” the lieutenant says. “Conditions are not improving.”


    Granley suggests a big U-turn. And a vote of confidence from Bordell in the rear. The lieutenant shouts us down. “Nonsense!” he says. “Career killer! Then where would I be?” Granley tries again. No dice. “Grow some balls, Corporal!” Granley’s getting nervous. Join the club. An all-day pass. A whole helmet-full of laughs.


    “Bordell,” the skipper says, “whatever happens, you just keep those grunts away from the hatches, you hear? I don’t need the names of twenty-five drowned marines in my records.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    Another vehicle makes it aboard. Then another. Each with its own harrowing story blasting over the radio. Another year and then it’s us. Bigger swells, barrels of retch. Half the Pacific through the hatches. I’m beginning to doubt the safety of the ship itself.


    Granley asks for help. From me? Back here? That joke, he says. The Marines? Rip-roaring! And do I happen to remember it? Oh, that joke. Of course! Get us on the ship and I’ll be happy to tell it again. A hundred times in a row! A real oceanographer, by the way, unlike us. He’d be appalled after one look, French or not. Granley doesn’t get my ranting. He asks again. The lieutenant tells him to keep the lines clear.


    “But sir!”


    “Clear!”


    “My hands, my nerves!”


    “Get us on the ship!”


    “Sir! Just a quick word with Bordell!”


    It’s all on me. The weight of the world. Twenty-nine tons plus all these jerks. I stall, I play dumb. I hurl, good and plenty.


    “Knock it off,” says the lieutenant. “This joke of yours—it’d better be good!”


    “But sir! At a time like this?”


    “Tell him the fucking joke!”


    My head is a blur. I feel like shitting my pants. Ocean through the hatches like the end of the world. “Jacques Cousteau!” I say. It’s making things worse. I’m choking back breakfast, yesterday’s burgers. “Why do they call him Jacques Cousteau?”


    “Tell him the joke, Bordell!”


    “This is the joke!”


    I can already hear that backward belching over the intercom. “And?” he says. “And?” Rising RPMs as Granley unconsciously presses the gas. The lieutenant blows his stack.


    “What the hell are you doing, Corporal? You want the ship to smash us? Line it up!”


    Granley is all rasp and wheeze. “And?” he says. “Bordell?”


    “Because he had a jock with a fucking cousteau on it.” I heave like you wouldn’t believe.


    “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, Bordell! Stay off the goddam intercom!”


    That’s all I’ve ever wanted in the whole world, LT. And crawling up into the ship. Her lovely bowels, so safe and warm. But will it be there to receive us after the torpedo we’ve just launched?


    Ganley’s over the limit. I can tell, even from where I’m sitting. Back here in our rollicking coffin, hidden in shadows, knee-deep in bile. His timing is off. His judgment’s in pieces.


    “And what’s this?” says the lieutenant. “You can’t see? Is that what you said? All this wind and rain and then Bor—makes some ridiculous—oke and now you can’t see? Get us on the—amp!”


    “Sir, I—”


    “Pull your head out, for Christ’s sake! Watch it, Granley! The—amp! It’s too high! It’s—wait for—okay, now! Gun it! Gun—wait! Straighten up, Cor—left! Lef—orporal!—shit! Straighten—left! Tracks, Corporal! Tra—”


    The noise and vibration intensify as the tracks engage. Four hundred horses at full throttle. Then the startling jolt of running aground. Another swell. The ramp smacks us again, a California epicenter at our feet. At any second, cracks might appear in the deck, a breach in the hull followed by geysers of ocean.


    I wince at the lieutenant’s voice, razor wire over the intercom. “Straighten up and climb the—amp! We’re being wa—over the side! Climb!—oddammit! To the left! Shit! Corporal! Cor—”


    We fall to the right as the vehicle turns on its side. Heads hit radios and weapons hit faces. Gallons of vomit fling around coating everything. Ocean pours in through the turret. Hysterical grunts flail at the overhead hatches. I jump up—the lieutenant! His records! “Please remain seated, folks!” Crunch! Another bump from below. A fire extinguisher—clang!—right in the kisser. Yellow stars and chirping birdies.


    Dane pulls me up. “We’re hung up on the side of the ramp!”


    The world has gone sideways, angles unlikely and unfamiliar. Bearings lost, entwined with our amtrac, contorting, portending burial at sea. Someone kicks the hatch handles from outside. Light, rain, and howling wind burst in as Gunny Jackson swings open the big troop hatch above. I steady myself and try to process, to fully behold this fearsome sight—looking straight up the ass end of a ship being bashed about by a storm.


    Blood, rain, and brine flow into my open mouth as we ride the waves with the Cayuseless. As big as a building, moving like an oil derrick, super-sized and in sickening slow motion. Up, way up, then crashing down to the sea. Dooosh! A plummeting space capsule with faulty chutes, as packed with dead heroes as our amtrac is about to be. The Doreen—God bless her fragile toe-hold on the ramp. Hanging by a thread, a prayer, a feeble plea.


    Squealing grunts scramble and brawl like rabid rats ditching one vessel for another. Fighting every inch, they struggle over the top without looking back. Doc Murphy makes it up. He and the gunny heave and hoe more grunts over the perilous slant. They hoist the angry sergeant. He turns around, flattens out, and admonishes his boys to grab his extended arm.


    Dane slaps my face. “Get your hands out of your pockets! Time to go!”


    Our redeemers above are nearly tossed into the drink. They lose their hold on the spring-loaded hatch. A massive slab of armored steel, it slams shut, snapping arms and splitting heads. Dane falls backwards on top of me. Darkness and shouting, splashing and prayers. Hurricanes and light roar in again as Dane and the others push and groan and curse the hatch open and make the climb. Dane pulls out his belt. He ties the hatch down to keep it from slamming back. I see the gauze hanging from his nose. It’s soggy. It’s red. I’m sick again. And the ship, just behind him. Above him, around him! We’re all fu—!


    “Bordell! Throw us the ropes!” My head bobbles looking for the ropes. I’m Stevie Wonder. I’m Harry Caray. Drunken stragglers and abandoned gear slosh around the rising water. “Ropes!” Heard you the first time! Besides, they’re not where they’re suppose to be. I give up. I’ve had it with the ropes. I’ve had it with a lot of things. What I’d like to find is a loaded weapon. “Toss us a rifle!” That’s more like it. And one round—anti-personnel. “Something to hold on to! Your belt! Bordell!”


    “At a time like this?” I ask no one in particular. “Through these portals . . . my career . . . those are human bones . . .”


    Tick, tick, tick . . . seconds spilling through the hourglass. Sifting sand, a sparking fuse burning toward the keg, through the years, all my missteps, fast and loose. Converging, closing in, beset by the treachery of uncontrollable forces.


    Wave after wave crash through the open hatch. And that monstrous, surreal image of the ship. Our cruise liner—VIP! It’s right above us, in our faces, rising up and crashing down, with our tiny matchbox caught on the ramp by one or two treads from the track. I catch a wave right down my throat. I gag and heave. I piss myself silly. My fight-or-flight is damaged, defective. I’m seriously considering an early checkout.


    Two or three grunts remain. They help each other up into the arms above. Another wave hits, even bigger than the last, nearly wiping the ramp clean. They clear out. “Hang on!” they shout over their shoulders. “We’ll get the ropes!”


    The last grunt swears at them as they flee the scene. “Cowards!” His voice has a familiar sting. He looks over. “Let’s get the f—Bordell?” He’s wading this way. More whitecaps crash overtop. “Bordell!” I feel around under the water for something sharp.


    Hulking and stooped, he tries to advance, every step out of whack. An arm appears over the top again, reaching down. Dane—he’s stayed behind! But the slant looks impossible. I’ll never make it up. And here he comes. Should have been your boot! Not Taylor’s!


    “Bordell!”


    My bayonet! I yank. It snags. I try again, grabbing the blade and slicing through my fingers.


    “Bordell, let’s do it!”


    No one will ever know what happened to me. Gloriously lost in a useless training accident. It was all a big mistake. Sign here . . . Gash . . . Taylor . . . Doreen . . . the crystal ball . . . Jacques Cousteau . . . career killers all.


    My hand is on fire. Another wave rolls up and smashes into my face. Niagara, Victoria, the devil’s backwash. Forget it. Naptime. Sweet release. I submerge and prepare to suck in deep. I think of Rodriguez and his prayer beads. This writes itself, I’d told him. I’m hoping he’ll put me in a positive light, a good word, this shit-for-brains trapped in circumstances beyond all comprehension.


    I blink. Nice and slow.


    Two big hands—Sunshine pulls me up. “Jesus, Bordell! What the hell is wrong with you?”


    I’d weaseled out, still holding my breath. He calls up top. There’s Dane again, stretching, straining down into the amtrac, all but completely filled with ocean. And the ship beyond, that enormous gray monster with its mess hall, coffee, and powdered eggs, all certainly a shambles by now.


    Dane grabs my hand as Sunshine lifts and struggles and pushes me over the top. My God, how the tables have turned! My brother, the debt! I love him! Both of them! Anything, just ask! And from now on, I swear, it’s Flanagan! I fight the urge to run inside. The old me—dead! A new lease! And where are those chickenshits? Rope, they’d said. Likely story—happy hour in the captain’s quarters! I reach down to Sunshine. Dane grabs his other arm. Almost up. A miracle. And a hatchet buried forever.


    From the corner of my eye—the windup, the hammer cocking back. A black boot punches like a pile driver into Sunshine’s face. He shakes it off. He tries to focus. “Miller!” he says. “For Christ’s—” Pow! “X” marks the spot. Blood flows, eyes roll. Sunshine falls back inside the amtrac, semi-conscious and writhing in the water.


    “Sunshine! Hang on!”


    Dane holds me from jumping back in. Gunny Jackson races out, tugging at the deserters with their ropes and cables. He’s shouting orders. No one is listening. Enraged master chiefs kick the asses of terrified swabbies. Granley and the lieutenant finally make an appearance, both wearing looks of anxious irritation that their vehicle has yet to sink.


    “Where the hell have you been?” I shout. “Hurry up! One man down!”


    A swirling mob of disorder and confusion. Bickering and bucking heads. They hesitate. They want a better view. Inch by inch, they walk the plank. They balance on the dancing ramp, surfing the dragon, arguments whipped away in the wind.


    Dane pulls me up inside the tank deck. It’s pitching and creaking, dark and wet. A clutter of chaos. Not nearly as inviting as I’d thought. My knees are going. I’m shaking all over.


    “Don’t worry,” he says. “Nobody saw it.”


    “I saw it!” I’m about to be sick again.


    Dane shakes his head. “Just a bad memory.”


    I hear a frightening uproar and look back as another wave nearly erases the ramp and everyone on it. I sink to my knees. I’m heaving seawater. The amtrac’s precarious hold, that one last precious lip of tread gives up, gives way. I yell Sunshine’s name into the howling of a hundred typhoons. The Doreen slides off the side of the ramp, capsizes, then disappears under the weight of the Pacific.
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    Chapter Seven


    I was detained by the authorities. Not entirely unexpected. Courteous and friendly, these paper pushers. They went out of their way, above and beyond. Red flags, right there. Got something to say? “Please, have a seat!” Nods and smiles, and a tissue for my runny nose. Small talk, best they could. “So sorry, but if you wouldn’t mind?” They had questions. I had shrugs. My head still hurt. I’d taken quite a smack. Just minding my own business, I said. I wasn’t sure they understood. They discussed the situation. They shuffled papers and tapped keyboards. One of them slid a document across the desk. I wasn’t in the mood. I’d had enough adventure. I about-faced out the door. No one said a thing.


    Incidents and accidents. These things happen all the time. Why were they so interested in my take? Trying to pin the blame on me? Best of luck, potheads. I wasn’t even driving. More a matter of odds and happenstance. And conditions—coming down in buckets! Besides, what help could I have possibly been sitting in the rear?


    I’m talking to myself, mulling these questions. And I’m worried about money, of all things. I’d thought it would have lasted longer, but expenses have been piling up, chipping away, a shekel at a time. My stash, my loot. How else to define a man’s dignity? Medals? Blah! Cold, hard coin. Maybe I should have taken more when I had the chance. Make the risk of prison worth the effort. There’s no point in short-changing yourself. You’ll regret it forever.


    I’m under the covers. Xiao Qing’s new blanket and the comforter I’d stolen from Dimitri’s place. “The spare bedroom,” he’d said. “Take whatever you want.” I’d helped myself—towels, pillows, blankets, and a lamp. A special shade of green, this lamp. Something from my good old days. A pebble from the ruins. Godawful memories. But nostalgia is nostalgia. Wallowing in the past—hopeless! Dimitri was glad to be rid of it. Made him feel squeamish, he said. He had no idea.


    I have a fever, I’m pretty sure. Xiao Qing felt my forehead. “Mm! Ah!” My little internist. She went to the kitchen to slice up a pear. She brought it to me on a pink plate, the slices fanned out. Not hungry. I ate one anyway. She ate the rest. She pushed the big chair over by the bed. She’s sitting in it, holding my hand under the covers, watching some gala shindig on the TV.


    Say what you want, but the Chinese can throw a show. Craptaculars like you’ve never seen. The latest missiles, stuffed shirts standing in review. Pyrotechnics and canned laughs. This particular occasion escapes me, but the stage was filled with every dancer and lip-synching singer this side of the Wall. Made me wonder what we could expect for the big coming-out in the summer.


    Xiao Qing giggles. I must have missed something. She turns the volume way down. Ooga-booga, just a bit. She wants me to get some sleep. That giggle—I should have known. It was her embarrassment at having neglected her patient.


    “And where have you been?” I say. “All these years?” She looks at me. I talk. “The sows of America—slags!” She smiles. She wants to crawl into bed and help warm me up. I don’t want her catching my bug. She’s probably too close as it is. She checks my temperature again. “Hmm,” she says. She thinks I’m delirious, my rambling outbursts. Yesterday maybe, but today I’m alright. Just fever and shivering. And my aching head—quite a smack I’d taken. And then my feet, wrapped in three pairs of frozen socks. And my nose, a little iceberg peeking out from under the covers.


    Winter in this, the city of the future. A triple threat, a hazard to all we hold dear. Cold and rain seeping through concrete walls. Arctic drafts through every crack and crevice. The edges of windows, the gaps around doors. The heater is of little help, drying eyes and chapping lips, running up the bill. And then there’s the urge. You hold it. You think of better things. Peristalsis wins every time. Swing the bedroom door—whoosh!—back to zero. Your breath is fog as you shimmy across the tiles to the crapper. It might as well be outside. The walls are wet, a refreshing breeze around the window. Cheeks on the seat. Must be quick! But your muscles have seized. You push and strain. A steaming pile, like a bear in the woods. You feel the heat. A hobo’s fire. Back to the bedroom. You’ve forgotten to shut the door. The heater’s at full tilt. Another twenty minutes and you begin to thaw.


    What’s that? Buck up? “People have been living like this for centuries!” Oh, I am well aware. Fifty, in fact. They’ve made it this far. Why change now? And this is down south. Well, the north of the south. Like Virginia. But winter in the north of the north? I’m surprised there’s anyone left. Little wonder Spring Festival is such a big to-do.


    “You’re missing the point! Suffering? You don’t know the meaning! Five million dead on the Eastern Front—and that’s just the Germans! And you’re complaining about the toilet seat? Your pink, perfumed ass? What an ordeal! Such torment, such misery! And your head—quite a smack you’d taken!”


    Exactly, thank you. And not only that. Just then, a hammer drill starts up. Impossible to say where. Three floors above or below, not a lot of difference. It feels like it’s right in my face. Xiao Qing squeaks in disapproval. She can’t hear the TV. She changes the channel to some Chinese drama. She reads the subs. I watch for a second. Subs be damned, I get the gist. The usual—gramps on life support. That’s me in a few years. And the hospital—spotless, blazing white, VIP. Beverly Hills? Ah, Beijing. But even so, the handsome doctors have done all they can.


    Beep . . . beep . . . beeeeep!


    Boo-hoo-hoo for this old soldier. He’d fought the good fight. Cancer and the Japs, Chiang Kai-shek. Close-ups on the women and their cries to the sky. “Por qué?” My girl knows what’s next, eyes rolling my way. It takes some work, but I grunt my usual snicker at the predictability of Chinese soaps. She giggles right back and shakes her head.


    I’m trying to drift off, hammer drill or not. Progress is slow. And what’s that—someone knocking? Hard to tell. It’s masked by the drill. A reprieve, two or three seconds. Ah, there’s the doorbell: Frère Jacques. Always a pleasure. Everyone in the building has the same setup. Sometimes, I hear it through the walls. When it’s quiet and the neighborhood busybody is scuttlebutting to all the tenants, I get to hear it ten or fifteen times. Oh, the French . . . I’d say the joke’s on me. A certain dead marine might say otherwise.


    I blink. Nice and slow. I’m almost out. Who the—? Two figures standing tall, letting all the warm air escape. Hours wasted. I squint. I make a face. It’s Dimitri and Vancouver Mike. They’re soaking wet, shoes caked with mud.


    “What do you want?”


    “What was that about the French?”


    “Huh?”


    “And why aren’t you answering your phone?”


    “It’s broken.”


    “Hmm. Mind if we take this outside? Your girl is giving us the eye.”


    “Fine.”


    I bundle up in Dimitri’s comforter. I look like a vagrant. Xiao Qing folds her arms. These friends of yours—nothing but trouble! She points to the bed. She wants me to rest. It’s okay, I tell her. Just a few minutes. Three, tops. She’s in the chair. I tuck her in with the new blanket she made. She changes the channel back to the big show. She turns it up. I shut the bedroom door behind me.


    We’re in the living room. It’s a meat locker, a walk-in freezer. We’re sitting on the two sofas. First things first.


    “Anjo,” Mike says, “your apartment is a dump.”


    I shiver and nod.


    “And what’s this black crap taking over the walls? Mold?”


    I shiver and nod.


    They’re looking at the mold. It’s fascinating, I’ll admit. The girl had scrubbed it twice. It came right back.


    “Well, gentlemen,” I say, “that about covers it.”


    “No, it doesn’t,” Dimitri says. “We want to know how your interview went.”


    “Now?”


    “We could have done this over the phone, but no one picked up.”


    “It’s broken.”


    “So you said.”


    “I never made it to the interview.”


    They laugh, fog puffing from their mouths like two locomotives. I smell booze. Probably Dimitri.


    I suppose I should tell them what’d happened. They’d get a laugh out of that too. With me? At me? Too cold to care. They ask about the big bruise on my face. Stay tuned, gearing up. I’m already searching for the right words. And there’s the hammer drill, closer this time. I really don’t feel like talking over it. I’m shivering. My head hurts. I’d taken quite a smack. And these jerks want their story. Their kicks, their fix. Bordell and His Hijinks, Chapter XXX.


    “And make it quick,” they say. “It’s freezing in here.”


    “Have I told you about the Cayuseless?”


    “A hundred times. Now, get on with it!”


    I tell them that yesterday I had met Sam at a coffee shop. Not sure of the name. Across town somewhere—


    “Seriously? All your stories start in coffee shops. Or in bed! Some kind of romantic comedy?”


    “I’m just telling you how it happened.”


    “Oh, sure. Like your accident on the ship. Seems a little far-fetched!”


    “Everything is true, down to the last detail!”


    They’re all laughs. Puff, puff, puff. They spark up. Now it’s fog and smoke.


    “Alright,” they say. “Have it your way.”


    “To be honest, there’s not much to tell.”


    “And for God’s sake, make it interesting!”


    So there we were, sitting in the coffee shop. Like I said, not sure of the name. Silly Billy or something. It’s not important. And anyway, like most of this city, it’s since been gutted and turned into a bank. I wonder if the new digs are as cold in the winter as the coffee shop was. You had to order something hot just to keep your fingers from snapping off.


    Sam warmed his hands on his coffee cup. Then he got busy tapping his phone. He told me about some friend of his that he wanted me to meet. I wasn’t impressed.


    “Oh, but Anjo, he very important man. He work for the subaway.”


    “So?”


    “He give you job interview.”


    I make a face.


    “How you can live so long with no job?”


    “I have money.”


    “From where?”


    “I’d rather not say.”


    “Ah, more of your secrets!”


    My secrets? Me? He’s tapping. He makes a call. He talks, he listens. He’s scoping around, slurping his coffee from a spoon. Mm, ah! Okay! Bye-bye! He sets his phone down.


    “Good news! I have job for you!”


    “Not really looking, but thanks.”


    “You’re welcome! Engineer job with Chinese company. Help build the subaway!”


    “Trust me, Sam, you don’t want me building subways.”


    “Why not? Very modern. City of future!”


    “Not in my area of expertise.”


    “If you no like, you can teach English to staff. Many money for foreigner!”


    “And then there’s the résumé and interview clothes, neither of which I have.”


    “Who cares? You are American white man. Many money! Do nothing all day, just like now!”


    “I’m working on stuff.”


    “Your book? Ha ha, doesn’t count. But this job, many money!”


    He goes on and on about the pay. Experience and perks, contacts, connections, guanxi.


    “I’ll think about it.”


    “No, right now! Very important man. My friend from long time ago. He’s waiting.”


    “Sam, it’s pouring rain. And I look like a bum.”


    “No problem! I make call for taxi. Pick you up in five minutes.”


    Just as well. I didn’t let on, but a job wasn’t such a bad idea. My funds were running low. And Sam was getting smart with some of the patrons. Any longer and things might kick off. We paid up and waited by the door.


    Dimitri interrupts. “Wow,” he says. “That’s some story.”


    “Yeah,” Mike agrees. “If it weren’t for the hammer drill, I’d be asleep already. Is the rest of your book like this?”


    “Feel free to see yourselves out.”


    Dimitri asks if this is when I had called him.


    I shiver and nod. “Yes,” I say. “While waiting for the taxi.”


    He’s barely listening. He’s looking at a pile of my clothes. I’m thinking I should just kick them out.


    “What happened to your shirts?” Dimitri says.


    “There’s something wrong with the washing machine.”


    Mike suggests I go shopping with Xiao Qing. “Take her down Qipu Lu. I’ve heard nothing but good things.”


    “Alright,” Dimitri says. “Wrap this up so we can get going.”


    “Well, if you’re in such a hurry, there’s the door.”


    He sighs. He makes a dramatic gesture. “Please continue.”


    The taxi pulled up. Hmm, I said. An older model Santana—black, unmarked, illegal. We crowded around the driver’s window under our umbrellas. Sam and the driver are yakking and joking, giving me looks. Sam hands over a wad of bills. I ask him if they’re friends. He pretends not to hear.


    The driver thumbs to the passenger seat. No, thanks. I point to the backseat. He shakes his head. But I’ve already had a whiff of his sewer breath. Ooga-booga! Backseat! He sucks his teeth. What gives? A closer look—it’s full of his personal belongings. Sleeping bag and such. I fold my arms. Paying customer! He grunts. He makes a fuss. He’s out in the rain, a foot taller than me. He must get all the chicks, breath or not. He clears a space on the backseat. I get in. I hate sitting on this side. Especially with tall drivers and their long legs. The back of his anti-stab cage is right in my mug. Plastic, face-proof. See-through when new. Now, it’s smeared with the boogers of a thousand wipes and sneezes. Bird-flu, swine-flu, HIV. I feel around for the seatbelt. As usual, it’s buried under the seat.


    I shut the door. Sam doesn’t move. He’s still standing under his umbrella. I roll the window down.


    “You’re not going?”


    Sam smiles and shakes his head.


    “Where is he taking me?”


    “Oh, Anjo, you will see!”


    “Now, just a minute!”


    He laughs. I’m getting out. He pushes me back in. People’s Square, he says. And then two street names that I don’t quite catch. He double-taps the roof of the taxi. The driver punches the gas. I look back. Sam is already laughing into his phone.


    The creeps are all over me. I need to buckle up. A sense of security, however small. I’m feeling around under the cushion. And the driver’s heap in the seat beside me—worse than his breath. His things must have been damp for weeks. Vapors of stink, the entire taxi, like it had been pulled from the bottom of a mucky pond. The city itself, come to think of it. Exhumed from a grotty old toilet. Gurgling, clogged, overflowing with smells. I try to remember the snazzy nickname Dimitri had come up with. Or was it Vancouver Mike . . .


    “It was me,” Dimitri says. “The Big Piss.”


    “One big fashion faux pas,” says Mike.


    I shiver and nod. Makes me think of what I’d told Xiao Qing: it’s not the eighties anymore! Black hair, and straight! Can’t speak for the Chicoms, but that’s how Whitey likes it. And that’s what counts. No need to ruin everything with orange dye-jobs and granny perms. She understood. She agreed. But everyone else—get with the program.


    “Indeed,” says Mike, eyeing my pile of clothes, the shirts on top. “Death metal?”


    “The washing machine—”


    Dimitri laughs. “Fashion faux pas is right! Too cold in here to stink, lucky for us!”


    “If you have a problem with my clothes—”


    “We have a problem with your story. It’s not being told.”


    A winter monsoon. And this driver was all herky-jerk, hopscotch with the pedals. He’s clicking the wipers every few seconds. It only made things worse. I tried lifting the cushion to find the seatbelt. That fetid pile of his was weighing it down.


    We hadn’t gone very far. Half a block. We skid to a stop. My head slams the plastic cage. “Son of a—!” Oh, but not too bad. Just another smear. Half the heap falls into the floor. The cushion comes up. I see the seatbelt and its little red button. I reach for it. He jams the car into reverse. I lose my balance. Another skid. The cushion plops down. Out the rear window, through the rain, I see the advancing silhouettes of shouting men. I look at the driver. He’s going bananas. First gear. He floors it again, pinning me back. Something pulls out in front of us. The car—crunch! My face—smack!


    I’m standing outside, stunned and soaked. I’m watching it all go down. Rival taxi gangs. My guy is outnumbered five to one. He refuses to get out. Someone smashes the glass. Two thugs reach in. They wrestle him out through the window. He’s in the street, face down in the water. He makes a complaint. He gets a kick in the kisser.


    They’ve forgotten about me, if they’d even noticed. I’m looking into the car, wondering why my umbrella is sitting on the seat when I’m out here in the rain.


    And what’s this—English? Something similar? A hand on my shoulder. A badge in my face. “Police! Okay!” A big grin, yellow teeth. I look at the badge. From a cereal box? I try not to laugh. “Bad taxi!” he says. “You help police now?”


    I must have agreed. I’m in another Santana. Up front this time, with my hands cupped around the heating vent. I blink, nice and slow. My new friend slaps my knee. “Okay!”


    I step out of the car. We’re in a giant garage, like we’re under a stadium or an airport. Buses and taxis, lined up by the hundred, idling, waiting for something. The air is thick with engine noise and diesel exhaust. I’m cold and woozy, immobilized with thoughts of the Cayuseless.


    “This way! Okay!”


    We walk through an unmarked door. A little office, an outpost, a group of plainclothes cops. Everyone looks up. Cigarettes and liver lips—puff, puff, puff. My friend slaps my shoulder. Big grin! He splits. The cops have questions. I have shrugs. Ooga-booga, five or ten minutes. I’m shivering, trying to regroup. One of them slides a document across the desk. Not in the mood. About-face and I’m out the door.


    This garage is something else. A tank deck like I’ve never seen. An abscess, an epicenter, the transportation mainframe. I see exits way off to either side. Ramps to ground level, where the cells of this subterranean tumor trickle in and out, shuttling cancerous cargo through the clogged arteries of Shanghai. Sometimes, the signals get crossed, and the cells eat their own. That’s what I’d witnessed earlier. It’d wrecked my whole day.


    And my interview—very important man! I need the money, sad to say. Must get things moving again. A Santana pulls up. It’s missing a window. And there’s my friend. Captain Crunch and his matching badge. I look away. I change direction. Too late. Intercepted.


    “This way, okay! My friends say have some problem. Don’t worry, I help!”


    We’re back in the little smoky office. Pointing fingers, ooga-booga. Crunch sets them straight. Mm, ah! Sorry! Okay! “I tell them you here to help. And bump head in accident. Maybe confused. Please sit!” He reminds me of Sam. Buddy-buddy with the foreigner. And the unnecessary beating I’d seen. “Black taxi so bad! But don’t worry, not your fault!”


    I ask him to turn up the heat. He shakes his head. He says it’ll only make me sick. “But you need ice for face!” Then he apologizes—they’re fresh out. I ask again for more heat. I guess he misunderstands.


    He cocks his head. “Where you planning to go in black taxi?”


    He doesn’t dig on my shrugs.


    “Someone call taxi for you? Name? Number?”


    I suggest that he ask the driver, if it’s not too late.


    “Passport?”


    “I was just out for coffee.”


    “By yourself?”


    Another shrug.


    “Hmm,” he says. He turns to his colleagues. Yippity yap. Sideways looks and keyboard taps. No ID! Impeding an investigation! Lying to the authorities! To top it all off, our friend here is in China for no good reason!


    Oh, perfect—my phone rings. It sounds a little strange. Crunch smiles. “Please answer, then give to me.”


    I whip it out. It’s cracked, unreadable. Kind of like my head. “Hello?” Fizz and hiss. I think it’s Sam.


    “Eep-opp-oop!”


    I tell him I’m with the police.


    Click!


    My phone blinks and dies. The latest victim of this amazing world. Crunch grabs it out of my hand.


    “What you do that for?”


    “Sorry,” I say. “It’s broken anyway.”


    He hands it back. He rubs his eyes. My thoughts exactly. Half my head is ringing. And the smoke is something awful.


    “You see what we do to illegal taxi driver?”


    I knew it. Try to play along, and this is what happens. I’d snitch on Sam, but I don’t even know his real name. My dead phone isn’t much help. How about the driver? In no condition to talk? That’s too bad. He has what you want—names, numbers, and destinations. And a fistful of dirty bills. Crunch asks again if I’d seen the beating.


    “I didn’t see a goddam thing.”


    Big grin, yellow teeth. “Very good!” He slides a document across the desk. I guess it’s the same one from before. Who could tell? It’s all hieroglyphics. “Please sign!” He hands me an official police pencil. I’m freezing, shivering. Chicken scratch—an unreadable endorsement of this indecipherable verdict. If I ever meet that driver again, I’m sure he’ll fill me in.


    Crunch walks me to the door. “Thank you for your . . .”


    “Cooperation.”


    “Yes! Maybe!”


    I beat feet through the garage. A beeline to one of the exits. I’m still soaking wet. I have to keep walking just to control the shakes. I’ll draw attention if I stop. People might think I’m down with shellshock or had forgotten to take my Thorazine. And this tank deck . . . I can almost feel the rocking, the beer can rolling around with the swells. And the storm, just outside. Not really the same. But even then—bam! The car, my face, and that paper. Some kind of death warrant? Maybe I should have asked. Signed, stamped! I’d have liked to have filled in the perp’s name myself—Corporal F. Granley.


    But enough reminiscing. I look back. Crunch is watching from his unmarked door, arms folded, chin up. I manage a little wave that says, “thanks for the hospitality.” No response. Fine with me. I know the score—triple zeros. Like my stash, very soon. Ah, but my interview, many money—


    “But you said you never made it to the interview,” Dimitri says.


    “Right.”


    “And ‘many money’ doesn’t make sense,” says Mike.


    “A lot of your never-ending story doesn’t make sense.”


    “I’m almost done.”


    “Don’t let us stop you.”


    “It took me a while,” I say. “Three or four trains, sometimes the wrong direction.”


    “Yeah, that was quite a smack you’d taken.”


    “And People’s Square was deserted for the most part with the rain and all. And I couldn’t remember the streets Sam had told me . . .”


    Dimitri and Mike aren’t even listening. They’re going through my stuff. A box of papers. They dig up some printouts. Big Xs and arrows, my handwritten notes look like a flipbook of subway maps.


    “What’s all this garbage?” Dimitri says.


    “History.”


    “I’ll say. Of a failed writer.”


    “I mean when it’s finished, it’ll be history.”


    They’ve never heard anything so funny. Whooee—fog, smoke, and tears.


    “Such a high opinion of yourself! And what’s this? The Prestigious—”


    I yank the box away. “Just old stuff from home.”


    There’s the hammer drill again, getting closer. The walls are vibrating. I look at my box of papers. My efforts, all my work. Everything is on hold. It’s too cold to write. Shanghai winters—if I had known! I should call the UN. A violation of human rights. And the forecast, you’ll never guess—snow. It’s enough to make you weep. It’ll be another few months before I’m writing again. I’ll be broke by then. I wish I hadn’t blown the interview.


    “Oh, your story! How did you get back? Another black taxi?”


    I shrug.


    “And look at you now. Shivering and wheezing like you have walking AIDS.”


    There’s Frère Jacques at the door. What now? I hobble over on my two frozen stumps. I look through the hole. It’s Papagopoulos. I open the door and hobble back to the couch.


    He’s hunched over like a migrant, half a dozen pieces of luggage. He unloads them in the middle of the floor. “Not answering?” he says. “I must have called you ten times.”


    “My phone’s broken.”


    He stretches his back and squints at the moldy walls. He says my place is a dump.


    I shiver and nod. I introduce everyone.


    “Ah, Canadian,” says Vancouver Mike. “Where from?”


    “Montreal.”


    “I see . . .”


    An impasse. They fidget. They cough.


    Dimitri points to the pile of luggage. “Moving in?” he says.


    “Bailing. This country can kiss my ass.”


    “But Shanghai,” I say. “It’s the city of the future, friend.”


    “Yeah, Bordell, if the future is made of shit.”


    “Agreed,” says Mike. “I’m out next week. Come to say your goodbyes?”


    “Hardly. Just picking up my bike.”


    I’m thinking, trying to remember. “Oh, right. In the other room.” I’m wondering if his bike is still there. I haven’t been in that room for months.


    He pulls something from the bottom of his pile. A cardboard box, thin and long, soaking wet. “Hope it fits,” he says. Into the other room. “And the light?”


    “The lamp on the floor.”


    Click!


    “Not a lot of help!”


    He’s digging around. He’s cursing me, the shadows, and my rotten apartment, and how I could possibly live in such a state of filth and disrepair. Here he comes. His bike is just how I remember it—encrusted with Shanghai mud.


    “That lamp of yours . . .”


    “Hmm?”


    “Gives me the creeps.”


    “You’re not the only one,” Dimitri says.


    Papagopoulos grabs his cardboard box. “And now,” he says, “we shall see!” He fiddles and fumbles. The bike and the box, this way and that. He scratches his head like a Shanghai cabbie who’s still not sure where he’s going halfway into the ride. He begins to disassemble the muddy bike. Yoink—handlebars and tires. He makes a face at the pedals. He’s hit a snag.


    “Anjo, where are your tools?”


    “Tools?”


    “I need a wrench for the pedals.”


    I dig under some papers. I find my Leatherman and hand it over.


    “What the hell’s this?”


    “Tactical black.”


    “Tactical, you can keep. What I need is a wrench.”


    I shake my head. It makes me dizzy.


    Dimitri asks him if he speaks French. He replies in some kind of gibberish. Dimitri doubles over laughing. Papagopoulos looks at me for clarification as he pulls out his phone. I shrug.


    He calls his girlfriend. His eyes bug out. “You’re still at the store? Sale? What sale?” He tells her to get moving. She’s already late. Missed the rendezvous back at his place. He tells her to meet him at the airport. “And bring a wrench,” he says. “Don’t ask stupid questions! Just hurry up!”


    He jams his phone into his pocket. We’re all looking at the box and the bike and the pedals sticking out. He runs into the kitchen. “Must be some tools around somewhere!” His head’s in the cabinets. He’s groping pots and pans. “And that bitch has my taxi money! I’m on a tight schedule here, and what is she doing? Shopping for computers! Flirting with the reps! Couldn’t even make it to my place for one last screw! And she was supposed to bring me lunch too!”


    He comes back into the living room empty-handed.


    “You still doing that vegan thing?” I say.


    “What do you mean, ‘still?’ It’s not some kind of fad, Bordell.”


    “Ah,” says Mike. “A crusader.”


    “Pfft! I do it for the benefit!”


    “Good for you. Those poor pigs.”


    “My benefit! Animals can burn in hell, for all I care.”


    He’s glaring at his bike. He’s chewing his nails and cursing to himself. He’s fed up with his girlfriend. Fed up with the bike. Fed up with me and the tools I don’t have. “And that hammer drill—God!” He says something else in his phony French. Dimitri starts laughing again.


    “By the way,” I say, “Xiao Qing made some vegan hui guo rou yesterday. Should be some leftovers in the fridge.”


    “Really?”


    “Help yourself.”


    He’s scarfing it down in the kitchen. “Delicious!” he says. “Tofu, huh?”


    “You bet.”


    I grin at the two jerks sitting on the couch. They get the idea. They’re laughing again. Papagopoulos ambles back into the living room. He lets out a long belch and wipes his mouth.


    “Anjo,” he says. “How’s about you mail me the bike after you find a wrench?”


    “I’ve been called many things. ‘Reliable’ is not one of them.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean? Yes or no?”


    “Probably not.”


    He looks at his watch. His eyes bug out again. He’s on the phone. “How far are you from the airport? What the—? You’re still at the store?” He slams his phone down. A hundred pieces.


    Xiao Qing peeks out from the bedroom door. I hold up two fingers and wave her back inside.


    “That does it!” he says. “We’re supposed to get married this summer! And she’s still flirting with those geeks!”


    They ask if she’s a good lay.


    “How is that any of your business?”


    They shrug.


    “Incidentally, no,” he says. “Total starfish in the sack.”


    He checks his watch again. His schedule—cutting it close. He’s cursing his girlfriend and stomping his bike. He’s kicking the pedals. Plastic shards go flying.


    “Canadian quality,” Dimitri says.


    “It’s from France, you faggot!”


    He jams it into the box. It’s bulging and torn.


    “Anjo! Tape?”


    He sees my face.


    “Jesus! They won’t let me take it on the plane like this! And that fucking hammer drill!”


    Indeed, getting closer. Papagopoulos is going to blow a fuse. And the other two—having a ball. Montreal and Québécois! Puff, puff, puff!


    All the excitement is making me woozy. I sink into the couch, fatigue taking over. “You two, help him with his things.”


    “Fine,” they say. “What now? Taxi?”


    “God, that bitch! China! Shanghai! Burn it to ashes!”


    “Wha—?”


    “She has my taxi money! I’ve already changed over the rest! I don’t have enough left to get to the airport!”


    I’m getting the spins. I stagger into my bedroom to grab some bills. Xiao Qing folds her arms again. A little scowl. I know, I know! I hold up a finger—one minute! Even less! I’m in the living room. I’m touching the wall, trying not to faint. I hand over the cash. It’s more than enough.


    “But how am I supposed to repay you?”


    I open the door. “By never coming back.”


    Out they go. Deadbolt—click!


    Three less bodies. The temperature tanks. I’m shivering. And that goddam hammer drill . . . I crawl back into bed. Xiao Qing feels my forehead. I pop the last of the downers I’d brought from home. We ooga-booga a little.


    She whips out her translation gizmo. She fiddles and fumbles. I read the display. Hard to tell. It’s never exactly on the mark. I think she’s going out to get some more medicine. I peek through the blinds. It’s miserable outside. I tell her don’t bother. She has other plans. Abandon her charge? Not in this life! She tucks me in. She prepares for the journey—two sweaters, a coat, scarf, and hat.


    The TV—click!


