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C H A R L E S  HAVERTY

BLACK BOX
Ford Arbe i t e r  a nd  I were a s se mbl i ng  a mode l  a i r p l ane ,  t he  de 
Hav i l l and  M o s q u i t o ,  w h e n  he said I s h o u l d  k n o w  s o m e t h i n g  
a b o u t  his or igins .  I he wor d  ovigins spoke  to me  ol  c o m i c  b o o k  
be g i n n i n g s — baby S u p e r m a n  r ocke t i ng  o u t  ot d o o m e d  K r y p t o n  
a nd  c o m i n g  d o w n  in a Kansas  c o r n f i e l d — but  l ord  d i d n t  read 
c omi c  books ,  he just  t a lked this way. He  w o u l d  tell me  once ,  he 
said,  bu t  I mus t  p r omi s e  never  to m e n t i o n  it again.  1 he m o r n i n g  
he was bo r n ,  two ai r l iners  left Los Angeles  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  wi t h i n  
three  m i n u t e s  o f  each other ,  one  b o u n d  for St.  Loui s ,  t he  o t h e r  
for Ch i cago .  An h o u r  a nd  a h a l f  later,  the  p l anes  co l l i ded  over  
the  G r a n d  C a n y o n .  No  one  survived.  F o r d ’s f a t he r  was on  the  
Ch i c a g o  fl ight .

I real ized,  to my hor ror ,  t ha t  he was a b o u t  to cry,  t he  first  
of on l y  t wo r imes I ever  saw h i m close to tears,  a n d  was  rel ieved 
whe n  he r e t u r ned  to ou r  mode l ,  his t ape r ed  f ingers  f i t t i ng  the 
M o s q u i t o ’s m u l t i - p a n e d  c a n o p y  preci sely i n to  place.  I his was,  in 
fact ,  my model .  T h e y  were always my  mode l s ,  wh i c h  we always 
bui l t  at my house  a nd  at my i nv i t a t i on ,  t h o u g h  we never  s poke  
in t hose  t e rms  or  of t he  fact t ha t  I ’d never  set foot  in his house .  
O n c e ,  u n i nv i t e d ,  I bi cycled six a nd  a half  mi les  to t he  city,  to 
F o r d ’s n e i g h b o r h o o d ,  bu t  whe n  I saw wher e  he l ived— o n e  in a 
d r ea ry  b l ock o f  r u n - d o w n  row hous e s — I t u r n e d  back  a r o u n d .  I 
never  m e n t i o n e d  this to Ford,  jus t  as I never  m e n t i o n e d  his f a ther  
or  the  crash.  I kept  my promi se .

Stil l ,  1 c o u l d n ’t s t op  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  h e ’d to ld  me,  
a nd  soon I was p o r i ng  over  l i b r a r y - b o u n d  vo l ume s  o f  Tim e, L ife , 
a nd  N ew sw eek , r avenous  for detai ls .  T h e r e  was no  “ b l ack  b o x ” 
a boa r d  e i t he r  ai rcraf t  in 1956,  so the q u e s t i on  o f  h ow  a D o u g ­
las D C - 7  Ma i n l i n e r  a nd  a Lockheed  Supe r  C o n s t e l l a t i o n  crossed 
pa ths  2 1 , 0 0 0  feet above the Pa i n t ed  De s e r t  w i t h o u t  see ing each
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o th e r  rem a ined  a myste ry  as inso luble  as the assassinat ions  of my 
c h i ldhood .  Iden t i f ica t ion  o f  the  vic t ims was largely impossible,  
and  F o rd ’s fa the r ’s remains  were bur ied  along  with those of t w e n ­
ty-eigh t  fellow passengers in four coffins on the s o u th e rn  r im of 
the canyon .  A decade after  the c rash— even now over half a c e n ­
tury  la te r— bits o f  wreckage w ou ld  tu rn  up a m o n g  the cliffs. My 
im ag ina t ion  l ingered longest  over the more  personal  art i facts ,  a 
fork twisted in to  the shape o f  a pretzel ,  a d im e  and  a p enny  fused 
in a lady’s change  purse,  a m a n ’s w r is tw atch  s topped  at 10 :3 2 , the 
very in s tan t  o f  F o rd ’s b i r th ,  or  so 1 imagined .

O u r  mode ls  were mainly  W or ld  V(ar II f ighters  Mess-  
e r schm i t t s  and Stukas,  Spitf ires and Lockheed  L igh tn ings  and 
as wi th m os t  th ings ,  Ford's engage m en t  went  deeper  than  mine,  
reaching  in to  h is to ry  and the specif ic role each played in the c o n ­
duc t  and o u tc o m e  o f  the war. But in the seriousness of pu rpose  
Ford b ro u g h t  to the ir  assembly,  I sensed s o m e th in g  tha t  t r a n ­
scended  historica l  interest :  a symbolic  a t t e m p t  to u n d o  the crash 
and his fa the r ’s dea th ,  to p u t  th ings  r ight ,  to reverse t ime.

His hands  were what  I first no ti ced  abou t  h im ,  his long 
f ingers carving words  ou t  of the air. My parents  had pul led  me 
o u t  o f  public  school  and  in to  C a tho l ic  high school ,  no t  because 
they were rel igious b u t  because where  we lived it was the clos­
est th ing  to prep school ,  which  be t te r  su i ted  the ir  c o n ce p t io n  of 
themselves.  I was an especial ly larval th i r te en  and  rarely spoke.  
O n e  O c to b e r  a f te rn o o n ,  as we changed  back  in to  ou r  clo thes  after  
gym class, a s o p h o m o re  nam ed  D a n n y  Wetzel  cal led me d u m ­
my,” and th o u g h  I d idn ' t  know  Ford, he took  Wetzel by the th roa t  
and  pushed  h im  up against  the lockers.  “You know  I could  kill 
you,  d o n ’t you?” he said,  as mi ld ly  as ask ing ab o u t  the weather.  
W etze l’s face went purp le .  “D on't you?” Wetzel  n o d d ed ,  with  p o p ­
ping,  p le ad ing  eyes. A week later  his neck was still s tr iped with

five long bruises.
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Ford  w a s n ’t l ike o t h e r  peop l e ;  he  w a s n ’t l ike me .  W e  wer e  