    I blink, nice and—


    What’s that? Cabinets and drawers . . . she must be back. Seems so quick. You won’t catch my baby dragging her feet. And praise God, the drilling has stopped. She’s in the kitchen. I hear pots and pans.


    “Sweetie!” I say. “Some water, please?” I hope she understands.


    My door creaks open. I pull the covers off my face and turn over.


    “What the—?”


    “Hey, guy!”


    “Can I help you?”


    “Just looking for extra key!”


    “How did you get in here?”


    “I have other extra key! From when we sign the . . . rent?”


    “Lease.”


    “Yes, lease.”


    “Give me the key.”


    “No problem. I don’t need it anymore.”


    He hands me the key and a glass of water.


    “Is this from the tap? Trying to poison me?”


    “But Anjo, Shanghai water very safe! City of—”


    “Get out.”


    “What’s wrong with you? Why you no go to interview? Go to police instead, then not answer phone.”


    “Sam—”


    A knock at the door, then Frère Jacques. I hobble over. I open up and stand back. Two filthy workmen in a cloud of cigarette smoke. One holds a wiry metal contraption, the other a hammer drill. A double-take, then a good laugh at me and my getup—a bundle of blankets like a giant papoose.


    I tell Sam to take care of it. Ooga-booga. “Mm, ah! Okay!”


    “They install clothes hanger outside window.”


    “Now?”


    “Yes! Building improvements! Everyone else finished. Yours is last one.”


    “I’m too sick for this. I’ll be dead before the day is over.”


    “Don’t worry, Anjo. No charge!”


    They point to the balcony. Have at it, I say. Just make it quick. They stop halfway across the living room to study the mold.


    “Anjo,” Sam says. “Your apartment is . . .”


    “A dump.”


    “Yes. Very dump.”


    They crank it up. The noise, my God! Like my flat is a tooth getting a root canal. Winter sweeps in through the open windows. I’m shaking and shivering. I have to sit down on the couch.


    Sam is on the phone. He’s angry about something. The shouting, the drilling, and the winter monsoon—grand mal convulsions on the way.


    I must have blacked out. The drilling has stopped. The floor is covered in dust and rain, dissolving into a thin layer of white mud. Boot prints lead out the door. Smaller prints lead back in. Voices swirl, I snap to. It’s Sam arguing with two dripping overcoats. Who the—? Ah, the rents. I jump up. Whoops—rubber legs. I’m back down on the couch.


    “What seems to be the problem?”


    Sam holds up his hand—Anjo can wait.


    Fine with me. I have myself a nice little blink. Sam is in my face. He wants a copy of my lease. “What for?” I say. “It’s all in Chinese.” My wires slowly uncross. “Mm . . . okay . . . just a minute.” They watch me hobble into the bedroom like I’m some kind of circus act. I’m on my knees. I pull open a drawer. A mess of documents and notebooks. And a vague idea that something’s missing. The colors are off. Shouldn’t there be a little dark blue—?


    “Anjo, hurry up! You take too slow!”


    I’m on my feet, shuffling along the wall. Three bodies out the bedroom door. They’re the circus act, not me. Defying gravity without even trying. The whole building is tossing and turning, pitching like the Cayuseless. Can’t they feel it? I try to ask. I don’t get very far. Their faces say they’d rather not deal with the drunken tenant.


    I hand over the lease and plop onto the couch. I tighten my blankets and wrap my head. Two eyes peeking out from a patchwork burka.


    Sam and the fogies discuss the lease. Fingers point at the mud, the mold, and the invalid on the couch. Then boom! with the fireworks. Good and nasty. The old woman steps back. She’s getting worried. Me, too. I like these people. Nothing but nice. A far cry from Dimitri’s landlords. Sam is going to ruin everything.


    I try to get up. An inch or two. The couch holds me down. The woman looks over—not much help sitting on your ass! I try to smile. I try to shrug. Bah! Foreigners! She’s heard enough. She tries to interject. I don’t quite catch it. Something like “please calm down.” Sam spits back an insult with a finger down her throat. She shuts up real quick. Oh, but the flames have been stoked. Hubby and his bulging eyes! This will not stand!


    I’m seeing things. How do I know? Sam and the man are about to have a go. Then the barking suddenly stops, just long enough for them to remove their glasses and gently set them on the table. I look at the woman—am I the only one seeing this? Like it’s the 50s. A night at the sock hop. But now they’re ready—yap, yap, yap! Wifey’s getting anxious at the balled fists and snapping teeth. She steps between them and raises her voice. Even I know better than that.


    I’m shivering, blinking like a madman. The scene in front of me: “Eep-opp-oop!” Now they’re slapping backs and shaking hands. Sam and the old man exchange smokes. Glasses on noses, two locomotives. The woman pats my head and points into the bedroom. I get it—must rest! Xie xie! And sorry for your troubles! She whispers to her husband, something about my winter threads. Hee hee! They half-bow. I half-wave. They see themselves out.


    Sam sits on the couch across from me. He’s flipping through my box of notes, chuckling to himself.


    “Do you mind telling me what that was all about?” I say.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “The arguing, my lease, your glasses . . .”


    “Oh, that’s nothing, ha ha! They send someone next week and clean your black walls.”


    “You were fighting over that?”


    “Just a kind of game. Always fun . . . funny?”


    “Either one.”


    “I really wanted hit the old man, but he say maybe call police. He not so bad anyway.”


    “I appreciate your discretion.”


    “Ha ha, I tell him black walls make you sick. He say you sick from bad weather.”


    “Hmm.”


    “I think you sick because you so lazy!”


    “Hmm.”


    “Don’t worry. I have idea to help.”


    I wave him off. I point to the door. No ideas, please. And no more help.


    I crawl into bed. I’m buried under the covers, listening to my own snoring. Creeeak! Someone sits on the bed. A sigh of relief. Feels like weeks. Days, at least. A hand caresses the quilted lump, this hibernating barbarian.


    “Oh, sweetie,” I say. “I missed you. You wouldn’t believe these idiots, the nonsense I’ve endured. And I dreamed I lost my pass—”


    “I make everything okay.”


    I throw the covers off. “Who the—? How in the—?”


    A face of surprise. It fades to sadness. No sympathy from me. And how did she get in here?


    “I have extra key.”


    I swipe it from her hand and throw it against the wall. I tell her to scram. Her eyes droop to the floor.


    “It because I’m fat?”


    “I hadn’t noticed, but now that you mention it . . .”


    Her phone rings. It’s Sam. She whines and sniffles and hands it over.


    “Why she crying?” Sam says. “What you do to her? Very nice girl! And so beautiful!”


    “Sam—”


    “I just want help you get better. She very sweet girl. And please try not to hurt. Later is my turn!”


    “But Xiao Qing—back any minute!”


    Click!


    Sitting upright is bad enough. But all this hubbub! I’m beginning to fray, coming unglued. I lie back down. I blink, nice and—


    Wha—? She’s pulling down her pants. Slow down! She’s going to get us both killed. Aneurysm for me. And for what’s-her-name, who knows?


    She hops onto the bed. One of the wooden slats beneath us snaps and falls to the floor. She’s bouncing the mattress, rubbing her tits under her sweater. “Mm,” she says. “Ah!” Another slat pops out. The bed sags under her weight. Bouncing, listing—the swells! I’m getting seasick! Terrible thoughts of the Cayuse—


    “You feel better? You want fucking?”


    “I’m going to throw up!”


    The bouncing stops. Sad face again. “I know it. I’m too fat.”


    “Listen . . . what’s your name? Nu—?”


    “Niu Niu.”


    Then she tells me her English name. I don’t quite—what’s that? Darling? Door-ring?


    “Sorry, my English so bad. I spell for you. D-O-R-E-E-N.”


    “Dear God . . .”


    “You don’t like that too?”


    “Nu Nu, it’s time for you to go.”


    “Niu Niu,” she says.


    “Nu—?”


    “Nyoo Nyoooo!”


    “Fine! Doreen! Slag! Put your clothes on and get your fat ass out the door!”


    She pulls her sweater up over her head—plop, plop! I make a face like I’ve just slipped a disc. She tries once more. “You really don’t want?”


    “Honey, if you’re not out of here in ten seconds, you’re going to catch a beating, if not much worse.”


    My Sichuan firebrand—she’ll chop her head right off. Hotpot, spicy eyeballs bubbling around in the broth. And enough lard to get us through the winter.


    Tunnel vision, the walls close in. I’m on all fours. I’m at my front door. Heavy steel, bulletproof, mob-proof. A lot of good when everyone has a key. I’m tossing her clothes into the hall. She’s standing barefoot on the frozen floor, waterworks at full pressure. Her phone rings. I grab it and throw it down the stairs. She’s shivering, blub or not. And anyway, big deal! Parkinson’s here! Narcoleptic fits!


    “Gripe all you want, but do it outside! Down the steps! In the street!”


    Heads peek out into the hall.


    “Don’t mind us,” I say. “She was just leaving!”


    Whispers and gossip, the nattering of a hundred biddies. Rumors roil into a flashflood. Illegal, by the way. No problem—five thousand winters of tradition trumps everything.


    She mumbles something about taxi fare. I’m one step ahead. I throw a handful of cash into the hall. That should get her moving. She hesitates. What now? Bonbons? Tiramisu?


    “My apologies! The money will have to do!”


    “But—”


    “Ten seconds! Five!”


    She’s on the steps, snatching up her things. Down the hall—wide eyes and ooga-booga, swirling to high heaven. A funhouse, a freak show. Fingers and faces, my neighbors’ outrage. Mm-hmm! Aha! Think we don’t know what’s going on?


    “Exactly! Uninvited!”


    Oh, just like you! Foreigners and your bullshit! First the gunboats, and now this! Excuse me? Oh, your lease! Signed, stamped, and you still haven’t learned! And why should we honor this agreement, this so-called treaty? Good faith? Integrity? Wheee! Your day is coming, white boy! A powder keg! A sparking fuse!


    Walls closing in—one last time! Click! What’s that? Click, click, click! The cold . . . the door . . . my bed . . . the Doreen . . . the whole city is a whirlpool—glug, glug, glug! Down the drain!


    “Anjo—?”


    That voice, sweet and unthreatening. A little hand snakes down under the covers, searching for my forehead. “Mm! Ah!” I grab it. A gentle squeeze. I feel for the scar on her palm. Nothing like my bayonet wound. That had healed in two or three days. Hers was a lot worse. A memento from a factory accident down south a few years back. She and her giggling girlfriends, entrusted with big hydraulic presses. Three weeks on the job, a thousand miles from home. Someone made a joke. A moment’s inattention. Tee-hee-hee—crunch! It breaks my heart to even think about it. I feel around for the scar. There it is.


    I ease down the covers. “Peek-a-boo,” she says. I wonder who could have taught her that? She giggles. I’m feeling better already. I prop myself up. “Sweetie,” I say, “you wouldn’t believe the nonsense I’ve endured. And I dreamed I lost my—”


    She holds up a baggie containing a dusty brown clump. Uzbekistan’s finest? Has the girl finally come around? Well, then. I take a whiff. I nearly gag.


    Yes, sweetie. Ha, ha, ha. She says it’s for her. I could have guessed. She knows better than to feed me these suspicious potions. Chinese witch doctors and their hocus-pocus. Hippo nuts and tarantula butts. Whitey likes his meds mass-produced and factory sealed. And that’s just what she’s bought for me. She pops out two pills and hands them over with a bottle of warm water.


    I try to tell her about the workmen and the drilling. I don’t get very far. I slowly collapse back into the pillows. I blink. Nice and—


    “Anjo!”


    “Hmm?”


    She’s fiddling with her translation gizmo. Ooga-booga about something outside. I’m up on one elbow. She opens the blinds. Zap! White-hot hammer drills plunge into my eyes. A break in the clouds. A hole in the storm. Spotlight—click! God’s laser aiming right in my face. And my head! Quite a smack. I sink back down.


    She’s busy with her little machine.


    “Anjo! Anjo?”


    I ease my head around. She’s in the chair, wrapped up in her new blanket.


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “Hmm?”


    She’s pointing at the blinds again. No, thank you. A lifetime of damage from that single peek. I’ll be seeing things whenever I close my eyes for the next ten years. Mostly that blazing orb in the sky. And how would I sleep? Must find something to dream about . . . tranquil memories . . . peaceful and serene.


    I look at my girl. She’s studying her thingamajig. One last tap. She’s gearing up, mouthing the syllables to herself. I’m drifting off. She points to the blinds. She giggles.


    “Hmm?”


    She straightens up and takes a breath. First try, she nails it. “Sunshine.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    I tried to sound tough, not to be messed with. “Wrong room, buddy.” The floor creaked as I edged along the wall to the open window on which he’d just banged. Peeking out from the darkness, I watched him descend the metal steps and cross the parking lot, casing empty cars while he kept an eye on the street like a man with one too many outstanding warrants, until he faded from view and rejoined the night.


    The big sign out front softly buzzed within a humid halo. Neon red, white, and green—Sea Breeze Motel—each letter fully lit. A nice touch, almost classy. Expect nothing less in this fair city of Oceanside, California. Just outside the southern gate, a military town if there ever was one. It had all the bare essentials—surplus, barber, liquor shops. Burrito digs and dry cleaners. Strip clubs, dealers, hookers, and bums. Enchanting from a distance, warm and inviting with its elegant palm trees, moonlit beach, and romantic fishing pier stretching halfway to China. But boots on the ground, it was slit eyes and chalk lines, sleaze and grit.


    I thought of Herschel and that bridge of his. Rats and maggots. Must be commonplace around here. I slid the window shut and bolted the lock. And my visitor? Uninvited, no idea. I drew the curtains. I made a face and smelled the fabric, brown and rancid like recycled cigarette butts. I blew my nose and washed my hands, then went back to bed.


    AWOL is an Army term. The Marines prefer “unauthorized absence.” The chances of being caught were purportedly quite high should one attempt to flee. Especially for those short-sighted enough to hang around Oceanside, where the police were in cahoots with the base MPs. But I wasn’t running or hiding or going UA. I was on convalescent leave. Basket leave, we called it. Short for basket case. Or maybe to hell in a handbasket, if you were up for a midnight stroll around this neighborhood.


    Marines fought tooth and nail for basket leave, usually unsuccessfully. Training injuries, a death in the family, suicidal fantasies, disease—wiseguy monkeyshines the commanders could spot from a mile away.


    But since basket leave was one of a thousand military terms I had yet to be acquainted with, it had never occurred to me to request it. It was a gift from Lieutenant Bradford and the battalion commander, Lt. Colonel Templeton. They had agreed—empathized—that it was only fitting to give the poor, suffering PFC some time off to recover.


    “Recover from what?” I asked the lieutenant.


    “From the unfortunate death of PFC . . . damn it . . . O’Mally.”


    “His name was Flanagan, sir.”


    “Flanagan, right. But see? You’re taking this rather personally, and that’s why the battalion commander and I have decided that you need some quiet time. A timeout to, hmm, reflect.”


    “Sir, if I needed quiet time, it would be because I nearly drowned.”


    “Well, if that were the case, we’d all be due a round of basket leave.”


    “But why only me and not the others?”


    “Because the accident wasn’t their fault, Bordell.”


    So, that’s it. Exile. Buckle up.


    We had already given statements to this or that officer, but soon a real investigation began. That’s what they called it, anyway. More like an administrative lynching. A party for the ages, hosted by a humorless major who went by the name of Sanders. Everyone was invited. Even the fat Hawaiian supply sergeant who’d been kind enough to give a detailed account of how I’d nearly “paralyzed” Corporal Granley with my funny business.


    My friends were trotted in. They smelled a raw deal. “But!” they said. “But, but, but!” There was nothing they could do. They acquiesced, they signed. I was asked if there was anything I would like to add.


    “Sir, I scored highest on the test. I don’t think that was mentioned.”


    “What the hell does that have to do with anything, PFC?”


    “Nothing, sir.”


    “Nothing. Sign.”


    Lieutenant Bradford, Corporal Granley, and I were the only witnesses to my retelling of that stink bomb over the intercom just prior to our incident in the Pacific. Everyone else had been otherwise enveloped in noise, vomit, and frantic prayer. Those two hooligans had gotten their end of the story straight, brick-solid, and airtight. I was not consulted. The word “paralyzed” was used again to describe Granley’s state after my unbecoming conduct at such a critical moment.


    My face—I don’t know. A smirk? An eye-roll? Can you blame me? Poor choice of words. Major Sanders had little patience for my protests, sparse and inadequate as they were. He saw my mug. He snapped his fingers and slapped his desk. I straightened up, lickety-split.


    “You swore an oath, marine! Signed! Stamped!”


    Permission to speak freely? I bit my tongue. “Yes, sir,” I said.


    Colonel Templeton tried to interject some sense into the proceedings, but his attempts at objectivity were washed over by the vitriol and revulsion that Sanders had been saving up for all of eternity. The severity of the storm was dismissed. Part of the job, he said. Quality training. All in a day’s work. And the idea that I’d simply been acting upon the demands of both of my superiors was apparently as funny as the joke itself.


    “You chose to ignore and violate Marine Corps communications protocol. And after repeatedly being told to keep the lines clear. What? Oh, you were merely satisfying a request from the gallery? Box seats! Jacques Cousteau, for Christ’s sake! A real comedian! One who doesn’t know when to quit, if you get my drift!”


    “Sir, I—”


    “And another thing, PFC. This altercation with the deceased before the final operation began? And your urine in the air vents? Do you think we’ve forgotten about that? I can’t prove it, unfortunately, but for my money you should be tried for murder. And the damages? Out of your pocket, son! Your platoon commander says you’ve been nothing but trouble ever since his unit has been afflicted with your presence. And this Gunnery Sergeant Jackson—he tried, I’ll give him that much. Tried in his roundabout way to lessen your responsibility in this disaster. Storm this and waves that. One ridiculous punch line after another! I should nail his black ass for perjury. Brig time on general principle. Frankly, I think he’s got a screw loose—two screws! Murder! At least manslaughter. Gross fucking negligence! Twenty years! Thirty! And a dishonorable discharge! How does that sound?”


    Sold out, railroaded. The fall guy, like that other famous marine. The one they gunned down shortly thereafter. No one would ever know the truth. A few days of this and they finally concluded what had begun as an impartial inquiry, but had quickly degenerated into my own personal show trial.


    Colonel Templeton, embarrassed that he’d been forced to take part in this three-ring debacle, appeared relieved upon its conclusion. But Major Sanders hadn’t been satisfied. He collected his thoughts. He reviewed his notes, taking his sweet-ass time looking for a punch line of his own, a zinger to wrap things up.


    I amused myself by counting the major’s ribbons. Half a chestful. And so many colors. Hard to tell where one stopped and the next began. A marine more on the ball than the accused would have known their meanings, their significance. How each ribbon had cost our fearless major a bullet hole or a frightful, squirting gash. Then I remembered what I’d heard about officers in the desert. Rumors, sure. But when there’s smoke! Awarding themselves medals of valor just for showing up. A self-inflicted bonk on the head. Tripping over their own laces. Oof!—Purple Heart. Boing!—Silver Star. Oak leaf clusters! Emerald, Ruby, Diamond! On behalf of a grateful—!


    What is that? Under his phony ribbons—his pizza box, a dangling badge of incompetence. Some marksman he turned out to be. This gasbag had blown it on the range. Why didn’t you fake that too, you potbellied sack of—


    “Something funny?” he said.


    I shook my head. We’d had enough of each other’s foolishness.


    “You should feel damned lucky this was not a criminal investigation.”


    I cleared my throat. “Damned lucky, sir.”


    He slammed both fists on his desk. “You son of a bitch! Who do you think you are?”


    Lieutenant Bradford told me to stand up and apologize, and then shoved me out the door.


    That afternoon, I packed up some things and headed to the bus stop by the barracks. Dane followed a few paces behind. When not giving statements, he had been making himself scarce. More than once, I thought he’d flown the coop. Too bad. He was one of a growing number of people to whom I had no interest in ever speaking again.


    “What?” I said.


    “Nothing.”


    “Alright, then.” I sat on the bus stop bench and waited for the questions. Dane stood in an awkward pose like he was searching for the best words with which to inquire about a first date.


    He fidgeted. He coughed. “How did it go?”


    “Scored a week of basket leave.”


    “Ah,” he said. “I’d heard. Good for you.”


    “Yeah, well, nothing’s free. Someone always pays, hmm?”


    “What do you mean? It’s finished, right?”


    “Finished?” I said. “I was unofficially found guilty of the whole disaster. Some career this is turning out to be.”


    “But guilty of what? Inclement weather?”


    “Loss of military property and an accidental death, Dane. One PFC Flanagan. Perhaps you’ve heard of him.”


    “Hmm,” he said, looking at the ground.


    “Exactly. Regardless, they have to pin this on someone. Clearly, all the evidence points to me. Clear as a fucking—”


    “But you weren’t even driving,” he said. “I thought it was obvious from our statements that—”


    “The only thing that’s obvious now is that no one in this despicable organization can be trusted. It’s one thing having to share the barracks with petty thieves and chronic jerkoffs, but God, these officers, these shameless . . .”


    Sanders, I thought. What a detestable creature. Him and his pizza box—blind as a bat. And Bradford. How would such a contemptible liar be able to look me in the eye once I returned? And Granley—bushwhacked and betrayed! My first snag with office politics, and I had been steamrolled into dust.


    The bus turned a corner and made its approach, the sound of its diesel engine sinking my spirits even further. I looked up at Dane, anticipating what he really wanted to say.


    “So . . . there was no mention of . . .”


    “Are you in shackles, Dane? In the back of a police van? Squads of MPs with their weapons drawn?”


    “No.”


    “Military intelligence? Jesus, man, sometimes I wonder. No, there was no mention of it, and there never will be, starting now.”


    I stood up as the bus squeaked to a stop in front of us, diesel exhaust engulfing my memories.


    “Where are you headed?” Dane said. “San Diego? Home?”


    “Oceanside.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Something jolted me awake. Maybe the next room’s door slamming shut. The man in the office downstairs had mentioned that 207 can get a little rowdy at night. 206 was the only available room, and trying my luck elsewhere had been too much to ask.


    A pair of male voices, too loud for this hour, jovial but muffled. Conversation punctuated by laughter, then quiet. I was about to drift off again. Rumbling, murmurs. One of the men began noisily clearing his throat. The other voice mumbled in response, then more throat clearing by the first.


    I looked at the clock—almost three. A lozenge, I thought. How about it? Some NyQuil? Double dose, one for me. More mutterings and throat clearing, stifled laughter, then quiet. It began again, louder.


    I sat up, about to put my fist to plaster. They beat me to it. Another earthquake? Oh, my! The taste of bile. I vice-gripped my pillows over my ears. It wasn’t enough. I pressed and squeezed as the boom, boom, boom threatened to demolish the wall, this last bulwark against the forces of indecency. Was this what Hershel had warned me about? I crawled across the floor to the corner farthest from the night’s entertainment and awaited the cessation of festivities.


    At the onset of quiet, I crept back into bed. I blinked, nice and—crash! I felt like a fool, but I did it anyway. You know what I’m talking about. As seen on TV—the glass against the wall. It’s no NSA satellite feed, but I could discern a few juicy morsels.


    “It’s pronounced Dos Equis, you dumb bastard! Dose Ekees! Don’t look at me like that! I have a PhD, for God’s sake! Listen to yourself! Say it again!”


    “Doss Ekwiss.”


    “Ha! You drink enough of this Mexican swill that I’d assume you’d be able to pronounce it right by now. Try it again! What are you doing? Wait—get away from me! I swear to God, if you—”


    Something smashed against the wall a little too near to my spymaster’s glass. I jumped away and grabbed the pillows again to block the screams of the PhD. A swift beating, a hasty exit. Their door crashed open and the doctor’s shadow ran past my curtains and down the metal steps. He yelled from the parking lot. “I’m calling the police, you ignorant bastard!” The door slammed shut. Then not a peep from 207.


    I awoke around noon with the sun blazing through tobacco-flavored curtains. Whatever sleep I’d had left me feeling less than fully restored. Interruptions and nightmares. Backdoor benders and big black boots.


    I scrubbed up and hit the streets. I wandered over to Angelo’s, one of the local grease pits that served heaping portions for prices agreeable to cash-strapped jarheads like me. Tables and huddles—marines laughing through mouths full of cheeseburgers and dripping gyros. My regulation haircut and sloppy civilian dress were identical to theirs, but my current status had me feeling like an outsider. There could be trouble if I was recognized. I chewed and listened. They yukked it up over Somalia and Tijuana, hookers and tequila, warts and herpes. I thought of the recruiting building back home and how I’d walked right past the Air Force office without so much as a second glance.


    Down to the beach. I counted a couple hundred waves. Blast, a whole week of this? I went up to the pier and walked to the end. Old white guys and Mexicans and their sons held fishing rods over the sides. Men like to fish, my father had told me once after I’d declined an invitation to join him and some friends out on a riverboat. Men like to play golf too, I suppose. And then sodomize each other in creepy motel rooms. But I’ve never understood the allure.


    I leaned on the railing at the end of the pier, staring out at the ships, oil rigs, Catalina Island, and the horizon beyond as the sun passed overhead in preparation for dawn in Shanghai. Somewhere out there, under miles of unforgiving ocean, was a 29-ton casket, rusting and ruined, embracing Sunshine’s last remaining bits and pieces.


    I walked back into town. The shadows grew long. I thought of an old cartoon, the woods at night, nothing visible in the dark but unfriendly, beady eyes. It had given me a lifelong fear of wild animals. Irrational or not, it kept me on my toes, on full alert. So when the knife, the bullet, the teeth finally pierced my skin, at least it would come as no surprise. I had a couple of hours yet before it came to that. Even so, I was amazed at how a California beach town could go from gloss to grave within a few degrees’ shift of the sun.


    One foot in front of the other. Coast Highway, Hill Street. They’re the same thing. And a properly timed mention of “US Historic Route 101” will charm the panties right off the sweet asses of impressionable, young out-of-towners, some of whom were my friends. I began to regret the fact that none of them knew where I was staying. Not that I hadn’t been looking forward to my ill-gotten reclusion, but my irritation was stacking up, and there was no one around onto whom I could unload my complaints.


    The sky was in full bloom, recast entirely every few minutes. Bending colors and blending palettes, from Kodachrome to Velvia to some cross-processed mess of frightening brilliance, finally converging and collapsing into a stark and grainy sickness, street-level witness to the decay and paranoia that descended upon Oceanside every night. I’d heard that Perry Farrell had lost his marbles around here shortly after his own arrival. I’m no psychoanalyst, but I’d say three to one he’d gone sideways at sunset. And if this all-American sinkhole had claimed a visionary like him, then the cooling crust under my feet was bound to crack open any minute.


    I ditched into the Star Theater and caught a movie. I don’t remember what happened on-screen, as my thoughts wandered helplessly to the cliffhangers and season finales of the previous week. Twists and gotchas, improbable plot holes and character assassination. I’m living a B-comedy, maybe less. Unwatchable, two thumbs down. Producers bail, actors sue. Budget constraints, canned laughs. Music swells, credits roll: Anjo Bordell . . . Jerk.


    Night had taken full grasp by the time I emerged from the safety of the theater. Blink, blink—cartoon eyes fiendishly tracking me from dark alleys and hidden corners. And that other natural predator of mine—marines. Hill Street was crawling with them, three sheets and nothing to lose. If I was spotted by one of Sunshine’s friends, it’d be all over. Head down, duck and cover, back to the Sea Breeze.


    I quickened my step, humming to myself to block the thought of an angry blade penetrating my back. Mountain Song. Perry Farrell, a giant, a great. I could hear his voice, one foot in the cosmos. Halfway to the motel, a mild epiphany—Perry’s genius was the aftermath of Oceanside putting the zap on his head. Could the same thing happen to me? Oh, listen to yourself, you schmuck! Who do you think you are? Major Sanders was right. Zilch, a zero. But of course I was. Nothing had happened to me yet. Some close calls, sure. But madness? What had transpired in this rotten city that had triggered Perry’s undoing, and in turn had unleashed his awakening? If the lyrics he’d penned were any indication, some serious debauchery was in order.


    I ended up in a real dump of a strip club. I wasn’t old enough for the flashier Main Attraction up the road. And just as well, as the dancers there were merely topless. Here, in this failing freak show of runaways desperate for another line of the white stuff, the no-booze rule was offset with unkempt asses and uninviting vaginas, bruises and C-scars.


    The music was loud and bad. Strippers outnumbered patrons two to one. A muddle of girls hid in the shadows, chain-smoking and gazing into nothing as they awaited their turn on the stage.


    The tables were empty. I chose one in back. I sat watching a sad marine by the stage who stared weepy-eyed up at the dancing slut, passing her bill after lonely bill. My euphoria subsided. I couldn’t remember what I had been looking for in this filthy fleabox. My buttons were unpushed, my switches unflipped. The dancer turned my stomach. I yawned at the world. My mood finally bottomed out, and I had a shameful vision of madman Perry laughing in my face.


    “Anjo, a strip club? Really stepping out there, aren’t you? And my goodness, what will you ever tell your shrink? You’re not even drunk. Not even high. Live life, man. On the edge! Over the edge! All in!”


    “Nothing’s shocking,” I mumbled.


    “Nonsense! Everything is shocking to you, Anjo. That’s why you’re such a chickenshit. You’re just a small-town smartass who thinks he’s better than everyone else.”


    “But Perry . . .”


    “Don’t look for it, dummy. It has to happen on its own. Something will come along. Right when you least expect it—”


    A big bruiser of a guy appeared and slapped my table, ending the conversation with my imaginary friend.


    “Buy you a drink, mate?”


    I shook my head. “I was just leaving.”


    “Bollocks! Don’t move!”


    He returned with two glasses of Coke, sat down and twisted his neck around in search of anyone who might be watching. He knew the place was empty. He was being funny. I forced a smile. He produced a bottle of rum and topped off our two glasses.


    “Don’t tell anyone, eh?”


    “It’ll be our little secret,” I said.


    “Cheers, mate!”


    “Thanks.”


    “And the accent?” he said, eyebrows raised. “Australia, right?”


    “I guess so. I would have said the North of England.”


    A hearty laugh. “I get that a lot! England, Ireland, China! Ho! Americans are so bad with accents.”


    “Anyway,” I said, “welcome to my promising country.”


    “No need. Been here longer than you. Off and on for decades. Bouncing from one shithole to the next. Paradise, palm trees! Bouncing—get it? I’m a bouncer, ha ha! Look at this dump!”


    “Your day off? On a Friday?”


    “Not a chance,” he said. “But if that herbert over there stuffing his pay into Barbie’s crack is the only potential problem, then no worries. Another top off? On the house! And what brings you here, devil dog? No friends?”


    “Me? Banished for a week.”


    “Banished?”


    “Yeah, you see, back home there was this party and a crystal ball and this really bad joke . . . never mind. It’s boring and unbelievable.”


    “Go on! Have some more grog. It’s cheap but effective!”


    I told him some highlights about Sunshine and the storm.


    “I remember it well,” he said. “A week ago, yeah? Ten days? Destroyed the sign out front of the motel where I’m staying. In between apartments at the moment. The small kind, studios. What do they call them here, bachelor pads? Ha! Americans! And those landlords can be some real pricks! Anyway, they put up a new sign a couple of days back. It’s real pretty at night in the mist. Makes kind of a halo.”


    “You don’t say.”


    “Must have had some great insurance. Act of God. Like your friend, what’s his name, Magillicutty? An act of God, as well. Probably had it coming to him, fucking Irish. May he rest in peace. What goes around comes around, eh? Like my granny always said, c’est la vie! But why’d you get the boot?”


    “In a minute,” I said. “Your forearm—just brilliant! Some kind of electric chicken?”


    “My God, Americans! It’s a Liver bird!”


    “A what?”


    “Liver, like diver.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Rhyming slang.”


    “Good grief! It’s the symbol of my city back in Australia. From the medieval times.”


    “Medieval Australia?”


    “Exactly,” he said, quite satisfied with himself. He finished his drink.


    “If you say so,” I said.


    “Yeah, I say so!”


    “Hey, hey! No problem here, friend!”


    “Sorry, more booze.” He yelled to the back for two more Cokes. “And for the love of God, someone change the music! Some Dead or Alive! Pete Burns!” He turned back to me. “Don’t be fooled—that guy knows how to handle himself. Oh, right, the tattoo. The Liver bird. I wanted to put one on my girl’s behind. No takers.”


    “Your girlfriend?”


    “Oh, fuck off! My daughter!”


    “Ah.”


    “Must be about your age. Haven’t seen her in years. Disappeared into thin air with her mother. Some advice, devil dog? Never have a kid with a stripper. Nothing but problems. Unreasonable bloody cunts.”


    “Thanks for the tip.”


    “Listen, smartass! I’m being serious here!”


    “Point taken! Where’d they go, Australia?”


    “No, your East Coast, that ungrateful Yank bitch. Americans—vermin, rats! Exterminate the lot of ‘em! So, what’s your story?”


    “Story?”


    His fist slammed the table. “Banished! Why?”


    I told him the joke.


    “Ho! But that’s not even funny! This corporal what’s-his-name, he blamed it on you?”


    “Damn straight. Him and the lieutenant and everyone else.”


    “God damn, son! I’d have smashed his fuckin’ face in! And those other bastards too. Marines, Americans! Some sense of honor among these jokers. I’d have thought they’d be looking out for you, but you’re telling me they ganged up to jam it up your ass?”


    “Yeah,” I said. “Right up the ass. Oh, that reminds me. You’ll never guess what happened at my motel last night. Couple of faggots in the next room, all ass-ramming and arguing and fighting. And you’re exactly right. Fucking Americans. I’ll admit it. No decency, those two. And get this—one of them had a PhD. Who can you trust these days? Marines? Hell, no! Doctors? Ha!”


    Maybe it was my imagination, and it was pretty dark in there, but my friend’s face looked to be turning noticeably red.


    “You okay?” I said. “Oh, the grog. Cheap but effective.”


    “Cheap but effective,” he said. Then silence. I’d touched a nerve. Perhaps he’d been offended by the doctor comment, though he hardly seemed the academic type. Time to call it a night.


    “Right, right, old chap. Dusty trail. Those neighbors of mine really screwed up my sleep. Running on fumes.”


    “I was just thinking of leaving, myself,” he said. “Got a hot date, so to speak.”


    “What a coincidence. But what about work?”


    He pointed at the lone patron. The poor marine had fallen asleep at his post. His girl had fled the scene. Another girl, even less attractive, had taken her place around the pole. She smiled at us as we stood up to leave. The black gap of a missing tooth—the heart, the essence of both of our stories. Godspeed, young empress of the night.


    Out on the street, I bid farewell. Going my way? Fine with me. A late snack at Robertito’s. I heard him order. “Kaessa-dillah,” he said. A couple of tacos for me. We both saw it at the same time—the placard on the wall proudly displayed a C-rating. “Bah!” he said. “I’ve had worse!” We walked toward the beach. He whistled to himself.


    “And your motel?” I said.


    “Oh, it’s around somewhere. Wait here. Won’t be a minute.”


    He slipped into a liquor store. I bit into one of my tacos, trying to ignore those carnivorous cartoon eyes leering in the dark. And what about this guy? I couldn’t put my finger on it. Medieval Australia? I watched him through the glass doors of the store. He heaved a case of Dos Equis onto the counter. Two police cars raced by, all lights and sirens.


    I dropped my tacos and bolted. I ran a block down and over, then down another and over again. That red face, the new sign. The awful Spanish and the beer. I stopped and looked up at the sky, that terrible black monster with predator’s peepers a mile wide. You! What gives? Where am I going to sleep? And Perry! All in, he said. Thanks again for absolutely nothing.


    Down to the beach. I sat in the sand with my back to the water, trying to make myself invisible. The ocean breeze at night is always colder than you expect. That and the violent disaster I had narrowly avoided left me shivering and cringing. And still, for only a moment, I wondered if I’d pulled the plug too soon. Maybe chickenshit was right. Need some real misadventure under my belt. As if the events leading up to my exile hadn’t been close enough to the edge. No, B-comedy was alright for now. It was better than starring in my own snuff film. Sorry, Perry. Your heart’s in the right place, but I have to draw the line somewhere.


    I awoke a few hours later with a sore neck just as the water had finally reached me, and the sun prepared once again to douse California with its glare. I stood up and brushed the sand from my jeans. I looked up and down the coast. Just me and the waves. Like I said, I’m more of a mountain man. I yawned. The cobwebs dissolved—once again, my big mouth had nearly done me in. And I wasn’t finished.


    Desert sand, beach sand, what’s the difference. I wandered around in it for a good forty years before coming up with a plan. Simple, foolproof. To be honest, there was no plan. I was stalling, trying to grow some guts.


    I found a spot where I could keep an eye on the motel. I needed to see my bouncer friend leave. Misgivings, reservations. Premonitions of being raped to death. I powered through. About noon, then a little more, just to be sure. I plotted my path to the parking lot. I tried again to talk myself out of it. Valid points fell on deaf ears. I had stashed my valuables. Standard operating procedure. Hand over the goods to some felon with a gun? Certainly, but only the decoy twenty I carried for such an increasingly likely scenario. I could always come back for the reserves. But I had never planned on an assailant knowing where I was staying.


    I zigzagged slowly through parked cars. Using bushes for cover, I crouched down under the motel’s new sign. More waiting, eyes fixed on door 207. Two o’clock—nothing, nobody. Even housekeeping was MIA. Over to the metal steps, the point of no return. One at a time, up to the top. Four doors down, my room, 206. The door opens without resistance. Broken lock? I crane my neck. Looking good. I gently shut the door behind me. A quick scan—my bag is missing. A short prayer as I kneel by the bed. I find the slit. My hand goes in. I grab my cash.


    The door to 207 slams shut. The floor cracks. The walls warp. I flatten myself behind the bed. My door opens. A plop on the carpet right in front of me—my bag, soaking wet. I catch a whiff. I think of the grunts who’d been sprayed with Granley’s pee. I wait, pulse in the red, clenching down below to minimize the spill. Another step and the big Aussie would see me, mortified, oozing fear. Time stops. Or speeds up. It’s hard to tell. Seemed like another forty years, and then it was over. The door shut. I heard him walk away and down the metal steps.


    I watched him from the window until he’d walked out of frame. My attention returned to the bag. A charming, little blue backpack, a gift from my parents. I touched it with my shoe, disgust on my face at the soggy noise it made. The bag and its contents weren’t particularly valuable, but it’s the thought that counts.


    Adrenaline did my thinking. Brainstem, it’s all you need. I grabbed the blanket off the bed and folded it up. Outside, still no one around. I put the blanket against his window. As seen on TV—an elbow, then again, until I’d smashed a hole through the glass. Not as quiet as I would have liked. I reached in and unlocked his door.


    The place stunk like a frat house. I held my breath as I dumped his suitcase and bags and tossed the contents around the room. A folder fell to the floor among the beer bottles. Papers, documents, reams of evidence. I ripped the whole stack to shreds. I whistled like a falling bomb as torn remnants of identity, dates, and immigration appointments fluttered to the carpet to soak up the stains.


    A jigsaw puzzle—six parts of a faded Polaroid. I picked up the pieces and reassembled them on the wooden desk. A girl, maybe three-years-old. All eyes and smile, peaches and cream. The note in the white space below: “Thank you daddy for the pretty shirt.” The electric chicken . . . what had he called it? I couldn’t remember. The girl wore it with pride, beaming with innocence, trusting in life. I caught my eyes in the mirror on the wall. A twinge of guilt, however small, for this ruined photo of the little girl. If I had noticed it earlier, I might have spared it this destruction, this kneejerk retribution that suddenly seemed so cheap and sad. And dangerous.


    A hasty exit. I’m halfway down the metal steps when he sees me. He’s on his way back from a beer run. He shouts. It’s all accent. An apology? Too late for talk. I give him the slip. It isn’t difficult. Quality training and a burning desire to live another day. Bottles of Dos Equis rain down like artillery, smashing into parked cars and all over the asphalt. I run flat-out for a good quarter mile. Back down to the beach. More abominable waves. A prisoner of Oceanside. Six days to go with a brutal pounding, an audience with my maker lurking around every corner and from behind every streetlamp, from out of the drains and under the beds, and in every neighboring motel room for the rest of my life.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I walked an hour south. Low on smokes, I headed inland a block for a supply pickup. “Bordell!” That’s all she wrote. I’m done for. I peek through my fingers. It’s Rodriguez. “Jump in,” he said, thumbing over to pump three. And there’s Dane, gassing up Rod’s decrepit old Mustang. I ignored his hesitant wave. I climbed into the backseat and slunk down as far as I could. Dane capped the tank and bent down by the window.


    “You alright?” he said.


    “Where are we going?”


    “LA.”


    We tore out of there and flew north up the Five. The roadrunner, the maglev. Rod handed me a beer, ice cold. Then another. Crack! I winced. I got over it. The barracks, hills, and ranges of Camp Pendleton blurred past east of the freeway, the ocean on the west. San Onofre, San Clemente in record time, baked through in the blaze of the California sun. Up front with their elbows out the windows, my friends carried on joking and laughing in the wind. The psychos and phonies, the brass, the entire base faded behind us. It improved my mood so much that I decided to join the conversation. I asked if there had been any word on Somalia.


    “Word?” Rod said. “How long have you been gone, Bordell? One day?”


    “And a half.”


    “It’s the same as it ever was,” he said. “Any minute—lock and load! But like I told you before, you can count me out. Other priorities! Big mistake signing up, yeah? I think we can all agree on that. And an even bigger one to risk getting ventilated by some kaffir in a loincloth.”


    I was about to add my lofty opinion when something, a belt or a hose, freed itself and began to ricochet around under the hood. Smoke and grinding, cursing in Spanish. Hazards blinking, the Mustang limped to an exit while cars twenty years older zinged past.


    “I thought I’d smelled something,” said Dane.


    “No, that’s coming from the backseat. What’d you do, Bordell, sleep on the beach last night? Piss yourself? You’re bad luck, hombre.” Rod smiled into the rear view. I told him to eat it. He told us not to worry. His uncle had a shop nearby. Replacement wheels for the weekend.


    “See?” said Dane. “He can’t be all bad luck.” He turned to the backseat. “Right?”


    My knuckles tingled. I thought better of it. “I’d hold off judgment if I were you,” I said. “The night hasn’t even begun.”


    Mile after dusty, slow, and clanking mile. San Juan Capistrano. Scraping, popping, fits and starts. The car was threatening to call it quits. Snap-bang! Zip-tang! We’d be forced to continue the expedition on foot.


    “It’s up here somewhere. My uncle’s place, just around the bend. I’m sure of it!”


    We were trapped inside a mechanical bull, overcome with steam and smoke. Driving blind and having a blast, Rodriguez kicked and punched the controls in failed attempts to regain authority over the bucking beast.


    “Seems familiar!” he shouted.


    “We’re getting close?”


    “No, I mean the Cayuseless!”


    We found his uncle’s shop on the second or third pass, back where we’d begun our search. Exhausted and spent, the old Mustang lurched into the lot and died.


    The establishment’s sign had been recently felled. The storm? “El Cheapo Repo,” it read. The front entrance was locked. Rod banged on the door. I suggested perhaps it was siesta time for the upstanding employees of this last-chance chop shop. Rod ran around back, muttering gringo this and gordo that.


    Dane and I had a smoke and toured the beater graveyard. Not a single car was fully assembled. Rims, hoods, doors, and engines, here and there, scattered about. Rusting metal and fading paint, wildlife taking command of things. I thought of Cyrus and Van Clint and all the clunkers at that party. And their drivers. And the crystal ball. And Dane killing Sunshine.


    I had told him before that I wouldn’t bring it up, but it’s not everyday you find yourself on good terms with a murderer. And I had taken the rap for him, by the way. Twice, if you count the bloody rendering I had received in boot camp. He owed me an interview. Exclusive, off the record. Or at least an apology. I watched as he followed a little scorpion across the dirt, a slight grin on his mug as he crunched it under his boot. Score two for that government-issue black Cadillac.


    The crunch of the scorpion made my skin crawl. I reconsidered the interview. One lucky witness had the goods on him. A privilege that could be permanently revoked with an accidental indiscretion or a single inappropriate question. Maybe I should let it slide. Better judgment has never been one of my strengths.


    “Dane . . .”


    “Yeah?”


    Rod ran out. “Success!” he said.


    “But this place is filled with cadavers.”


    He thumbed over to the barbed-wire fence. They kept the good stuff out back.


    “And what now? Another problem? My license? But I’m not driving, Rod.”


    He explained the situation.


    “Ah,” I said. “Yours was suspended last year. Charges?”


    “Reckless.”


    Better judgment—never mind. I handed over my license. “Hmm,” I said.


    “Don’t worry, Bordell. They only need it just in case.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean? Your uncle doesn’t trust you with the car?”


    “My uncle’s in prison.”


    “I see . . .”


    On the road again. Another beat-up old Mustang with backseats even more cramped than before. But the engine had a healthy growl, and Rod gunned it whenever he had the chance. We weaved around traffic and gave people the finger. They beeped and flashed, but they got out of our way. We hooted and jeered the girls of California, cruising up the Five in their daddies’ Beamers.


    Our plans? Rod had a girlfriend who worked at a strip club in Hollywood.


    “A stripper?” Dane said.


    “No, she’s the cashier. Jesus.”


    “I don’t dig on strip clubs,” I said.


    “Oh, here we go,” Rod said. “What’s wrong with you, Bordell? You queer or something? We’re marines, goddamit!”


    “Oh!” I said. “Now, he’s a marine!”


    “You know what I mean.”


    “Anyway, I had a bad experience in a strip club recently.”


    “What, a boner?” He tossed a magazine into the backseat. “Here, jerk it to this. I have to return the car in a couple of days, so don’t make a mess. I’ll have problem enough cleaning out your stench.”


    Dane laughed. “Yeah, it’s pretty bad.”


    Another crack about how I stink. A pair of A-list comedians. When will it stop? Pretty bad, he said. No shit! The murderer up front, I mean. If those girls only knew. Shrieks and skid marks. Sideswipes and pileups. Wouldn’t that be hysterical? How about it, Dane? He’ll laugh at anything to get you laughing right along, to get you to drop your hands. And then when you’re least expecting it—pow!—a donkey punch to the bottom of the sea.


    I picked up the magazine Rod had thrown at me. The Prestigious American. “Exclusive One-on-One with Bo Gritz,” it read. “Storm Clouds Gathering over Red China.” Maybe later.


    Traffic slowed, full up, bumper to bumper. Eight, ten, twelve lanes of stop-and-go futility. Long lines at the gates of Herschel’s hell.


    I’d been putting it off, but I had to know. “Anyone ever heard of the La Brea Tar Pits?”


    “Of course,” our driver said. “Wilshire and Fairfax.”


    Holy Mary, I thought. It’s not even hidden. Out there in the open. With a known address.


    “Are we going anywhere near there?”


    “Not tonight,” he said.


    The sun sank beneath the ocean as the sky filled with menacing clouds. We serpentined north, a single segment of a giant, glowing tapeworm, winding its way into the belly of the aging whore—this seductive, mythological temptress, Los Angeles.


    Rod dropped us off in Chinatown. “Back at nine,” he said. Errands, connections, business in Echo Park. “Meet me outside that big pagoda over there. Just walk in. They don’t ask questions.”


    A short walk to the pagoda. The Mustang’s growl faded down the street. A fine rain began to fall, bringing with it some kind of disease. My steps were heavy. My air was thin. I thought of the pulsing skyscrapers we’d just driven around. Impossible interchanges, a million brake lights. I felt I’d been injected into some infernal creation too big, too wicked and malignant for comprehension. I was a small-town antigen adrift inside an organic monstrosity whose immune response could be awakened by the slightest provocation. This was different from the animal eyes of Oceanside. That was local, confined. This was cosmic. A supernatural pressure cooker inching toward the red, where I was being compelled by a swirling phantom force to commit something diabolical. Or to become a victim of it.


    Dane snapped his fingers in my face.


    “Hmm?”


    “You having another acid flashback? You’re going to get us arrested with that kung-fu stance.”


    “Sorry . . . the wall . . . the bricks.”


    “What?”


    “They’re fake.”


    I composed myself and checked our surroundings. The wet street behind us radiated orange, red, and yellow from neon signs in shop windows and above restaurant entrances. A couple of old Chinese men sat smoking on a bench nearby, unbothered by the rain, wondering what my next move would be. I was exposed. I needed cover.


    Dane pulled me along. “This way, PFC.”


    The pagoda’s sign wasn’t lit. I thought they might be closed for the night, but the door creaked open with a gentle push.


    “Must be a temple,” Dane said.


    “Must be,” I said, walking into the bar.


    It was empty and dark inside. A morbid, sinister red, once the eyes adjusted, with an upholstered veil of low-rent intrigue. A place where people met to conspire. A hidden coil of incense produced a thin layer of haze near the ceiling. Three pale lights above illuminated an apprehensive figure behind the bar. He straightened up and acknowledged our arrival.


    “What do you want?”


    “Nothing,” I said. “We were just leaving.”


    “No, wait! My English! Is very poor, I know it!” He grabbed two bottles out of the fridge and slammed them on the bar. “You sit! Beer for you!”


    “That’s more like it,” Dane said.


    “Yes! You like it!”


    A drink—maybe four, five, and six. Just what I needed. Something to round off these edges. This spider web of razor wire. Don’t fight it, this wonderful life. The more you struggle, the deeper the cuts. Blood and gore—fssss! Snack time. And here he comes, the eight-legged bastard. Have a seat, Dane. Bottoms up! Talk comes more easily after a few pints. Ah, but murder? Choose your words carefully, Bordell. Ease into things. Start with the dog in the barrel.


    The barkeep has something on his mind. Don’t we all. Some privacy, old boy? He lights our cigs. He sniffs the air through the smoke, eyes flitting back and forth like he’s tracking a mosquito. He opens the kitchen door a crack—nothing. He grabs a dishrag off the bar. He takes a whiff and shakes his head. He looks at me and sniffs again.


    I’ve had it with this jerk. “Go fu—”


    He grabs my bottle and thrusts it in my face, label first. “You can say this?”


    “Tsing Tao. And now, go fu—”


    “Ha ha! American accent so funny!”


    “Hilarious,” Dane says.


    “Yes! Your hair so short. Are you in US Army?”


    “Marines,” I say.


    “Marines, yes! Did you do the war in Los Angeles?”


    “You mean the riots?”


    “Yes, maybe! Everything go crazy when I come to America. My friend say he have great job for me in Chinatown. Then I come here and everyone speak the Cantonese.”


    “So?”


    “I speak Mandarin! My English poor, cannot speak the Cantonese, and two weeks later, Los Angeles on fire. All the black man burn down their own neighborhood. Chinese do not understand. And no one can explain to me what happens. Burn it and take things! Television? Shoes? If we try this in China, they send army to kill everyone. No camera, no helicopter to help. Everyone dies! But America—ha ha! Democracy! Equality! Burn everything down! Here, more beer drink. On a house!”


    “Thanks.”


    “Okay, I ask you this one. The prostitute here so expensive. And they’ll kill you.”


    “Wha—?”


    “Listen, America just like the movie. Only worse. And no Mandarin. Think how I feel. English bad, Cantonese bad, I arrive and the black burns Los Angeles. I’m still not sure what language the black man speak. Cantonese? Ha ha, I don’t think so! And money? My boss is pig! Sometimes pay, sometimes not. My friend play trick! Come to Chinatown, he say. Chinatown? No, sir! Go to Shanghai! In three years we will have subaway. Then more! Black burns the USA and China gets strong. LA subaway? Such stupid idea, ha ha! The earthquake!”


    Good grief. Yippity yap. Herschel times ten. And did this cartoon caricature have a name?


    “Oh, yes!” he says. “Sam!”


    And what about us? We tell him our names.


    “Anjo?” Sam says, cocking his head. “Ah, like dead person with wings.”


    Dane spews Tsing Tao across the bar. He’s laughing, apologizing, wiping up his mess.


    “What’s wrong with your friend?” Sam says.


    “He’s culturally insensitive, that’s all.”


    “What meaning?”


    “Never mind.”


    This guy! Don’t you have some floors to sweep? Some toilets to scrub? You have no idea who you’re dealing with here. The Night Stalker, Hillside Strangler, Freeway Killer, Bedroom Basher. They all started somewhere. The Black Boot Bastard! I took the blame, but the conversationalist to my right is the real perp. Oh, he’s as swell as you please. He’ll laugh at your jokes and suck you right in. He should have been a recruiter. Bait and switch. A bill of goods. I have them right here. The goods, I mean. I’m a marked man, Sam. What’s that? A problem with your boss? I’m real sorry, pal. As sorry as they come.


    He fills us in. In case we were wondering. A mind reader. Sam’s not from Shanghai, he tells us. And he’s damn sick and tired of people assuming he is. Where, then? Beijing? He gives us a look like he’s just heard a bad joke. If he only knew. “Anhui!” he says, two or three times. We’ve never heard of it. “Anhui is province!” Great. And now I’d like to talk to my friend here about his capital crimes. “But I go to university in Shanghai!” Ah, glad I asked!


    “Many years!”


    “And now you’re a coolie in this shithole. Well done, Sam.”


    “Yes, I am accountant! But American too stupid accept Chinese degree. So now I work for my friend in the Hop Louie.”


    “Your boss?”


    “Friend of boss. Boss is dirty pig. Maybe they both the same. Hey, you like the prostitute?”


    “What? No. Now, if you’d please—”


    “How you can fucking in this country with so expensive prostitute? Three hundred dollar one hour? In China, prostitute three hundred dollar six months! Do every bad thing you want it. And cook and clean. In USA, so much drug problem. Some prostitute no have teeth. And the black boss—what is his name?”


    “He’s called a pimp,” Dane says.


    “Yes, maybe! Why he say to beat me? He take my money from ugly prostitute and want to hit? I don’t understand. Then the black burns Los Angeles. Sam, I say to me, welcome to USA! Land of freedom! Hit man who give you the money and then burn your own house.”


    “It’s a crazy place,” Dane says.


    “Another drink, my friends? I give to you.”


    “I hope your boss doesn’t get angry.”


    “It doesn’t matter. Boss is a fucking guy. He will kiss my . . . kiss my . . .”


    “Ass,” I say.


    “Yes, ass!” Sam leans on the bar and lowers his voice. “Hey, what you guys think . . . America prostitute so expensive. The ones with teeth, I mean. The cheap prostitute so dangerous. This my idea: three pay and three fucks! Get woman with big great butt! Less money and more fun. Together! Hop Louie room in back! Do you like it?”


    I shake my head. “Unbelievable.”


    Sam’s eyes widen. He’s just remembered something. He disappears into the darkened kitchen. Finally, some alone time. I turn around. Who the—?


    The front door creaks open. A young couple stands, letting their eyes adjust. Pots and pans fall to the floor inside the kitchen, followed by an explosion of Chinese cursing. I give the whispering couple a look. They see my mug, good and mean. They get the picture. They agree to try somewhere else and split.


    Now’s my chance. Tread lightly and beware the black boot. I adjust my posture. Less aggressive, you see. Just a friend. Fellow Virginian. A quick vision of the arc from my hand to his mouth, should it come to that. Knockout by Tsing Tao.


    “So, Dane,” I say, looking into my empty green bottle. “I know I said I wouldn’t bring it up—”


    The kitchen door flies open. I recalculate the arc to impact in Sam’s face. “Sorry, my friends,” he says with heavy heart. “I try find it, but light is broken.” He pops a cap and starts drinking.


    “What were you looking for? Something to do? Anything? Away from us?”


    “I want show you very important photo. Many years ago, the Hop Louie was on a team.”


    “What do you mean?” Dane says. “A Chinese team?”


    “No, no, on TV. A black man with big arms and many jewels. And the black truck with red line.”


    “The A-Team?” both of us say.


    “Yes, maybe! Very famous!”


    “And there you have it,” I say. “Very famous. What a country.”


    “And that horn,” Dane says. “Must be Mr. Baracus outside right now.”


    I glance at the clock. Almost nine. Dane goes to have a look. He yells from the door that I’d better hurry.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    We stopped at the corner of a city block and waited for the light. Infection was spreading, taking over. The creeps again. It never fails—unfamiliar places and an immediate future a thousand miles from certain.


    I leaned against the building behind me and tried to observe my surroundings without being noticed. No dice. They appeared in droves as the rain gave in, tossing leers and stares as they rambled through dark streets and misty alleys. They were the ants, the bees, the fuel in the works of Metropolis.


    The night sky broke up. The undersides of escaping clouds flared the colors of fortune and treasure, grazing the tallest of the shimmering priapisms in the distance across the river. Stiff and hard, rock-solid. Memorials to man’s supposed genius.


    But the glitter of wealth barely reached us where we stood in this half-forgotten holdover from more famous, heady times. Just a likeness now, not necessarily accurate, of what it might have been. I turned to inspect more closely what I’d been leaning against.


    “Dimitri,” I said. “Look at this.”


    “Bricks?”


    “They’re fake.”


    He squinted. Cement had been slathered over the outside of the building, painted red, and crudely etched into the shape of bricks. Shaky white lines had been painted to look like the mortar in between. I wondered how many other buildings had suffered a similar fate. The street brightened.


    “Green,” Dimitri said.


    Sam hadn’t waited. He’s already halfway down the next block. Yapping into his phone, he waved for us to catch up. “Foreigners, ha ha!” he said. “Red means go!”


    Dimitri laughed. “How did you two meet, again?”


    “Los Angeles, ninety-two.”


    “Go on,” he said. “Details?”


    “A friend and I went to a bar where he worked in Chinatown.”


    “And what, drank? Whores?”


    “Yes,” I said. “Strippers.”


    “There you go.”


    “None of whom ever materialized.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “That night was over by nine.”


    Dimitri and I had been in-country six or seven hours. We hadn’t slept in a good thirty. Sam was fed up with my excuses and insisted on treating his guests to the finest welcome gift he could imagine—a tryst in a Chinese brothel. It puts the Nixon visit in a whole new light.


    We’re somewhere in the Huangpu district. Streetlamps are sparse. On the streets that are lit, I see they are named after Chinese cities and provinces. In English, or something similar. An approximation I can appreciate, unlike the fake bricks.


    The main drag is a couple of streets away by now. It’s a good thing, too. Impossible masses like I’d never seen. Bodies jostling in all directions, bumping and grinding, fighting to maintain footing on the veneer of slick tiles that covered that pedestrian catastrophe. They poured in and out of shops, restaurants, hotels, and department stores, shrieking at sales and accosting the reps.


    We were repeatedly propositioned for all kinds of things that foreigners can’t do without. Rolex, Armani, and a hundred other brands lost in translation. More questions and queries. Massages and blowjobs, hashish and the like. Within minutes, I had a sizeable collection of business cards, double-sided and full color, advertising gorgeous Asian tarts with a number to call when the urge for a romp became too much to ignore.


    Sam is a conscientious host. He shooed the more aggressive peddlers on their way, allowing Dimitri and me to witness the vast, outlandish bazaar relatively hassle-free. I felt my forehead. I was coming undone. Fever, perhaps. How else to explain the large section of street taken up with ballroom dancers? And the saxophone solo from a third-floor balcony? I was almost run over by a train in the shape of a dog.


    The touts came circling again. Frustrated by numerous defeats, they resorted to tactics more direct. Girls in the lower ranges of class and beauty approached us. They stammered and stuttered, “English! Must practice!” Soon, they were telling us exactly how much it would cost for an hour of sexy time, should we be interested, in two or three different currencies. Mm! Ah! We deferred to Sam. “No, no, no!” they said. Him again? They knew the score. Sam would curse and finger-jab, and they’d disappear sulking into the crowd.


    “You don’t want these stupid girls,” he said. “You can’t trust anything she say.”


    “They’re whores,” Dimitri said. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”


    “Yes, but only look. Later we go to special place!”


    Life deteriorates once you leave the circus. A few streets over, the apartments quickly devolve into permanent disrepair, their inhabitants growing less and less affluent. No blue-chip shopping bags or foot-long Nikons. No cash-inspired gaiety and laughter. I’m thinking Empire of the Sun. Dysentery and cholera. Jamie, Jim . . . Anjo. A new name for a new life.


    Seventy years on, I wonder how much the situation has really improved deep inside these backstreets, where the shifting beams of glorious riches, just barely visible over the rooftops, fade to shadow, piss puddles, and refuse. I’d like to ask them about it, this cross section of Zhang Q. Public. But my language skills are atrocious at best. I’m hesitant to ooga-booga with these people. Surly and ill-mannered, with maybe a skinful of the hard stuff, they seem like the type to hold a grudge.


    And this is precisely my fear. Sam has something up his sleeve. A grand finale of sorts. He’s far enough ahead that I can easily slip away. I don’t budge. Something has gotten the best of me. Curiosity? Stars going click, click, click? I console myself with the assurance that my return ticket can be adjusted for a modest fee. Changed to the earliest possible date, should the need suddenly arise.


    I think of madman Perry, his admonitions of “all in,” and how he might have castigated me for having even considered purchasing a return ticket. I wait until Dimitri is distracted, fumbling with his cigarettes. I turn away and calmly insert a finger between my teeth, the joint closest to the knuckle. I leave some ghastly marks, but the pain perks me up. I light a smoke. I have a good pull. Decidedly lacking enthusiasm, I resign myself to riding this journey to the end.


    Sirens pass in the distance. I’m surprised they sound American. A minute later, another sounds downright BBC. That’s what Dimitri sounds like. Unusual for a Frenchman. He mumbles an unfavorable comparison of this place to London. I’ve never been, but I agree with him anyway.


    Sam beckons “hurry up” and turns a dark corner. I’m feeling queasy. No amount of knuckle-biting can erase the memory of the tentacles I’d recently consumed. A crusty old sidewalk vendor. Eat up, white boy! I chewed. I smiled. He laughed and spat. His clothes, his cart—next to godliness. When in Rome, right? Sometimes. I should have followed Sam’s lead and gone for the counterfeit Jolly Ranchers instead. “What flavor?” I asked. He sucked and rolled his eyes in thought, unable to produce a translation. How about “tired,” I thought. Could he translate “fatigue?” I assumed the brothels would still be open in the coming days and weeks, but my complaints of exhaustion were again ignored. It wasn’t up for debate. Sam demanded—“I insist!”—that after our little look-see around town, we were to be serviced chop-chop, rewarded in full for our transpacific blunder.


    We’d hit every brothel along the way. Like swinging a cat, if you know what I mean. Pink windows, or any see-through shop front featuring a sad huddle of eyes glued to the tube. On this street, down that alley, at that major intersection. At night, the pink haze from the windows could be seen for blocks. Clusters, oases. Two or three in a row, sometimes eight or ten.


    “Only look,” Sam had said a hundred times. “Soon we go to special place!”


    We’d sneak a peek. They’d invite us in, then lose interest altogether. Sam would start a diplomatic conversation with whoever was in charge while Dimitri and I stood there looking like a pair of off-the-boat simpletons.


    “These chicks,” I whispered to Dimitri. “Not very enticing.” I pulled from my pocket a few of the hooker ads I’d been given earlier. There was no resemblance.


    “We should have gone to Thailand,” he said.


    I’ve never been, but I agree with him anyway.


    The brothels were all the same—five or six girls on battered couches watching TV or halfheartedly knitting booties for some kid a thousand miles away. The heat was always too high. I’m sweating the minute we walk in. Peeling paint, stained ceilings, everyone avoiding eye contact. The babes had apparently bailed. The leftovers were bored, their clothes faded and frayed, slutty like a cross between Bloc-era Poland and Catawba trailer trash.


    Snap, snap! Attagirl! They’d stand up and turn around so Sam could get a look at their asses. He’d shoot a grimace at the boss for having neglected to keep at least one big ass on staff. Their matter-of-fact discussion would continue, with deadpan Sam a regular Kissinger, negotiating short-time rates for the entire press corps. Someone would slip, then boom! with the fireworks. Another argument, fists raised, followed by a hasty retreat back out the door.


    “Good price, but bad girls.” A hearty laugh at how easily he could rile the bosses. “Too sensitive. I want a big great butt! All those girls too thin!”


    “You should open your own whorehouse,” Dimitri said.


    “Yes, maybe! Call it Sam’s Big Ass . . . Place?”


    “Palace,” I said.


    “Ah, like Saddam Hussein! Very rich!”


    We’d zigzagged for hours around Huangpu, ass-checking and arguing our way through every available cathouse before closing in on our final target. Sam had been buttering me up. That much was clear. “Show you good time!” I can’t wait. “You my number one friend!” You don’t say.


    But I’m wearing thin. I’ve about had it with these crummy Shanghai brothels. Sam sees he’s losing the crowd. More than once, he tries to get booze down my throat. Nothing doing. I need what few wits I have on hand.


    He’s on the phone again. Yapping, tapping, scoping around. He’s checking building numbers. Faster and faster he walks. Come-ons and hurry-ups. I want to ditch him. Back to the airport. Back to LAX and a steaming pile with a little American flag on top.


    “Anjo, let’s go! It’s your special night!”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Dimitri says.


    I stop. I try to light a cigarette. My hands are shaking. The lighter is all sparks. “I guess we’re about to find out.”


    There he is again, blocks ahead of us. “Come on, slow pooks!”


    “He’s right,” Dimitri says. “Could you possibly walk any slower?”


    “I don’t trust this guy.”


    “That goes without saying. From what I’ve heard, none of these jerks can be trusted.”


    “How so? Ratting me out to the nearest beat cop for a two-dollar kickback? That’s not so bad.”


    “Maybe,” he says. “Or slicing your throat for offending them.”


    “Hmm.”


    “But I thought you two were friends.”


    Sam shouts at us again. “We’re nearly there!”


    “That depends,” I say. “I’m on his turf now, and I don’t know what he knows.”


    “Something to do with those strippers in LA?”


    “Indirectly, yes.”


    “Well, let’s hear it!”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    For years I’d kept quiet about it, and I wasn’t so sure this was the best time to come clean. That whole weekend had been a blowout, climaxing with Rod’s gruesome accident merely a block from the Chinatown bar. A night to remember. I’ve had more than a few.


    Many years later I had moved to Los Angeles to surrender my dreams, my good nature, and all my earthly savings. Wilshire and Fairfax. Don’t get me started. I still get the shakes. Herschel was a prophet. Sometimes, I wonder what else he knew that he should have told me. It doesn’t matter. I’m not a good listener.


    I was dragged back to Hop Louie’s one night, my protests mocked and ignored. There was a crowd this time, cheering on some ballgame on the big television. Sports, gads. Don’t get me started. The conditions were nearly the same as before—raining, almost nine o’clock. Sam was still behind the bar. He had questions. My denials and whaddya-means were met with sideways looks and disbelief.


    “You guys leave very fast that night,” he said. “Who was in the car making so many noise?”


    “Just a friend.”


    “Name?” he said, lighting a cigarette.


    “Granley.”


    “What brand he drive?”


    I shook my head. “That was so long ago. What happened?”


    “Chinese boy on bicycle was hit by car.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “Is he okay?”


    No response, other than the billow of smoke blown in my face.


    “Did you know him?” I said.


    “He was son of boss. He sell his half of the Hop Louie and move back to Shanghai.”


    I grabbed a drink. The goof who had tricked me back into Chinatown got busy with the ballgame. He called himself Kibbutzenberg. I didn’t ask. He couldn’t understand my reluctance to accompany him.


    “What’s the matter?” he said. “Don’t like football? Don’t like bars?”


    I told him I didn’t like Chinese people. He schlepped me down there out of spite.


    I sat alone at a table watching Sam service the crowd of sports junkies. He swapped money for frosty phallics as the bug-eyed goons shouted at the savages on the TV. A brief lull. Then a frantic car horn outside. Par for the course in LA, but the location, rain, and accusations triggered uncomfortable memories of that night on basket leave. Or maybe it was the booze. Scotch and soda. I’d recently switched. I have a problem with gin.


    There’s the car horn again. I hoped it was just a dispute over a parking space or someone stalled in the turning lane. I considered the odds. Probably the makings of another crime scene. Flashing lights, chalk, and tape. Safe and warm LA might suffer ten thousand a day, the surviving victims out for blood, plotting and scheming until balance was restored.


    To be honest, I wasn’t even there. Nothing but hearsay, as far as I was concerned. You can cash that at the bank, Your Honor. The unsubstantiated rumor: Rodriguez had disregarded a red light in the rain and nailed some Chinese kid on a bike. Under the wheels, he said. And the Mustang’s grill—whoops! Dane and I saw it as we ran to the car.


    We split, double-time, squealing tires and everything. The A-Team, narrowly averting Colonel Decker and the snapdragon jaws of LA. The car stunk of cheap beer. Rod drove with two lead feet, blubbering to himself in Spanish. “Slow down,” I said. Reverse, while we’re at it. Indeed, the whole night, years, back to the eighties. Another mess—homicide? Again?—and I’m caught in the middle. I can’t go anywhere with these yahoos. That mangled grill! And that luckless kid on the bike—quite a smack he’d taken. But what can one man do? Hamstrung by friendship, paralyzed by my unwillingness to get involved.


    At least our appointment at the strip club had been canceled. That’s something, yes? A silver lining, however thin. The gods were finally smiling, if only on me. I smiled, too. Off the hook, fancy free. Even so, the atmosphere inside the car was bloody depressing. I tried to clear the air. “I guess we won’t be hearing from him again, eh? That son of a bitch!”


    More sniveling and unnecessary lane changes. Another bomb. Where’s Granley when you need him? I told Rod to slow down again. He wasn’t listening.


    Dane was silent, deep in thought, one finger rubbing his upper lip like he was searching for his mustache. He asked if anyone had seen it. Witnesses? Tag numbers and such?


    That’s rich, I thought. “More people to add to your list of elimination?”


    “What do I care,” Dane said. “The car is in your name.”


    I blinked and gulped. I thought of Herschel . . . human bones.


    I spent the remainder of my basket leave in our room, hiding under my rack. Cuss me all you want, but I was in no mood for prison. I told Rod to burn the car. The next day, he returned it to his uncle’s place. I told him to wait until night. “At least watch your speed!” He left at noon, popping the clutch out of the parking lot. I rubbed my temples and chewed my nails. Palpitations really began once I realized he’d been gone too long.


    The door opened. I jumped, banging my head on the underside of the bed. It was Dane, bringing me some grub. I got a close-up of his boots. Looking good. He dropped two cheeseburgers on the floor and kicked them over. He squatted down and inspected my spider hole. I inquired about the missing fries. He smiled, stood up, and plopped down on my rack. The springs above me moaned and whined as he stretched out. I thought he’d gone to sleep. I wolfed down the burgers.


    “How do you use the pisser?” he said. “The cops might see you.”


    “I’m quick.”


    “So you’re not keeping it in a bottle. Good to hear.”


    “Where the hell is Rod?” I said.


    “Oh, I don’t know. Probably in the backseat of some state trooper’s Crown Vic, on his way here so he can hand you over.”


    The burgers curdled in my stomach. “You’d better back me up on this,” I said. “All three of us were there.”


    He sneezed, jolting the rack like we’d been struck with another earthquake.


    “I can keep a secret, Dane. I think I’ve already proven that.”


    A moment of silence. “Ah, loose ends,” he said. He started to snore.


    A clear conscience, no regrets. And I had to room with this screwball? Between Dane and some rookie detective fobbed off to the Chinatown beat, I was done, finished, funktified. The three of us, but especially me, with this cutthroat napping mere inches away. Ruthless and remorseless. Snoring, for Christ’s sake.


    Cramps and sweats were all over me until later that night when Rod finally showed up. Someone from the chop shop had driven him. He stumbled past my rack and into the head. He lost it in the toilet. I smelled liquor.


    The springs creaked. Dane’s boots appeared on the floor beside the two empty burger wrappers. Rod washed his mouth out in the sink.


    “Where’s Bordell?” he said.


    “Under the rack.”


    “Tell him it’s all been taken care of.” His feet walked past and out the door.


    I wasn’t convinced. El Cheapo Repo? Criminals! What had he told them? The truth? Not likely. I could see it—a stack of crap even stinkier than what I’d endured earlier with major what’s-his-name. And if that guy ever found out—any little part, any excuse! Under the microscope. 10x! 500x! The tiniest grain of so-called evidence. I’d be sunk. No storm, no half-assed jokes. Just my rank and bones bubbling around in the tar pits.


    Basket leave expired. Back to the grind. I was assigned to a new vehicle, since the Doreen and her cargo were sleeping with you-know-who. Other than that, it was bullshit as usual down on the ramp. Those crooked weasels Granley and Bradford kept their distance as I scrubbed bolts and watched the clock. Weeks dragged on unmercifully. I agonized over my predicament, expecting the worst from any direction. I was getting the eye from marines to whom I had never been properly introduced. Every knock at the door, a platoon of MPs. Every mention of my name saw NCIS agents with weapons drawn. Aussie bouncers, California cops, kung-fu cleavers, drunken grunts.


    Escape was on my mind. Deployment to anywhere, specifics not important. God, country, Corps! Somalia—oo-rah! We look after our own, right? But who’s looking after us? Good question. A week before our scheduled sendoff, they pulled the plug. We were devastated. Most of us, anyway. Everyone saw it, right there on the ramp—Rodriguez doing the moonwalk.


    It was hard to get answers. Fifth-hand information, scuttlebutt. It’s the best you can hope for way down at our pay grade. Bravo and Charlie Companies geared up to go. They shaved their heads and thumbed their noses. “Alpha!” they said. “Pussies! Pogues!” They were right. We’d been bumped. In reserve. We had nothing to say.


    One day, Rodriguez disappeared. He’d hinted at that before, but with our holiday in Mogadishu on the cutting room floor, it didn’t add up. Dane and I were questioned. “Roommates? What’s the scoop?” Mum’s the word! The truth, for once. Rod had clammed up since Chinatown. He’d taken to drink and prayer beads. And fisting cash. He owed me hundreds. They’d nabbed him. It was only a matter of time, and not much at that. The names Bordell and Miller would surface soon. Especially Bordell. All in caps. Bolded, too.


    Turn up the juice. Get out of Dodge. I’d heard of a supply ship heading to Kuwait. Volunteers? Look no further, sir! Beat it, they said. And then another going to Okinawa. You again? Scram! Replacements in Somalia? I’m your man! Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. I’ll see myself out.


    Word came down that the invasion was on TV. And there they were, Bravo and Charlie steaming to shore, as far away and safe as one could possibly be from the clutches of local law enforcement and vengeful Chinatown immigrants. A free-fire zone in all directions, with combat pay and medals of valor for everyone involved. Our hearts sank. Mine the most.


    Then we learned what had happened to Rod. Details were sparse. Need to know. It took a while, but it trickled down. He’d turned himself in to base rehab. He was on suicide watch.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Seems a good idea about now. I’d like to have a look around and consider my options, but everything’s in Chinese. Except the street signs, but they’re not much help. I’ll snuff it. I’m ready. And if I don’t, Sam will. A coin toss—call it! Why bother? Paper, scissors, fist in the groin.


    Maybe I should hail a cab. I try to mimic that limp-wristed wave they do. It’s unnatural. I feel like a fag. Two taxis drive right on by. And a good day to you, sirs! A third pulls over. I look through the window—a multiple felon behind the wheel. I back up. He peels out. It’s for the best. What would I say? To the airport? And what was it called, Pudong? How the hell—ah, my phrasebook. I pull it from my pocket. I’m standing in the light of a knockoff 7-Eleven. Getting around . . . getting around . . . please take me to the hotel . . . bus station . . . train station . . . airport—


    “Money, money, money!”


    “Wha—?”


    “Money! You give me!”


    An aggressive tugging at my coat. Some filthy five-year-old is trying to extort a handout by making a scene. If it’s a scene you want, then stand fast, devil dog! I’m flipping through the glossary under “F” when Sam gives the kid a swift kick in the pants.


    He takes off again. “Come on, man! Hurry up, guy! You take too slow!”


    Dimitri strolls out of the store. He’s sucking a milk tea, quite satisfied with his improvement in managing Chinese retail transactions.


    “Chicken feet,” he says, thumbing at the store. “Shrink-wrapped and everything. Right by the register.”


    “Not hungry,” I say.


    The beggar kid and his handler are having a heated exchange. Pointing and evil looks. Foreigner, right here. Guilty as charged. Another confrontation is brewing. Sam is too far away to help. Of all people. He’s already crossed the next two streets.


    “So let’s hear it,” Dimitri says.


    “I don’t know. This kid was yanking at my coat and yelling for money.”


    “No, the strippers.”


    Sam points at a doorway. “Guys!” he shouts. “This is it!” People look.


    “Later,” I say to Dimitri. “If we make it to tomorrow.”


    “I don’t follow.”


    I hide my fists in my pockets. We make some distance from the beggars. “You should probably run,” I say. “Change hotels. Don’t wait up.”


    “Nonsense. Hookers, Anjo. Whores.”


    I remind him about the girls we’ve already seen. “Not so hot. What’s the rush?”


    “Ah,” he says. “Problem solved.” He digs into his pockets. He shows me his stash—two handfuls of Chivas miniatures. “Just inside, by the chicken feet.”


    Sam stands waiting on the sidewalk. He’s under a streetlamp. It’s about used up. Like me, flickering, spent, surrounded by unfriendlies.


    I twist open a bottle. One gulp, it’s gone. My guts, the tentacles—they’re writhing, on fire. My gears spin. Long shots, ideas. Maybe I’m overthinking this. After all, I had seen Sam every now and then at the bar, and the incident had never again come up. Free drinks, even. When things bottomed out in LA, he suggested I fly to Shanghai.


    “I’m moving back, too,” he said. “And you are engineer! Many money in China for engineer!”


    I told him I wasn’t really an engineer. He said I had a lot to learn about China. He was excited, ecstatic. He made calls. He took calls. Half an hour, he’d talk. Ninety minutes. Rapid fire and ultrasonic, eyeing me the entire time, yakking openly, freely, and without restraint in a language he knew I’d never comprehend.


    “Another drink, old friend?” He rubbed his hands. He slapped my back and got me drunk. He twirled around the bar like a ninny. “Very goode! Very goode! In China, they love the foreigner. Now, everyone do the business in Shanghai. Even my old boss. He has the prostitute. Special place! So many girls! So many subaway!”


    “Wow,” I said. “Shanghai sounds like a barrel of tits.”


    “Yes! Finally time to return favor!”


    “Favor?”