b o t h  o n l y  c h i l d r e n  a n d  s o l i t a r y  by n a t u r e ,  b u t  he  was  b e t t e r  at  it 
t h a n  I was,  s m a r t e r  a n d  s t r onger .  H e  h a d  a d ee p ,  h o n e y e d  voi ce  
a n d  a r i ch vocabu l a ry .  H e  read real  b o o k s  a n d  be l i ev e d  in t he  

c o m m u n i o n  o f  sa i n t s ,  t h e  fo r g i venes s  of  s ins ,  a n d  t h e  r e s u r r e c ­
t i on  o f  t he  body.  H e  neve r  swore .  T h o u g h  o u r  s c h o o l  i m p o s e d  a 

dress  code ,  t he r e  was  wi ggl e  r o o m  even w i t h i n  t h o s e  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  

b u t  Ford ' s  h a i r c u t  a n d  c l o t h e s  l o o k e d  l e f t ove r  f r o m  t h e  E i s e n h o w ­
er a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  as if, l ike t h a t  w a t c h  fo r eve r  f r ozen  at  1 0 : 32  

A . M. ,  J u n e  30 ,  1956 ,  he we re  s t u c k  in t h e  c u l t u r a l  m o m e n t  o f  
his f a t h e r ’s d e a t h .  Hi s  e n t i r e  d e m e a n o r — f a s t i d i o u s ,  p a t r i c i a n ,  
p r u d i s h — s e e me d  t r a n s p l a n t e d  f r o m  an ea r l i e r  era.  To  m y  m i n d  

thi s  l en t  h i m  a sur e f i r e  s ense  of  t r a g e d y  a n d  mys t e r y ,  a n d  w h e n  
we t u r n e d  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m m o d e l  a i r p l a n e s  t o  t h e  u n t o u c h ­

able  gir ls  w h o  m o v e d  a m o n g  us in t h e i r  r e g u l a t i o n  p l a i d  ski r t s ,  it 
p a i n e d  me  t h a t  he  d i d  n o t h i n g  to e x p l o i t  t h i s — t h o u g h ,  o f  c o u r s e ,
I d i d n ’t say so.  We  t a l ked  in t e r m s  o f  love,  by w h i c h  I m e a n t  sex.  

Ford  real ly d i d  m e a n  love.  H e  s p o k e  o f  it l ike a m y s t i c  c o n t e m ­
p l a t i n g  t he  n a t u r e  of  h e a v e n ,  b u t  w i t h o u t  a s i ng l e  t h o u g h t  to,  say, 

its i n f r a s t r u c t u r e ;  w h e r e a s  m y  a p p r o a c h  was  all a b o u t  i n f r a s t r u c ­
t ure ,  as i f  I we re  p l a n n i n g  t h e  m o s t  c o m p l i c a t e d  o f  hei s t s .

1 hese  we r e  t he  ear ly  s event i e s ,  t h e  last  days  o f  N i x o n .  

Ford  was  s t a u n c h l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  wh i l e  I was  f a s h i o n a b l y  l iberal .  
Yet we neve r  d i s cus s ed  p o l i t i c s — a n d  by n o w  y o u  m u s t  real i ze t h a t  
d i s c r e t i o n  was  o u r  m o d u s  o p e r a n d i ,  t h e  g l u e  t h a t  he l d  o u r  f r i e n d ­

s h i p  t oge t he r .  I he s i ngl e  t i m e  I b r e a c h e d  o u r  c o d e  o f  s i l ence  we 

s t o p p e d  t a l k i ng .  It was t he  n i g h t  m y  p a r e n t s  h a u l e d  m e  a w a y  to 

col l ege  in I o wa — Ford  s t ayed  b e h i n d  to a t t e n d  t h e  local  c o m ­

m u n i t y  co l l ege— a n d  in t h e  c o u r s e  of  a t e l e p h o n e  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,

I v e n t e d  m y  r i g h t e o u s  i n d i g n a t i o n  ove r  N i x o n ’s p a r d o n ,  g r a n t e d  
t h a t  very m o r n i n g  by a n o t h e r  Ford .  Ford  h u n g  u p  o n  me .  T h e  
p h o n e  still  w a r m  in m y  h a n d ,  I c o n v i n c e d  m y s e l f  t h a t  I ’d o u t -
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grown h im ,  an d  twelve hours  later  I met  Loret ta .
We met in my first class, sociology,  t a u g h t  by a loose­

breas ted,  barefoot  radical feminis t  nam ed  Sally Iuckcr. Every 
M onday,  Wednesday,  and  Friday m o rn in g ,  Professor luc ke r  made  
the case against  sex, d e c o n s t ru c t in g  it, desex ing it, s t r ip p in g  away 
the veneer to reveal the pa t r ia rchal  u n d e r p in n i n g s  b eh in d  power  
and  powerlessness,  beh in d  every th ing .  T h o u g h  her lectures on 
topics like “O u r  Sexist Language ,” “O rg a n s  and  O rg a s m s ,” and 
“T h e  Mask o f  Beauty” were m ean t  to pu t  us o f f  sex, they  worked  
the oppos i te  effect on Lore t ta  and  me. Enf lam ed ,  w e d  go back 
to her room ,  pack her g loom y ro o m m a te  Margie  off to the li­
brary* and  have at each other .  W T h  all ou r  talk,  talk,  talk,  Ford 
and  I had tu rn e d  sex in to  a puzzle,  b u t  it wasn t m etaphys ics  or 
even ro b b in g  T i f fa ny ’s. It was easy, and  Lore t ta  and  I were easy 
together.  Both o f  us basked in be ing  seen for the first t ime,  two 
virgins gorg ing  ourselves on each other .  I w ou ld  marvel at the way 
her parts  so precisely fit mine ,  at the incredib le  l iving fact of  her, 
unti l  she'd say, “ I t’s just me,  Larry.”