    Back to square one. I’m a flickering Shanghai streetlamp. Nuts—I’ve just burned out. It’ll take the workers a month to replace me. Who am I kidding? No one will even notice I’m gone.


    My map is back at the hotel. It has all the hotspots, numbered and color-coded.


    “Was there any mention of tar pits?”


    Dimitri doesn’t understand the question. I look at Sam up there with his arms impatiently crossed. He couldn’t possibly know what had happened. A hunch, maybe. I have a hunch or two myself about now. The problem is my failure to act. Brainstem, instinct. A lot of good that does when the whole world is made of quicksand.


    Half a minute and we’re all caught up.


    Sam’s wearing a puzzled grin. “What’s the matter?” he says. “You don’t want the poose?”


    “Let’s get it over with.”


    A strange entrance, not the least bit inviting. No door, no pink lights. Just a dark stairway crammed between buildings too shabby for fake bricks. Sam fills us in as we make our way up.


    “I ask around. Many people tell me this place the best. Not like others. Not too sky-price, and very pretty girls waiting for your fucking!”


    I ask if this is his old boss’s place. He doesn’t answer. The steps lead to a receiving room, a lobby. Red walls and carpet. I expect a sleazy greeting from an undertaker.


    “Where is everyone?”


    Sam ignores me again. I hear a muffled television behind the walls. Zany sound effects and canned laughs. Someone’s watching my show. Sam rings the bell on the counter. The TV clicks off. The door behind the counter creaks open. An old woman emerges. She glides up and puts a gnarled hand on the bell, silencing the last of its vibrations. She smiles, nearly tearing the skin across her skull. Sam and the old woman discuss the situation.


    I want to ask for a bathroom so I can piss myself in private. Maybe poop. All the recent travel has stopped up my nose, but I’m sure I reek of fear. The woman is talking. I see her teeth—some missing, some black. Suspiria, the movie. That’s what I’m thinking. With an alternate ending. Ten minutes from now, it’ll be the witch plunging a dagger through my throat. Those lips on mine, inhaling a dying man’s last breath. She’ll have to knife Dimitri as well. I doubt he’s in on it. I look over. He downs a bottle. His third or fourth. He’s bobbing in place. That’s how he walks too. Like a lighthouse buoy.


    I have a new plan. Better than the others. It’s called “Cut and Run.” I open my mouth. “And so—”


    “See?” Dimitri says. “Nothing to worry about.”


    Right on cue, the dialogue explodes. Pitches sharp, fingers in faces. I’d like to get in a word. It’s my liquidation, after all. Glad I’m worth the trouble. Stick to your guns, woman. Don’t give an inch. Set Sam back a pretty penny.


    Dimitri’s half-laughing, uncapping another bottle. I snap my fingers. “And so!”


    “Hmm?”


    I jerk my thumb toward the steps. My head, my eyes. He gives me a look. I wish he’d get with the program. Let’s hit the streets! A dash to the airport! How about it? He says it’s past my bedtime. “I’ll sleep on the plane!” He says I’m a bad traveler. He wants to get laid. He downs the bottle in one gulp.


    Sam and the witch come to an agreement. They put their fingers away and resume a volume approaching civil conversation. She looks over his shoulder. Here I am. I’m frozen, but polite. I manage a simple “ni hao.” It’s the only Chinese I know. The tones are all wrong. She beams—teeth and parchment, skull and brimstone. A bead of terror runs down my spine.


    Sam turns to his entourage. “Well, friends, it’s settled.”


    Dimitri lets out a belch. “Where are the girls?” he says.


    “Ah! This big ass palace a little different. Girl come to your room. If you don’t like, old woman send someone else.”


    The witch moves across the lobby without touching the floor. Seasickness and vertigo as she hovers and skims. Then down the hall, Hop Louie red. We bring up the rear. The view from behind—she’s a filthy mop wearing a damp, thin dress drooping from a wire hanger.


    My sense of smell returns, rebounds. The incense fails to mask the stench of mildew and old tobacco. A squeak, a slam, back toward the lobby. Johns? Hookers? Graveyard shift? Whoomp, whoomp, whoomp, pumping through my ears.


    Dimitri is shown a room. Light enters the hall. In he skips, the dandy, the prancing crouton. He’s all smiles and la-dee-da. His clothes are half off before the witch can shut the door, the wedge of light shrinking back to near darkness on the carpet.


    I stare at the door. Dimitri hums to himself inside. I want to knock, tell him to run. I hesitate. He’d laugh in my face or pretend not to understand. Sam tells me to hustle up. It hurts my ears. My fingers twitch. His voice is too loud for this den of damnation.


    I touch the wall to steady myself. It doesn’t make sense, those stairs we’d come up. Some kind of Chinese trick? I’m feeling upside down. The second floor is an underground tunnel. A mineshaft, a crevasse, the depths of a chasm. A U-boat in the final seconds before the charges blow.


    We continue down the devil’s hollow, tentacles crawling up my throat. I wipe my forehead and feel my chest. It’s time for a bathroom break. Or an escape. An explanation, perhaps? Honesty is the best policy. But I’m in China. I grab Sam’s arm.


    “Everything okay,” he says. “The woman take you to room now.”


    “Sam, wait. Listen to me.”


    “Yes, Anjo, I already tell her you want girl with the big boobie.”


    Sam and the witch exchange a few hushed words. She nods and opens the door to another room.


    “Sam, I swear to you, I don’t know anything about that accident.”


    “The what?”


    “The kid on the bike.”


    “Oh, Anjo,” he says, gently pushing me into the room. “It’s too late for that now.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    And it was too late for my folks. They were having trouble. I had never told them about the Cayuseless or the Aussie or the snafu in Chinatown. That would have only hastened the inevitable—the splits. For a while, at least. Trial separation for starters. A big thanks to The Prestigious American. That’s where it all began. And with Corporal Gash with his song and dance and “sign here” routine. Even his name was a shenanigan. I figured it out eventually. It meant a girl’s cooze.


    Speaking of which, Doreen was on my mind. She was a hard sell, and having her swallow my combat-earned brownie points was quickly sinking to a low order of probability. My self-worth, my very reasons for existence were in question. I needed answers. Big shiny ones. Buffed and sparkling, pinned to my blues. Beat it, they’d told me. War? Better luck next time.


    I had tried everything I could think of. Trying and thinking—the double barrels of my demise. Well, then. What next? “Oh, Anjo, it’s too late for that now.” Pfft! I’ll cook something up. That’s me: Idea Man. One gold record after another. The potential for profits is really starting to show.


    Five minutes to explain. That’s all I ask! Useless, either way. The story would have only made sense to the author. But even so, who in this outfit would have given the nod once they’d read the script? “You signed up as a prank?” Gadzooks! They’d kick my can to Cucamonga. My fault? Hardly. But I was doing the time, and I needed the medals that were supposed to come with it.


    And there was that other reason to head for foreign shores. Unflattering rumors had spread during my brief absence. As I’d been hiding under my rack from the recent events in two towns I hoped to never see again, my culpability in the disaster on the Cayuseless had gotten appallingly distorted. Swirling scuttlebutt morphed into full-blown lies, juicy and slanderous.


    A killer among killers. That was certainly something new. Like a tattoo emblazoned across your forearm that says “BADASS.” Oh, it’s cool, alright. Cool like a biker stache. Until someone calls you on it. Walk the walk? Aha! Then they would know. A fraud, the worst kind. One without medals. I started keeping tabs. Periodic peeks over my shoulders. The stars were aligning again and again. Click, click, click! Phase three, four, five. It’s hard to keep track.


    Rebuffed, sent on my merry way to scrub my fingers to the bone down on the ramp. “Palm trees, blue sky! Count your blessings, Bordell!” You’re missing the point. In reserve? If I could have a word with my superiors. Again! Off the record, on the record. “Vamoose, PFC! This time with a write-up! Sign here!”


    What was I supposed to tell Doreen? I could imagine her disappointment the next time I saw her.


    “Where’s your Combat Action Ribbon?”


    “Oh, sweetheart! My unit was held in reserve against my protests, of course, for emergencies that never happened. Those marines—God love ‘em! Always mowing down the opposition so thoroughly that reserves need never be called. But believe me, my dearest cupcake, meine Lebkuchen, I went all the way to the secretary of defense trying to hop a boat to the hot zone. And anyway, the second wave are heroes just as much as the first, don’t you know, even if we never got the signal.”


    “So, you never killed anyone?”


    “That depends on whom you ask!”


    “Silver Star?”


    “Jesus . . .”


    Oh, Doreen and her big cocks and her hillbilly brood! Would she ever understand? I wrote her letters, long and detailed, filling her in on all sorts of inside scoops. I knew she’d be proud. But she was shy about it, the bashful little darling. How else to explain her lack of response? I wasn’t surprised. It was a lot to absorb. I sent a letter or two to Randy as well. No response from him either, possibly more from my snarky tone than his lack of interest.


    But hooray, there they go. Trudging their paths through the hallowed halls of academia, blessedly unaware of the dangers and dark forces that threaten to topple God’s Great Experiment. And good for them. Who am I to judge? Such innocence, those two. Like children, puppies, Stepin Fetchit. An unquenchable zest for life. Both of them, gleaming examples of incorruptible patriots, spreading the good word around town, to anyone with ears and a heart. The gospel of Americana immemorial. Timeless, ageless, prestigious, and exceptional. A shout-out over the airwaves. To friends and family. Sorority sisters and professors. Career counselors! Parking police! A thousand points of light! Every day the Fourth of July! Wave that fucking flag! And curses be upon the families of those who fail to appreciate the brave men who so selflessly guard our shores from the Somalian hordes.


     


    An Urgent Appeal


    June 1993


     


    Patriotic Christian Supporters,


     


    I am writing to you today with much trepidation and certain anguish as the bearer of terrible news. Friends, there is no need to gloss over what I am about to say: the End Times must really be upon us. In the blink of an eye, and now we may be too late. Perhaps those of us still here are not as pure in heart and soul as we thought we were, or should have been. How else can we possibly explain the unholy terror that has been visited upon this formerly great nation? I am referring, of course, to Bill and Hillary Clinton, and that abominable beast Janet Reno.


     


    If you missed it, please read our previous issue’s hard-hitting exposé on the recent holocaust in Texas. April 19th, the day the American Revolution began, and the day the country finally died, when Bill Clinton’s utopian jackboot society visited napalm and machine-gun fire upon seventy-six hundred innocent people in Waco. A date which will live in infamy, to quote the most egregious violator (until now!) of the Constitution. And we can only speculate on future events planned to take place on that very date. Stay tuned!


     


    Also covered in our previous issue is the real reason the feds burned down the compound in Waco. If you have yet to read it, I’ll give you a hint. It’s in your hands. You won’t hear that in the liberal mainstream media! And while you may not agree with every detail and nuance of the Davidians’ creed, just remember that they were fanatics for the First Amendment. Give up their TPA? Not a chance! That’s where they drew the line, and they paid for it.


     


    We’re all paying for it. Ever since our alleged democracy “elected” an unashamed and unrepentant Marxist sexual deviant into the White House, America has slipped ever further into the infinite abyss of debauchery and decay. The stench is spreading everywhere you could possibly imagine, from the sewers of Washington all the way to darkest Africa.


     


    In Somalia, the Clinton tag team’s informants and allies in that godless hellhole have been continuing their well-choreographed violent rebellion in an attempt to oust occupying American troops. Mission Creep, a fitting title for the man, our country’s presidential squatter. The Commander in Cheat, with his lecherous fingers at the controls of Operation Destroy Hope.


     


    Indeed, whose side is Bill Clinton on? We, at The Prestigious American, are not so sure it matters at this point. Both Clintons have a well-documented loathing of our military. The Marines, especially, being the last bastion of true honor and courage in this post-Republican world we live in. How much do they hate our military? Hold on to your seats, folks! Our insiders in Washington have obtained irrefutable proof that some of the most bloodthirsty and anti-American Somalian warlords have been receiving a steady stream of sensitive military intelligence that can be traced back to the Oval Office.


     


    And it’s not enough for those Rhodes Scholars and Freemasons in the White House to merely sabotage their own troops by sending them straight into deadly ambushes of their own making. Don’t you think our soldiers from the eras of WWII, Korea, or Vietnam would have seen this coming from a mile away? You betcha! So the Clintons and the Renos and the entire cabal of Democrats sought a way to defeat their own troops from within, rendering them nearly useless before they even have a chance to deploy. Yes, friends, our current standing military has been softened up and emasculated from day one of basic training. Suspicious of each other’s intentions and unsure where to point their barrels, our military has been destroyed with the disastrous policy of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.


     


    Loyal readers, we are asking and telling! This is nothing less than high treason! An inside job, a gutting of our frontline troops! Totally unacceptable, to state the obvious. This will not stand! From now on, wherever they’re called to serve, they will be doomed to failure before they’re out of the gate. Our warriors deserve better. We all do.


     


    Our operatives in the field have given us the full down-low. The tragedy begins with a marked drop in morale, followed by a breakdown in unit cohesion until finally, half the troops either walk off the job or kill themselves while the other half devolve into an orgy of bestiality and rape so outrageous and revolting it makes Sodom and Gomorrah seem like a game of afternoon tiddlywinks.


     


    Mark these words, fellow patriots! The mission in Somalia will fail. And probably all future missions as well. We’ve heard it bandied about around town in purportedly sophisticated circles that this crook, this chickenhawk hustler Bill Clinton is our “first black president.” Well, then! The blacks had their practice run in Los Angeles not too long ago. And now they’ve really been insulted. Don’t be surprised when they descend upon our capital city and turn the White House into an insurance claim. You heard it here first!


     


    From our offices in Washington, D.C., we can already smell the napalm. Whether it’s fiery death brought to loyal subscribers of The Prestigious American in Waco or futile machine-gun fire in Somalia from a military filled with undisciplined, carnal pederasts, you know there is only one publication you can depend on to deliver the hard facts and the inconvenient truth.


     


    We know how much you appreciate our work. But without your help, we wouldn’t stand a chance. We urgently need donations in the form of money and property from patriotic, Christian readers like you. And as always, your donations are tax deductible!


     


    What will you do when they burn your congregation to the ground? Please cut out the attached form and indicate a $500 or $1,000 donation. Enclose your check or cash in a stamped envelope and send to the address below.


     


    Yours in Freedom,


    Jefferson Devereux, PhD


     


    Rodriguez was pulling padded cell duty for wanting to do himself in. But besides those two lieutenants at boot camp, I was unaware of any marines who had an interest in doing each other. And those who had already returned from Somalia must have forgotten to mention the raging hanky-panky engulfing the front lines. In fact, their stories were hair-raising episodes of do-or-die adventure, quite similar to the accounts I’d heard about Desert Storm. Lots of talk of a target-rich environment. Fat kids in a candy store.


    “Spooks,” they said. “Dark as night, anywhere you looked!”


    There was some disappointment that the laissez-faire rules of engagement to which they’d been introduced in Africa did not exist in the killing fields of Compton or Detroit.


    “A week in the shit is all you need,” said one of the recently returned marines. “You come back to the land of the so-called free and realize how quickly we could make it a decent place again. Sweep and clear—two weeks, tops! And for some reason, we are denied that right.”


    “Enough with that downer talk,” said his buddy. “Better to have loved and lost, eh?”


    “America?”


    “Mogadishu! Seriously, who’d have thought when we signed up for this racket that they’d send us to Africa? Orders, sir? Murder anyone who tries to run this roadblock? Aye-aye, skipper! Ha! Piles of those fuckers! Groaning and complaining with blood goofing from every hole. The sun would come up and every morning it was the same—guts and flies and prayers and shit. It gets on your nerves.”


    “And if you think we were bad, you should have seen how they treated each other! Fucking savages!”


    “Right on. Some honorary devil dogs in that bunch.”


    To the untrained eye, it all seemed as aboveboard and heterosexual as mom and apple pie. The swashbuckling sting of battle. Yat-Yas and oo-rah. They showed us their wounds. Band-Aids and stitches. And shiny medals for derring-do! Speeches and parades would be forthcoming. Many had confirmed kills added to their files. Others grumbled that while they had gladly taken the lives of dozens of Africans who may or may not have been actual combatants, there hadn’t been a witness of sufficient rank nearby to officiate the kills. But they never said anything about extracurricular activities, and shook their heads at that issue of The Prestigious American.


    “Maybe in the Navy,” they said. “But in the Marine Corps? Fags? Highly unlikely. We’d see to that.”


    Had the country’s premier source of political and social enlightenment gotten it wrong? The nation had recently suffered a change in management. We didn’t need Dr. Devereux to confirm that. And indeed, “change” had been one of the campaign mantras tossed around to whoever might have been listening. Of course, exactly what that meant was open to interpretation.


    The only change we noticed was a new regulation nixing the widespread practice of using disparaging references to homosexuals. No phasing out, no twelve-step program. Cold turkey. That was good for a rip-roaring laugh from those of us at the bottom. “D.C. insiders!” we said. “Agitators! Saboteurs!” The Marines were equal opportunity bigots. Friends, family, Janet Reno. It didn’t matter. In casual conversation, they were homos, queers, and faggots.


    From an operational standpoint, it was virtually suicidal. Compromising security issues could develop if we were to omit these endearing terms from our vocabulary. Shifty-eyed and stuttering, we wouldn’t know what to say or how to say it. And communiqués? Radio traffic? Garbled and suspect. We’d be reduced to apes—marking territory, ooga-booga. Sergeant Smith and his Parris Island droogs would have to hang it up altogether. Maybe start an Amway franchise with Gunny Kennad.


    And those beltway bleeding hearts weren’t finished. Notes and memos, reminders, agendas. Down the pike, week after week. Was there something to this after all? We couldn’t account for The Prestigious American’s pornographic reports from the front, but the pronouncements from the Oval Office were growing undoubtedly ominous. And just as the good doctor had said, morale was starting to slide. It’s hard to believe, but sometimes campaign promises are actually kept.


    We didn’t want to admit it, but there was definitely a “change” in the air. The party was ending down on the ramp. We tried to pretend our miserable lives were not about to take a turn for the worse. Our nostrils burned as we scrubbed and cursed, busting rust under the California sun. Palm trees, blue sky . . . one big blah, long and sustained, as we struggled to maintain the illusion of the infallibility of our legendary subculture. It was impossible to ignore the simmering sensation that we were being deliberately acclimated to a new age. An era of hostility leaving us hopelessly awkward and ill-equipped, where informants lurked and stool pigeons squealed. Rats, turncoats, snitches, and narcs. Political Correctness—Marine Corps kryptonite.


    And then those long-distance stares and averted eyes. Opposites, to the offhand observer. But the meanings behind them were identical. People were talking. Racist remarks and homophobic jibes are one thing. But there’s nothing more politically incorrect than being at fault for killing a fellow marine.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I started doing my own laundry. I used to take my cammies into town to have them dry cleaned and pressed. It’s what most of us did. Laundry is for suckers. But after the twin train wrecks in Oceanside and Chinatown, I refused to cross the boundaries of the giant triangle I tramped into the earth between the barracks, the ramp, and the chow hall. And still, I felt the stares. Word had gotten around, working its way into every crevice, soaking into the cracks. Even the Sunday morning chef was in on it. We saw him every weekend as we shuffled through the chow line. He had done his time and stayed on as a civilian. Gunny, we called him.


    “Fried or scrambled, hard charger?”


    “Fried, Gunny. No slime.”


    “Slime? Oh, it’s you. Mornin’, devil dog.”


    “Good morning, Gunny.”


    “You hanging in there?”


    “I guess so.”


    “Hey, extra bacon on the house. How’s that sound? I heard it was a bad storm anyway.”


    His breakfasts were always perfect. Just like home. Mom’s bacon, eggs, and Dunkin’ Sticks. Dad’s crepes and cannolis. If only the chow hall had decent coffee. I should have joined the Air Force. Kona cappuccinos with sprinkles. Head down, snag a table. Zip-zap, my plate is clean. Eyes to the deck, out in a flash.


    Then back to the barracks. Sunday afternoon meant weekly grooming. I’d bought some electric clippers which I used to give myself passable haircuts. More passable than that big barber shop on Hill Street where everyone went. If you want to fail your Monday morning inspection, go there. For two bucks, they made you look like a real jerk.


    I stood at the sink with my mug in the mirror, going over and around my head with the buzzing clippers. Dane sat on his rack, smoking, full of advice.


    “Do you really think you’d be any safer in Mogadishu? Sunshine could be avenged there too. Even easier. You know, friendly fire and such . . . an accident.”


    “Hmm.”


    “And the long arm of the law,” he said. “Ever heard of that? You think they’d exempt you from a murder rap just because you’re overseas?”


    I unplugged the clippers and brushed the trimmings from my head. “I think you’re confusing me with you, Dane.”


    “Oh, really? It’s not my license on record.” He bent over and stubbed his cigarette out on the carpet. “Accessory, at least.”


    “You were there, too,” I said.


    “I didn’t witness a damn thing.”


    The lunatic was getting on my nerves, Virginian or not. Witness, he said. I should have shoved him into the drink when I had the chance. And what about me? All sides. A glassing in Oceanside, a beheading up north. And on base—some sanctuary. Every corner concealed a pounding from some drunken lout.


    “You could bail,” he said. “Off the grid. Escape to China or something.”


    “Why would I do that? The new subway?”


    “No LAPD.”


    “Dane Miller,” I said. “Kicked out of intel school.”


    “My grandparents took me there for my high school graduation present. Not a California cop in sight.”


    “China, huh? You didn’t mention this with that Sam character.”


    “I didn’t want to encourage him.”


    “Anyway,” I said, “I wouldn’t think your long arm of the law stops at the Great Wall. And then there’s desertion.”


    “Suit yourself.”


    “If I’m going to go through the trouble of experiencing the wondrous and vibrant culture of a third-world shit pile, it would have to be scenic Somalia. All expenses paid and, more importantly, medals.”


    “Well, it seems you’ve already exhausted that plan. You’ll just have to get used to waiting around for some intoxicated grunt to club you over the head.”


    “I hardly see any grunts,” I said. “I’m talking about amtrackers, mechanics, the MPs at the gate. Even the chef knows. You heard him.”


    Dane eyed that same issue of The Prestigious American sitting atop a mound of dirty civvies. He picked it up and flipped through the pages.


    “If I were you,” he said, “I’d start looking at ways to boost my credibility around here. There must be a way to ingratiate yourself with our extended family of felons without having to partake in some African atrocity.”


    Plan B was put in motion before Dane had finished the sentence. I grabbed the magazine out of his hands and turned to the first page.


    “You see this?” I said, holding up the letter from the editor. “Orgies of bestiality and rape?”


    “Yeah, so?”


    “Any of the guys who’ve come back mention this?”


    “No.”


    “Exactly. I’m going to set the record straight. And this Devereux guy is going to print it.”


    Doc Murphy knocked on our open door and invited himself in.


    “Hey, The Prestigious Jackass! What are you doing reading that crap?”


    “I’m going to use it to turn my life around,” I said.


    “It’s about time. But you should write your congressman for that. Tell him you’ve turned poofter and now everyone’s out to get you.”


    “I don’t think that would fly,” I said.


    “The hell it wouldn’t! Maybe not before, but right now everyone in D.C. is scared shitless of offending the homos. I’m even starting to wonder about Clinton.”


    “Bitte, Herr Doktor,” I said, motioning for Murphy to have a seat.


    “What’s in the bag?” Dane said.


    “Ah, I almost forgot about the beer.”


    We drank and sullied our lungs. Serious discussion and analysis followed about how to best pursue this delicate undertaking.


    “Their ‘operatives in the field’ are giving them bum intel,” I said. “I could supply them with better scoops while scrubbing my ass down on the ramp.”


    “But what difference will it make?” Dane said. “The people you’re trying to impress aren’t the most literate bunch I’ve ever seen.”


    “Word would get around just like it did before.”


    “No, it won’t,” Murphy said. “Not the way you want it to. Do you honestly think a bunch of ignorant jarheads give a shit what some guy writes in a magazine that doesn’t even feature full-color shots of double-D tits?”


    I shrugged.


    “They already have it in for you, so you say. If that’s the case, having a letter published would only draw further attention to yourself. This thing will either go nowhere or blow up in your face. You’re skylined right now like a whore in a . . . a whore with a . . . never mind. Your best bet is to lay low until people forget.”


    “Forget?” I said. “It’s getting worse!”


    “Yeah,” Dane said, half amused. “This will all fade away on its own.”


    “Tell that to Sunshine,” I said. “Or the kid in Chinatown.”


    “What happened in Chinatown?” Murphy said.


    I drew a blank, three beats late and counting.


    Dane stepped in. “I robbed a liquor store and shot a girl in the face.”


    “That’s right!” I said, sitting up straight. “I just remembered. Dane’s a cold-blooded killer. Don’t ever turn your back on this guy.”


    Murphy stood up, chuckling and shaking his head. “Fine. You figure out this mess for yourselves.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “I have some business down in Pacific Beach. You’re welcome to join me if you—”


    “Is that anywhere near Oceanside?” I said.


    “No, it’s just south of La Jolla.”


    “I don’t know where that is either,” I said. “I guess I’ll pass. Need to get cracking on my letter to the editor.”


    “Knock yourself up,” Murphy said. He paused halfway out the door. “You know, if you guys really did do something in Chinatown, they have some ruthless gangs up there that’ll skewer your white butts just for the asking.”


    “Gangs?”


    “Gangs or not,” he said, “the Chinese have long memories.”


    “Great,” I said, waving him off. “We’re never going back.” I shut the door and looked at Dane. He’s puffing away, fanning himself with the magazine. “Can you believe this shit?”


    “Don’t worry about it,” he said.


    “Easy for you to say.”


    “Yat-Yas.”


    I worked on my letter late into the night. I hit all the soft spots. Dear Sir! With all due respect! Honorable this and most righteous that. Less than perfect would be unacceptable. Anything worth doing. Every word, every grammatical subtlety had to be chosen with the absolute highest level of skill this non-writer could produce.


    Doc stopped in to check on my progress after he’d returned from his trip. “No real names or units,” he said. “This could really bite you in the ass.”


    “How will anyone know that I wrote it?”


    “If it comes out in your favor, then you can claim it.”


    Well, I’ve heard some preposterous talk in my life. Doc Murphy thought he had all the answers just because he was twenty-six. The next morning, I read and reread my masterpiece, making small adjustments as needed. Serious editing wasn’t necessary. Airtight is airtight. “Bite me in the ass,” I sneered as I signed the final draft. “That’s just absurd.”


    I skipped lunch to allow for another few read-throughs. I was catching looks. Mechanics, I think. I ducked into a phone booth. “Important call! Long distance!” They gave up. I unfolded my opus and marveled at how talented a wordsmith I had become overnight. What other flairs for genius did I have that yet remained undiscovered? I sealed it with a first-class stamp. I grit my teeth and bucked up. “I pull the strings! I call the shots!” I stepped into the California glare, my every stride brimming with confidence and purpose. I slid my envelope into the mailbox. It made a stuffy little noise as it hit the bottom. That was that.


    The heavens darkened. An eclipse? The sun disappeared behind squadrons of low-flying cargo planes, dropping crates and bales of the next edition of The Prestigious American. Fans and supporters everywhere snatched them out of the air. Forests of paper, the whole print run, falling from the sky like propaganda leaflets.


    I was summoned to mainside. By whom? No one would say. Not even the driver, who was really tearing it up, by the way. Warden, what’s the rush? A grin? However slight, but yes. An apology? Looks that way. And a long time coming.


    The brass! Oh, how I’d maligned them. Vicious, hateful words. Never again! Our leaders, luminaries, VIPs! A special someone up the chain—a loyal subscriber—was finally giving back. Someone who deplored how I’d been so ruthlessly cornholed. A con job, left hanging, twisting in the breeze like a forgotten piñata. Ah, but now, a clean break. A new strategy. Defending not only my own fragile honor, but that of the entire realm. The few, the proud! In print! Nationwide!


    At long last—and at great cost—I was about to complete my original objective. The Ring was within my grasp. My God, the detours. Roadblocks and reversals. Scrounging, sniffing around all these months for the last puzzle piece. Under the bed, behind the piano, in the trash. But there it was, sandwiched between the cushions, gleaming and unscathed, protected by a crumpled old issue of The Prestigious American. Maybe they’d let me clear out altogether and get on with my life. “Sorry for your troubles! We owe you this much!” Mission accomplished. A snappy salute and a meritorious retirement. A captain’s stipend in the mail every month, signed “Slick Willy.”


    We pulled in. Up the steps. The driver shoved me into a corner office. I tripped and collapsed onto the floor. What’s that? Get back up and brush yourself off? Easy for you to say, potheads! Down for the count is where I should have goddam stayed. Play dead—quadruple stroke. Not far from the truth. I stood up to face the wooden desk and the unfriendly figure hunched behind it. My knees went weak. For a second, it felt like love. A burst of sweat. Swooning and palpitations. Then my wires uncrossed. The end of all things. My old friend, Major Sanders. He raised a pointing finger. I held up my hands in surrender.


    “Sir, I swear, I don’t know anything about that accident.”


    “The what?”


    “The kid on the bike.”


    “Not another word.”


    He pulled something from a drawer and slapped it on the desk. God, no! A recent local edition of Unsolved Hit-and-Run?


    “Sir, this Chinatown thing—”


    “Lock your body . . . Lieutenant.”


    “Sir?”


    “Not to reference that ridiculous joke of yours, but I’d really like to know the size of your jock. Or at least what’s bouncing around inside that drug-rotted brain of yours. What do you know about time travel? Hmm? Nothing? Then how do you explain being in Somalia and being here at the same time? Look at me! Are you in Somalia or California?”


    “California, sir.”


    “Ah, California. Good. Then I guess the Lieutenant Bordell featured in The Prestigious American here is someone else.”


    A stroke is right. My head—quite a smack I’d taken. A concussion-induced lucid dream? Things weren’t adding up. “You can say that again, Bordell! Not even close! Strokes all around, reader included!” But listen—Lieutenant? Time travel? Jock size? Keep your trap shut . . .


    Name, rank . . .


    The magazine held the answers to these strange questions. He tapped it repeatedly with both pointers.


    “Did you write this?”


    I didn’t move. He flipped it open.


    . . . and serial number.


    “Who says, ‘But Sir, kind good Doctor?’ Are you kidding me? Who writes like that?”


    Was that what I had written? It was hard to concentrate. There was a buzzing in my ears. An unhealthy blend of ringing and static. The hammer clicking back. The last sound before final judgment.


    “You have destroyed not only what was left of your lousy reputation, but also whatever shreds of credibility your unit managed to maintain after your previous cowardly act of sabotage.”


    “Sir?”


    “Shut up!”


    “I think I might have been tricked.”


    “Again? What a surprise! Good Christ, son, tricked?”


    I nodded.


    “What do you mean?” he said. “Like a magic trick? I might have to agree with you on that, PFC. Two places at once, for God’s sake. A comedian and a magician! You have a time machine or something? Let me guess—that’s at the bottom of the ocean, as well. And a damn shame! I wouldn’t mind sending you back to the year zero! And impersonating an officer? Are you soft in the head? Retarded? I don’t see any other sensible conclusion. And let me catch you walking around base with bars pinned to your uniform. Lord, just once let me catch you! There’d be no hospitality visit like today, son. First to the medics, then to the brig.


    “I’ve been trying to figure out what’s going on behind that goblin’s mug of yours. Believe me, progress has been slow. These . . . these slurs of yours. Claiming to be a Marine Corps officer, currently in the shit, as you put it . . . and as if that weren’t enough, you have the audacity, the arrogance to call out the publisher on what you purported were his mistakes? Mistakes, Bordell? This is The Prestigious American we’re talking about! Unsubstantiated rumors? Unintentional embellishments? Why didn’t you just come out with it and say they print lies? Devereux allowed you a forum, and you abused his trust, tarnished his good name, and gave the battalion as many black eyes as you’re going to receive once this gets around. This is a publication of record! Of repute! How dare you—of all people!—accuse them of impropriety when you yourself are guilty of all sorts of abominable misrepresentations!


    “Why did you even sign up for this outfit, son? Some kind of stunt that blew up in your face? Trying to impress your friends and family? Some girlfriend back home who’s fucking every jig in the hood? Right this minute, I might add. Three at a time! Don’t think so? I’ve got news for you! I’ve seen your scores. Screw-ups like you should have wasted four years of mommy and daddy’s money goofing off at university. Why the hell would you choose the Marines over that? Let me guess—you were too smart for college. And then your little hero act backfired all over the place. Indeed, with collateral damage still decomposing on the ocean floor. Then your unit gets bumped from deployment. So you try to recoup some points with this duplicity, this . . . betrayal that, believe me, will be read by everyone.


    “And I . . . I still can’t get over this use of an officer’s rank. If that’s not an exaggeration, Jesus! And believe me, I know all about rank. Pay scales! Time in grade! Yes, yes, that’s right, PFC. I’m up for promotion! I have you to thank, Bordell, you miserable leech, as the general was quite impressed with the professional manner in which I cleaned up the mess you made with that business out in the water.


    “Your battalion CO and I go way back. Oh, Colonel Templeton is an outstanding officer, but the word up top was that he was too conciliatory, too . . . understanding toward you and the whole investigation. Asses should have burned. Your ass. Instead, your CO gave you a vacation. What a life, huh? That Templeton, wow. A regular Uncle Cronkite! Too bad that’s a fatal weakness in this outfit. A tight ship—that’s all we ask! And just when you think everything’s humming along smoothly, the Bordells of the Corps waltz in and ruin everything. A boot up the ass is what you need! Two boots! But then your buddy Templeton hands out candy as the punishment for murder. Punishment? Ha! A reward! Well, this trend is about to stop.


    “As it turns out, quite unluckily for you, nice guy Templeton is too busy with other things in the pipeline to get in a huff over your bumbling indiscretions. I’m just picking up the slack. Let’s call it a public service. Oh, and you’ll love this, Bordell. On topic, too! I have a little secret that’s bound to keep you up at night . . .”


    “Sir?”


    He cleared his throat and put the magazine back in the drawer. “Hmm,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Come to think of it, I’ll keep that to myself. You’ll find out soon enough, you little creep.”


    “Sir?”


    He sprang forward, both elbows on his desk, one finger assuming its natural position, drawing a bead between my eyes. “Now, listen to this. Look at me, boy! I swear to Jesus. Stack of bibles—this high! I swear, if I ever see you again—for anything!—then it’s brig time for you. A lot of it! Years! I’ll lie under oath, I’ll pay off the judge. You’re nothing but trouble, Bordell! And frankly, I’m a little incredulous that you were even allowed to graduate from boot camp. These days, maybe, since that piece of shit in the White House has seen to it that every lisping faggot gets his chance in the showers. But before? Under H.W.? I still can’t believe it. Look at you! You’re a slob! No bearing! Un-fucking-sat! One more, Bordell! Three strikes! Don’t push your luck! It’s pushing back as we speak!”


    He called for the driver. “Kick this shitbird out of my building.”


    Major Sanders bellowed a final warning as the driver yanked me down the hall. “Borrowed time, Bordell! You hear me? Zero balance! No credit! Account overdrawn! Seized, closed, default!”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Is this the part where our hero undergoes some kind of change? Suffers a bout of redemption? Is that even possible? Look at him—rock bottom. A twist? A turn of events? Whoever wrote this mash of alphabet soup can’t even turn a phrase. What chapter is this anyway? Fourteen? Four hundred? Seems like it, doesn’t it?


    What kind of prestigious American jackalope would take the time (at my age!) to spell out his interminably uneventful life like this and still expect you to anticipate some unlikely bit of metamorphosis? Transformation? Realization? The only realization that should finally be coming into focus is that if Anjo Bordell had at some point turned his crummy life around, then he, I, would never have bothered to subject millions of unsuspecting readers to such outrageous balderdash.


    Here’s the rub: I made the whole thing up. There’s no Sanders, no Oceanside, no tar pits. And especially no Dane or Doreen. You think I’d have put up with the likes of those two? In the real world? I’ll tell you what’s real. I’m a ninety-year-old great-granny scratching out my final days in a sanitarium in the foothills of Tierra del Fuego. I have the cutest little orderly named Da Pigu who spoon-feeds me peyote for breakfast. Yes, now it’s starting to make a little more sense.


    Bah! I had you there. For a minute, at least. Chile? Argentina? Admit it. You had to look it up. And ninety? Impossible, since I fully expect to be done clowning around this infernal rodeo by sixty. Hmm, no—fifty-five, tops. I’ll see to that.


    And I’m gay! Yarr! That’s right, I put it in my mouth. Just like Dimitri had said to those Shanghai birds. It didn’t work for him, but it worked for me. Or did it? Redemption, just around the bend! For you, that is, when you can finally say you’ve completed this voyage, seen it to the end, against whole heaping handfuls of your better judgment. And this is only Book One. Books Two and Three—coming up! My apologies in advance.


    And here I am, trying to type this nonsense while movie producers are banging down my door. I’d answer it and make my demands if I could convince myself that it isn’t actually a goon squad from Immigration. Or the old bitch downstairs. Noise? But I’m as quiet as a mouse! A decidedly homosexual mouse! “But the skanks coming and going at all hours!” Queer, alright? Got it? Okay, then.


    Just kidding again. Or, am I? Lies, truth, what’s the difference these days? That’s exactly what Doc Murphy told me. “You’re absolutely right!” I said. “But give me a minute to think about it.” I needed more than that. It took weeks for my anger and disillusion to recede to a level that allowed me to objectively process what had happened and to decide which course of action should follow.


    Somewhere during that time, I received the promotion and nominal pay raise due those unfortunate enough to have survived fourteen months of tricks, traps, and mind games. Hardly the morale boost it was supposed to have been. Add another tagging to drive home that special brand of appreciation and respect that only the Marine Corps knows how to properly deliver. The way of the fist. I barely felt it.


    Heaping handfuls of better judgment. Is that the way I’d put it? I had tried, I suppose. If only I had known what it really looked like. I know now, of course. I throw piles of it out the window every day. Metric tons! Fifteen stories it falls, all over the concrete courtyard below and the poor old pensioners on their exercise machines. I have found no use for it whatsoever. It’s like trying to fit the plug of an American appliance into one of these foolish-looking receptacles they have around here. Force it at your own peril. Zap! That’s better judgment for you. 220 volts per serving. What you need is an adapter, a converter. Something to soften the continual blows of this existence. An attitude problem and booze. Throw in some Uzbek hash-cream coffee, and you’re all set.


    The only coffee I drank back then was black. It made me pee a lot. I remember staring down into the bowl, wondering how long it would take to get used to being addressed by my new rank. Drip, drip, flush! Swirling around, down they go, the last rancid drops of my good intentions. Full up, fed up, and thoroughly disgusted.


    Murphy had been kind enough to loan me a dose of his better judgment. Twice, really, since he had warned me earlier that my cockamamy notion of good intentions would prove only to deepen my misfortune. I had ignored him then, but now I was all ears. He was older than I was. He knew things.


    He told me to cut back on the coffee. “You’re so shaky,” he said. “And your pulse is too high. You should stop by BAS in the morning so I can check your blood pressure.” It wasn’t the coffee, I can assure you.


    Those predatory cartoon eyes were beginning to appear more frequently during the day. Word, this time in print, had traveled more quickly than I had ever dreamed. And imagine my surprise at the relatively high rate of literacy in my brotherhood of eternal love. Half the Marine Corps could be seen flipping through the pages of that issue of The Prestigious American. My stunt must have done wonders for circulation. Once in a while, some meathead would try to impress his friends by addressing me as “Lieutenant” before laughing in my face. “Funny! Now, where’s my salute, asshole?” Then I’d back away from the fratricide that was always brewing just below the surface.


    I’d retreat to Dane’s vehicle, deep inside the engine compartment, out of sight and out of sorts. I asked him to drop the plenum cover once while I was down there. A single brass bolt inserted through a hinge held the entire contraption high above the amtrac. Remove it, and the five-hundred-pound metal box would come plunging down and I’d be as crushed as that scorpion at El Cheapo Repo by the time the bolt hit the ground.


    “I’m allowed one,” Dane said. “Aren’t we all? Just part of growing up. I don’t intend to do it again.”


    I told him I’d spill the beans on him. The whole sleazy story. He stood above me, gauging the seriousness of my threat.


    “This one right here,” I said, tapping that heinous boot of his with an old spanner. “A boot got me into this mess. You might as well complete the circle. Just kick the bolt out and be done with it.”


    Well, here I am. We didn’t speak for a few days after that. When Murphy heard about it, he said it was time for drastic measures.


    “No kidding,” I said.


    “Not like that! Why in the world would you think Dane would agree to kill you?”


    “He has his reasons.”


    “We have to get you out of here before you do something stupid.”


    “I’ll say. Wait, Murphy . . . out?”


    “Out. This environment no longer agrees with you.”


    No arguing with that. But getting out was as much of a commitment as signing up. Surprises unknown. Long-term ramifications and backhanded repercussions. A minefield stretching to the horizon. I doubted I was up to the task, but I tried to play along.


    I had heard of a few schemes. Gorging until you were as big as a house was a popular first choice. Like most outs, it sounded simple enough, but a considerable price would need to be paid in the form of harassment and physical abuse. And the endless miles of running and circuit training I’d be forced to endure could quite possibly land me in the best shape of my life, and what’s worse, fully reformed.


    It was far too late for claiming a failure to adapt, or flat-out refusing to train. I’d be beaten with impunity. I could insist that I had been lied to by my recruiter. Doc laughed and mumbled something about water being wet. But I had to admit, the thought of roping Corporal Gash into even the flimsiest of legal proceedings would have kept me toasty warm through the most arctic of nights.


    “What about a hardship discharge?”


    “On what grounds?” Murphy said. “Everyone but your mother just died in a fire?”


    “No, but she’s turned into a drunk.”


    “Par for the course, devil dog.”


    He cracked open a can of beer. I winced and shivered. I’ve had this problem for as long as I can remember. It’s eleven-hour days at the factory, obnoxious fraternity hoedowns, Catawba grease fests, and Super Bowl Sunday all rolled into one foul-smelling, pressurized release. A twelve-ounce, bubbling fart. It’s unavoidable, given my line of work, but I always tried to focus on other things when faced with this bang-snap eruption of gaseous discharge. Doc had caught me off guard.


    “Why are you making a face?”


    “It’s not important,” I said. “What about Rodriguez? Would that work?”


    “What did he do? Try to off himself?”


    “I think so.”


    “Why? Was he depressed about something?”


    “Depressed?” I cocked my head toward the ceiling in mock contemplation. “Wow, I have no idea. You think it’s worth a try?”


    He shook his head. “That’s a bad bet. At the mercy of military doctors. Take it from me, I’ve worked with those flunkies before. And the psychologists—screwballs, every last one. This one guy I used to work for . . . God, gives me the creeps to even think about it.”


    “What happened?”


    “I’d rather not go into it. Listen, even if you convincingly faked a suicide attempt or tried some other Section-8 nonsense, you’d be in for months, if not years, of pseudo-psychological analysis and experimental drugs and all kinds of other bullshit before they’d let you out. And that’s if you stuck to your guns. The same goes for feigning some debilitating physical malady.”


    “Conscientious objector?”


    “Come on, Bordell! After that explosion of patriotic absurdity that appeared in bold print all over the country?”


    “Bold print?”


    “Yeah, big fat headlines and everything. It was the cover story. Didn’t you read it?”


    “No,” I said. “I got the condensed version from Major Sanders. Not much of what he said had any similarities with what I wrote.”


    “You should read it. It’s hilarious. Regardless, that plan is out.”


    “So what’s left, then, pregnancy?”


    “No,” he said, sloshing the last of his beer around. “You’re forgetting one.”


    “Just walk out the gate? The hounds would be all over me.”


    “No, it’s what I told you to do a long time ago. If you had taken my advice, you’d be home already.”


    “I don’t remember. But I suppose I could just walk around with a joint between my lips.”


    “Yeah,” he said, crushing his empty can. “I’d pay to see that.”


    “Works for you, doesn’t it?”


    “I’m very careful with my admittedly heavy use of certain banned substances.”


    He threw his flattened can out the window. It sailed over the third-floor railing and landed somewhere in the parking lot.


    “But you don’t want any of that mess—busted rank, forfeiture of pay, base restriction and all. I’m talking a full honorable discharge, cash handouts, benefits, flight back to Virginia . . .”


    He made a gross gesture with his hand and mouth.


    “Oh, my God,” I said. “They’ll see right through that. Besides, I’ve never heard of anyone getting out for bulimia.”


    He sat down. “Alright, then, I’ll spell it out for you. H-O-M-O.”


    I winced, three or four times in a row, as if an entire platoon of drunken recruiters had cracked open their beers inches from my face.


    “Oh, Doc,” I said, catching my breath as I imagined the height of the cliff I was about to jump. “I don’t think I can do that.”


    “Come on, now. Who’s my little trooper?”


    I had that feeling again of the hammer clicking back. Numb legs and ringing ears.


    “Murphy . . .”


    “Guaranteed.”


    “But no one would ever believe that, Doc. Not in a million years.”


    “They don’t have a choice.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I let myself believe that I didn’t have a choice, either. Doc Murphy and I took a few days of pre-scheduled leave. Distance, I said. Drive until the engine melts. On our way out, we noticed some big tents being erected behind battalion headquarters and a few squads of guidon-bearing marines being kicked around the adjacent parade deck.


    “What’s the occasion?” Murphy said.


    “I don’t know. Marine Corps Ball, maybe. No idea.”


    “You jarheads . . . like a bunch of revival Baptists with your cake cutting and whatnot.”


    “And toasting the ghost of Chesty Puller,” I said. “Can’t forget that.”


    “The name rings a bell.”


    “Only the greatest marine to have ever lived. From Virginia, no less.”


    “Oh, now I remember,” Murphy said. “You can’t possibly swallow that boot camp drivel.”


    I kept it to myself, but could you believe I was offended? My goodness, Guadalcanal? The Chosin Reservoir? Merely invoking Chesty’s name was dangerous enough to get me thinking of squaring myself away and jumping in for the big win. God rest his soul, this would never do. Opposing forces duked it out inside my head. Gooks in the wire and I’m low on ammo. It was impossible to reconcile defending this man and his magnificence with the outright debauchery of our disgraceful plan. I tried to think of something else.


    “What was it?” Murphy laughed. “Three Medals of Honor for that Chesty?”


    “Navy Crosses,” I said, looking at my shoes. “Five.”


    We drove through the gate and entered the free world, the frontier. I could breathe more easily now that we had crossed over into unoccupied territory, but there was a nagging, a gnawing that must have shown on my face.


    “What’s gotten into you?” Murphy said as we pulled into a service station by the freeway. “Still thinking about Chesty Puller? You know damn well that that Marine Corps is as dead as the man himself. Hell, the entire country is a joke compared to the old days when you could’ve been proud to have fought for it. Your Chesty was a hero, I’ll give you that. Marines worshiped him. Still do, and for good reason. But minus the geniuses in the NBA or any variety of Hollywood douche, present-day America is fresh out of heroes.”


    “I guess.”


    “Name one marine who is alive today that you or anyone else would blindly follow into battle, outnumbered and freezing to death, because of a near religious obligation to fight for and even become part of that man’s legend.” Murphy killed the engine. “Name one.”


    I shook my head. “Nobody.”


    I sat alone while Murphy busied himself with the pre-op prep. Nobody, I thought. If that didn’t sum things up. All cylinders as usual, Bordell. Less than just a number. But what a pedigree. The three Virginians: the saint, the psychopath, and the stooge.


    Gassed up and oil changed, coolant topped and windshield wiped. Off to Utah in Murphy’s black Jeep for a visit with his folks. He tossed a bag into my lap and turned the ignition.


    “PB Max! Thanks, Doc.”


    “Save one for me if you can.”


    My mood brightened as peanut butter and chocolate dissolved in my mouth. What a difference candy makes. I inquired about our immediate plans.


    “The Seventy-Six to the Fifteen,” he said. “Then it’s a straight shot all the way up.”


    He assured me that his family’s current state of decomposition was nowhere near as pronounced as mine. “Maybe during Desert Storm,” he said, staring ahead somewhere beyond the windshield. “My mom was a mess. I kept my stories to myself when I came back. She got better.”


    “Stories?”


    “Some other time.”


    He gestured toward my feet. I reached beneath the seat and produced a small plastic box containing nine or ten joints. I handed him one, declining his offer to help myself to his stash.


    “Might help you unwind,” he said.


    True enough, but I found significant relief in the miles we claimed, the distance we gained against the disasters we were leaving behind, if only temporarily. And the PB Max, of course. I ate all four. Chewing the last delicious morsels, I turned around and watched the slope of the interstate flowing from the rear window in the Jeep’s wake. Herschel’s demons and the tiresome chapters of my own unwritten B-novel failed to maintain. Panting and spent, tentacles and teeth slipped back into the muck of the basin below as we climbed Cajon Pass into the High Desert.


    Somewhere near the Nevada line, we pulled off onto a dirt road for a leak. Not a soul for miles, other than in the tiny cars speeding down the Fifteen, glinting in the sun as their drivers subconsciously prayed for an oasis of civilization and safe passage through this lonesome moonscape, the Mojave wasteland.


    “Back in a minute,” I said.


    I was soon aware of the desert’s supernatural shroud, which quickly filled my head with fear and apprehension upon leaving the Jeep. Naturally, I chose to ignore my forebodings and soldiered on toward the horizon. I was suspended, losing contact, adrift in a cauldron of geological isolation. One foot in front of the other, automatic and weightless, drawn into the vacuum.


    Thinking and thoughts, questions and answers, bouncing off each other like rainbows in an atom smasher. I hadn’t felt this tricked out since the janitor back in high school sold me my first hit of LSD.


    ASD, I thought. Atmospheric sensory deprivation. Voices in my head. Someone telling me how lucky I was to have a commanding officer like Templeton. Ah, must be Murphy, from a few minutes ago.


    “If you say so.”


    And who could that be? My gosh, Anjo’s delivery is so dour! Worse than I remember.


    “Bordell, trust me. This is a politically sensitive issue, and he’ll make sure no one gives you any trouble.”


    “That’s fine, but I’m also concerned about my permanent records.”


    “You planning on running for Congress?”


    “No.”


    “Then don’t worry about it.”


    I remember passing the sign for Death Valley. Then the Mad Greek. Some kind of brothel, I assumed. And a giant thermometer. Then nothing but desert again. Desert and sky.


    “What about employers?” I saw myself saying. “Boards of admissions and such?”


    “No one will ask, no one will care. And besides, being gay these days can work to your advantage.”


    “But I’m not gay.”


    “Work with me, alright? For the time being, you’re as queer as they come. A love fest composite of Rock Hudson, J. Edgar Hoover, and the singer for Depeche Mode.”


    “That guy isn’t gay,” I said.


    “Try listening to some of their music.”


    “I meant J. Edgar Hoover.”


    I laughed at myself. It hurt. A jolt of derision and contempt I had never felt before. A condescending jab into my heart for the sad state of this farcical adventure. Keep walking, I thought. Maybe it gets better. I laughed at that too.


    The strays of pointless self-conversation began to diminish in number and intensity until they trailed off and disappeared altogether, leaving me with only facts and principles. Truth, concrete and ironbound. It wasn’t something I could latch on to or define or, God forbid, use to my benefit. It was just there. Look, but don’t touch—a priceless artifact in a museum.


    I’ll admit that a few golden snippets briefly made themselves known. “Don’t go through with this,” for one. And “you are a twerpish, incompetent sap.” Things like that. Zingers. The truth shall what? Pfft!


    There’s Murphy’s voice, real time, calling me back to the Jeep. I was startled at how far I’d wandered off into nowhere. He sat on the hood watching me as I slowly made the return trek, the salt flat crunching beneath my feet. I tried to hold on to what I had just learned. A troubled fade to consciousness, like trying to recall a dream in the fog of a hot morning shower. A slimy snake, it slithered out of my grasp. Don’t go through with . . . twerpish . . .


    Back at the Jeep, Murphy peered suspiciously at my eyes, like my mother had when she’d thought I was doing drugs.


    “You alright?”


    I climbed in without a word.


    The scenery in Utah is fantastic. That’s what I’ve been told, anyway. I might agree if I could remember anything beyond the Mojave. All available processing that week was consumed pondering and deliberating our degenerate scheme and writing countless drafts of my letter to end all letters.


    And why even bother with a letter? I could just as effectively yell this sacrilege from the rooftops. Isn’t that how they do it?


    “Don’t be an idiot,” Murphy said.


    “Hmm.”


    “You need to keep this under wraps. No flamboyance. No celebrations of your . . . diversity.”


    “I could simply tell the CO,” I said. “No need for a paper trail.”


    “You’re going to walk into Templeton’s office, look him in the eye, and tell him you suck dicks? Ah, Bordell, if you could see your face! But dropping off a letter is painless. Like eating a bottle of pills versus slashing your own throat.”


    “I guess I can see myself putting that off for a good while.”


    “A paper trail is exactly what you need. Evidence that’ll be recorded on its way up the chain. With the new regs, that’s your insurance against . . . reprisals.”


    I had written a humdinger and a half for The Prestigious American. An unintentional shotgun blast to the face. I had my doubts about surviving two in a row. This second attempt wasn’t merely correcting the details of implausible tabloid stories. This was a last-ditch fabrication from the ground up, with immediate, personal implications so gut-twisting and potentially fatal that I repeatedly scrapped the plan altogether. Murphy kept me on track as often as he could, giving tips and encouragement whenever he was around and not out doing sexy time to all manner of old girlfriends.


    I held my breath and stared straight ahead as we crossed back into California on our return trip.


    “Remember that place?” Murphy said, thumbing back toward the last-chance casino just before the state line. We’d stopped there after I’d forgotten to relieve myself upon getting sucked into the Mojave supernova the previous week. “Need to stop again?”


    “No,” I said. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”


    “Looking forward to getting back on base?”


    I shook my head. “I just have to get on with it. Do what I need to do. Thanks for all the help, by the way.”


    Murphy slapped the dash and shot me a grin. “Let’s get high.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I knew a guy who worked at Battalion. Private Wayne, conscientious objector. I didn’t ask questions. His case had been pending for months. We called him Jim, but really his first name was John. No joke. I asked him to deliver my letter.


    “Classified,” I told him. “Don’t forget and don’t lose it.”


    That morning down on the ramp, Gunny Jackson told us that the platoon had finally been scheduled for deployment. Whooping and oo-rahs. Six months of bobbing around the Pacific in a flotilla of warships, stopping at ports here and there in a race to see which unit can score the most HIV. Some hot zone action if we’re lucky. Danger pay and medals.


    “Why the long face?” Dane says. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”


    “I just sent my letter up to Battalion.”


    “Impeccable timing, Bordell.”


    Gunny pulls me aside and says my presence is urgently requested up at headquarters. “What’s going on?” he says. “Something I need to know about?”


    “No idea, Gunny.”


    “Whatever it is, you square that shit away. We leave in a month.”


    “Aye, Gunny.”


    “And I’m sure you’ll be as happy as I am about this: Corporal Granley’s application for intel school has finally been accepted. Can you believe that crap? Him? So that’s one less bozo going on float.”


    “Yes, Gunny. That’s great news.”


    “I want you to be my crew chief, Bordell. You alright with that?”


    “Honored, Gunny. I won’t let you down.”


    I take the sandy trail from sea level up the hill. Gophers scurry at my approach and disappear into their holes. I’m jealous, the little bastards. Besides digging my own, the closest thing I can imagine is making a break for the Mojave. No one would think to look out there. Maybe find a lover at the Mad Greek. Build a lean-to out back. Rattlesnake skins and jerked armadillo.


    I reach the top of the hill. In the distance, decorative palm trees protrude through the veil of morning ocean mist surrounding battalion headquarters. Perfect. Out of fucking sight. Could I not have waited one more day? Or at least until lunch? I consider the idea that my summons is unrelated to the obvious. Maybe those old petitions of mine are finally about to pay off. It worked for Granley. Supply mission, door gunner. Wait—Chinatown? It’s better than nothing. These straws are all I have. And a short prayer that Private Wayne never made it to Battalion, that he and my letter have been abducted, burned to ashes, and tossed to the four winds.


    I won’t let you down. What a dope. Crisis mode. How could I have allowed Murphy to talk me into this? A new idea, as good as any other—play dumb. Deny the whole thing. Shrugging and confusion, open-mouthed and witless. Templeton would catch on. Who, sir? Private Wayne? Ah, to share a laugh with the commander. “Jeez, this guy!” A wink, a nod, and a tap dance out the door.


    There I am, staring up the steps at the battalion sergeant major. I could have gone all day without seeing the likes of him. He’s a statue of fortitude, patiently enduring my labored ascent to the second floor. He leads me to an office door at the end of the hall. I hear his instructions through the pounding in my ears. Walk in and come to attention in front of the commander’s desk, he says.


    “Look smart,” I mumble. “No fooling around.”


    The sergeant major knocks and opens the door. He nods for me to enter first. Ancient memories are awakened—the suspense of a pre-dawn plunge out the back of a perfectly good ship. And cheating the Reaper on the return trip. I take a deep breath and will my legs to move.


    “This is your show,” I tell myself. “You’re in control. Deny everything. They can’t touch you. After all, who in his right mind would be stupid enough to write a letter admitting to—”


    Mid-stride, I’m stunned like a deer in the lights of a Catawba pickup.


    “Ah, Bordell!”


    My bowels jump. The walls warp. I come to a clumsy attention near the door, facing the flag in the rear of the room.


    “Sit,” he says.


    It’s difficult to move. I’ve just stepped on a landmine. A faint click under my foot. A zip of current through my limbs. My final stance before judgment. Could I outrun the explosion? The odds are appalling.


    “Bordell,” he says, waving his arms in my periphery. “A seat, please?” I strain my eyes. He’s pointing to the couch.


    A defective fuse? I muddle over and take a seat, gripping my knees to forestall the onset of shock. Sweat pours from my head, soaking my clothes and filling my boots. And there it is, in the middle of his desk, wide open with my two creases keeping it from going flat. The hands beside it carefully service each other with standard-issue nail clippers. I retrace my steps, review my strategy.


    Clip . . . clip . . . clip . . .


    Adapt and overcome—big fat blanks. I’m out of prayers, though an earthquake would be nice. The nameplate on the desk is a nightmare of mockery, its white letters etching failure into my plan: Lt. Col. Sanders.


    Clip . . . clip . . . clip . . .


    The sergeant major shuts the door and slumps into a nearby chair. I make a more in-depth appraisal. He’s decked in charlies, looking sharp, his khaki shirt stretching to one side under the weight of a hundred hard-earned ribbons. His thousand-yard stare is a drowsy laser beamed across the room into my chest.


    Clip . . . clip . . . clip . . .


    They glance, they nod. Confirmed—the proper time to proceed has arrived. Sanders wipes his trimmings onto the floor and drops the clippers into a drawer.


    “You look surprised, Lance Corporal!” He eyes my letter and gives it a quick read. “I guess that’s understandable, since you addressed this to Lieutenant Colonel Templeton. Oh, that’s right, you missed the swearing-in. No worries! I would have skipped, too. Isn’t the scenery in Utah just fantastic? Seriously, change of command? Isn’t there a ballgame on? Ha! Believe me, I had trouble enough staying awake for my own damn ceremony. I wouldn’t want you to suffer the same. Pomp, parades—baloney! What’s the point? We’re all in this together, yes?”


    I try to shake my head . . . or nod . . . anything. All I can manage is a nervous twitch. I’m fighting back seizures, eruptions of panic. And what’s with the small talk? That laughable opening statement? Pull the lever already.


    “Comfortable? Enjoying the new rank? I had a little pay raise of my own. Lieutenant Colonel Sanders. Nice ring to it, don’t you think? ‘Colonel’ for short, of course. And finally, back in a combat command. Real men, real marines! Not like those pogues up at mainside. Paper pushers, bureaucrats. Bunch of lazy leftists.”


    A defective fuse, indeed. For training purposes only? Where is the vitriol? Three strikes? Sanders drones on with a big smile, all buddy-buddy like we’re barrio amigos. I want to call a timeout, a brief intermission to address the hallucinations unfolding before me. Had the mine worked as designed? Was I in some pre-death fantasy? An Occurrence at Third Tracks Battalion?


    “. . . and now the UN is stuffing the place full of pakis and spics and whoever else they can fit into their ridiculous blue helmets. Most of our boys are already back, or on their way. Still, we’re sending half a platoon of volunteers to Somalia to fill a few billets. Anything to keep the brass happy, right? But I guess you’re not interested in that anymore.”


    Dane was right—impeccable goddam timing. I sneak a peek at the sergeant major. Granite, gravitas. Twenty-five years in, and judging from his vivid array of ribbons, half of those were spent mowing down everyone from the Viet Cong to the Sandinistas to the Republican Guard. A marine’s marine. Chesty Puller redux.


    It’s not enough to say that I feel ashamed. Imagine blurting out an inappropriate comment in the cancer ward, or the silence in a stadium as you forget the words to the national anthem. I am a disgrace to my uniform, and altogether unworthy to be in this man’s presence.


    A random memory bursts into my head. Charleston airport, the kid in front of me, one foot on the bus, shaking like a leaf.


    I jump up to attention. “Sir, I believe I’ve made a mistake!”


    “One thing at a time,” the colonel says, motioning for me to sit down.


    “But sir! This letter! I didn’t . . . I didn’t . . .”


    Sanders folds his arms and shakes his head. I think the sergeant major does the same, though I can no longer bear to look at him. I sink back down, deflating and exhausted, hoping my shaking boots would trigger a geological disaster unlike anything the world has ever seen. A mighty chasm swallowing Battalion, the ramp, California, and every single living—


    “You know, Bordell, maybe I owe you an apology. Two, in fact . . .”


    My chasm prayers are put on hold as he starts in again with his used-car salesman act. Highly skilled, being an officer and all. Bait and switch. Was Sanders an Annapolis grad? They’re the worst. They’ll burn you without justification, your misery served up as the punch line over martinis at the officers’ club.


    But then a memo screeches over the wire. “It’s good to be gay!” Whoa, check your fire—last message garbled! Ah, the reply. “Advance your careers by fellating the queers!” And there’s that giant sucking sound—the entire Officer Corps.


    The colonel blathers on, admitting mistakes and lapses in judgment. “Less than stellar!”


    You don’t say.


    “And your letter to The Prestigious American—I’ve been meaning to tell you. Just brilliant! A real patriot. Wish we had more like you. And before that, the courage you showed!”


    Courage? Wha—?


    “The storm! An act of God! We’re lucky we only had a single death. Without the bravery of marines like you, we could have lost half a platoon!”


    He compliments my appearance, my marksmanship, loyalty, and honesty, all the while dancing around the real topic of discussion.


    “I have two girls,” he says. “But if I had a son!”


    Good grief. Off the deep end! Where’s the lifeguard? And be sure to check his eyes. Something’s wrong. They’re drifting, straining, first to the left, then the right, drawn down to the silver oak leaves pinned to his collar. I know what he’s up to. It’s the new rank usurping his attention.


    Lieutenant colonel—yawn. It’s the same story with first lieutenant. The emblem doesn’t improve with the promotion, only the color. Not until full-bird colonel is the insignia worth bragging about. That eagle, portrayal of American power and virtue. It’s what every officer worth his nuts aspires to pin with gleaming pride to his Chinese-made uniform. Reverence, respect, and—dare I say it—prestige.


    “. . . so now my friend’s son lives up in Reno. Great city, that place. The thing is, he has a rather strange roommate, and my friend suspects there’s something funny going on . . .”


    There go the eyes. Careful, Colonel. You’re going to pop a socket. The sad truth—is there any other kind?—was that those silver oak leaves, silly as they seemed, were miles beyond my comprehension, as far as the rank itself was concerned. Responsibility? Who? Ductus Exemplo?


    “. . .but I told my friend to wait until all the facts were in. Don’t go making hasty decisions! Kneejerk reactions only lead to trouble! And as far as I know . . .”


    That pay grade—just to imagine. Off the charts. And he’s pandering to the likes of me. And my recent promotion—stand back! One, two, three giant leaps for mankind. Cross-rifles, tactical black. Good for an extra fifty bucks a month. That’s something, right? You guess? Walking on sunshine! Double-takes all day long!


    And now this, just outside. All day long is right. And all night! Bang, zip, boom! Trying to work here! I yank the curtains and open the window. Big mistake. The city is erupting, exploding in my face. I look over, catty-corner across the street. That’s where it all began—Coffee & Tee. Oh, but not anymore. Bank of Ningbo! Progress, the future!


    I look down. It’s a doozy, fifteen floors. There on the sidewalk—the geezers by their exercise machines. One box after another, fuses hanging out like rat tails. Click, click! Fizz and sparks . . . a dud? Bang, zip, boom! God damn! Two, three more. Ten more! A hundred thousand!


    I slam the window just in time. Under attack! Mortars, artillery! I look at the clock. Five minutes to go. Already? So soon? Yet another deadline blown to hell. Smithereens! Five minutes to finish this Christ-awful book. I’m not going to make it. Too cold to write. Frozen fingers, arthritic and crippled. The messages are piling up. Agents and producers. My phone buzzes off the table. Outside, it’s thunder and lightning like you wouldn’t believe. Gunpowder, the Great Invention. Four minutes!


    Where was I? The colonel! He’s wrapping things up. “A couple of weeks,” he says. “Three, tops!” He and the sergeant major agree these things move pretty quickly nowadays. “Don’t worry about a thing. Back to your unit. Pretend nothing happened. You’ll be hearing from us soon.”


    I’ll bet! And that’s it? Did he even read my letter? He’d at least looked at it. But the closest he’d come to addressing the issue of the day was his cock-and-bull about some jackass in Reno. Something funny going on! You can say that again. Semper Fi, Colonel Sanders!


    Bang! Zip! Pow, pow, pow! Three minutes! Boom! Plaster falls from the ceiling. And my phone—more messages. Off the hook, buzzing nonstop. Deadlines! Curses! But back to California . . . the colonel’s office. We’re finished. I’m confused. I walk out without a word. The sergeant major’s chair is empty. I hadn’t noticed him leaving. That’s stealth! There’s no telling how many Viet Cong owed their deaths to this invisible man. If he’d been born fifteen years earlier, ha! The Chicoms, confirmed kills. Wholesale! His records—thicker than the Yellow Pages.


    Boom! Bam! Two minutes! Screwed! More messages. A couple more hours. That’s all I need! Knock this thing out! Not enough time. But I have to tell you about Gunny Jackson and Lieutenant Bradford . . . they meet me in the hall. The sergeant major has filled them in. They know I’m full of shit. Bradford has heard enough.


    “But Sergeant Major! With all due respect!”


    Bradford is put in his place, that rat son of a bitch. Orders laid firm, the sergeant major disappears again. Thin air.


    Nothing like the choking inferno outside. Boom! Bang! The Mayans were right. The lunar calendar—did anyone consider that? Down to the wire, the final sixty seconds! I’m cooked, toast! We’re in another office. Me and Bradford and Gunny Jackson. A plan, they say. God, another one? Oh, a backstory. In case anyone asks. Bradford has an idea.


    “Your mother,” he says. “She called your senator.”


    “Brilliant, LT. Next!”


    “Because you were being abused for whatever reason. Anything you want. He pulled some strings, and now you’re getting out.”


    “Is that it? Pass!”


    “You have a better idea, Bordell?”


    Zip, zip, zip! Boom, boom, boom! The window is rattling loose. Crash! A chunk of plaster smacks my head.


    “I’m in town,” I say. “Oceanside. No—Chinatown! I’m contacted by a pair of ex-KGB operatives who—”


    Bradford shakes his head. The nerve!


    “—operatives, thank you very much, who manipulated my good nature and ensnared me in a game of high-stakes espionage. State secrets, combat effectiveness, amphibious preparedness—”


    “Alright, look!”


    “—specifics, command and control, radio frequencies. And verifiable GPS coordinates of the exact location of Lieutenant Bradford’s ballsack.”


    Gunny Jackson spits coffee all over the floor. “Oh, boy,” he says. “Turns out, Bordell can tell a joke after all.”


    Pow! Pow! Boom! Bang! Earthquakes and fire. I’m on the roof. Like Jamie Ballard. Not too far from here. Bombs, flares! Pyrotechnics! Out of time—midnight! The city is consumed by flames and noise. A steady roar. Full thrust. I look over the side. The pensioners are still at it. They set off a truckload of firecrackers. Noise, glorious noise! They’re hopping around the blaze like a gang of Rumpelstiltskins.


    One of them sees me. I wave. “Steady as she goes!” Who can hear anything in a mess like this? I recognize one of the cranks—the woman from downstairs. “Quiet enough for you now, bitch?”


    Bang! Zip! What’s this? BOOM! Shit! Three feet from my face! I’m on all fours. A spot check—seems I’m okay. Impossible! I check again. Two eyes and everything. Bang, zip, boom! Alright already! I crawl back to the stairs and hightail it down to my flat.


    My phone—God! The messages! Yes, I know my time has come and gone. Deadlines three, four, and five. All missed! But who is this? Sophie? Do I know a Sophie? Cherry? Ping Ping? Their messages are all identical: “Xin nian kuai le!” Terrific, swell! Lovely Year of the Snake. But who—ah! Working girls from the provinces, home on holiday, sending New Year’s greetings to their Shanghai clients. Try to butter me up, will you? How about an apology? For double-fisting all my money! Look at me now. Accounts depleted. Living off scraps—dollar menu! I’m sick of it! Must finish this thing!


    Boom, boom, boom! Dresden, Kosovo, Baghdad! That’s nothing. Child’s play. The Challenger—two or three per city block! Just one more paragraph. Another message—Jasmine? Who? Erase! Alright, then! Bang, zip, boom!


    They let me run with the KGB story. What else is there to say? I can’t look the gunny in the eye. I might be tricked into coming clean. Begging for forgiveness, another chance. Nothing doing. This cat stays in the bag. Beaten against the wall! And Bradford? Who cares what he thinks.


    Boom! Boom! Boom! The new year is underway. In the morning, we’ll hear the after-action reports. Maimings and apartment fires. The sun will attempt to force itself through the winter haze. The same sun that’s hovering over Battalion as I walk out the front door. The glare in my eyes, the burn on my skin. That obnoxious California sun is no longer the patron of life, the guarantor of existence. Now, it’s a spotlight—CLICK!—a flood lamp, exposing me like a barracks roach at reveille. Faggot! Queer! Zip! Boom! Bang! Broadcast like an Oscar-night arc light at the Pantages. My name, rank, and mug emblazoned across the sky. Filling the marquis is my every transgression, severe and subversive, premiering tonight.

  


  
     


    PART III

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Sam met us at the bus depot in Jing’an, just behind the temple. He was all thumbs-up and smiles. Naturally, I was suspicious. Plots and ploys, tricks up sleeves. We didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes of our arrival, he was having a rare old time yelling “nigger” up and down a crowded, upscale shopping area. I couldn’t help laughing. Dimitri was horrified.


    “Please tell me it means something different in Chinese.”


    “I don’t think so,” I said, sadly admiring Sam’s attempt to impress his guests with this outburst of worldly sophistication.


    “Ha ha! Shanghai is the international city!”


    “And so refined,” I agreed. But I took Dimitri’s distress into consideration, and asked Sam why he was trying to get us kicked out of the country so soon after our arrival.


    “Kicked out? Ha ha! I do this for the riot!”


    “Trying to start one?” Dimitri said.


    “He might mean the LA riots.”


    “Yes! Very good you remember, so I do not seem like the crazy man.”


    “Well, I don’t remember,” Dimitri said, “so forgive me for thinking you’re a right cunt.”


    Sam stopped us to address any possible cultural misunderstandings. “My friends—” But he was no match for the whirlwind of car horns, diesel engines, police whistles, and Christmas music. I interrupted and asked him to try again.


    “The point I make is that here you are free. Fucking the girl, drink on sidewalk, piss in street, and yell whatever you want, even ‘nigger.’ Nobody understand what you say, and I get the revenge on riots. Even more, the black boss in America!” He laughed, slapped my shoulder, and took off in search of suitable lodging, beckoning for us to keep up.


    “What the hell is he talking about?” Dimitri said. “His boss?”


    “I think he got beaten up by a pimp when he was in the States.”


    “I wonder why. Is this what you wanted to warn me about?”


    “Not exactly.”


    Surrounding the depot were numerous large buildings housing all manner of restaurants and retail, their faces adorned with holiday decorations so enormous you’d think Jesus had been born in Shanghai. Bugle-blowing angels, seven stories tall. Yuletide gifts, the size of buses, bow-tied and floodlit. Santa sleighs and silver bells, everything awash in phosphorescent exuberance like the entire district was a throbbing electric Christmas tree.


    “Welcome to China,” Dimitri said, staring up at the workmen rappelling from rooftops as they fastened even more holiday paraphernalia to the irredeemably gaudy nightmare.


    Sam walked back to us, impatient that our astonishment was slowing us down. “Okay, now you look. Do you like it?”


    “This is absurd,” I said.


    “Yes,” Sam agreed, his face flickering in the glare of the holy apocalypse. “Too many West. This make kind of problem.”


    I wondered if neighboring provinces suffered brownouts from Shanghai’s overindulgence of imperialist kitsch.


    Sam had an idea. “Three smart man!”


    “Who, us?” I said.


    “Yes, three smart man go to see the baby Santa!”


    “Jesus,” Dimitri said. “The three wise men.”


    “Yes,” Sam said. “Wise man. Very clever.”


    We tugged our luggage through the crowd of early evening shoppers and beggars and turned a corner at Jing’an Temple. Sam stuck his head into the temple’s entrance on the way and yelled “nigger” one more time. Dimitri asked me if this was considered normal behavior for those unfortunate enough to have lived in the States. I shrugged.


    Dimitri tried to make amends by giving a couple of coins to a sad-looking beggar who sat in a bundled heap on the sidewalk. Sam stopped him in the nick of time, explaining that no one in China was to be trusted. Not even your friends. And especially not the beggars.


    “Surely, he isn’t faking it,” Dimitri said.


    “He just want your money!”


    “Sam,” I said, leaning in toward his ear. “His face has been burned off.”


    Sam looked at the man and tried to size him up, this poor old hobo who had been permanently disfigured by some terrible accident.


    “Okay,” he said. “You can each give. But only a little.”


    I prefer to donate anonymously. I discretely passed Dimitri a coin to include in his little charity act. He dropped the money into the man’s tin can. I stood back and watched as a mob of vagrants converged on Dimitri, yanking at his clothes and thrusting filthy open hands into his face. Tears to my eyes—a Christmas miracle! They might have thought he was Kris Kringle himself, what with his good tidings and all. But that role went to Sam, who was ho-ho-ho-ing in hysterics at the sight of the foreign do-gooder under assault for his act of compassion.


    Dimitri’s panicked request for assistance delighted Sam even more. “Yes! Ha ha! Welcome to China!” The tide turned. I felt worse for Dimitri than for the man he was trying to help. But who was I to intervene? Already on my guard, the last thing I needed was involvement in an international incident.


    Sam finally unleashed a barrage of verbal abuse. The bums glowered at us as they gave up and skulked away. “Impressive,” I said, before cursing my ignorance of the language. Other than recognizing a certain N-word again, it was all ooga-booga to me.


    And what was that he’d said before? You think I missed that? Not even your friends? Well, then! Out there in the open. I have only myself to blame. These are my thoughts hours later as Sam and the witch shut my door, whispering to each other in the hall.


    How many times have I said it? Two hundred? Three? This is where it all ends. I’d said it on the plane as it roared down the tarmac toward the Pacific.


    “It won’t be long now.”


    Dimitri turned to me with a look that said he’d just been tricked. He told me later that he’d considered moving back to his assigned seat. I demanded an apology.


    “What did you expect?” he said. “We’d only known each other for an hour before you were shouting death threats into your phone.”


    “That was a creditor. Barely human.”


    “And then you started mumbling about meeting some friend of yours at the bottom of the ocean.”


    “Well . . .”


    “And the worst part was that you were looking forward to it.”


    When the plane failed to crash upon landing, it was clear that my luck had once again run dry.


    “Try to think positive,” Dimitri said. “Maybe Customs will find some heroin in your luggage.”


    It’s a good thing I hadn’t been banking on that. Apart from having our passports stamped, we were ignored all the way to the exit. Twenty minutes later, the bus was barreling down the freeway, and Shanghai’s unfathomable size began engulfing the horizon. I cracked my knuckles and made restless cat’s cradles with imaginary string.


    “I don’t understand all the apprehension,” Dimitri said.


    I thought of Sam, giddy with anticipation of our arrival, making last-minute calls to hired guns. “There could be unforeseen . . . dangers.”


    “You’re talking rubbish again. China is a lot safer than where we’re from.”


    Would he be willing to reconsider after tonight? Could we make it that far? Would we be buried in the walls of this stinking brothel? Did it really matter anymore? A lot of questions would be answered in the next few minutes.


    And Dimitri was wrong about something else—I was not looking forward to it. I was merely resigned. Hope for the best? So says the comedian. It’s not that I have nothing in particular to live for. None of us do. Don’t kid yourself. Besides, that’s not much of a reason for an early checkout. If it were, the Mississippi would have long ago jumped its banks from being eternally clogged with the victims of boredom and monotony. And the Yangtze—the bones of a billion absconders would have made the Three Gorges Dam seem like a beaver’s log pile.


    I’ve simply come to understand that events befall me whether or not I waste my time trying to avoid them. Free will. You can say that again. The universe will have its way, tossing you a BJ here, an extra zero on a paycheck there, followed by eleven roundhouse kicks to the crotch. Believe me, I was still amazed that of all the thousands of working parts on that flying gas tank, not one of them had malfunctioned. Not a single heart attack for the pilot, no afternoon snooze in the control tower, and not a wayward flock of geese within miles of the runway.


    So this is it, I thought, taking a look around my little red box. I sat on the massage table. The padding was lumpy, and once my eyes adjusted to the dim light in the corner, I saw that the vinyl was worn and cracked around the edges. The sight of the prison mattress by the wall got the tentacles in my stomach writhing again. One of those special ultraviolet lights would have been handy. The whole room was probably one big invisible splat.


    Oh, debauchery. Is that how Shanghai has been portrayed? Or was it depraved . . . ah, decadent, of course. I was way off. As we’d been bumbling around searching for a hotel, I was reminded of this description of Shanghai’s past when I saw the Paramount. I had read about it on the plane. A notorious Art Deco relic of Shanghai’s decadent era, it boasts of being haunted by some slut who took a bullet after telling a member of the Japanese occupying army to stick it.