But soon  we began to argue over this and  tha t ,  and  then  
we seemed to do li t tle b u t argue.  A ro u n d  H alloween  she missed 
her  per iod  and  refused to take a p regnancy  test ,  afraid this w ou ld  
s o m e h o w  “make it real” and  force choices  she wasn't  ready or  wil l­
ing to make.  I w an ted  to know, to clear  up any d o u b ts ,  and  in ­
sisted there  was really only  one  choice  and  the longer  she wai ted  
the harder  tha t  cho ice would  be. In her  hes i t a t ion  I sensed a sort 
o f  biological  t rap.  We went  h o m e  at Thanksgiv ing,  and  w hen  we 
re tu rned  to school  Loret ta  sat in the back of the lecture hall,  as 
far from me as possible.  N e i th e r  of us co n tac te d  the o th e r  and  I 
prayed th ings  wou ld  take care of themselves.

G lo o m y  Margie,  her  r o o m m a te ,  cal led before dawn a few days 
later. “L ore t ta ’s in the hospita l ,  she said. “She lost the baby.
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I s t o o d  in t h e  d a r k ,  m y  h a n d  c u p p e d  a r o u n d  t h e  m o u t h p i e c e .  I 

d i d n ’t say a n y t h i n g .  I c o u l d n ’t. “ I t h i n k  y o u  b e t t e r  ge t  o v e r  h e r e , ” 

she  sa id .  "I t h i n k  y o u  b e t t e r  ge t  ove r  he re  now.
I t o o k  a taxi to  th e  h o s p i t a l .  S u n r i s e  f l a red  t h r o u g h  th e  

w i n d s h i e l d  l ike th e  t o r c h e s  w i e l d e d  by th e  i g n o r a n t ,  b l o o d t h i r s t y  
v i l lagers  in s o m e  F r a n k e n s t e i n  mov ie .  I was  th e  m o n s t e r ,  c lu m sy ,  

m u t e ,  m i s u n d e r s t o o d .  Even  th e  c a b d r i v e r  s s i l en ce  felt  c o n t e m p ­
t u o u s .  At  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  I w e n t  u p  t h e  e l eva to r ,  pas t  a n u r s e ’s s t a ­

t i o n .  M a r g i e  h ad  to ld  me w h e r e  to go.  1 he n u r s e  a t  t h e  d e s k  

s w i t c h e d  o f f  a t r a n s i s t o r  r a d io  a n d  s n a p p e d  to a t t e n t i o n .  “ E xcuse  

me ,  sir," she  ca l le d  a f te r  me.  “Sir? V i s i t i n g  h o u r s  a r e n ’t t i l l— ”

“ I ’m th e  Ei ther,"  I sa id ,  as i f  t h a t  e x p l a i n e d  e v e r y t h i n g ,  

a n d  she  d i d n ' t  a r gue .
I he d o o r  was o p e n .  I saw M a r g ie  f irs t .  S h e  sa t  in an  o r ­

a n g e  c h a i r  w i t h  h e r  feet  u p  o n  th e  b e d ,  co v e r e d  by a t h i n  be ige  

b l a n k e t .  L o r e t t a  lay p r o p p e d  u p  by p i l lo w s ,  l hey  s t o p p e d  t a l k i n g  
w h e n  th e y  saw me.  L o re t t a  u su a l ly  w o r e  c o n t a c t  lenses ,  b u t  n o w  

sh e  h a d  o n  he r  b ig  b u l k y  glasses ,  w h i c h  m a g n i f i e d  t h e  a c c u s a t i o n  

in h e r  eyes.  In th e  s h o r t - s l e e v e d  h o s p i t a l  g o w n ,  h e r  a r m s  s e e m e d  

m o r e  n a k e d  t h a n  w h e n  she  h a d  all h e r  c l o t h e s  off.

" H e y , ” I sa id  a n d  t o u c h e d  h e r  s t o m a c h .  It fel t  s t r a n g e l y  
w a r m  a n d  d i s t e n d e d ,  even t h r o u g h  th e  b l a n k e t .

M a r g i e  s w u n g  he r  feet  d o w n  o f f  t h e  b e d  a n d  p u l l e d  o n  h e r  

b o o t s .  "If y o u  n ee d  m e ,  I' ll be  d o w n s t a i r s  in t h e  c a f e t e r i a . ” S h e  
r e fu sed  to  lo o k  at  me.

I l i s t e n ed  to  t h e  swish  of h e r  n y l o n  p a r k a  as sh e  m a r c h e d  

to t h e  e l eva to r .  1 he  d o o r s  w h o o s h e d  o p e n  a n d  s h u t .  “ I f  y o u  n e e d  
h e r ? ”

D o n  t s t a r t ,  L o r e t t a  sa id .  “ M a r g i e ’s b e e n  a s a i n t .  I d o n  t 
k n o w  w h a t  I d have d o n e  w i t h o u t  her.

I a sked  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  a n d  she  t o ld  me.  I he  n i g h t  b e f o r e ,  
s h e d  b e g u n  to  ach e  a n d  b leed  a n d  it g o t  w o r s e  a n d  w o r s e  u n t i l
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final ly she came  to the emergency  room.  It was a cyst,  she said,  
not  a pr egnancy  bu t  an ovar ian cyst the size of a quar te r .  Wi th  
the t ip o f  her  forefinger,  she drew a t ight  circle in the air be tween 
us, and as she c o n t i nu ed  to speak,  words  r e tu rned  to thei r  normal  
weight  and  size and I und e r s t o o d  tha t  n one  o f  this had any t h i n g  
to do  wi th me,  that  she’d have w o u n d  up  in this bed in this room 
in this hospi tal  w h e t h e r  o u r  lives had col l ided or  not .

“ It hu r t  a lo t , Larry. It still hur ts . "  She f l ipped back the 
covers and  there was a ho t  water  bot t l e  where  I d t ouched  her. She 
asked me to e m p t y  the bot t l e  and  fill it up  again.  Before I reached 
the sink she said,  “ I need a no t he r  favor.  Ma r g i e ’ll need a ride back 

to campus . "
T h e  red r ubbe r  bot t l e  had gone  cold in my hands .  “Are 

you tel l ing me I t ook  a cab over here at the crack of  dawn  because 
Margie  needs  a ride? W h y  doesn' t  she dr ive herself?"

“She can ’t. She has n ’t got  her  license.
“You drove yourself here?
“ I told you:  Margie  came wi th. "
“So why doesn' t  Margie  take a cab?
“ I can t just leave my car here,  Larry. It costs money . ”
I came closer.  “W h y ’d she tell me you lost the baby?"
“ Because I d id .“
“No,  you d i d n ’t." I s tood  at the foot  o f  the bed.  “You can t 

lose s o me t h i n g  you never—
“ But  I did lose a baby.  I mean ,  I t h o u g h t  I was p r egnan t  

and then sudden l y  I wasn' t .  I t ’s still a loss." I didn ' t  know wha t  to 
say to that  and  c o n t i n u e d  to stare down  at her  unt i l  she looked 
away. “Wou l d  you even have c ome  if she hadn't said t ha t ?”

“Jesus,  Loret ta. "  I was pract ical ly s hout ing .  “ It was my 

baby,  too.
She looked up  at me t h r ou g h  those  colossal  lenses.  “W h a t  

baby?” she asked softly,  and  I wan t ed  to run,  to get as far f rom her
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as poss ib le .  W e ’d fa iled a n d  we w e re  e m b a r r a s s e d  by o u r  fa i l u re ,  
by bio logy ,  by ea ch  o th e r .

“O h ,  La rry , ” she  sa id ,  w i t h  a p a i n e d  e x p r e s s i o n  I ’d n ev e r  
seen be fo re .  It was a l m o s t  a sm i le .

“ It h u r t s ? ”

“ N o , ” she  sa id .  “ I m e a n  yes,  b u t  t h a t ’s n o t — ”

A n u r s e  c a m e  in,  th e  o n e  w h o ’d t r i ed  to  s t o p  m e  ea r l ier .  
“You rea l ly  c a n ’t be in h e r e , ” she  sa id ,  re ad y  for  a f igh t ,  b u t  th i s  

was jus t  w h a t  1 w a n t e d  to  hear.  1 h a n d e d  h e r  t h e  b o t t l e ,  as i f  it 
c o n t a i n e d  all t h e  p o i s o n  b e t w e e n  L o r e t t a  a n d  me.

“So long ,  Lar ry ,” L o r e t t a  sa id .  1 was  n e a r l y  o u t  t h e  d o o r  
w h e n  she  ca l le d  m y  n a m e  ag a in .  “ T h e  ca r  k eys . ” I l l -u s ed  a n d  u n ­

m a n n e d ,  I f i shed  t h r o u g h  h e r  p u r s e  w h i l e  t h e  n u r s e  t e n d e d  to  her.

I f o u n d  th e  keys  a n d  d a n g l e d  t h e m  b e t w e e n  us.  A t h e r m o m e t e r  
j u t t e d  f r o m  th e  c o r n e r  o f  h e r  m o u t h  a n d  she  w a g g le d  h e r  e y e ­
b ro w s  by way o f  g o o d b y e .

1 he  e l e v a to r  o p e n e d  o n t o  th e  g r o u n d  f l o o r  a n d  I t u r n e d  
th e  c o r n e r  to t h e  c a fe te r ia ,  th e  p o i s o n  sti l l  f i zz ing in m y  b l o o d .
1 h o u g h  it w a sn  t ye t  n in e ,  a m i s t  of c h i c k e n  n o o d l e  s o u p  h u n g  

in t h e  air,  a n d  I c o u l d  see M a r g i e  a t  a t ab le  w i t h  h e r  b a c k  to  me.

1 k n e w  I was th e  bad  g u y  in h e r  eyes,  a m o n s t e r  o f  s e l f i sh n es s ,  

a n d  th e  p r o s p e c t  o f  s h a r i n g  h e r  c o m p a n y  fo r  t h e  f i f t ee n  m i n u t e s  
it w o u l d  t ak e  to d r iv e  to c a m p u s  was m o r e  t h a n  I c o u l d  bear.  I 

t u r n e d  a r o u n d  a n d  w a lk e d  t h r o u g h  th e  l o b b y  a n d  o u t  to  t h e  p a r k ­
ing lot .  It d i d n t  take  lo n g  to  f in d  L o r e t t a ’s car,  a r o b i n ’s egg  b l u e  

C h e v y  Vega.  I d ro v e  o u t  o f  t h e  lo t  a n d  t h r o u g h  t h e  city.  C l o u d s  

c u r d l e d  in t h e  ea s te rn  sky. T h e  I n t e r s t a t e  o p e n e d  u p  b e f o r e  m e  

a n d  I d r o v e  o n ,  t u c k i n g  L o r e t t a ,  M a r g i e ,  a n d  t h e i r  lies b e h i n d  me.

I w a n t e d  to go h o m e ,  to go b ack  in t i m e ,  b ac k  to  r i d i n g  b ikes  a n d  

b u i l d i n g  m o d e l  a i rp l a n e s .  But  I d bee n  h o m e  less t h a n  t w o  w eeks  
ear l ier ,  a n d  m y  p a r e n t s  h a r d ly  k n e w  w h a t  to  d o  w i t h  m e  t h e n .  M y  

r e a p p e a r a n c e  w o u l d  be i m p o s s i b l e  to  e x p l a i n ,  ye t  it s e e m e d  j u s t
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as i mp o s s i b l e  to go b a c k  to Des  M o i n e s ,  so I ke p t  d r i v i n g ,  w i t h  no 
c lue  o f  wh e r e  I was  h e a d e d  or  w h a t  I m i g h t  d o  w h e n  1 got  t here .