    The Paramount’s Chinese name supposedly means “gate of a hundred pleasures,” while Jing’an Temple across the street claims “peace and tranquility.” Say what you want about hookers and opium, but for my money, the real distinguishing features of these Shanghai landmarks is that they sit a mere city block from where this unthinkable story begins.


    We dragged our things down the street and turned into a dark and grimy alley behind the Paramount. Faint lights above rear exits accentuated the shadows. Loose paving bricks shot greasy drippings all over our shoes when we tried avoiding the puddles. Tubercular men with questionable intentions stood shivering against damp walls, pissing onto the steps of the public toilet, or just smoking and staring.


    Dimitri mentioned the stench.


    “Yes,” Sam said, “but hotel here very cheap.”


    “Will we have our own washrooms,” Dimitri said, “or will we have to use the public shitter?”


    “Washroom, yes.”


    “Inside the hotel?”


    “I’m nearly sure.”


    If this wasn’t a trap! All those shiftless derelicts had me feeling the willies. The odds—they had my number, knew who I was, and knew just what to do. Maybe they’d approach me later when the time was right and crank up their Amway schtick. You laugh! It’s happened before. More than once. Like when that mysterious corporal had interrupted my story about the KGB.


    I had seen him around. He drove a beige Fiero. A tip-off if there ever was one. I saw him again as I began my new life as a semi-closeted homosexual. A group of friends from the platoon were saucing up in one of the rooms in the barracks. Everyone was raring to plunge into the Pacific, jazzed with thoughts of adventure and exotic poontang. As expected, they wanted to know why I would not be joining them. I told them the FBI requested that I remain silent on the matter until all the facts were in.


    “National security, you see. American lives at stake. Loose lips. You understand.”


    “Oh, come on,” Dane said. “You can trust us!”


    “But the situation,” I said. “It’s tricky . . . confusing.”


    “So?”


    “Perhaps I could send you the minutes of the Senate investigation once I’m absolved of any wrongdoing.”


    Dane was clearly enjoying himself and agitated the audience until I agreed to talk. I was in the process of ruining everything with my nonsensical tales of Chinatown cloak and dagger when a knock sounded on our open door.


    “Lance Corporal Bordell?”


    There was instant silence as everyone pointed at me.


    “Ah, good,” he said, and invited me for a chat out on the catwalk. “Are you satisfied with your current income?”


    I told him I had no interest in his pyramid scheme, the specifics of which I assumed were in his bulging leather man-bag. He turned and smiled at the faces in the room, every ear straining for bits of intrigue.


    “Pretty sharp,” he said. He tried to lead me down the catwalk. I stopped after a few steps. I pointed to the corner and the stairwell just around it.


    “I’m not going anywhere near that damn thing,” I said, assuming they hid any number of drunken fag-bashers.


    “It’s just a place to talk. We can do it here, but, you know.” He nodded back toward the door of the room, from which three of my friends were eavesdropping.


    There was no one waiting around the corner. And lucky for them, since I had Colonel Sanders on my side.


    “Out with it,” I said.


    He laughed. “I’m glad you’re dealing with this so well.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “Your case,” he said. “Up at Battalion.” He fumbled with the papers in his bag. “It’s going all the way to the top.”


    “I’m not allowed to talk about it, Corporal. The FBI said that until they finish their investiga—”


    “But you can trust me!” He found what he’d been searching for and placed it in my hand. “I’m on your side.”


    I looked at the folded paper, unsure what I was getting myself into. I almost felt sorry for him. This was probably his first case, and now I had to tell him the whole thing was a cover. “Are you with the State Department?” I said, chuckling as I unfolded his little note. “Secret Service? CIA? Sorry to disappoint you, but—”


    My heart—ratta-tat-tat! Tunnel vision, landmines. A copy of my letter to the colonel. I threw my back against the wall and scanned for accomplices.


    “Where did you get this?”


    “From Battalion.”


    “No shit!” I balled it up and crammed it into my pocket. “Who gave it to you?”


    “Relax,” he says. “Here to help.”


    “Don’t tell me to relax!”


    “Take it easy.”


    “Knock it off! Who else has seen this? How many copies were made?”


    “Copies? Probably just this one.”


    “Probably? Well, this is just perfect. And thank you very much, indeed. I’m a dead man! How can I ever begin to repay you?”


    He tells me to keep my voice down. I imagine kicking him square in the chest, slamming him into the concrete wall at the bottom of the stairs. Money shot. And a rap I’d never beat, Sanders or not.


    “What do you want, Corporal?”


    “Like I said, I’m here to help. No need to live in fear. You’re not alone.”


    “Oh, yes, I am! And I was doing just fine before you showed up.”


    “Bordell, give me a minute. Is that okay with you? You might be unaware of what’s out there. A network—sprawling. Within the Marines, the entire military. Legal advice and representa—”


    “Sorry, Corporal,” I say, asking with my hands why he was failing to understand. “Not interested.”


    “Alright, then. Maybe this will change your mind. It’s not only a support network. There’s also an expansive underground—”


    Two marines come tramping up the stairs, joking about their recent conquests of E-club cooze.


    “Say, Bordell,” my new friend says, “is that your car in the parking lot with the ‘for sale’ sign?”


    “Car? Sure.”


    “Well, if the price is right . . .” The two shitbirds continue up the stairs. He takes a look around. The coast is clear. “Listen,” he says, inching uncomfortably close. “There’s an expansive underground scene. I know it can get lonely.”


    “I’m doing just fine.”


    “Hookups . . . parties. Anyone, even officers.”


    “Wha—?”


    “Exactly,” he says, leaning in closer. “Trust me. A good cross section of all ranks. From all services. Air Force, Navy.” He grips my bicep. “A smorgasbord!”


    It occurs to me that the longer I resist, the more inclined he might be to consider that my incriminating letter was merely a gag for an early out. And then what could I hope to expect from this underground network? I force a smile like he’s finally piqued my curiosity. Pearlies from ear to ear. It’s hurting me. I’m nodding. Mm! Ah!


    “Costume parties—any rank you want. Four-star chickenhawks, rear admiral bean-queens. Orgies! Assless dress blues!”


    My churning guts! I’d reached my limit long before with his Amway routine. And now this. But what an education. Lots to learn. My small-town upbringing was no match for this terrifying peek into the sewers below. Thick and fast they flow, oozing right along. And Corporal Creepy wants me to jump right in. Damned if I didn’t try to maintain, but my smile was fading to a grimace.


    “Weed, K, Tina,” he says. “Amyls and cocaine. Sterilized needles.”


    “Who’s Tina—?”


    “Giant fucking cocks!”


    That’ll do, friend. I jam my hands into my pockets to hide the twitching. His seduction act comes to a merciful end. The sun sinks beneath the ocean in the distance. Ah, California . . . palm trees. It would have been almost romantic if I hadn’t been choking back tears of nausea.


    “Okay, then,” he says. “Just think about what I’ve told you.”


    “Oh, I will. Long and h—”


    He laughs. I ball my fists.


    “Aren’t you going to ask how to contact me?”


    I shrug.


    “No problem,” he says, adjusting his bag. “I’ll see you at the chaplain’s office.”


    Some kind of code? For what, I can’t imagine.


    “No code,” he says. “The chaplain’s office, up at Battalion.”


    My God, he’s in on it, too? Creepy has to think for a second.


    “No, the chaplain isn’t family.”


    That’s code. Family or not, I am to be transferred there in the next few days. Taken off combat status, away from all the virility and hate that greases the works down on the ramp. Not a bad gig, he assures me.


    “Anything is fine for a few weeks,” I say.


    “What’s that?”


    “Colonel Sanders said two or three weeks and—”


    “Sanders is full of shit. Try to be smarter than that! Oh, sure, he’s all smiles right now with his new command and the new regs. But he’ll knife you when you’re least expecting it. Listen to this—he was on some tribunal last year and tried to pin a murder charge on an enlisted man for a weather-related training accident. Murder!”


    “You don’t say.”


    “The weather! No scruples! The man is dangerous! That’s just one example. Think about what he has in store for the likes of us. But don’t worry about that. Plenty of friends on our side. The president, for one. And the secretary of defense. Can you believe it? They’ve changed everything. And that jerk of a battalion commander has to play by the new rules. But watch your step, Bordell. Don’t think for a second that he isn’t waiting for you to screw up.”


    Well, well. My man on the inside. I’m edified. I’m sick. I walk back to the room, intent on drinking the incident from my memory.


    “Oh,” he says. “Almost forgot.”


    I turn to see him pulling a copy of The Prestigious American out of his bag.


    “This Lieutenant Bordell, is he your brother or something?”


    “No, Corporal.”


    He winks. “Didn’t think so.”


    My God, decadent is right. Were those the sort of hijinks that had earned the Paramount its notoriety? What about Jing’an Temple? No women in there! Robes and sandals, sound familiar?


    And speaking of sounds, there’s something spooky going on . . . noises in the ceiling. Confirmation that the end is near. I grit my teeth, patiently awaiting my downfall in the brothel’s VIP suite. Our Father, last rites. A big mistake, summoning the spirit world. I recall the ghost in the Paramount. How many girls in this last-chance bordello had refused the advances of Japanese soldiers? Apparitions, phantom whores. Troubled and unstable, preparing to make an appearance.


    I’m sweating buckets. I zip my jacket anyway and lie down on the massage table, this altar on which I will soon be sacrificed to the Chinese god of racial revenge. And even with the racket in the ceiling, my thoughts drift to that fruity corporal who had tried so hard to tempt me with his bewitching tales of licentiousness. I can’t remember his name. It’s far from important and so long ago. But an obvious blank remains.


    My regrets, my incompletes, they connect all the years in between, catching up to me now and filling the room like the sea pouring through the hatches of the Doreen. Half-jacked plans, false starts, second round forfeitures. The same tired story told over and over, each with a different backdrop, a new anthem, an aging cast of extras.


    The noise in the ceiling intensifies. Scratching, scuttling around, making its way over to the wall. Then another dead hooker joins in from the opposite side of the room. Rigor mortis takes hold. And not a moment too soon. The banshees might move on if they think I’m already dead. Guess again. They’ll take a bite right out of my throat. Foreigners—you can never be too careful.


    Would this den of degeneracy be preserved like the Paramount? Glossy brochures with the details of my demise? For a modest fee, perhaps visitors could switch on the special light. Let the kids see how I painted the entire room with my spraying blood. What about Dimitri’s room? God, I’d never even warned him! My hints hadn’t been enough. He needs the full story.


    Scratching, gnawing, it’s getting worse. The ceiling and walls, everywhere. The light flickers. Darkness could come at any second. I try to get up. My bones are frozen solid. Have they gassed me? I look down the table at my boots. A few hours in Shanghai has left them splashed and forever stained, like my carpeted tomb is about to be. What a legacy!


     


    And down this hall, we have what locals refer to as the Jackass Room. 100 RMB buys you a full minute of ultraviolet entertainment the whole family can enjoy!


     


    I concentrate on moving. Muscles and joints, puppet strings. Frantic, all the stops. My body unhinges and I roll over the side, falling to the floor in a disheveled heap. I look up at the scratching, expecting the ceiling to crack open with the corpses of dead whores spilling into the room. I flex my fingers and beat my toes. Everything works. I have to warn Dimitri. No time to waste. The clock is tick—


    My head spins toward the door at the sound of three soft knocks.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    “Come in,” I said, only half-understanding my words.


    He mumbled an apology and gently shut and locked the door. “Didn’t mean to wake you, big guy. Been here long?”


    “I don’t think so.” I was having difficulty waking up. Sleep had not come easily the past few nights.


    “It’s the chair,” he said, standing in front of me as I rubbed my eyes.


    “Yes,” I agreed. I had a grand view of his tarnished belt buckle peeking out from the drapes of his white smock. “It’s very nice.”


    “You like the feel of leather?” he said, finally walking over to his desk.


    “Sure.”


    “Good! It’s much better than the one I had before. It was massive, hard as a rock. Sometimes, a little uncomfortable for my patients.”


    Why I had been sent to see Dr. Gadsky was still a mystery, as far as I was concerned. Of course, I assumed it was a setup. The reasons I had been given were suspect at best. A meet and greet, they said. An excuse for this overweight academic to rest his hind quarters while ticking boxes that said despite the Marine Corps’ greatest efforts, I was still of sound mind. The fact that I’d ever considered signing up for this two-bit disaster should have put an end to that. And now that I was in—oh, boy! Not to mention the previous day’s sexual effrontery. Sound mind? I had to concentrate just to keep from going nuts.


    A formality, they said. A chat and a handshake. Then my out-processing could begin. I’ll say. By way of the brig. Any minute now. He’ll stick it to me, blowing everything, sound mind or not. Handcuffs and leg irons. To have come so far! Military doctors. Scratch that—psychologists!


    The place was infested. They had their own wing in a building up at mainside. Corridors a quarter mile long. Theories and testing, studies and exams. Gadsky with his Navy credentials and his ridiculous white smock sat at the top of the whole cabal. Sure, Doc, I like leather! Comfort zone—watch out. But this victim’s chair was indeed a superior piece of furniture. I’ll give him that much. He knew exactly what he was doing. I’ll tell him all my secrets. Except the true ones.


    He flipped his papers and tapped his keyboard. Jot and shuffle, tap, tap, tap. A jolly old time with his notepads and desk drawers. He asked a series of scholarly questions, never once making eye contact. Doing alright? Feeling okay? Any thoughts of suicide?


    “Suicide?” I said. “No, sir, no thoughts of—”


    “Would you like a drink?”


    “I’m fine, sir. Thank you for asking.”


    “And so polite for a marine!”


    He shuffled his papers, mumbled at his computer, and banged his drawers. I checked my watch. “Sir, shall we begin my interview?”


    “Oh, we’re already done with that. Good to go! A-1 sane!”


    And that was that. Lickety-split, surgical strike. The mainside chow hall was on my mind, especially the fish n’ chips. In and out before I could be recognized. If I could just get your signature, kind good doctor, I’ll be on my way. What’s that? A favor? By all means. Whatever you think will help my chances.


    “Goodness, no,” he laughed. “That’s already taken care of. Just a bit of research I’m doing. Wondering if you’d be so kind to help.”


    “Research?”


    He stopped his doodling and eyed me from across his desk. Coke-bottle bifocals. Like something out of National Geographic. I looked away on instinct. He made an impassioned plea on behalf of my fellow marines. He only wanted to help. This was his calling, you see. Turn the place around, he said. Unnecessary discharges will be a thing of the past. “To appreciate! To understand!” I nodded. I empathized. Mm! Ah! I hadn’t the slightest. He explained it all again. My head swam. And that leather chair was something else. Where credit is due. I nearly zonked out again. His little speech wasn’t adding up. I doubted I could amount to much assistance in his quest for enlightenment. But he still had his claws on my paperwork. Ah, now I get it, you slimy old bastard.


    “Certainly,” I said. “Glad to help!”


    “The rest of this is off the books,” he said with a poorly practiced smile. “Voluntary. Only with your consent, of course.”


    “Of course!”


    I barely had time to mourn the fish n’ chips before he pushed a button on his phone and told everyone to take an early lunch. I heard a muffled stampede in the hall outside the office. He stood up and closed the blinds in the window behind his desk. And his smock—that lab coat! All he was missing was a stethoscope. It would have made a classy touch, resting on his protruding gut. Navy, I thought, with a twinge of well-conditioned contempt. But even so, I was under no illusions. Off the books, he said. Likely story. That and the chair and his multiple degrees in mindfucking meant one thing—a raised ax.


    “It was a little bright in here,” he said, plopping back into his chair.


    Sensitive eyes, old man? What’s next? Scented candles? Who knows what kind of experimental garbage they dredge up in those offices down the hall. My attention was drawn to his little green desk lamp. It was so dim I hadn’t noticed it until he’d shut the blinds. A hypnosis device? Not if I could help it. He caught me admiring his lamp and tried to explain the exhaustive trial and error that had resulted in that specific shade of green. The man-hours, he said. Midnight oil—if the taxpayer only knew! But it was worth the effort.


    “I want my patients to feel at ease.”


    “Quite comfortable, sir.”


    “Oh, marines,” he said. “Just call me ‘Doctor.’ ”


    He had heard about the accident with Sunshine. “Would you mind?” he asked. Mind? My morning had started out fine, given the circumstances. So, as you can imagine, I was only too happy to recount the details of the most horrifying day of my life. To appreciate! To understand! The only thing I understood was that I needed his signature.


    “Delighted, Doctor!”


    Tap, tap, tap went his keyboard. “Ah,” he said. “Hmm.” I told him about the storm and all the seasick marines.


    “Mm-hmm . . . indeed.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    Oh, and some background, Doctor. About Sunshine. What negligence to relive only half of that catastrophe. And get this—Van Clint and Cyrus. The outrageous joke that ended it all—you’ll never guess!


    He held up his hand for a moment of silence while he contemplated the question that had nearly killed twenty-five marines. “I don’t know,” he said. “I give up.”


    I told him the punch line.


    “Ho! Really?”


    I nodded in embarrassment.


    “No, no, Bordell! That’s brilliant! I’ll have to remember that.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “With a . . . cousteau . . . on it.”


    Research, entertainment. Getting his kicks from my tragedies. I was willing to play the goof, to give him a good hoot. A professional courtesy. We had roles to fill. Give and take. As long as he kept his end of the bargain—sign here.


    “So, this kid Sunshine . . . what happened to him?”


    What happened? I could go on for hours. Dates, times, motives, evidence. Dane still wore those murderous clogs every day. Without a hint of guilt. In broad daylight! Off the record? Oh, I was tempted, alright. The way Dane had laughed at my cover story, goading my friends. You can trust us! The chutzpah! Gadsky’s waiting for a response. I’ll tell him exactly what goddam happened.


    “He drowned.”


    “Ah.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    I still had just enough time to catch the chow hall. I tapped my feet and drummed my fingers on that magnificent chair. Amateur-hour with the subliminal messages. Two can play this game. He switched off the green desk lamp. A dim and dreary square remained around the blinds. Haze from his computer filled his face with an eerie cast of blue. My eyes had to adjust again.


    “Everything alright?” I said.


    He cleared his throat. “So tell me, Anjo . . . if you would, if I may . . . how did you come to the recent realization of your homosexuality?”


    Pow! Below the belt. So much for the fish n’ chips.


    “Off the books,” he said.


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “With your consent, of course.”


    Breakfast might soon be making an encore. I scanned the darkness for a trashcan. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”


    “Well, apparently you didn’t think you were a homosexual when you signed up, correct?”


    “Correct, sir. That would have been fraud.”


    “Yes, fraud. Illegal . . . immoral.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “Something must have transpired between then and now that caused you to, hmm . . . reconsider your orientation.”


    Houston? Anyone there? Engulfed in flames! I needed counsel. Doc Murphy, at least. Or Herschel. He’d have told Gadsky to take a flying leap. I had always been fairly competent bullshitting off the cuff. My high school diploma speaks for that. Ten times over, I’d have been expelled had I lacked the ability to deflect accusations thrust into my face without warning. Vandalism? Not me! Firecrackers? What do I look like? Bomb threats? Please! But to concoct—from scratch—a lewd tale of innocence lost? My innocence? Butt sex? A tall order.


    “Go ahead,” he said. “Don’t be nervous. Just tell me what happened.”


    I stalled, wondering about Gadsky’s education, of all things. How many years had he studied the art of identifying deceit when exhibited by his subjects? I wanted to heave at the thought of him graduating with honors. And then there’s his work experience. On the job, in the trenches. He’s waiting. I’m cooked.


    I could hear him breathing through his nose. And here I am, fresh out of new material. The closest thing to gay I’d ever known was Randy. Forget about that creep I’d met the day before. A treasure trove of ideas, sure. But he had laid it on a little thick. Like dropping a dose before a highlight reel of Ripley’s Believe It or Not. Ludicrous and grotesque, and leaving me with a head full of scrambled eggs. That left Randy. We’d always had our suspicions, my friends and family. “Kid ain’t right,” my father had said on more than a few occasions. A movie director, for Christ’s sake.


    “What’s that? A movie director?”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “Sir? Well . . . yes, a movie director.”


    “Hollywood?”


    “Porn,” I said.


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “Hmm, interesting. Please continue.”


    I’ll tell you what’s interesting—he’d bought it. Now what? I tried to end it right there. He made a face—not much of a story! Details? My mouth went dry. I was sunk. I looked at my shoes for answers.


    “That’s it,” he said. “Breathe, relax. Comfortable? Mm, leather. Would you like a drink?”


    “Some water, please?”


    “Well,” he said, rifling through a desk drawer, “I have brandy.”


    Booze? This guy! Cheap but effective. Wait—my story. The motel in Oceanside. How had I forgotten about that? Inspiration! My confidence returned. A few embellishments and I was in business. Gadsky took a swig from the bottle and then held it up with eyebrows raised.


    “No, thanks.”


    “No? Alright, then . . . so, what’s this about your porn director friend?”


    “We were in Oceanside,” I said. “In a motel by the beach.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    “Go on.”


    “This was no ordinary porn shoot,” I said. “We had a script. And a good one, too.”


    “Just the two of you?”


    “Yes. His cameraman died of AIDS, see. And what a shame. Anyway, my friend invited me along to the set. I didn’t even know he was gay. Of course, I had no idea that I was, either. You can imagine my surprise. So we set up the camera and did our thing.”


    “Did what thing?”


    “The gay thing,” I said. “And what a relief.”


    “A relief that you’re gay?”


    “A relief that I told you and now we’re finished.”


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “But your story makes no sense at all.”


    Gadsky mumbled something about all the time and money he had invested in the leather chair. “And the results!” he said. “Not exactly forthcoming!” He took another hit from the bottle and started up again with the hints and insinuations. He went out of his way, roundabout and subtle. Too clever for an outright indictment, but not above a few well-timed glances at my unsigned paperwork. Capisce? Aye, skipper. Loud and clear. Your research is not to be trifled with. Anything to help. Now, where was I? Square one, yes?


    “You and your director friend were supposedly at some motel in Oceanside.”


    “Ah, the motel. Nice place, new sign. So, my friend is Australian . . . or British. I’m still not sure. The script he wrote had me playing a doctor, no offense.”


    “Ah, playing doctor.”


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    He grumbled and coughed. “And then?”


    “Let’s see . . . I guess I did the ass thing . . . the anal thing . . . to him.”


    “You were administering anal intercourse to your friend?”


    My stomach tightened. “That’s correct.” I’ve already crossed the line, I thought. My story was quickly losing credibility again. No one would believe such lechery. Any second now, he’ll call me on it. He’ll alert the MPs. I’ll die in Leavenworth.


    Tap, tap, tap . . .


    I’d have liked a cigarette about then. And judging from the good doctor’s sudden fit of throat clearing, he was a heavier smoker than I was. Maybe it was a reaction to my truckload of such obvious lies. He asked for more details.


    “We had the script, and I was trying to remember my lines, and—”


    “Lube?”


    “What?”


    “Did you use a lubricant when anally penetrating your friend?”


    “I guess so . . . yes.”


    Tap . . . tap . . . tap . . .


    That was one stubborn loogie he was coughing up. I suggested we take a water break.


    “Did you ejaculate in your friend’s anus?”


    “Jesus!”


    Old Man Gadsky might have been coming down with the flu, but I was developing third-stage Parkinson’s. Perhaps we should have agreed upon a safeword. I concentrated on my boots. The laces, the creases, the tiling on the floor. I wondered how they would look covered in old Texas toast.


    “Alright,” he said. “The script, then. Tell me about that.”


    “I was supposed to be a doctor,” I said, realizing I should have chosen something a little less profane.


    “We’ve been over that. Let’s skip a few pages of your script now, shall we?”


    “Fine,” I said. “So, my friend the Australian is kind of a brutish lout who’s getting drunk, and by now . . . he’s . . .”


    Tap . . . tap . . . tap . . .


    “You’re receiving anal sex from him?”


    “I guess so.”


    Tap . . . tap . . . tap . . .


    “Lube?”


    “God . . . yes, lube.”


    It was time to call a medic. I was about to be sick, and he was evidently choking on something.


    Tap . . . . . . tap . . . . . .


    “The lout, the Australian . . . what does he say? Does he like it?”


    “Yeah, he likes it,” I said. “As much as a man can enjoy such a disgus—such an enjoyable act.”


    “Your friend—what is he drinking?”


    “Beer, I guess.”


    “Like what?” he said. “Foster’s? Budweiser? Dos Equis?”


    “Yes, actually, Dos Equis. Oh, but get this—his Spanish.”


    Tap—


    “Spanish?”


    “Yeah, it’s so bad he can’t even pronounce Dos—”


    “Quick! How does he say it?”


    “Doss Ekwiss,” I said.


    And then I had the strangest feeling, like recalling a minor detail of a dream halfway into the following day. I sat with a stupid look on my face as specifics began flooding in and filling the gaps. The pieces packed and stacked into an avalanche, a mudslide, a meteor-induced tidal wave, growing in size and heading straight for me.


    “Good God,” he said. There was no more typing. “Well, don’t stop,” he panted. “What happened next?”


    “I don’t remember, sir.”


    “Try.”


    “I don’t remember, sir.”


    “God, Lenny!”


    “Sir?”


    “Did your friend ejac—”


    “Sir, please—”


    “Enough with the ‘sir!’ I have a PhD, for God’s sake!”


    I put a hand over my mouth. Both hands. I suppress a purge so terrible that even just witnessing it might not be survivable. Thoughts of suicide? Ask me again, Doc! I’ve changed my mind!


    He’s hyperventilating. A full workout going on behind his desk. “Continue!” he wheezes. “Finish the story! What does the doctor say?”


    I speak through my hands. He can’t hear me. I try again. He knows exactly what I’m going to say.


    “It’s Dos Equis, you dumb bastard . . . Dose . . . Ekees.”


    Gadsky suffers a heart attack or a stroke, maybe both. It cures his choking. He slumps in his chair, sweating and gasping like he’s just sprinted up forty flights of stairs. His computer screen is reflecting off his glasses. They’re completely fogged, water collecting at the bottom around the rims. He removes them with his free hand and drops them on his desk.


    “Look at me,” he says.


    I tighten the grip over my mouth.


    “I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing here.”


    I shake my head. My guts are in spasm, contorting at both ends. He can have my paperwork. The price has been too high. Boots and conversation enter the hall, returning from lunch.


    “Doctor—”


    “Alright,” he says, spent and slightly confused. “You shall have your signature.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Murphy nearly peed himself when I told him what had happened. “You can shove your hysterics,” I said. “I don’t find things funny anymore. The world is collapsing, I’m telling you—closing in!”


    “My hysterics?” he says. “Me?”


    “The jerks are crawling out of the drains! Getting high only makes it worse, Murphy! And now you’re telling me to smoke more? I get it, a controlled environment. Does such a thing exist? My God, the military—the Marines, no less. A micromanaged dictatorship, top-down, iron fist. And the most chaotic mess I’ve ever seen. An ongoing pileup. A twist, a rotten surprise at every step. That’s on the straightaways. Every corner’s an ambush! And this is stateside, peacetime. Africa? A distraction! But an honest to goodness mobilization? Against a real enemy? A shitstorm of insanity beyond my comprehension! Sound mind—what a concept! Centuries of job security for the Gadskys of the world.”


    I tell Murphy I’m going to be working for the battalion chaplain. Sweet gig, he says.


    “That remains to be seen. Anything I should know beforehand?”


    “Battalion is full of cast-offs and hand-me-downs. You’ll fit right in.”


    I thank him again for the heads-up on Gadsky. “I walked right into a trap, by the way. Go on, laugh. Hilarious.”


    “How was I supposed to know he was the guy from your motel?”


    “Wipe your tears,” I tell him. “This is serious! Didn’t you use to work up there? Any information would have helped. Gadsky, that swine! Help me bring him up on charges.”


    “Slow down, Bordell. Don’t go making things difficult for yourself.”


    He’s laughing again. “Knock it off! I was humiliated! If I really had been queer, damned if I would be now! And The Prestigious American—boy, had they nailed it. Right on the button! I only wish they hadn’t ruined my life in the process. And the bouncer’s room, the papers I shredded. That Polaroid! Gadsky knows all about it!”


    Murphy’s giggling like a little girl. “Sounds like real trouble,” he says.


    “Wiseguy! Trouble is right! And not only in lovely Oceanside. Corporal Creepy! Everyone knows! I can feel it at the barracks, the chow hall, the sidewalk. And Dane—don’t get me started.”


    Murphy shakes his head. “Nobody knows.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    He pacifies me with talk of a big fatty on the beach come sundown. Sounds perfect, I say. Ah, but first! He has something else to tell me. Rumors he’d heard. More? Wonderful! He wants to put me in a triangle choke. A precaution, he says. He doesn’t want me going berserk again.


    “Just tell me,” I say. “All the sewage I’ve waded through? I think I can handle it. And besides, I’ve had it with men wanting to touch me.”


    Another corner, another spinning backfist. Bang! Sniper! Bouncing Betty! A prize, my reward. Another gift from heaven. This one particularly irritating. And against all impossible odds, Corporal Creepy was the man to know. On the inside, plugged in, with his filthy little fingers on the pulse of this confederation of assholes.


    The nation’s CEO had done “us” a whopping presidential favor by freezing all pending discharges relating to certain questionable lifestyles. Every deviant who so desired to continue drawing a regular paycheck would be allowed to do just that, despite any nefarious unbecoming conduct that merely a week before had been grounds for immediate eviction.


    My window of opportunity had been slammed shut. Locked down, on indefinite hold while the Ivy League twits in Washington pontificated at length about our moral failings as a nation. Two or three weeks, my grits! I’m already packed and ready to scram, and now this? Moral failings, indeed. Must I write another letter?


    Murphy shakes his head again. “No more letters.”


    Why not? Flowers to 1600 Pennsylvania. Lavender! A bouquet of bullshit! Straight to the top, just like Creepy had said. Take a hint, slick. I have no interest in equal rights. Never have. Back of the bus for my money. Forfeit, default! Total divestment!


    Things—they just happen to me.


    I began reporting to the battalion chaplain. Hades and hellfire, this guy. And some secret my case turned out to be. What a surprise—he knew all about it. Didn’t everyone by now? Upon my arrival, he stood immobilized in the doorway that divided our adjoining offices, visibly shaken that I was to be his new assistant.


    “Good morning, sir,” I said. “I’m Lance Corporal—”


    “I know who you are.”


    “Well, then,” I said. “Is this my desk?”


    “I’m warning you, don’t get any lofty ideas in that corroded gourd of yours.”


    “Ideas?”


    “Like entering my office! Under no circumstances! Is that clear?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Calls come to your phone first. Transfer them to line two, then hang up. I’m not interested in having to talk to one of your . . . ilk.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    He kept his eye on me as he carefully shut and locked his door.


    “Jesus,” I said, walking around to my new desk. The door flew back open.


    “Aha! And you’re a blasphemer!” He held up a magazine, big bold letters emblazoned across the cover. “ON THE FRONTLINES AGAINST SOMALIANS AND GAYS.” He blinked as I blasphemed again. “Are you related to a Lieutenant Bordell, now serving in Somalia?”


    “No, sir.”


    “That’s too bad. This guy knows his stuff. Three issues and counting.”


    My phone rang. He retreated into his office again, slamming the door behind him. I heard him pop the lock.


    “One ring!” he shouted through the door. “Two, tops! ‘Chaplain’s office,’ you say! Then send them over and hang up!”


    It could be worse, I thought. They could have assigned me to the base psychologist’s office.


    Murphy had been well informed about the inhabitants at headquarters. A whole new cast. Under new management. Admin pogues, desk jockies, old-timers, short-timers. Crazies, weirdos, lamers, and me. And officers, wow! The halls were crawling with them. Yes, sir! No, sir! By your leave, sir! I pulled several muscles kowtowing to these geniuses before I realized they weren’t even paying attention.


    I shared a wall with a lifer who went by the name of Sergeant Azeno. A recovering alcoholic and perpetual grump, he was the sole proprietor of the office responsible for ruining everyone’s lives with random drug tests. Do what you love, they say. While not quite a Desert Storm vet, he’d more than made up for it by greeting our returning heroes with a box of piss cups in one hand and a little American flag in the other. He paid me a visit on my first day. A social call to welcome me to Battalion.


    “So, what’s your excuse?”


    “Sergeant?”


    “How did you land this cushy assignment? And don’t give me that line about the KGB.”


    “It’s top secret, Sergeant. A matter of national—”


    “Bull-shit! Chaplain’s office? You think I’m stupid or something? Even the documents in Granley’s safe aren’t matters of national security. Oh, but he’d never admit to that! Confidential—balls! I bet you’re feeling real prestigious, now that you’re in cahoots with the so-called intelligence community.”


    “I don’t follow . . .”


    “Oh, you don’t follow! Trying to throw me off your trail? That stench is hard to mask! This organization—ruined! Thanks to people like you! And Granley—thinks he runs the whole show, now that he has his security clearance. Hasn’t even been to intel school! And that pothead corpsman you’re always hanging around. You losers think you’re better than me? My God, now I’ve heard everything! Granley will screw up soon enough. Wait and see! Just like Sergeant Coke Fiend before him. Same goes for Murphy. I’ll bust both of them. Don’t you worry about that. And then it’ll be your turn.”


    He left in a rage that continued in his office around the corner. I sifted through my memory. Certainly, I had done something to offend this man. I gave up. Through the wall, I heard him swearing up and down, taking out his personal failings and frustrations on invisible enemies. He could hear into my office as well, I soon learned. Any jovial discussion dragging past the ten-second mark was met with a banging on the wall and threatening shouts to “secure the happiness.”


    Good luck getting to the inner circle with that attitude. Ten years in and still missing out on that elusive secret handshake. The intelligence community—finally! Movie deals! A quick call to Randy—Operation Green Light! We’ll find a part for Azeno. Heck, he can play himself. He’d love Hollywood. The perfect place for a man so afflicted with his own imaginary importance.


    Every couple of days, I’d pester Corporal Granley at battalion intel. He’d become less of a jerk lately. He owed me that much. Plus a little extra. I think it was part of his intelligence act. I wasn’t impressed. I had an act of my own. I’d stick my mug out, and if the hall was clear of the biggest troublemakers, I’d slink on down and try to play nice. I’d small talk and chitchat while Granley’s enormous head floated above the mountain of paperwork that filled his time. Piles of documents, leaning towers. Archives and clippings, codes and memos. Investigations and analysis. Under the radar, over the wire.


    Why my case was being handled by Granley’s office was never explained. Perhaps it was part of my KGB cover. Or maybe it was another trap.


    “No updates, Bordell.”


    “Who? Updates? You mean my silly little case? You’ve got me all wrong!”


    Only then would he look up at me. Those eyes—like two blueberries on a beach ball.


    “Nice map,” I’d say, thumbing toward the wall. “Africa? I’ve heard nothing but good things.”


    And there’s that finger of his pointing to the door. Ah, just as well. I hated having to wear my stage face around Corporal Judas. And if it weren’t for the fact that I was depending on him to work my case, I’d be snitching sweet nothings to Sergeant Azeno all day long.


    At first, I thought Granley must have had a high-ranking uncle pulling favors for him to land his intelligence gig. Going through the normal channels just didn’t add up. He’d been waiting to ship to intel school, his acceptance to which was a miracle in itself. He’d wanted a head start, and had been familiarizing himself by assisting in the office. Shortly thereafter, his direct superior had been busted by one of Sergeant Azeno’s intrepid “random” drug tests. In a pinch for an immediate replacement, they gave Granley the keys as a temporary stopgap, under the close and skeptical watch of Colonel Sanders. Adapt and overcome.


    Through no fault of my own, I made a friend of Granley’s assistant, Private Ricketts. I don’t know what he saw in me, other than a mutual unspoken recognition of our fraudulent bids for early discharges. I’d heard he was bonkers, unpredictable. He seemed alright to me, but what the hell did I know? Head cases come in all flavors. I wanted to ask if he’d had to visit Gadsky. I decided against it.


    On Thursday afternoons, Ricketts cleaned the shitters and buffed the floors. That’s what happens when you’re the lowest-ranking man at Battalion. I helped him once. I didn’t say much. The same went for the paper pushers I was rooming with at the barracks. Polite nods and silence. The friends I had were hazardous enough. I couldn’t afford to make new ones. A symptom of not knowing who knows what. Tripwires and infrared. Trapdoors and blow darts. My roommates kept their distance. They knew the score, I’m almost certain. I didn’t fit the profile. But beware of whom you least expect! Inquiries and explanations, equally uncomfortable. Even so, defending my charade would have been as necessary as it was unthinkable. We all hoped it would never come to that.


    I tried to keep my movements and potential sightings to a minimum. The chow hall had become too dangerous. I’d pop into the PX just before closing. Cartons of Luckies and a week’s worth of apples and canned tuna. At the checkout counter, I’d scan the magazine rack for new headlines penned in my name. Increasingly often, the title I was looking for was sold out.


    I wondered how many copies would be flown out to the ships as they protected our shores from the Nazis, or the Iraqis, or whatever imminent threat was posed by the wily Somalian. Brave men, our warriors. Dedicated and selfless.


    Speaking of which, the old gang was preparing for deployment. Inspections, checkups, shots, and calibrations. Anxious for adventure and booze, booze, booze. But itchy trigger fingers lead to carelessness. Management attempted to cool their rabidity with a last-ditch safety seminar. I tried to weasel out. The chaplain raised his voice. I grabbed my box of camouflage bibles and followed him down to the big conference room near the ramp.


    We arrived just as the keynote speaker was beginning his lecture. Some old sergeant with a wound you wouldn’t believe. My first thought was that his talk might be about the perils of swimming with hungry sharks. Metal poles and wires stuck out of his arm at all angles, holding shredded meat and bone together as best they could. Well into his recovery, his disfigured limb resembled a glazed and rotting ham. The five pink sausages clinging to this mangled mess would remain unusable forever.


    “And that’s if they don’t eventually turn black and fall off,” he said.


    He made sure everyone got a good look at the full-color posters he’d made for the occasion.


    “These glossies are from the emergency room. Look at that, right there. See my bones sticking out every which way? I hope it gives you nightmares! Anyone know what happened to me? No? I made the mistake of reaching in front of the barrel of a forty mike-mike while a monkey was at the controls. Stupid bastard just couldn’t wait to fire that thing. Silly me, I was up there loading a fresh can of rounds and almost forgot that bottle of CLP. Boom! The range wasn’t even hot! If I hadn’t been going in and out of consciousness, I’d have killed that jackass on the spot. And look at my arm now! Real pretty, ain’t it?”


    Someone in the platoon raised his hand. “Does it hurt, Sergeant?”


    “Does it what?” He looked over at Gunny Jackson and Lieutenant Bradford. “Good luck deploying with these jerkoffs! Is the rest of your platoon this dumb?” They looked at each other and seemed to be considering their options.


    “Anyway, what’s the moral of this sordid fairy tale? Anyone? Exactly! Do not fuck around on the job. It only takes one pinhead to ruin it for everyone. Like that accident last year out in the water. Wait—was it this platoon? Yeah? Ten to one, it was some smartass screwing around. Am I right?”


    Eyes turned to the lance corporal sitting in the front row with his box of bibles.


    The sergeant winced as he pointed with his armful of contraptions. “It was you?”