It b e ga n  to rain o u t s i d e  Iowa Ci ty ,  t he  t e m p e r a t u r e  f a l l ing  last ,  
a n d  by t he  t i m e  I r ea c he d  We s t  Br a n c h  t he  w i n d s h i e l d  wi pe r s  were  
f r eez ing  up ,  so I d e c i d e d  to get  l u n c h  a n d  wa i t  o u t  t he  we a t he r .  I 
t o o k  o n e  w r o n g  t u r n  a f t e r  a n o t h e r ,  un t i l  I f o u n d  mysel f  in t he  p a r k ­
ing lot  o f  a r o a d h o u s e  ca l l ed I he H o r n e d  l o a d .  A sign o u t  f r on t ,  

d r i p p i n g  wi t h  icicles,  r ead,  “ F A S H I O N  S H O W  12 — 3.
T h e  p l ace  was  c r o w d e d  wi t h  m e n ,  m a y b e  a c o u p l e  d o z e n ,  

p r o fe s s i ona l  t ypes ,  Elks  a n d  R o t a r i a n s  in j acket s  a n d  t ies,  each on 
t h e  c u s p  o f  m i d d l e  age,  each at  his o w n  t able .  T h r e e  y o u n g  w o m ­
e n — o n e  b l o n d e ,  o n e  r e d h e a d ,  a n d  o n e  m o u s y  b r u n e t t e — w a n d e r e d  
f r om t ab l e  to t ab l e  in t r a n s l u c e n t  l i nger i e  a n d  h i gh  heels ,  wh i l e  b e ­
t ween  d r i n k s  t he  m e n  t u c k e d  do l l a r  bi l ls i n t o  t he  m o d e l s  pa n t i e s ,  
h u t  t he r e  was  no  joy in it, n o n e  t ha t  I c o u l d  see.  I hese m e n  s ee me d  
to b r e a t h e  o ne  co l l ec t i ve  s igh,  just  a u d i b l e  b e t w e e n  t he  songs  o n  t he  
j ukebox .  T h e  songs  were  sad,  t oo ,  p a t h e t i c  a n d  full  of  y e a r n i n g —  
“ I t ’s O n l y  M a k e  Be l i eve” by C o n w a y  Twi t ty ,  “ B o b b y ’s Gi r l "  by Ma r -  
cie Blanc ,  “ Tears  o n  M y  P i l l o w ” by Li t t l e  A n t h o n y  a n d  t he  I m p e r i ­
als— each at  least  a d o z e n  years  o l d ,  each w i t h  a sob  in its t h r o a t .

I was  e a t i n g  a BLT at  a c o r n e r  t ab l e  w h e n  t he  b r u n e t t e  a p ­
p r o a c h e d .  She  wo r e  a me s h  bra  a n d  m a t c h i n g  G - s t r i n g .  D e s p i t e  a 
mas k  o f  m a k e u p ,  he r  face l oo k e d  g h o s t l y  pale,  a l m o s t  i n c a n d e s c e n t  
in t he  d i m  l ight .  A pr i ce  t ag d a n g l e d  f r o m  t he  left  c u p  of h e r  hra.  It 

read “ $ 3 0 . ”
“ W h a t  s y o u r  n a m e ,  honey?
I was  a f ra id  to give he r  m y  real n a m e .  “ F o r d , ’ I said.

“ N o ,  honey ,  y o u r  f i rst  n a m e . ”

“ For d  is m y  first  na me .
“ You' re k i d d i n g , ” she  said.  “ M i n e ’s R a n d y . ” I c o u l d n ' t  l ook  

he r  in t he  face;  I was  t h a t  shy. “You d o n ' t  l ike me ,  Ford?"  She  t i l t ed
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her  pelvis t o wa r d  me.  W a s h i n g t o n  a n d  Li nco l n  pee red  s o l e m n l y  

t h r o u g h  the  mesh.
“ No ,  I said.  “ I mea n ,  yes. Yes, 1 do l ike y o u . ”
“T h e n  why  don ' t  you  buy  me  a dr ink?
“T h e y  let you d r i n k  on  the  j ob?” My  voice w o b b l e d .
“T h a t  is t he  j ob , ” she said.  “C o m e  on ,  Ford.  Buy me  a

Ta b? ”
I h a n d e d  her  a f ive-dol l ar  bill .  She  s t a shed  it wi t h  t he  o t h ­

ers,  kept  the  change ,  a nd  sat d o w n  next  to me.  She  l eaned  closer,  
s q u i n t i n g .  " W o w , ” she said.  "You’re just  a kid.  W h a t  do  you  need  
to c o m e  to a place l ike this for?

"I d o n ’t need t o , ” 1 said.  “ I was just  hungr y ,  is al l . ”
“So you c a me  here? To t he H o r n e d  Load?”
I l ooked  a r o u n d  a n d  i ma g i ne d  Lor e t t a ,  Mar g i e ,  a n d  P r o ­

fessor  Fucker,  c o n d e m n i n g  me  to de a t h ,  if on l y  for my  d i s i n g e n u ­
ousness .  But  I h a d n ’t c o m e  here for sex; I d c o m e  for  l u n c h .  “ I ’m 
just  pass ing t h r o u g h . ”

R a n d y  pu t  her  h a n d  on  my  th igh  a nd ,  wi t h  s u d d e n  u r ­
gency,  asked,  "You pass ing t h r o u g h  D a v e n p o r t ? ” My  leg t r e mb l e d  
u n d e r  her  f ingers.  “ You go i ng  east  on  80?

I n o d d e d .
“You wa n t  c o m p a n y ? ”

“Sure,  I said,  t h o u g h  I w a s n ’t sure  at  all. She  told me  her  
shif t  was over  in f i f teen mi n u t e s  a nd  s h e d  m e e t  me  in t he  p a r k i n g  
lot.

I he sun  was o u t  b u t  t he  air  felt colder .  O n e  o f  t he  m o d ­
els, t he  r edhead ,  s t ood  at t he  e n t r a n c e  w r a p p e d  in a m a n ’s c h e c k ­
ered spor t s  j acket ,  s ca t t e r i ng  fist fuls of  salt  l ike a f a r m girl  f eed i ng  
the ch i ckens .  Lo r e t t a s  car  was l acque red  wi t h  ice, a n d  it t ook  me  
a whi l e  to get  t he  d o o r  open .  I t u r n e d  on  the  e n g i n e  a n d  s c raped  
the  wi nds h i e l d .  1 he ice was l ike a s e c ond  w i n d s h i e l d  b o n d e d  to 
t he  first,  and  it was hard  to tell whe r e  t he  ice e n d e d  a n d  t he  glass
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began .  I he n  R a n d y  e m e r g e d ,  w e a r i n g  glasses a n d  a l ong  bl ack 
C o s s a c k  c oa t  t ha t  t r a i l ed  a l o n g  t he  g r o u n d .  She  waved  to me  a n d  
s t a r t e d  across  t he  p a r k i n g  lot ,  ha l t i ng l y ,  p r ac t i c a l l y  l u r c h i n g ,  a n d  
I w o n d e r e d  if she  had  a c l u b f o o t  or  had  s uf f e red  s o m e  i n j u r y  I d 
s o m e h o w  mis sed .  H a l f w a y  to t he  car  s he  s t o p p e d  a n d  just  s t o o d  
there .  As I s t e p p e d  t o w a r d  her,  she  t h r e w  o p e n  he r  coa t  a n d  a 
l i t t le girl  e m e r g e d ,  as in s o m e  ma g i c  t r i ck.  T h e  girl  l oo k e d  f ou r  
o r  l ive years  o l d ,  wi t h  o r a n g e  hair ,  a p i n k  d o w n  jacke t  a c o u p l e  
sizes t oo  big,  a n d  a m a t c h i n g  pl as t i c  pu r se .  R a n d y  m a d e  b r i sk  i n ­
t r o d u c t i o n s .  “ Ford ,  C h l o e .  C h l o e ,  F o r d . ” A c l o u d  o f  sexual  t h r e a t  
had  l i l t ed ,  a n d  idiot ical ly ,  g ra t e ful ly ,  I o f fe r ed  my  h a n d .  C h l o e  
s h o o k  it, t h e n  dove  h e a d l o n g  i n t o  t he  backsea t .  R a n d y  s e t t l ed  in 
on  t he  pa s s e nge r  s side.

Before  I ’d p u t  t he  car  in gear ,  I fel t  a t ap  on  m y  s h o u l d e r  
a n d  t u r n e d  a r o u n d .  C h l o e  t h r u s t  a smal l  s q u a r e  o f  f o l ded  n e w s ­
pa p e r  at  me.  I u n f o l d e d  it g e n t l y — its creases  wer e  t u r n i n g  to 
h n t — a n d  t he r e  was  a p h o t o g r a p h  o f  t he  Rev. I)r.  M a r t i n  L u t h e r  
King ,  Jr.

I t s  t he  k i n g , ” C h l o e  said ma t t e r - o f - f a c t l y .  “ H e ’s g o n n a  
get  s h o t . ”

It had  be e n  six years  s ince  Dr .  K i n g  was  ki l l ed a n d  I d i d n ’t 
k n o w  w h e t h e r  o r  h o w  to say so. H e  s t a r ed  o u t  at  me  he re  in t he  
fu t u r e ,  his eyes heavy  wi t h  f o r e k n o w l e d g e  a n d  loss.  I r e f o l ded  t he  
p i c t u r e  t en d e r l y  a n d  h a n d e d  it ha c k  to C h l o e ,  w h o  r e t u r n e d  it to 
her  pu r se ,  s n a p p i n g  it s hu t .

R a n d y  g u i d e d  me  hack  to t he  i n t e r s t a t e ,  wh i l e  all a r o u n d  
us wi res  a n d  b r a n c h e s  shed  g l i t t e r y  hus ks  o f  ice. O n c e  we j o i ne d  
Ro u t e  80 ,  a s u f f o c a t i n g  s i l ence  f i l led t he  car,  a n d  to b r ea k  it I 
said,  “ I l ike y o u r  g lasses , ” w h i c h  wer e  as big a n d  c l u n k y  as L o ­
r e t t a ’s.

“ Yeah?” she  said.  “T h e y  won ' t  let  me  we a r  t h e m  wh i l e  I ’m 
w o r k i n g . ”
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“T h e r e ’s always  c on t ac t s .
“ N o  way I ’m  g o n n a  s t i ck glass in my  eyes.  A n d  t h e n  you

go t t a  c lean t h e m  a n d  al l . ”
“ I had  a g i r l f r i end  w h o  used to c l ean hers  in he r  m o u t h . ” 
“T h a t ’s no t  c l e a n i n g  t h e m , ’ R a n d y  said in a t o n e  of d a r k  

d i sappr ova l .  “T h e  h u m a n  m o u t h  car r ies  m o r e  g e r ms  t h a n  a d o g s .  

“ I had  no idea . ”
“ Wel l ,  it does .  T h e  m o u t h ’s t he  d i r t i e s t  pa r t  of  t he  b o d y . ” 

H e r  hai r  was pu l l ed  hack  in a severe b u n ,  her  face as pa le  a n d  
p o r o u s  as t he  m o o n ,  ( " ha s t e ne d ,  I ran my  t o n g u e  over  m y  t ee t h .  
“Anyway,  i t ’s just  as well  t hey  w o n ’t let  me  we a r  t h e m , ” she  said.  
“ W h e n  I t ake  t h e m  off,  I d i sappear .  1 ha t  he lps  a l o t . ’

She  w e n t  s i l ent  again b u t  1 felt  w o r d - s t a r v e d ,  d e s p e r a t e  
for  talk.  “ R a n d y , ” I said.  “ Is t ha t  s h o r t  for  s o m e t h i n g  o r — ”

“You steal  this  car,  Fo r d? ”
1 g l anced  at  C h l o e  in t he  r ea rv i ew mi r ro r ,  t h e n  pas t  her  

o u t  t he  ba c k  wi ndow.  “O f  cou r s e  1 d i d n ’t. Jesus ,  Randy .  W h y  
w o u l d  you  even ask me  t h a t ? ”

“ C a u s e  this  is a g i r l ’s car . ”
“O h ,  yeah? A n d  w h a t  make s  you  say t h a t ? ”
“ It just  is. '
“ You' re r ight ,  I said qui ckly ,  less a f ra id  of  he r  t h i n k i n g  I 

was a t h i e f  t ha n  t ha t  I w o u l d  o w n  an e f f e m i n a t e  car.  “ It is a g i r l ’s 
car.  But  I d i dn ' t  steal  it.

“T h e n  wh o s e  is i t?”
“ My  g i r l f r i e n d ’s.
“ The o n e  wi t h  t he  c o n t a c t  l enses?”
I n o d d e d .

“ Yeah?” she said.  “ I hen  w h y  i sn’t she d r i v i n g  i t?”
“She  c a n ’t . ”

“ W h y  n o t ? ’ She  t u r n e d  t he  l u n a r  pa l l o r  o f  he r  face o n  me  
l ike a s po t l i gh t .  I felt  s t r i pp e d .  “ W h y  n o t , F o r d ? ”
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“ Because she ’s—  I looked up again at the rearview m i r ­
ror. “ Because she’s D-E-A-L).