    I shook my head. The platoon rumbled with murmurs and coughing. Gunny Jackson stood up and asked the speaker if he was finished.


    “One last thing! Just to make sure none of you end up blown in half. Don’t reach in front of the barrel of a live weapon, for one thing. But can any of you explain to me the procedure for arming the forty? No one? Jesus . . . trying to save lives here. Let me ask you this—charge, trigger, charge . . . then what?”


    “Trigger!”


    Even I knew that was wrong. Recognizing Granley’s voice only made it more obvious. There he was, standing in the back, attending our little convention to support his buddies as they prepared to shove off.


    And the face on our esteemed guest—aneurysm, coming up. “You son of a bitch! Look at my arm!” He ran over to Granley and shoved his metal gizmos under his nose. “This is what happens! Trigger once! Got it? Once! Not twice until you’re ready to fire!”


    Granley tried to get smart with the poor sergeant. A dustup ensued, the beginnings of a brawl. Dane and a few others held the sergeant back from further injury.


    “I can take care of myself!”


    “But Sergeant! Your arm!”


    “My arm? You should be worried about your arm! All of you! Deployment with Corporal Buddy-Fucker here! My condolences! Trigger twice, ha! You’re going to get everyone killed!”


    Someone filled him in.


    “Battalion intel?” the sergeant said. “This guy? You boots playing a joke on the cripple?”


    “It’s no joke, Sergeant,” Granley said.


    “Oh, yes it is! On the whole battalion! Does it make you feel powerful?”


    “What?”


    “Huh, smart guy? Intelligence man? How about it, numbnuts? The chaplain is right over there! Go confess your bullshit!”


    The chaplain had a good chuckle. “For everyone has bullshitted,” he said. “We all fall short.”


    The sergeant grabbed his photos with his good arm and blasphemed his way out the door.


    “Tough act to follow,” said the chaplain, before closing the safety seminar with an underwhelming sermon about the necessity of preparing to meet our maker.


    I passed out bibles to my yawning friends. I wished them well, even Lieutenant Bradford. If he ever opened his bible, he’d find the real message. Anonymous, all in caps. Bolded, too.


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Up at Battalion, a few months in. Times were tough. Off at four, beach at four-thirty, stoned by five. Sometimes, Murphy even managed to coerce a couple of bimbos into the mix. If it weren’t for the creeping madness that kept my head down during the day and one eye open at night, it would have been perfect.


    And there was that downward pull of waiting for the call that never came. Calls came in, alright, but nothing for the battalion bent. The phone on my desk rang five or six times a day. I’d jump and wiggle my fingers like a man steeling himself before defusing a bomb.


    Invariably, it was the wife of some unfortunate jarhead weeping, but not really, that hubby was gone. On deployment, on a drunk, just plain missing in action. “Please hold!” Not a week would pass before I’d hear the same boozy voice calling to confess that she’d slept with three different married marines since the last call. “Just a sec!” They’d start spilling the beans before I could transfer them over. When the chaplain was out, I’d get the full story, jotting down the bullet points and cursing the bitch for tying up the line.


    On Sundays, I’d assist the chaplain with his churchly duties at the chapel, strategically located just beside the E-club. Every week, we’d pass the same five families of Catholics as they left morning Mass. Our service was fifteen minutes later. No one ever came. Backstage, the priest would start up with his complaints about having to drive down from mainside, while the chaplain and I had things so easy.


    “And my flock,” he said. “Mexicans and Filipinos, every last one!”


    I made the mistake of suggesting that Jesus had died for everyone’s sins. He looked at me like I’d just called his mother a whore.


    It became sort of an inside joke between the chaplain and me to invite the priest to stick around for our rousing service. You’d love it, we told him. Rows and rows of beautiful white families. Marine families—God, country, Corps! And Navy!


    He never stayed. He’d throw his robe on the closet floor and hightail it out the rear exit, leaving us to enjoy the silence of the empty chapel.


    My relationship with the padre was a lonely road paved with cockeyed looks and locked doors. But Private Ricketts had devised a more in-depth plan to win my coveted camaraderie. He appeared in front of my desk one day holding a bundle of files. I hung up the phone mid-sentence.


    “Yes? My orders?”


    He opened a folder and began reading at random. Something about a porn ring involving marines we knew.


    “Let me guess,” I say. “A script? Dos Equis?”


    “Not a script. Testimony!”


    I have the vague idea that everyone would be better off if these files were put back where they belong. Or at least to have never made their way into my office. I ask if this is one of Corporal Granley’s investigations.


    “Yeah, but listen to this! ‘I sat on the bed while Victor adjusted the camera. I asked him where the girls were that he had promised. He told me to remove my shorts and masturbate.’ ”


    “Damn, Ricketts, you’re right—a real knee-slapper! And now, if you’d do us all a favor and get this crap out of my office—”


    My phone rings again. Without speaking, I transfer the sniveling slut to the chaplain.


    “Ricketts! Still here?”


    “Hold on,” he says. “You haven’t heard the part where he agrees to do it, but only if the guy leaves the room.”


    “Understandable.”


    “So then he’s jerking it, but the guy keeps peeking around the corner—”


    There’s Granley’s voice from down the hall, calling for his loyal assistant. Then I see what the hubbub about Ricketts is. His face turns purple like that sergeant with the mincemeat appendage. He’s gasping through his teeth, as if someone is pulling out his fingernails.


    “The files,” I say. “Take them and get out.”


    He’s speaking in little squeaks. “But . . . I thought he’d gone to lunch.”


    “It’s only nine-thirty.”


    “You have to hide this,” he says.


    “Oh, really?”


    He does the mummy-walk over to the door. He slams it shut, then staggers back and drops the files on my desk. I can’t even look at this pile of felonies. There’s funny, and then there’s prison. My hesitation doesn’t sit well with the likes of Dr. David Banner here. He grabs a handful of pencils out of the holder on my desk. Oh, here we go. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry! He snaps them all in half at once and throws them in my face. In a low voice indicating violence is soon to follow, he tells me again to hide the files.


    The chaplain hangs up. He opens our adjoining door. “What’s the commotion?”


    “Nothing, sir!”


    “What are you doing in here, Ricketts?”


    The hair on Ricketts’ neck stands straight like someone is cattle-prodding him in the pooper. His every muscle tense and rigid, I expect to see blood dripping from his clenched fists.


    “A disagreement,” I say. “Minor at that.” I wave my hands “safe” like a nonchalant umpire.


    They share a stare. A pair of telepathics grappling from across the room. The chaplain blinks. He retreats behind the door. Ricketts hears the lock. He sags like his battery has just died. He apologizes and wipes his eyes. I put the files in my desk and tell him to come back and get them by the end of the day.


    “Or even sooner,” I say. “By lunchtime. This is dangerous, Ricketts! A time bomb!”


    He doesn’t show. I ask around. Granley hasn’t seen him all day. Murphy calls. He can’t make it this afternoon. I stay late, but still no Ricketts. I jam the files down my pants, grab some scissors, and lock up the office. Down to the beach. I’m fuming at the whole situation. Ricketts, Clinton, those ridiculous pencils. I need Granley on my side! Intelligence community? Ha! Persona non grata! Documents stolen from the safe? How could that possibly help? No more waiting around for a discharge, that’s how. Slam! Ten years? Twenty? And the grapevine, scuttlebutt! Those criminals would get ideas. Colonel Sanders, the one-man rumor mill. Take it from me, boys! Bordell is a murderer, a homo, and a spy! And while we’re at it, hit-and-run!


    I’m counting waves. I feel like I’m on the lam. The sun is long gone, having sunk beneath the horizon on its way to a hazy wake-up over Shanghai. The clouds swirl like slow-motion afterthoughts. Shape-shifting pastels on a canvas that bleeds from purple to black. Oceanside lies waiting to my left. Up the coast is the beast Los Angeles, throbbing with lust and unsolved crimes. A dead comrade rests in the sea before me. All manner of snares lurk in the shadows behind. More plots and ploys, barbed-wire snags, cocked at the ready, thy will be done.


    A proper dispatch. Anything worth doing! A frenzy of snipping and slicing, multiple locations. Torn to shreds, limb from limb. Here and there, under the sand. Trashcans, pissers, barbecue pits.


    The next morning, an agitated Corporal Granley appears in my office looking for Ricketts.


    “Haven’t seen him, Corporal. What’s the problem?”


    “None of your business, Bordell.”


    That’s debatable. He runs down the hall to his ringing telephone. Corporal? Updates?


    That afternoon, Ricketts finally shows, asking for a certain bundle of poisonous snakes. I tell him I don’t have them.


    “Where are they?”


    “Beats me. I got here this morning and they were gone. Lucky for us, eh?”


    He starts wheezing again. Lockjaw, psychosis.


    “Calm down,” I tell him. “All taken care of. Neither of us knows anything.”


    He’s making noises like he’s hooked up to the main grid. Somewhere, someone was turning up a big black knob from the fifties marked “amperage.”


    I help him take a seat in one of the military-grade waiting chairs. He’s out of sorts, going into labor. He grips the armrests like he’s being executed. I ask him if there is some kind of medication he should be taking about now.


    “The files,” he says. “Where are they?”


    “They’re gone, I told you. Just deny everything if Granley asks.”


    “Asks? He’s already threatened me with a court-martial!”


    “Big deal! Do you have any idea the threats I’ve gotten from the colonel himself? Big bad Sanders?”


    “I left the files with you!” he says. “What happened to them?”


    “Don’t try to put this on me, friend. You never should have taken the damn things. And what if Granley had searched my office? He could have. Almost did. I saw him. He has his suspicions. If I hadn’t taken preemptive measures, and he’d started snooping around . . .”


    “Then what?”


    “Then you and I would die in prison. Is that what you want, Ricketts?”


    “No.”


    “So, what do you need to do?”


    “Find the files.”


    “No, Ricketts. Pay attention.”


    Murphy walks in. “Performing another botched exorcism, Bordell?”


    I hold up a hand—Murphy can wait. I’m talking to Ricketts like he’s a child. Not far from the truth. I try my best to comfort and console him without tripping any red flags. That’s all I need—more grist. I’m beginning to doubt his ability to ride out the storm. Pressure and duress don’t agree with him. Just deny, I say. I make him repeat it, out loud, over and over. Murphy and I send him on his way with a gentle admonishment to stay the hell away from my office.


    “Murphy,” I say. “I’m going to have a nervous breakdown.”


    “You?”


    “Anvils on a camel’s back.”


    “Where’s the chaplain?” he says.


    “Some meeting up at mainside.”


    “Shut the door.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Big changes, coming soon. Murphy’s up to his old tricks—scamming the drug test. Standard operating procedure. He’d had an hour’s warning. Plenty of time. He grabbed his supplies from BAS. An IV bag jammed under his armpit. The contents? Who knows. Murphy is a seasoned pro. He taped the line to his body down to Mr. Winky. When it was time to fill the bottle, he whipped it out, turned the switch, and there it was.


    Murphy is all excited, like he’s just heard a brilliant new joke and can’t wait to tell me. “You should have seen him,” he says. “The test monitor. Some sergeant from Bravo Company. He didn’t want to look too closely, but he knew that wasn’t kosher piss.”


    “What’s so funny?”


    “Well,” he says, thumbing at the wall to Sergeant Azeno’s office, “this wino is personally testing me again sometime this afternoon.”


    I’m waiting for the punch line, the plan. Murphy has always had an answer for everything.


    “I’m screwed,” he says. “I guess I’ll just pee into his bottle and be done with it.”


    Azeno did as promised. Eyeballs inches from Doc’s knob. Sneers and you-think-you’re-so-smarts. Murphy knew the jig was up. He drove to his apartment, packed his things, bailed on his landlord, and moved into a vacant office at BAS. It wasn’t long before the results were in. Shock and awe—Murphy tested positive.


    I had never seen Sergeant Azeno so jolly. He was eager to share the good news.


    “Poor choice of friends, Bordell.”


    “What’s that, Sergeant?”


    “Murphy, the junkie.”


    “Ah. Navy, no less. Swine!”


    “Don’t get smart,” he said. “Base restriction and a shitty discharge is nothing to joke about. When Murphy is back on the block, he’ll be lucky to find a job digging ditches.”


    “Ditches?”


    “Permanent records, Bordell. A life sentence.”


    I met Murphy that night at his new digs at BAS.


    “Azeno is a clown,” Murphy said. “A junkie? He really said that?”


    “Poor choice of friends.”


    I sat on the examination table. The roll of disposable paper reminded me of the toilet seat covers in public crappers. A Doc Murphy bed. That’s where he would sleep until they finally cut him loose as a civilian.


    “Such an understanding boss.”


    “Say what you want about the Navy,” Murphy said, “but we really do look after our own, unlike you fascists.”


    I wondered how accommodating the Navy would be once they found out we had turned their battalion aid station into a hash bar. We spent our evenings there, smoking up and throwing darts. I voiced my concern about Murphy’s future, ditches and such. And what about my future? It was only a matter of time before Azeno would draw my winning number.


    “Do I look upset?” Murphy said. “Let me rephrase that. Do I look upset that I’m getting two years of my life back? Once they fork over my papers, that’s it. Shit-for-brains Azeno tries to rub it in. This is all he has. This and the bottle waiting around every corner for the rest of his miserable existence. That’s the life sentence he’s talking about. Digging ditches, come on. He’s just afraid he’ll end up living in one. And oh, my gosh—my tainted records! What did I tell you before?”


    “That no one cares.”


    “Exactly. I’ve worked in the real world, Bordell. No one gives a damn. And something else—regardless of what your recruiters, or Azeno, or any other meathead lifers in this outfit say, being in the military can actually count against you once you’re out. You think they want some psycho ex-marine on staff who’s actually shot people in the face? A jar of teeth on the mantle? A real conversation piece. Have a talk with our friendly HR rep! By the way, he mowed down entire villages because they didn’t speak English, so choose your words carefully. On behalf of a grateful nation, ha! Damaged goods. Here, we’re rewarded for such criminal behavior. Out there, you go to jail.”


    My worst fear, civilian or not. Specifics are meaningless in the clink. And the possibility of waking up there is alarmingly real, no matter what we’re up to. One misstep! One stupid missing file! A livid Corporal Granley brings this to my attention the next day. I’m surprised it took him so long.


    “Files?” I say.


    “You know what I’m talking about!”


    Important investigation and all that. Government resources, long-term investment. Whoosh—gone! He’s full of all kinds of threats. Bunker busters and tactical nukes. Article this and paragraph that, a bunch of military mumbo I’ve never heard of. Court-martial, brig time, bad conduct discharge. Message received! Loud and clear! But wait—what about copies? Duplicates? Surely, there must be a—


    “Copies? You smartass! Classified files were stolen from my office! The intelligence office! Do you know what that means? There’s a rat in the building!”


    “Corporal, you don’t think . . . Ricketts?”


    “Ah, snitching on your old buddy?”


    “I barely know him, Corporal. I just figured he would be the obvious first choice.”


    More accusations. Aimed at me? Hard to tell. He’s yelling at the ceiling. Complicit! Subversive! Double-fucking-cross!


    “Of course he was my first choice! He’s up at mainside right now. A little R&R with the base psychologist—the head honcho! Let’s see what your friend has to say off the record!”


    A jolt through my fingers. My wazoo slams shut like a vice.


    “A priest at confession,” he says. “All ears for this head case. But this time, no attorney-client privilege—national security!”


    “Maybe you just misplaced them. Or the cleaning lady accidentally—”


    “We don’t have a cleaning lady, Bordell. We use shitbirds like you to do our dirty work.”


    “Well, Corporal, the only time I’m in your office is with you. So if you’re thinking that I—”


    “Oh, I get it. Coming on to me, Bordell? Huh, fancy pants?”


    “You’re not my type, Corporal, no offense.”


    “Good Christ! And you’d better wipe that filthy smirk off your face. I know the two of you are friends. Or worse! God, disgusting! Too much to imagine!”


    “Ricketts is your assistant, Corporal. I know his name and that’s about it. To be honest, I never trusted him myself. And come to think of it, I did catch him once sniffing around in my drawers—”


    “I knew it!”


    “Desk drawers! But unlike your office, there’s nothing of any importance to be found in here. Wait—yes, it’s all coming back. I’d kicked him out! Told him he’s not welcome here. You should have seen the crazy look in his eyes. I remember it like it was yesterday. He said he’d get even with me, one way or another. Corporal, your investments! Resources!”


    “Get to the point, Bordell.”


    “Your files! Don’t let him fob this back onto me! He’s insane, Corporal. Demented, deranged. And most of all, treacherous! It’s none of my business, Corporal, but how a screwball like Ricketts was ever allowed into your office is a little hard to believe.”


    He stands there for a minute contemplating the legal problems of his own, should he decide to throttle me. A phone rings down the hall.


    “Of course, anything to help, Corporal.” He stomps off to catch the phone. “Feel free to search my office if you think you need to!”


    I flex my fingers and wipe my brow. Gadsky, huh? Perfect. A-1 sane! Wrench after bloody wrench! What more could possibly go wrong?


    “I never thought it’d be you, Bordell.”


    “Fu—!”


    Sergeant Azeno stands like a vampire in the doorway. Arms crossed, high and tight, razor jaw, predator’s stare.


    “Sergeant?”


    “Taking down the intelligence office all by yourself. Nice work. What’s next? The rest of Battalion? Hell, you’ve already killed one marine. Probably made off with the radio codes too. Maybe KGB is right.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Thin walls, Bordell.”


    Thin what? Ice? Craaack! He waves—one motion, deliberate, limp-wristed. He smiles and disappears. I hear him run upstairs, three steps at a time.


    The following day, I get a call from Corporal Creepy. Urgent news, good and bad. But first, an apology.


    “I’d promised to come see you, but I’ve been so busy!”


    “No problem. Stay where you are. News? Updates?”


    “Holiday weekend—let me make it up to you.”


    “Cut the crap!”


    I hear him rustling papers like an anchorman. Good news first. The geniuses in Washington have made up their minds. Everyone’s on board. The president has already signed. A few days to filter down. A week, tops. I’ve heard this all before. Months ago, in fact. But he’s certain, insistent. Has the time finally arrived to conclude my affairs?


    “Not so fast,” he says. “Alarming developments from Battalion.” My heart sinks. “Colonel Sanders and, what’s his name, Insano?”


    “Azeno.”


    “Yeah, those two are on to you.”


    Craaack!


    “What do you mean?”


    “I told you to watch yourself. But apparently, you and your friend are the two biggest stoners in the division.”


    Sweat pools in my boots. “A possible exaggeration, Corporal.”


    “And the intel guy with the big head.”


    “Granley?” I say. “He smokes, too?”


    “That would explain a lot. Not sure if he’s aware of it, but Sanders and Azeno are about to shut him down.”


    My stomach knots. The walls warp. I don’t need the intrigue. “Granley? Why?”


    “Seems he’s made a big mess of the intelligence office. It’s an embarrassment for Sanders, and Azeno just plain hates him for some reason. No details. That’s all I’ve heard. It’s just a delay, as far as you’re concerned. But between that and the drug thing, it’s enough to botch the whole operation.”


    “Hmm.”


    “Lay low, Bordell. It’s all in the timing. We can beat it. Maybe.”


    “Alright, let me know if—”


    “Wait—this weekend! A bunch of us are heading out. Palm Springs! A psychologist from up at mainside. Maybe you’ve met him? And his friend, an Australian. Care to join us?”


    “I shall seriously consider it.”


    Click!


    Palm Springs? With them? And no one ever heard from Anjo Bordell again. Holiday weekend. I forget which one. Four days hotboxing the green stuff in Murphy’s suite at the BAS Express. He had just under a month to go, signing in with the battalion watch every ninety minutes after hours. Last check-in was at eleven. One night, we drove into town for a late snack. I was in the clear for the time being, but it was brig time for Murphy if he was caught.


    “Living the dream,” he said. “What are they going to do, bust me again?”


    I told him I was next. The chopping block, the chaff.


    “But your orders,” he said. “Aren’t they due any day now?”


    “Yes, but it’s going to be close. Depends on how long the results take.”


    “A friend of a friend, down at the lab. He used to be my supplier. He’ll keep me up to date. But you don’t even know if you’re going to be tested.”


    “My man on the inside,” I said. “It’s imminent.”


    “What the hell does he know? After all, he still thinks you’re queer.”


    “I can be very persuasive.”


    “Puke.”


    He had that right. I hadn’t seen Oceanside in months. Our brief tour of Hill Street had me feeling the willies in under a minute. Seedy and sketchy, downright hostile. I felt only mildly less threatened knowing that the Aussie was out of town. We stopped at a red light.


    “What does your girlfriend think about all this?”


    “Who?”


    “The girl you used to talk about.”


    “I haven’t told anyone back home. That would defeat the whole purpose of signing up.”


    “And what was that?”


    “Good question,” I said. “The Marines are famous. Bonus for seeing combat.”


    “Combat? You dummy!”


    “Bad idea?”


    “I’ve seen the aftermath.”


    “In the desert?”


    “Yeah, our team had just massacred thousands of the other team’s retreating players. I was in a chopper with a bunch of you lovely jarheads. You could smell the death at five hundred feet. One of those jokers was a captain. He wants to land to get a better look. It’s like a human barbecue. A fucking clambake, sizzling and crackling. And the survivors, Jesus. Moaning in agony from being flash roasted. Nightmares, Bordell! It was like visiting hell. And we were the devil. The devil, man! Us!”


    Green light. We make a left and then another into the parking lot.


    “God bless the USA,” he says.


    We pull into the drive-thru at Robertito’s. The squawk-box is rusted through, dangling from a ragged wire. Paco repeatedly asks for our order. Murphy stares at the glowing menu, unable to answer. I’ve seen that face before. Back in Richmond, near the bridge. Herschel’s story about the tar pits. I order for both of us.


    Murphy doesn’t speak until we’re back in his room at BAS. “You know something?” he says. “I’ve changed my mind. We’re going to get you out of here.”


    “That’s the plan.”


    “No, I mean with clean records.”


    “Plus the gay thing.”


    “Especially the gay thing! That’s the future, isn’t it? These criminals, these murderers. They got me. I blame myself for that. I got complacent. But you’re getting out of here scot-free. Just this once. You, Bordell—the queer! The thing they hate the most.”


    “The two things they—”


    “Your papers, your orders—honorable fucking discharge. I’m going to see to that. Endorsed by their own signatures. Authorized, approved, and commended by their very names.”


    “Sounds good.”


    “And I’ll admit something, Bordell. I didn’t really know if this stunt was going to work. There were a lot of potential pitfalls and you’ve hit every one. I was just curious to see if it could be done. It wasn’t properly thought out.”


    “Hmm.”


    “I apologize for pushing you into it. It was bad advice, and I’m sorry. But we’re going to win.”


    First day back, sure enough. Morning formation, a sweeping piss test. A dragnet. My number isn’t picked. I’m confused. Bad intel. Lucky me.


    There’s Azeno. “And you, Bordell.”


    Random? Joking? Where’s the HNIC now? That phony! Add another name to the Clinton body count.


    A long line of us, corralled into the hall above the giant maintenance bay down on the ramp. Marines from throughout the battalion. Guys I didn’t know. But they’d heard about me.


    “That guy?”


    “Who, him?”


    We chug water and wait our turn.


    “You sure?”


    “That’s what they say!”


    Whispers and demented giggles. I keep my head down.


    “Next!”


    Into the head.


    “Ah, Bordell!”


    “Sergeant.”


    “Holiday alright?”


    “Brilliant.”


    “Ho! A smartass! Piss in this.”


    I try. I can’t. Azeno crouches down, both eyes on my schwantz.


    “I do love my job,” he says.


    “I can see that.”


    “I bet you’d love it, too—all these cocks!”


    “I can’t go, Sergeant. Some space, please?”


    He jumps up, mano-a-mano. He speaks through his teeth. “I knew it. You’re not queer. And KGB, my ass. You’re just another worthless junkie who’s in over his head.”


    I try to force it. Nothing doing. I should have had more water. I manage a few drops.


    “Slim pickings!” he says. “Like the odds of you getting an honorable.”


    “Why’s that?”


    “Your tainted urine, for one.”


    “But I’m as clean as a whistle, Sergeant.”


    “And I had a little talk with Colonel Sanders.”


    Craaaaa—


    “About what?”


    “You know about what. I told him your case is all bullshit.”


    —aaack-k-k-k!


    “And that your handler, Corporal Granley, is in on it. And Ricketts, that kook. You finks are up to something. This homo nonsense is just a cover. For what, exactly, we will soon find out.”


    I ask him how he’d jumped from his lone gunman theory to the idea that the three of us are in collusion. He smiles and shakes his head. He says he has it all figured out.


    “That makes one of us,” I say.


    “Piss in the bottle.”


    He’s going to ruin everything. I tell him to call Gadsky. He says he just might, if only to help connect the dots on this conspiracy he’s inadvertently uncovered.


    “That’s some heavy-duty paranoia, Sergeant.”


    “Call it what you want. I have my reasons.”


    “I have mine, too.”


    “Sure you do. Piss in the bottle . . . something funny?”


    “The bottle,” I say.


    “What about it?”


    “Drinking again, Sergeant?”


    “What the—? How the—?” He takes a step back. Two steps. Fists tight, eyes aflame.


    “It’s okay,” I say. “I’m with the intelligence community.”


    “You piss in that fucking bottle right now.”


    I turn my back. He grabs my shoulder.


    “Warning! HIV!”


    He recoils like he’s been shot in the chest. “Revolting!” He shrivels up and shuffles along the wall, muttering to himself. A brief moment of privacy. I drain my evidence and hand it over.


    He’s cowering in the corner. “Set it on the table,” he says.


    “Aye, Sergeant.”


    “Now, get out of my sight.”


    “Roger that.”


    “Cocksucker.”


    A week goes by. I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. The heebs, the shakes. My out-processing, the checklist. I thought I’d lost it. And Gadsky’s illegible autograph. I’m in a bad way without it. Had Azeno called him? What would the kind good doctor have said? Had I been convincing enough with that old greaseball? I hope so! I hope not! I’m digging around, digging around. Ah, the checklist! All those blanks. So vacant, so bare, begging to be filled with the sigs of my superiors. A final guarantee. A big fat pardon.


    First up, blood work. A head start at BAS.


    “No word yet from the lab,” Murphy says. “But soon!”


    Needles and vials, THC. I pass out three or four times. On the floor, out cold. He puts me back in the chair and removes another ruined syringe.


    “Yeah, that one’s going to bruise.” He forces half a sandwich down my throat. “Blood sugar,” he says. “I need you healthy. We’re in the homestretch.”


    “Hmm.”


    I’m in and out. Murphy is talking gibberish, continuing from our previous conversation.


    “If it’s combat you’re after, stick around for another five or ten years.”


    “Crazy,” I say, summing up Murphy, me, and the entire goddam situation.


    “Iraq,” he says, confirming that the dope has taken full control. “You think we’re done with that shithole? Just a practice run, a dress rehearsal. And next time, no cakewalk. Real combat, brutal and sustained. House to house . . . many medals . . . posthumous.”


    “Iraq? Again? Twice?”


    He nods his head, fiddling with his needles. Tunnel vision. I’m about to pass out again. Murphy is smart. He knows things. He’s twenty-six, after all. But foreign policy is not one of his strengths. Iraq? Murphy smiles. Another sting in my arm. I laugh as the walls close in. I blink. Nice and slow.


    My phone rings the next day. It’s Corporal Creepy. All kinds of encouragement. “Orders—any day now! Hang in there!”


    “And your trip?”


    “Palm Springs? Still sore! And my friends knew a thing or two about you! Remember those parties I told you about? They said to be sure to invite you.”


    “How considerate.”


    “Think again, Bordell! Might be trouble. Stay out of sight. Oceanside, too. For now, at least. Final lap, but watch your back!”


    Two days later? Three? It’s all a blur, blotchy and smeared. Locusts on a windshield. My phone—it’s Murphy. Red alert.


    “Results are in!”


    “Positives?”


    “Oh, yes,” he says.


    “Names?”


    “Well, the thing is, he wouldn’t tell me the—”


    Click!


    I’m losing weight by the hour. Clammy and out of breath, bleeding cuticles. I hear Azeno through the wall. He’s on the phone, roaring laughter.


    “Hey—”


    I jump. “God! Ricketts! What do you want?”


    He shuts the door. He’s off his meds again. Bleary-eyed, pouring stress. He looks like me. He’s trying to contain himself, boiling inside that I’ve made his life so difficult. Me? He threatens to swipe my files.


    “Sweet Mary!” I say. “You still have access to the safe?”


    Just as I’m wrapping things up, here comes Ricketts with a little red bow of his own. And Azeno, laughing through the wall, preparing yet another alternate ending to this box office disaster.


    “Ricketts?”


    “Granley blames me for everything! ‘Where are my keys?’ he wants to know. ‘Did you erase my messages? Yellow stickies—I put them right here! Gone! I lost a promotion, thanks to your dumb ass!’ He sends me on working parties, litter detail, shit detail! He even sent me up to some freak psychologist. I’ve been up there before, but never to this guy. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you—or maybe you would. Just your type!”


    My phone is ringing again. One thing at a time. I start reaching. Ricketts isn’t finished.


    “I need you to tell Granley that you took the files.”


    “That doesn’t even make sense, Ricketts. You work in that office, not me.”


    Ring, ring . . .


    The chaplain is on another call. He shouts at me from behind his door.


    Ricketts leans on my desk. “He even thinks I took things from your office. Where would he have gotten that idea, Bordell?”


    “Ricketts . . .”


    Ring, ring . . .


    Azeno pounds on the wall. “Answer the phone, pothead!”


    Ricketts is about to blow his stack. “What’s it going to be, Bordell?”


    I shake my head.


    He slams his fists on my desk. “You faggot!”


    “Ricketts . . .”


    Ring . . .


    I see it coming. I lean back. One sweep and Ricketts clears my desk, dumping everything onto the floor. He yanks the door and stomps off toward the intelligence office, slapping himself and whooping like a wild Indian.


    I’m trembling. I’m sweating. Bulging eyes and popping pulse. I reassemble the phone. It’s ringing again. I pick up. It’s Corporal Granley. He’s upstairs in the battalion admin office.


    “Bordell,” he says, “you’ll never guess what’s coming over the wire.”


    “Enough of your bullshit, Corporal.”


    “What’s that?”


    “I wouldn’t be in this mess if weren’t for you, you bobble-headed shit-for-brains.”


    “Back it up, Bordell.”


    “Intelligence? Hilarious! Left, right, ABCs! Two plus fucking two! A jet stream of bewilderment passing miles over that enormous chowderhead of yours. And now they have you reading maps? Communiqués? Funny! But don’t laugh too hard, Corporal. You might cause another accident. No worries—blame it on the new guy. He doesn’t know any better. An easy target. Now, let’s bust him for getting high.”


    “That’s enough, Bordell.”


    “You just don’t get it, do you, Granley? You have no idea. I have problems in Oceanside. Even worse problems in Chinatown.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “I endure murder stares wherever I go. First because of Sunshine, thank you very much, and then The Prestigious American makes up some defamatory character based on me. No resemblance! You know why? Queer! I put it in my mouth! Not so fast, says the president. Waiting and waiting. For months! I’m circling the drain, Corporal! Will the day ever come? Who knows? Office of Intelligence, for God’s sake!”


    “Bordell—”


    “God forbid I ever get the chance to testify against you, Corporal. You’d be finished—curtains! I’ll lie under oath! I’ll pay off the judge!”


    “Now, just a—”


    “Want some more? There’s a rumor now that I’m not queer! Conspiracies! Subterfuge! Azeno’s going to blow the whole operation!”


    “Operation? Bordell—”


    “And the underground, the underworld. Do you know about that, Corporal Intel? Trouble again! The wrong crowd! Some help I received from the likes of them. A big fat fucking no-show! Assless dress blues—don’t get me started!”


    “Assless what?”


    “And that psychotic assistant of yours—some mentor he has. Missing files? Blame it on Bordell, he’s good for it. That sucker will sign anything. And now! Now! This piss test! Azeno again! Getting high—the cardinal sin! He’s off the wagon, losing his mind. And Colonel Sanders. Both of them—in cahoots! They have it in for all of us! I can’t take it anymore. The Marine Corps can burn in hell. The Pentagon, the District of Criminals. I’m sick of it! I’ve had it! So stick it up your ass, Corporal!”


    “Getting high?”


    “Yes!”


    “Bordell . . .”


    “That’s why you’re calling me, right? Piss test results?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Then what is it?”


    “Your orders.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Like a chicken with its head cut off. Look at him go! This way and that. He’s up, he’s down, he runs into a wall. Herking, jerking, stumbling his way through puddles and rubbish and broken glass.


    Just a minute! Someone cut your head off? Really, Bordell? What’s next? One foot in the trash, this book! Along with my schizophrenic uncle’s collection of The Prestigious American. Into the bin! Never done that before. Thirty thousand one-star reviews say the same. Oh, but not to interrupt. Please continue with your brilliant story about how you were running around with no head. We’d all like to hear it! We’ve suffered this far, so make it worth our while. By the way, what’s the return policy on this thing?


    What’s that? Who? Fans? Griping again, Bordell? About our gripes? Well, at least you had sense enough to remove that bit from the previous chapter. What was it? “The West was lost at Mogadishu?” Couldn’t find a suitable place for that one-and-a-half-liner, could you? Ruined the flow. Hijacked the story. Who, me? Well, excuse me for reading!


    You were saying? Running around decapitated? Fountains of blood? Oh, you still had your head. But you were—are!—a chicken. No problem believing that. And your what? Indefatigability? God, eight syllables? That does it—in the trash!


    Still here? Things are a little fuzzy. But a chicken, yes. That’s me. Stand up for myself? Kidding? That’s what you call a life cut short. Seems I should be in better shape by now with all the scenes I’ve fled. You know, herking and jerking and whatnot.


    Fine, we’ll shitcan the chicken analogy. I never liked it anyway. Just trying to show you what I’m up against. My shortcomings—nine hundred pages’ worth. And a nasty, hateful crowd. A flash mob. “Hey, Bordell, got anything for us?” Certainly! Hope you like it! Toss them something tasty and they resent your very existence. Bitter and envious. Under the bus and into the ditch. Spiteful and strung out, these gagsters, and in the grip of a certain eight-syllable word that has been stricken from the script. How did this most solitary of undertakings become such a hostile work environment?


    Let’s try a boxer waking up to the deafening chants of his opponent’s name. What happened? Where am I? Did I win? All excellent questions. And who are you, baby doll?


    “We go!”


    You got that right. Double-time! Through the darkness and confusion of unfamiliar streets. But what about the—? Are we in the—? Shooting blanks here.


    “We go!”


    Honey, my hand! You’re going to rip it right off! What’s your name again?


    Ah! Like the ground glass of your favorite vintage lens coming into focus. The boxer begins to remember the impact of that sneaky uppercut. A Chinese man, big and burly. What was it he’d wanted? My money? A roll in the hay? I had tripped while backing away from the punch that might have been in the works. You can never be too careful. Then I fell, smacking my head on the corner of the massage table.


    A burst of indeterminate colors. Strange thoughts, lying there on the floor, this down-and-outer. My life flashing before my eyes? Even better—my own snoring. And cryptic voices, swirling and shouting about how “gung-ho” was Chinese in origin. I wondered if “oo-rah” was as well. Possible translations include “sign here” and “number one sucker.” Corps values? Or was it core values? Lose face? No can do! Yat-Yas? Maybe Cantonese . . .


    My systems flickered back into operation. Checking, rechecking. Running the numbers, testing for alternate sources of power and lucidity. Priority rerouting went to my legs, as I was already in the act of fleeing yet another scene by the time the ol’ hemispheres were back online.


    The police will be showing up any minute. But had I really called them? On whose phone? What number? I am beginning to suspect I had only dreamed that futile act of desperation. Have I been here long enough to be dreaming in Chinese? What about the girl? She’s real, alright. An Olympic hopeful, as it turns out. Just my luck. Cross country and urban sprinting.


    She had entered my chambers with her gentle knocks of deception. A rare scene—Anjo jumping up, pumping fists, ready to smash faces. She shut the door and turned to me, folding her hands and averting her eyes in what seemed to be embarrassment. She doesn’t much look like a killer. But I’m one step ahead. Use element of surprise: send cute, unassuming butcher to properly neutralize foolish foreigner. Sun Tzu! You magnificent Chinaman, I read your book!


    I snap my fingers to get her attention. “Hmm?” I put a finger over my lips and point to the ceiling. The zombies are in full revolt. Scratching and gnawing, waiting for the signal. She giggles and scrunches her face like she’s nibbling cheese. Rabbits? I don’t think so, sweetie. She indicates a long tail and does the cheese-eating again, this time using her fingers as fangs. Ah, rats! A class act, this place. But what a relief—with the living dead out of the picture, I was free to focus on my mortal enemies.


    “Food? Food?”


    At a time like this? Not hungry. But wow, is she adorable. Pint-sized and delicate, almost frail in her pink mini-skirt. And Sam, that grifter! He knew exactly what he was doing—the girl indeed had the big boobie.


    “Food? Massagie?”


    “No!”


    I jab a finger, trying to appear stern and in charge. I almost say “bad dog.” I don’t want her coming any closer.


    “Stay!”


    She smiles, not knowing what to do. When foreigner get on high horse, become even cuter. She looks down at her red-sequined baby boots and rubs her hands together like she’s cold. This bashful routine won’t work with me, ravishing breasts notwithstanding. She takes a small step forward.


    “Not another inch!”


    My whole life I’ve wanted to use this word, but until now had never found the proper setting. Another finger jab—“Wench!”


    Music begins piping through speakers hidden in the ceiling. Mandopop, with an English “I love you” in the chorus. A nice accompaniment to the screeching and scratching of the rats. Is this the signal? Would the girl be immune when the gas starts pouring in from under the door? I look around for a gas mask. The room is so poorly lit that an entire crate of gas masks would go unnoticed.


    The rats are fighting. Bad music will do that. Gearing up for something big? All part of the plan? I need one of my own about now. What would Chesty Puller have done? Could I possibly adapt and overcome a crisis like this, so mired in hopelessness? It’s been done before. Chesty’d had a thing or two to say when surrounded by the Chicoms. He’d laughed the whole thing off. I could use a bit of his wisdom at the moment. The counsel of experience. A fine time for a failing memory.


    I review the situation. Bullet points, highlights. I’m in a dead-end part of town in a hostile country whose language is so incomprehensible that it might as well be comprised of sneezes and farts. There’s a price on my head, and I’m locked inside this brothel with girly here waiting for the right moment to pounce. If there was a plan to be concocted from this mess of ingredients, it was not making itself obvious.


    Another song plays. The same one? Hard to tell. Whoops—she sneaks up on me. Let’s try to take it slow, shall we? She points at my feet.


    “Food? Massagie?”


    Dear God! Foot? I scowl and demand to know if she’s retarded.


    Blink, blink . . .


    But, of course! You don’t understand that either! Do you understand this? I give her the finger. She smiles. Aha! You think that’s funny? I know what you’re up to. And don’t give me that sweet face of confusion. Exasperated, huh? If you only knew! Just stick it in already. Or shoot me. Whatever it is you’ve been sent here to do. My conscience is clear. I didn’t kill anyone. It was Rodriguez! That’s the God’s honest. Rod-ree-gez! If I knew where he was, I would tell you. Nothing to hide!