Randy  went  still, her  hands  in her  lap. “H o w ? ”
“She was flying h o m e  for Thanksgiv ing .  See, w e d  b roken  

up and  it had been weeks since we talked,  and  t h e n — ’
“And then  w h a t?”
“And then  the p lane C - R - A - S - H - E - D .
In the backseat ,  C h lo e  began to chan t ,  “M o m m v  and 

Hordy si t t in in a tree K -I -S -S - I -N -G .  Hirst comes  love—
“All r ight ,  Ch loe ,  Randy  said. “Crazy T i m e ’s over now.”
“T h e n  comes  marr iage .” C h lo e  leaned over the f ront  seat,  

her  face f loat ing between ours.  “ Then comes  Hordy in a baby—
“Sit yourse l f  dow n right  this m i n u te  and  qu it  ac t ing  era-

y y

zy.
“ I ’m no t  car-ray-zee .” C h lo e  rested her  chin on my s h o u l ­

der. Her brea th  smelled o f  choco la te  milk.  “Are you car-ray-zee , 
Hordy?

“ I said, sit d o w n .’’
She sat back with  such a solid t h u m p  tha t  I was afraid 

she’d h u r t  herself.  T h e n  came the snap  o f  her  purse and  the  rust le  
of paper. “Yes, sir. She heaved a rueful  sigh. “T h e  king sure looks 
like he ’s gon n a  get shot .

“So, go o n , ” Randy  said. “Tell me w ha t  you were tel l ing
me.”

“Well,  it seemed the least I cou ld  do was drive her  car to 
her  m o m  a n d —

“No. There was heat  in her  voice; she s o u n d e d  keyed up,  
excited.  “Tell me ab o u t  the y o u - k n o w - w h a t , ” she said. “A bou t  the 
C - R - A - S - H . ”

So I gave her  wha t  she w an ted ,  my very best Hord Ar- 
bei ter , an ecs ta t ic ’s vision o f  hell t ransposed  to the ou tsk i r t s  o f  
Des Moines .  In my vers ion,  the plane came dow n in a cornf ie ld
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shor t l y  af t er  t ake-off ,  the  fuselage b u r s t i n g  l ike a p i n a t a ,  sp i l l ing  
fuel  a nd  lire and  sui tcases  a n d  seat  c u s h i ons .  L o n g - s t e m m e d  o r ­
ange  flags m a r k e d  the  bodi es  a nd  the  par t s  ot bodi es .  T h e  f lames  
rose h i ghe r  t ha n  the  p l a n e s  h i ghes t  a l t i t ude  t h ree  t imes  higher .
I pu l l ed  o u t  all the  s tops .  1 o u t - A r b e i t e r e d  Arbe i t e r ,  a n d  t h r e w  in 
t he  p r e t z e l - sha pe d  s i lverware,  t he  fused d i m e  a n d  penny ,  a n d  the  
wr i s t wa t c h  s to p p e d  at  the  m o m e n t  of i mpa c t .  I let no  o n e  survive.

Ne i t h e r  o f  us said a n y t h i n g  for  a mi le  or  so. An a l mos t  
pos t - co i t a l  ca lm had set t l ed over  us, an af t erglow,  a n d  t h o u g h  I d 
m a d e  it all u p — or mos t  o f  i t— I felt va r i ous ly  gui l ty,  a s h a m e d .  
N o t  on l y  had  1 ki l led o f f  my g i r l f r i end;  I ’d a p p r o p r i a t e d  t he  d e ­
f in i ng  t r agedy  o f  my best  f r i e n d ’s life a n d  t u r n e d  it i n t o  e n t e r t a i n ­

me n t ,  p o r n o g r a p h y ,  a lie.
“T h a t ’s been  h a p p e n i n g  a lot ,  hasn t i t?’ R a n d y  said.

“ W h a t  has?”
“ You know. ” A no t e  o f  i n t i ma c y  had  e n t e r e d  he r  voice,  an 

easiness,  as i f  t here  were s o m e t h i n g  be t we en  us now,  s o m e t h i n g  
w e ’d shared,  and  I felt gu i l t i e r  and  gui l t ier .

“ Has  i t?”
“Sure,  it has.  O t i s  Re dd i ng ,  J i m Cr oc e ,  t ha t  Wa t e r ga t e  

wife,  Mrs .  E. H o w a r d  W h a t ’s - h e r - n a me ,  go i ng  d o w n  in t he  Eve r ­
glades.  Lots o f  people .  W h y  do  you  s u p p o s e  t ha t  is?”

I s h rugged .
“ W a n n a  k n o w  wh a t  I t h i nk ,  Ford? I t h i n k  i t ’s a b o u t

d o u b t . ”
“ Do u b t ?
“ Belief,  disbel ief .  Fai th,  d o u b t .  1 m e a n ,  t he  wh o l e  idea of 

f ly i ng’s a l r eady so crazy,  i sn’t it? I t ’s l ike d r i v i n g . ” She  s we p t  her  
h a n d  in f ront  o f  her,  in f ron t  o f  me.  “ Look at  us b a r r e l i ng  d o w n  
this b l ac k t op  a t — wha t ? — seventy,  e i gh t y  mi les  an hour ,  cars 
z o o m i n g  t owa r d  us,  in all d i r ec t i ons ,  just  i nches  away,  just  as fast,  
even faster.  W h a t  if one  of t hose  dr ivers  sneezed? O r  had  a hea r t
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a t t ack  or  a s t r oke  or  just  wasn' t  p a y i ng  a t t e n t i o n ? ” She f o lded  her  
h a n d s  in her  lap.  “ Yeah,  I t h i n k  the  wh o l e  th ing ' s  a b o u t  fai th.  
O n e  leak a nd  the  wh o l e  H o o v e r  D a m  c o me s  r u s h i n g  in.

“ I have no  idea w h a t  y o u ’re t a l k i ng  a b o u t , ” I said,  a n d  I
d i d n ’t.

“ I t s  l ike t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  y o u r  o wn  he a r t be a t .  Lub-dub, 
lub-dub.  O r  b r e a t h i n g .  St a r t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  b r e a t h i n g  a nd  you 
c a n ’t b r ea t he .