    Ah, it’s the same song. There’s that English catchphrase again. It’s doing a number on me, hitting all the right notes. Some sort of hypnosis. I find myself on the table. To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill. She has one of my boots off. It falls to the floor with the thud of surrender. It could swallow both of her fun-size hooker heels.


    She’s working on the other one. It ends up in a knot. An accident? I have my doubts. A real professional, this chick. I’m listening to the rats. Surround sound, quadraphonic. There’s a hand on my crotch. Yes? She recoils like I have balls of fire, covering her mouth again to hide the giggles.


    “So beeg!”


    Looks like I’m in the right place after all.


    “You want fucking?”


    Well, then.


    The rats make a run for it. The universal sign of good things to come. The door is kicked open. I’m off the table like it’s reveille at boot camp. A cop? Of all nights to make a bust. What’s that? Ooga-booga? I make out the word “money.” He could still be a cop. Plenty of stories! He advances. He’s on the warpath. I remember “I love you” playing through the hidden speakers. I’m backing away, always the chicken. I trip on my boot. Wham, bam, thanks for nothing.


    I blink. Nice and slow.


    I make an imaginary call to the police on my grandmother’s old phone. It has numbers the size of ashtrays.


    “Captain Speed Limit, what’s your emergency?”


    “Send help!”


    “Ah, Bordell! What a surprise! We’ll send help, alright!”


    I hang up, disgusted as usual with The Law. Seriously, when have they ever offered even the slightest assistance? And that’s without the language barrier. Oh, they’ve been of some help once or twice, I suppose. Like the time I was granted an official report and matching signature to score a lottery-sized insurance jackpot. I gave the thief a lot more credit than his sloppy work had deserved. It wasn’t my fault. Six months of back rent required drastic measures. And if we’re including MPs in this fraternal order of corruption, then I guess I should concede that they were Johnny-on-the-spot that day at Battalion.


    I had just told Corporal Granley that his intelligence office was about to suffer a serious case of Ricketts. A minute later, the building was swarmed with MPs. Jackboots and shouting exploded amid the terrorized ravings of a cornered suspect. I barricaded my office door. Two chairs, a filing cabinet, and a potted palm tree. Let someone else become a hostage.


    Threats and insults ricochet through Battalion like rapid-fire buckshot. Ricketts’ last stand. Ultimatums and refusals. Even Azeno is in on it. Hard to mistake that voice. “Kick him again, that son of a bitch!”


    A crash, then another. An uproar.


    “Don’t let him get away!”


    The melee of a hundred stomping boots. A cattle drive, a stampede, coming this way. I’m at the back of my office. I ram a shoulder into the chaplain’s door. Boom! The hinges—by a thread. I slam it shut and click the puny little lock.


    “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    I turn around. “Sir? Eavesdropping?”


    “My nose!”


    It’s gushing, dripping off his chin. I tell him Ricketts has gone berserk.


    “So?”


    “There’s a situation! Right outside!”


    Crash, boom, bam! Whooping and oo-rahs.


    I plant myself against the door like I’m holding back a flood. Both hands, both feet, spread eagle like a busted coke mule. The chaplain skedaddles around behind his desk. He plops into his chair and whips open the bottom drawer.


    “A situation, huh?”


    “Affirmative!”


    “And what does this have to do with us?”


    “Files,” I say over my shoulder. “Stolen! Top secret! And that lunatic wanted me to take the fall!”


    The chaplain’s eyes search the room in thought. One hand holds a dripping handkerchief to his nose, the other is stuck down inside the drawer.


    “I doubt there’s anything top secret in this building,” he says.


    “I don’t know, sir. Classified, at least.”


    “There is this one secret, come to think of it. Let’s call it confidential.”


    “If you say so. I just work here.”


    “I’m talking about you, Bordell.”


    The commotion continues outside. Taunts and slurs, the reading of rights. More brutality to drive the point home. Punches? Kicks? Impossible to tell. I hear my name, as if it’s being growled from the throat of a skinned bobcat. Their man in custody, waiving his right to remain silent. Ricketts, I’m honored. Too bad I won’t be around to testify. And Sergeant Azeno again, his voice above the crowd. “Adios, you shitbird!”


    I look over my shoulder. The chaplain hasn’t moved, like he’s been caught in the act of burglarizing his own office. I glance around, this maiden visit inside the forbidden quarters. A disappointing cubby of dusty drab and yawns, brightened only by the red hanky and leaning stacks of magazines. You guessed it—dating back to the eighties. He’s giving me the eye. And that hand in the drawer is making me nervous.


    Two doors out, it’s jeers and mockery. The great hall of Battalion echoes with the sounds of victory.


    “I think it’s over, sir.”


    He strains his hearing to confirm. Satisfied, he shuts the drawer and examines his bloody rag. I apologize. He waves it off.


    “I heard your orders were coming through.”


    “Yes, sir. Just now.”


    “Well, you might have fooled all those jokers, but you haven’t fooled me.”


    “Sir?”


    “You know what I’m talking about. What are you gaining from this, two years?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “These opportunities are rare, Bordell. Don’t blow it.”


    There’s a banging on my door, the one out front. And the MPs? On a smoke break? I wonder if my barricade can hold off a last-ditch offensive. The chaplain dives into his bottom drawer again.


    “I thought you said it was over!”


    “For all I know, sir, it’s just beginning.”


    More pounding. I hear one of the chairs fall to the floor.


    “Go see who it is.”


    “But sir, what if—”


    “Don’t worry. I’ve got your back.”


    “Is that an order?”


    “Go see who it is.”


    I open up. More booming and struggling out front. The filing cabinet won’t last long. I cross the threshold of the chaplain’s door. He slams it shut behind me. Yoink—locked. My back, he said. As far as I can throw him. And again, what happened to the swine brigade? Shift change?


    I approach the fortification, this blockade of office equipment. It’s wobbling, wavering from the maniac outside. I hope the chaplain is calling for reinforcements. Fat chance—halfway out the window. I push my body against the cabinet. Dog of the devil—safe passage? Not on my watch!


    “Ricketts!” I shout. No response. The palm tree falls from the cabinet, its pot smashing to pieces.


    One more time. “Who’s there?”


    “Open the door, you faggot!”


    Could it be? I heave the barricade out of the way. The door swings wide. Hallelujah! Behind me, the chaplain’s door opens a crack. The barrel of his Beretta peeks out, aiming right at me. So, this is what he meant.


    “Sir, is that really necess—”


    “Who’s the mestizo?”


    “What?”


    “The guy at the door!”


    “He’s a friendly, sir!”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    I had nearly forgotten about Rodriguez.


    “You and everyone else! Why do you think I pulled the plug?”


    He’d gotten what he wanted. No deployment and a clock-full of free time.


    “But it’s so boring! Threatening suicide is great for a few weeks. Peace and tranquility, and everyone’s so goddam polite. But you’re with these guys every day. After a while, you realize you’re the only one faking it. Some real downers at rehab. It was starting to rub off. No, thanks. Not this mestizo!”


    He’d healed himself overnight. The doctors were mightily impressed that their hocus-pocus had finally worked.


    “And this one guy,” he said. “A psychologist—a real slimebucket! He’d tried a little too hard in his efforts to help me, if that’s what you want to call it. This morning, I told him to shove his help up his fat ass. I drive down to Battalion. A fresh start, back in the action. Get some papers signed and visit my old friend. Then, wham! The place is ransacked from every direction. I thought they were here for me. But then I saw a whole platoon of those coppers wrestling some wild animal into the back of a van.”


    “Private Ricketts. Long story.”


    “I thought I’d recognized him,” he says. “From up at mainside. Seemed a little touchy.”


    I’m plundering my desk drawers looking for my checklist. “How did you know you could find me in the chaplain’s office?”


    “Come on, Bordell. Everyone knows where the battalion queer works.”


    “That’s all I need to hear.” I look up. The chaplain is staring at the mess I’ve made. Dirt and ceramic shards, torn carpeting. He retreats. There’s the lock.


    “Well played, by the way,” Rodriguez says. “Hope it works out. Your plan was a lot more ballsy than mine.”


    “So . . . Chinatown?”


    “What about it?”


    “No relation at all? All that time with the shrinks was just a ruse?”


    “Lay off the drink, Bordell! Of course it was a ruse. Please don’t tell me that you really put it in your mouth.”


    I shake my head, wishing he’d keep his voice down. I find my checklist. It’s in my pocket. “Meet me at the barracks after work,” I tell him.


    I’ve wasted enough time listening to Rod’s debriefing. The clock is ticking. Hope it works out, he said. Works out? Life and death here! Two or three hours and that’s it. Maybe less.


    I grab my paperwork and head for the front door. The lobby is a shambles. Like the aftermath of an uprising. Trampled plants and broken glass, the receiver dangling from the payphone. Marines in the hall, clowning around. High-fives and oo-rahs.


    Some smirky lieutenant calls me over. He and his buddies are having a laugh. Someone makes a fag joke. How clever. He tells me to clean up the mess. I click my heels. “Aye, sir! Just on my way to find some supplies!” They snicker and giggle, tee-hee-hee. The few, the proud. College boy can clean up his own goddam mess.


    I’m on my way out. There’s an argument in the stairwell. Granley and Azeno. And a third voice—Colonel Sanders. He’s going on about his silver oak leaves and how he’ll never make it to commandant with the likes of Granley sabotaging his career.


    “Joint Chiefs of Staff! A pipe dream! Thanks to people like you and that homosexual murderer in the chaplain’s office!”


    Those butter bars are giving me the eye. “Hustle up!” Me? Oh, right! Janitor’s closet! Must be around here somewhere! I can see boots on the steps. I inch over for a better view. Ah, hard to mistake that head. His fingers hold a folded paper, twitching with his pulse.


    The colonel tells Granley that he can kiss intel school goodbye and that his replacement will be arriving in the morning. Granley’s choking up. Feeble pleas for forgiveness. The colonel is a softie. I never would have guessed. “Fine!” he says. “Stop your sniveling.” He says Granley can stay on as the assistant until school rolls around.


    “But Colonel!” says Sergeant Azeno. “These guys are up to something! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”


    Azeno is all staccato whispers. Something about a scheme involving me and Granley and The Prestigious American. “Selling secrets!” he says. “And dope dealing! Gay porn! Ricketts was just the tip of the iceberg! And that sleazy medic!”


    I feel the floor crack. Granley feels it, too. He stands his ground. “Have you lost your mind, Sergeant?”


    “Excuse me?”


    “I called the MPs,” Granley says. “Not you.”


    “Exactly! Trying to eliminate your weak link!”


    Sanders tells them both to knock it off. They’re whispering again. Those lieutenants are staring me down. They start a whisper party of their own. They’re going to write me up. I have bigger worries at the moment. I strain my ears.


    There’s Sanders. “Sergeant, test results are due back this afternoon, is that right?”


    “Yes, sir. Very soon.”


    “Good. There’s nothing that prick in the White House can do for him now. We’ll grill him. Charge him with whatever. Throw him in the clink if he doesn’t talk. And you, Granley! If it turns out you and Bordell are up to something—oh, boy! Intel school will be the least of your concerns!”


    “Sir, I can assure you—”


    “Enough, Corporal! It’s been one disaster after another with you. Last chance!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “A few minutes ago, you had something to tell me. What was it?”


    I saw Granley slip the folded paper into his pocket.


    “I don’t remember, sir.”


    Sanders and Azeno laugh. “Intelligence!”


    One disaster after another? Silver oak leaves! And these lieutenants! A barrel of bullshit! Who do you think you’re talking to anyway, Colonel? I’m down here. Now, I’m out the door. With one hell of a gauntlet to run.


    I know what you’re thinking. But oh, I was in great shape. Not like now. I get woozy just waking up in the morning. Back then I was tip-top, six-minute miles. And it’s a good thing, too. Peak performance is a necessity come discharge day.


    Stamps and signatures—I needed a good many before the admin boys upstairs would authorize that coveted DD-214. And I had no way of knowing if the offer would still be valid by the time I returned. But Granley had hidden my status from the boss. Last chance, Sanders said. How right he was. So here I am, huffing and puffing to this office and that building, spread so haphazardly far apart that such a fiasco could have only been designed by the military.


    A beeline to BAS. Murphy can barely contain himself.


    “I’m not out yet. Test results could arrive any minute.”


    “Then run faster,” he says, signing my form. “Hit the armory next. Get it out of the way.”


    I tell him Rodriguez is back.


    “Who?”


    One, two, three—I’m at the armory. I scrub my rifle for a solid ten minutes. Time that I don’t have. I’m shaking, I’m sweating. I shove the rifle through the slot under the metal bars. My ID and paperwork—take it! Sign here!


    “Not so fast, devil dog. Out-processing?”


    “Yeah.”


    “It’s ‘yes, Corporal.’ ”


    “Fine. Yes, Corporal. Out-processing, Corporal.”


    “Final checkout requires three days of cleaning, an hour each.”


    “Three days? But Corporal, it’s never been fired! It’s clean! Spotless!”


    “It’s filthy,” he says, without even looking at it.


    “Impossible! It’s brand new, Corporal! A reissue from when I lost the other rifle!”


    “Reissue? How did you lose your—” He looks at my ID and then up at my mug. “Oh, it’s you.” He slides everything back out through the slot. “Three days.”


    Someone overhears, back behind this self-important gun nut, hidden in the shadowy bowels of the armory. Whispering . . . about me. What else is there to talk about? Noncoms! Armorers! Is there any lower breed? Should have brought some bullets for this thing. See who signs now, Corporal! He’s distracted. More whispering. My options, fresh out. A quick inspection of my trembling checkout list. I consider trying my hand at forgery. He who dares wins. Luck favors the—


    “Hey, Bordell.”


    “Corporal?”


    “Twenty bucks.”


    “Deal.”


    I fork it over. He signs.


    A slapdash race over the hill up to the PX. The cash machine—chunka, chunka, chunka. More bribes coming up.


    “Hey!”


    I turn around. A trio of meatheads, vaguely familiar. Mechanics, maybe. The tallest is fisting his palm. His buddies laugh.


    “You suck dicks?”


    “Nope.”


    “We heard you was a faggot!”


    “So?”


    “So, now we’re going to give you a beatin’ you won’t soon f—”


    I point. “Ah, the colonel! Afternoon, sir!”


    They turn to look, half-saluting. I bolt.


    I sprint to the barracks and grab my gear. I sling my seabag onto my back, overstuffed and overweight. Two armloads of unwieldy extras. Down the stairs, across the parking lot. I’m running. I look like a refugee. Over the gopher holes and down the hill to battalion supply.


    My old friend, the Hawaiian. I’m a dump truck heaving my stash. It knocks his coffee off the counter. He moves in slow motion, mentioning in how much of a hurry I seem to be. That obvious, Sergeant? Pouring sweat? Out of breath? By all means, take your sweet-ass time. He gets the idea, taking half a day sauntering into a back room to refill his coffee. Supply—up there with armorers! Mechanics and recruiters! Three weeks, it takes him. Welcome back! He looks it over, this mountain of equipment. Mm, ah! Christmas! Kevlar, flak jacket, E-tool, douche gear, gas mask, blah blah blah!


    “Goggles?”


    I turn my seabag inside out—nothing. Sergeant Kahuna folds his arms.


    “No goggles. Lost them in your little accident?”


    I start reaching for the green. Those two-dollar goggles are going to set me back a good fifty. I hesitate. My money—into his hands? After he’d testified against me? I search again. The angels sing. Lodged inside my folded shelter-half is a gas mask. That makes two. It’s old and squashed, but it more than makes up for the goggles.


    “Well, well. Who did you steal this from?”


    I don’t have a good answer. It had been sitting in the bottom of my seabag since day one. A supply screw-up.


    “I should probably report this,” he says.


    I go for my pocket again. Desperate times. I ask if it’s possible to avoid any further delay. He says he can no longer accept blowjobs as payment.


    “Wha—?”


    “New policy. You understand.”


    He has a good laugh. Coffee dribbles down his chin. I scan the area for assailants. He wants me out of his sight. Roger that! He signs my form.


    “Thank you, Sergeant.”


    “Heard any good jokes lately?”


    “No, Sergeant.” Just you, you fat bastard. Supply—worthless, wretched, despicable!


    Off again to secure more signatures from well-wishers far and wide. Easier said than done. This office, that building. In that Quonset hut. In the field. Captain what’s-his-name—where is he? Out for a run? Jesus, right now?


    “Yes, right now! The world doesn’t revolve around you and your ridiculous magazine articles!”


    What about this guy? Any leads? Ah, on a smoke break. Just around the corner. The other corner. No dice. And first sergeant so-and-so? Estimated time of return? Excuse me? Oh, it’s indeed my business. And yours, I might add! National security! KGB!


    My sense of urgency is not contagious. They laugh in my face. I leave in a huff. I try to slam the door. The spring is too heavy. I look like a fool. Where to now? Who’s next?


    Mother Mary, here he comes.


    “Well, hello there!”


    “Sergeant.”


    “What you got there? Looks like your checklist.”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “Don’t bother. You’re a little late.” He looks up at the sun. “Hot today.”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “Well, just out on a little errand. Meet me in my office in fifteen minutes . . . cocksucker.”


    I limp over to a bench by a bus stop. Exhausted, drenched, face burning in the California sun. My list is wet. The ink is smeared. Azeno wins. I can see Battalion a quarter mile away. Faded yellow stucco. Skinny palm trees against a sky of laser blue. I’ve had it with this dump. Between the piss test and my sedition trial, I’m going to end up like Herschel. Add Oceanside and the eventual homocide, and my future begins to resemble that of his unfortunate friend under the bridge. And Chinatown—only a matter of time. I’m about to rip my checklist in half.


    Brakes, Bordell! Deep breath, calm down. Count to ten. Count to twenty. Drug bust—big deal. Out is out. Thirty days. Grill me? Charge me with what? Azeno’s nonsense? Sure, I’ll testify. Let’s subpoena Devereux, while we’re at it. Against those three, ha! Some careers they’ll have by the time I’m through. Sign and stamp this, jerks!


    Eh, things aren’t so bad. And wow, two years of my life back. I win, either way. Medals? Couldn’t care less. I smile. First time in months. California! Palm trees! Oo-rah! The future’s so bright—


    “Hey, dick-licker!”


    Here they come. The same cavemen I’d seen at the PX. I’m on my feet. I stare them down as they approach. My final act of defiance.


    “You think we’re stupid or something?”


    I nod. They’re angry. I’m done for. I wish I’d drowned with Sunshine.


    A car zips past and skids to a halt. It reverses, stopping in front of me. A beige Fiero.


    “Get in!”


    “What the hell for, Corporal?”


    “Don’t worry. I just spoke with Murphy and Granley. I’ve got your back.”


    “Oh, please. The last time I heard that one—”


    “Get in the fucking car!”


    The meatheads are waiting. I jump in. I flip them off. The dragstrip express to Battalion. Speed Racer, Corporal Creepy at the wheel. Fastest quarter mile a Fiero has ever scored.


    “Go straight in to Granley’s office.”


    “Do you mind explaining what’s—”


    “No time, Bordell! Go! You can thank me later!”


    Granley grabs me just inside the front door.


    “Where’s your checklist?”


    “Right here. But I couldn’t get all the sig—”


    “Shut up.”


    He snatches my paper and finishes off the signatures. Three different pens. I can’t watch. Deniability. Joke’s on me. He runs up the stairs, dragging me by the collar. He pulls me into the admin room and shuts the door. They’ve been waiting for us. It’s like a DMZ, a standoff, two groups of anxious Koreans staring at each other from opposite sides of the line. My roommates, these lowly admin pogues with whom I’d barely spoken. I nod and smile, a half-assed gesture to atone for months of awkward silence.


    Some prearranged business is in the works, dependent upon my completed checklist. Granley hands it over. My roommates fly into action, opening and slamming drawers, typing and stamping. I try to make the most basic of inquires.


    “Not a word.”


    “Aye, Corporal.”


    Ratta-tat-tat-zip-ding! Shuffle, shuffle, blowing on ink. What’s this? A problem? A snag? One of them whispers into Granley’s ear. He looks out the window, down at the parking lot. I feel like a bomb is about to explode. More typing, stamping, carbon copies.


    “Sign here, here . . . and here.”


    Chicken scratch. Duplicate, triplicate. Stamp, stamp, stamp. Granley is handed a folder. He shoves me out the door and jams the folder into my chest.


    “You’re out.”


    “Just like that?”


    “Listen—Azeno is entering the building as we speak. If he sees you, it’s all over.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Jesus, Bordell, do I have to spell everything out for you? You’ve failed the drug test. A big shock, I’m sure. You make contact with the drunk, and he’ll haul you into that office right over there. Look familiar?”


    “Colonel Sanders?”


    “They’ll tear your discharge to shreds, probably right in your face.”


    “Oh, I think Bill Clinton might have something to say about that.”


    “Knock it off, Bordell. Everyone knows you’re not queer.”


    “Wha—? How do you—?”


    “I’m with the intelligence community.”


    “Hmm.”


    “So, beat it.”


    “What’s the rush, Corporal? Afraid of having the tables turned? You should be! Like I told you before, I’ll lie under oath. I’ll pay off the—”


    “You have about five seconds to vanish, or you’ll get busted in rank for being a degenerate pothead, and then busted in rank again, and fined, by way of your very own court-martial, with a bad conduct discharge and substantial brig time for all the signatures you just forged.”


    ♠ ♠ ♠


    Like a flock of fucking seagulls. Rear exit. The both of us. Flat-out. Down the stairs. We’ve got company. Best of luck keeping up! I’m a thoroughbred, greased lightning. A bat out of—smack! I’m on my ass. I’m up! We’re off! Where to, if I may be so bold? The silent treatment. Fair enough. Lead the way! Around the corner, then another. Against the wall, around the bend. Peeping, peeking, squinting eyes. Bolting down the straightaway.


    That sound—like an old jalopy with a blown tire. Off balance, out of rhythm. I look down. Ah, it’s me. I’ve lost a shoe—my boot! At the stairs? Not quite. It’s all coming back . . . inside the brothel. Curses, blast! Blazes! It was brand new, irreplaceable. And Dimitri—crap! I’d seen him . . . down the hall . . . Sam too, at the other end . . . collecting a check? Not from the looks of it. A regular kung-fu theater. On two fronts. Fists and feet, bare chests and butts. And who brought the bo staff? A double take—aha! The French penis!


    I’m confused. I need a minute to think. Sweetie, do you mind?


    “We go!”


    I comply. Stomping, stumbling through puddles and trash, feces and bums. Alleys and side streets, more of the same. We come to an intersection—Christ, Anjo! A near miss. Pay attention! She pulls me back onto the curb. A breather at last.


    “We go!”


    Across six lanes. Screeching brakes and bus grills. If that doesn’t clear my head! Into another dark alley. All this and she still thinks we’re being followed? A bottle smashes against a nearby wall. Behind us, sure enough—two black silhouettes entering the alley.


    I’m slow. I really am. Upstairs, I mean. Believe me, I’m gimping along at a hundred-plus. But the central circuits aren’t so quick to recover. Had Sam been hustled by his own scam? Betrayed by his own accomplices? Maybe we’d gone to the wrong address, and the real killers are copping Zs, asleep at the switch. And the girl? Ah, it’s coming back. Little by little, but taking shape. The girl! Oh, she’s cute, alright. Sweet smile and rolly eyes. And those bodacious yin-yangs! Don’t be fooled. She’d kicked that big bastard right in the sack.


    My lungs are about to gag. Stomach, heart, all the accessories, soon to come up. My exhaustion triggers memories, cherished reflections of the last time my fragile system was so over-clocked. I had just run another record-setting quarter mile back to the barracks. I vomited into the sink and grabbed my things. A single bag. I travel light. I found where Rodriguez was staying. Down on the first floor by the parking lot. Be right back! I ran to the travel office for a final shakedown. Behind the counter—listen up! Next flight out! First class, if you don’t mind!


    A smirk, a snort. “We get that a lot.”


    I’m hiding in Rod’s room under the rack. Jeans and a T-shirt. I’d tossed the cammies. Costume of the damned. The light through the window—that special afternoon yellow you only see in California. We’ll make a break for the airport when the timing is right. Back your car up to the door, I tell him. He laughs. Seems we’re not on the same page. No screwing around! And go find Murphy!


    Minutes pass. More than I’d have liked. I chew my knuckles. I soak my clothes. I think about Granley. That enormous head. Poor judgment to the rescue! Trial or not, he’ll be back on the ramp by morning, busting rust until he retires.


    The door—slam! It’s Rod. He locks it. He takes a peek out the window and yanks the curtains shut. A penny for your thoughts?


    “Murphy said they’re looking for you.”


    What a surprise. I ask for a bucket. He tells me to suck it up.


    “And the car?”


    “Right outside.”


    I roll out from under the bed. A quick audit—tickets, papers, money, check! What other needs does the modern man have? “Poontang, Anjo! What’s wrong with you? Taking your act a little too seriously?” Hardly—priorities! I approach the door. I take a deep breath and sneak outside. My composure cracks right down the middle.


    “What the hell is this?”


    Rod looks over his shoulder, the jerk. Then the other, just to rub it in. Smartass! He points to himself. Yes, you! And this! This!


    “Keep it down,” he says.


    He pops the trunk. Son of a bitch! My cover is blown. I throw a fit, a tantrum, consumed with disbelief. The car—this miserable old Mustang! He bends down to inspect one of the tires.


    “This’d better not be going flat again.”


    “You told me you took care of it!”


    “The flat?”


    “God damn it, man!”


    “It has a new grill, if that’s what you’re whining about.”


    Murphy appears, hands in pockets and eyes to the ground, like he’s trying to avoid a tail. He fights the urge to keep on walking. He kicks around and whistles to himself, pretending he doesn’t know who we are.


    “I told you to burn it!” I say.


    “The grill? It was broken. They just threw it in the trash.”


    “The car, Rodriguez! I told you to burn the car!”


    Murphy looks back and forth at our faces like we’re speaking in tongues. “What’s wrong with the car?”


    “Nothing, Doc,” Rod says. “Luggage?” I point to the bag on my shoulder. He slams the trunk. “Well, then. All aboard.”


    I’m nearly in tears. They have to manhandle me into the passenger seat.


    “Buckle up,” Murphy says. “You wouldn’t want to get pulled over.”


    “Oh, my God . . . I was so close.”


    “Maybe you should have left earlier.”


    Doc is in the dark. He’s whistling again. His la-dee-da routine. Who, these guys? Beats me! He’s checking the perimeter. All clear. He gives the car a once-over, looking for the damage that has me so upset. He shrugs. He reaches through the window and buckles me in.


    “Is this our goodbye?” Murphy says. “I had imagined something a little more heroic. You look like an invalid.”


    Rod revs the engine. That growl is unmistakable. I taste bile. He looks over. “AIDS,” he says. “Stage four.”


    Murphy laughs. “And all this time I thought you were faking it.”


    “Had me fooled,” Rod says.


    We shake hands out the window. “Thanks, Murphy. I owe you two years.” He makes a face at the layer of sweat I leave on his palm. Our Mustang pulls away.


    “Just give that girl of yours a good banging when you get home!”


    “Yat-Yas!”


    In less than a minute, we’re at the gate. A pow-wow of MPs are lounging about the guard shack. We pass into the frontier. A chariot of promotions and pay raises for all involved, and we drive unnoticed right under their snouts.


    To the freeway. We make a left on Harbor.


    “A snack?” Rod says.


    “No.”


    “PB Max? Del Taco?”


    “Drive, man!”


    “Mind if we take a quick trip into town? I need to pick up some—”


    “Oceanside? Are you crazy?”


    “Never mind, jeez.”


    We’re over the hump. The bridges of I-5. High-speed anonymity. Rod turns onto the entrance ramp. It’s the wrong one. I explode in hysterics. We skid to a stop.


    “Start over,” he says. “What’s the problem?”


    “LAX! North!”


    He curses me and the travel office. Short notice, I say. San Diego was booked. He jams the Mustang into reverse. We almost smash into the patrol car that has pulled up behind us.


    I throw up out the window. Rod is out in a flash, about to be filled with bullet holes. He meets the cop halfway. Rod puts his hands up. They’re haggling in Spanish. Rod points toward base. He points at the car. I’m swearing to myself. My fault? The wrong turn, maybe. But this manslaughter machine? Inexcusable! They’re arguing, ooga-booga. Porky makes a joke. Figures! Cops—they’re all the same. When have they ever—wait a minute . . . did someone just say “Yat-Yas?”


    Rod climbs back in. “Once a marine, always a marine,” he says. “Amtracker, too!”


    We back out and make amends. Rod is unfazed. He notes how blue the sky is. Perfect for flying.


    “Mexicans,” I say. “You’re on your own program.”


    “Stay tuned. We’re taking over.”


    “I can’t wait.”


    We’re on the ramp. North-bound, in the clear.


    “And this girl?” he says.


    “Who?”


    “Spill it.”


    We merge with traffic. I count the few bills I have as we speed up the Five. Doesn’t this imbecile owe me a fistful of pesos? I’m sure he’s forgotten all about it by now. The buildings of mainside creep up on the east. I glare at them, searching for Gadsky’s office. Hard to tell. Everything looks the same. They drift to the rear and fall out of frame.


    “Well?” he says. “The girl?”


    What was there to say? It had been months since my last futile letter to Doreen. Just the thought of her had me feeling like a stooge. Open discussion would only confirm it. He asks again. I try to think of some highlights. Few and far. I tell him how I’d heard the joke that doomed Sunshine. And the crystal ball. And how they’d goofed on my dress blues.


    He laughs, but not really. “Comedy gold, those rednecks.”


    “Thrown to the sharks,” I say, “while my loyal Doreen busied herself with that Van Clint character.”


    “Her boyfriend? Not you?”


    “Not me. I found Doreen face down in the grass outside. I grabbed her keys and heaved her into the car. After a couple of yucks out the window from the nauseating mountain curves, she started talking. She said she’d never even met the guy. Enough of your bullshit, I told her. She complained that she was still drunk. I demanded an explanation. Who was this narcoleptic greaser who’d rendered useless my twelve weeks of sacrifice? Whose brother had openly mocked me and started a chain of events that’s left a smoldering trail of wreckage all over the place? She finally admitted that she couldn’t be sure whether or not a man named Van Clint had ever existed.”


    Rod is barely listening. Traffic is piling up. He asks if we have enough time. It’s doubtful. The sun disappears.


    “You ready for this?”


    I give the nod. He finds an opening and flips on the high beams. We’re a pinball shot from a canon. Diagonals and zigzags, three lanes at a time. Believe me, people moved. But not without their two cents. Car horns and flashing, shouts of derision, middle digits in the wind. How long until Ponch and John take the hint? Would they follow procedure and run the plates? There was little hope of them having been amtrackers.


    We’re on the 405, barely making time on this busiest of freeways. I can smell the Mustang’s engine. Hot metal and oil. I’m scanning for cops. A sign shoots past. “Downtown Los Angeles.” A vision, a nightmare. I double over like I’ve taken a knife to the nards.


    “What now?”


    “That awful pagoda,” I say. “What was it called?”


    Rod laughs. “Forget it, Anjo. It’s Chinatown.”


    “What?”


    “From the movie. Haven’t you seen it?”


    “Seen it? I’m in it! Both of us! Right now!”


    That disaster—hit-and-run! Murder, for all I know. And that bartender, what was his name? Stan? Slim? Who cares? I won’t be seeing the likes of him again! But he’d seen my mug, alright. Up close, a whole face-full. And here I am, speeding around in Exhibit A. Being chauffeured by the perp! LA, Chinatown—good riddance! And never mind China itself. Shanghai? The subaway? I’d have to be nuts! Oh, but this taunting of the giant metronome in the sky. My little game of celestial patty-cake will not go unanswered. This afternoon’s pardon—another illusion, another setup. Sheisse—MPs at the airport! Cops at the gate! Azeno! Colonel Sanders!


    “Anjo, my God, man! Knock it off!”


    “By the way, you owe me four hundred bucks, you deadbeat. Plus interest!”


    “There’s three hundred in the glove box. Take it or leave it.”


    I grab the money. His shades, too. Might come in handy, I tell him. Don’t want to be recognized. Fine, he says. I recount my bills. Enough to fly anywhere in the country. Screw the travel office. Adapt and overcome. If we ever get to the airport, that is. God, the cars—jam-packed solid! Curse this infernal 405. And California, while we’re at it. Famous—big deal! The tar pits, the Marines! To hell with all of it!


    I’m seething with impatience, staring out the window as we bank another freeway ramp. Strange lights in the darkening sky, in a straight line reaching back to Kansas. My heart sinks. It nearly stops. An alien invasion is the last thing I need.


    “Approaching planes,” Rod says.


    Really! I’ve about had it with this smart alec, this . . . this . . . cabrón! I hope we get pulled over. I’ll snitch him to the cops. And Dane! Both of those murderers. Model citizen, right here! Prestigious and whatnot! You want the truth? Show me where to sign, sir! I’ll lay it all out! The whole fucking enchil—what’s this? A freeway sign, off in the distance. Could it be? I’m cheering. I’m pounding my knees. The sign gets closer, bigger, clearer: “LAX.”


    A fine idea. Wish I had more. To the airport! Which road is this again? I’d say I’m lost, but that would imply a simple loss of bearings. If only! I might as well be shipwrecked. The lone survivor, this no-name swabbie being hounded through hostile territory by local headhunters.


    What I’d like to see, same as before: “LAX” or something similar. “Airport” would do. Tastefully lit, all in caps. Yes, bolded too. Forget taste—neon! Blinking! Flanked by swastikas! Ding, ding, ding! Back to Pudong! Must get things moving again. Force an outcome or face my downfall. Departures—this way! Nonstop to lovely Los Angeles! “Have a nice flight, jackass!” Whoa, think again! “Really, Anjo? Back to that rat trap? The death march to penance?” Since you put it that way . . . maybe Hong Kong or Singapore. Heard nothing but nice—


    Take it easy! She’s going to yank my sleeve right off.


    “We go!”


    Ah, your English—improving at an alarming rate. Airport, please? Now nothing? How convenient. My phrasebook—bah! No time! Pudong, sweetie! The airport in Pudong! Have you ever heard of Pu—


    Aha! The unmistakable look of comprehension.


    “We go!”


    We round a corner, then another, straight to the wide-open end of an alley.


    I’m blinded by a colossal zap. “Pudong,” she says. It’s right in my face. Shimmering and throbbing, taking up half the sky. Up a creaky metal stairway, over the road to the boardwalk. Me and my boot and my filthy brown, dripping sock. She’s scanning the alley below. I’m gawking open-mouthed at the sight across the river. Gotham—times ten! She nearly dislocates my shoulder.


    “We go!”


    Again? Ah, there they are. Two angry slobs running toward the stairway.


    We’re off! My eyes are pegged across the water. The tallest building, stretching to the moon. The others are no shanties, rest assured. But this one is a monolith. The upper half is under construction. The Death Star, fully operational. And the river—reflections of fire from the leviathans rising from the east bank. I look again at the tallest tower. Big mistake. A massive opening at the top—the Eye of Sauron, searching, hungry, carnivorous. Yes, baby, we go!


    Smash! Two lovers, taking it all in. They throw a fit. We toss apologies over our shoulders. More people, spread around like an obstacle course. Nighttime photographers, tripods, camera gear. Go around, they say. Sure thing! Their heads follow as we run past. Not many smiles. Best not to trifle with these geeks and their equipment.


    Half the cameras are aimed away from the river. Something else worth seeing? I look over. I hadn’t even noticed. I’m blinded again. The Bund, in all its granite eminence. And behind it, towering over these mementos of declining empires, sits yet another blazing Gotham. Vintage Shanghai, miles of brutal history, the writhing bowels from which we’ve just been expelled. My God, what a city! And I’m smack inside its sparkling jaws. Malignant incandescence from both directions. Solar flares and lava flows. Herschel, old friend! You don’t even know!


    I’m thinking about the brothel again. Good thing I’m a slowpoke. That’s how the ladies like it. They hadn’t counted on that. But my associates, my colleagues! Asses in the wind at the drop of a hat! Makes me wonder about Sam. And that kid in Chinatown. Maybe no one knew a thing. Maybe he’d turned out alright. I’m in no mood to ask. Not that there’s anyone around to answer my questions. Whatever had happened, I’m still paying for it. Or, am I? What have we learned? Same as me—nothing! Twelve thousand pages of this muckety-muck! Coming of age? Still waiting! A lesson in itself: status stagnata!


    We’re running—down the steps, up again, ducking in and out of alcoves. Too many lights. Four shadows on each of us. They stretch across the concrete, giving us away. But we’re gaining distance. Those two hooligans are losing steam. And what’s that? An old hotel? Strangely familiar, squeezed in among a million others. Ah, where Jamie started the war. Morse code to enemy troops. Someone gave the signal, and the ships in the river started blasting away. A distraction, good and proper. Heaven, hear my prayers!


    Working overtime—she’s half my size, putting in twice the strides. But so light on her toes! Nothing like Whitey here, who wants nothing more than rest and a good heave. We reach the end of the Bund. What now? Where are the goons? It’s hard to tell. I think we’re safe. What difference does it make? The dawn will bring a new plague.


    Down the steps, three at a time. Up again, around this monument, behind that wall, then down to an old bridge. Flood lamps, different colors. I’ve seen it before. More than once. I’m in a movie. I’m my own hero. My own worst enemy.


    And the girl—what have I gotten her into? Those thugs? Bosses, I suspect. China is no different from anywhere else. Job satisfaction—zero percent. Ten thumbs down. And get fresh with the little one, get kicked in the balls. A long time coming! Workers of the world!


    She’s pulling, she’s scanning. She takes off without me. I’m admiring the rivets in the bridge. She runs back, hair sticking to her face. I dig out my phrasebook. A question or two?


    “We go!”


    “Yes, ma’am!”


    We sprint across the bridge. The wooden walkway booms under our sock and three boots. More famous old hotels. I wonder about the eventual meet-up back at our dump by the temple. I’d skip it altogether, but our room contains some important belongings. Documents and cash. Shoes! And what about the girl? Does she live in that ghetto we’ve just escaped? Would we have to go back and get her things? Another movie comes to mind. Romantic, yes, but I’m fresh out of guts.


    We’re in the dark again. Feints and switchbacks, twists and turns. We’re losing speed, we’ve lost our tail. We haven’t seen a soul since the bridge. We stop. I’ve had it. I’m hunched over, coughing and wheezing. The girl isn’t satisfied. She runs to the corner. She’s scoping around. I’m amazed that she’s made it this far in those red-sequined heels. She runs past me again to the other corner. All clear.


    I limp across the street to the lone working lamppost. I wave her over. She’s not interested in giving away our position. I hold up my phrasebook. I beckon again for her to join me under the light. She looks both ways before walking across.


    Well, now. Where to begin? I flip through my book until I find the page. I show it to her, she cocks her head. I point to the phrase. She pulls her hair back behind her ears. I get a good look. Nineteen? Twenty? She sneezes—the cutest little squeak. God bless you, I say. She composes herself. She smiles.


    I point again at the book, and then at her. I’m nodding emphatically, wondering what the holdup could possibly be. She giggles and points to herself. Yes, you! Your name! What is it? She peeps around with those silly eyes like she has some middle school secret she’s about to tell. She leans in and cups her hands around my ear.


    She giggles, she whispers, “Xiao Qing.”
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