“So w h a t  are you  saying? T h a t  it was a s e l f - consc i ous  a i r ­
pl ane? I he Li t t l e  D C - 1 0  1 ha t  C o u l d n ’t? An a i r p l a n e ’s no t  a p e r ­
son,  Randy .  An a i r p l a n e ’s n o t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  a n y t h i n g . ”

“All I ’m saying  is, i t ’s a mys t e r y , ” she said,  a nd  I r e m e m ­
bered t he  plas t ic  mode l  par t s  sp read  across  t he  t able ,  t he  h u m a n  
debr i s  l i t t e r i ng  t he  c a n y o n ,  t he  tears  we l l i ng  in my  f r i e n d ’s eyes,  
a nd  in t ha t  m o m e n t  I k n e w  wh e r e  1 was go i ng ,  w h e r e  I d been 
he a ded  all a long .  I wasn' t  r u n n i n g  away.  I n e e de d  a wi t ness ,  a 
confessor ,  s o m e o n e  w h o  u n d e r s t o o d ,  w h o  k n e w  me.  I n e e de d  to 
test ify,  to wash t he  lies of  this  day  o u t  o f  my  sys tem.  1 n e e de d  to 
sec Ford.

“ I t ’s n o  mys t e ry , ” I said.  “ It was  a b o l t . ”
“A b o l t ? ”

I he p y l o n s  c o n n e c t e d  to t he  e n g i n e  a n d  t he  e n g i n e ’s 
c o n n e c t e d  to t he  w i n g  by a l i t t le bo l t  on l y  so b i g . ” I t raced  its 
c i r c u m f e r e n c e  in t he  air  wi t h  my  f inger .  “T h e  p o r t s i d e  e n g i n e  fell 
off.  N o  mys t e ry . ”

“ Wel l ,  t ha t  s o n e  p e r s o n ’s o p i n i o n . ”
“ I t ’s no t  o p i n i o n ,  Randy,  i t ’s—
A sheet  o f  ice, m o l d e d  to t he  h o o d  a n d  t h a w e d  by t he  

heat  of t he  e n g i n e ,  f lew u p  a n d  s l a ppe d  aga ins t  t he  w i n d s h i e l d  
wi t h  a l oud ,  ha rd  wh a c k ,  e x p l o d i n g  in a s pa r k l i n g  c l oud .  R a n ­
dy s c r e a me d ,  t hen  she  l aughe d ,  a n d  t h e n  we all l aughe d .  “ D o  
it again ,  F o r d ! ” C h l o e  s h o u t e d  f r o m t he  backsea t ,  j ub i l a n t ,  her
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breath warm on my neck.  "Do it again!

It was near  dark  when  I left Randy  and  C h l o e  in D a v e n p o r t ,  
and  by the t ime I got  to Ford's house  three  hour s  later  the  rain 
had s tar ted up again,  t u r n i ng  the snow on the  g r o u n d  to slush.  
Fo r d ’s car was in the driveway,  a 63 Impala  lacy wi th  rust ,  bu t  
when  I rang the doorbel l ,  no one  answered.  I knocked ;  still no 
one  came.  I ’d t raveled too far just  to t u rn  a r o u nd  a nd  dr ive back,  
so I walked a r o u nd  to a l ighted wi n d o w at the rear o f  the house,  
where  I f ound  Ford h u n c h e d  over the k i t chen  table wi th  his back 
to me.  I t apped  on the glass. He glanced over his s ho u l d e r  and  
quickly got  up and walked ou t  o f  the k i t chen ,  swi t ch i ng  of f  the 
overhead l ight  on his way out .  By the t ime I came  a r o u n d  to the 
f ront  porch,  he was s t and i ng  in the open  door ,  dressed in a red 
cardigan sweater,  a green plaid shir t ,  and  b rown c o r du r o y  pant s ,  
the wale worn  thin in the knees.

“ W h a t  are you do i ng  here? He seemed ne i the r  surpr i sed  
nor  pleased to see me.

“W h a t  do you th in k  I ’m do i n g  here? My voice cracked.
I haven’t seen you in mon t hs .  Do  I need a r eason?’’ He  d i d n ’t a n ­

swer. "For C h r i s t ’s sake,  Ford,  I ’ve just  been to hell and  back and 
needed to tell someone .  Is tha t  such a cr ime? He  held my stare 
for a m o m e n t ,  cast his eyes down  one  end  o f  the block,  t hen  the 
other ,  and w i t h o u t  a n o t he r  word  ushered me inside.

I he l iving r oom was shabby  bu t  clean,  and  lit by a single 
table lamp.  I t ook of f  my coat ,  d r aped  it over  the back o f  a sofa,  
and  sat down  beside it. Ford sat across f rom me in a cha i r  whose  
uphol s t e ry  was as worn  as his corduroy.  There was a wire b i r d ­
cage wi th no  bird;  a pic ture  tha t  mi gh t  have been cu t  o u t  o f  the 
par ish calendar ,  showi ng  the Sacred Hear t  o f  Jesus;  and  the p r i n t  
of a pa i n t i ng  of a l amb lying in the s now wi th  a col l ie s t a n d i ng  
over it, its head raised and  its m o u t h  open ,  as if  baying  to alert
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the shepherd .  T h e  b o oks he l f  b e h i nd  Ford held a t h r eadbare  e d i ­
t ion of the (ire a t Books o f  the Western W orld , and at its mi d p o i n t ,  
in the vicini ty of Danie l  Defoe  and  J o n a t h a n  Swift ,  sat a f ramed 
pho t o g r ap h ,  an old s tudio  por t r a i t  in black and whi te .  I po i n t ed  
at it. “ Is t h a t — ”

“Yes,” he said w i t h ou t  tu rn i ng .  “My father.
He wasn t wha t  I d imagined .  I d always envi s ioned  a cross 

between Ford and Gregory  Peck,  bu t  the father  had none  o f  the 
son's dark good looks,  mu c h  less Gregory  Peck’s. All they seemed 
to share was thei r  taste in c l o thing.  He  seemed imposs ibly  young,  
wi th ears tha t  s tuck ou t  f rom a terr ible hai rcut ,  and  wore  a s tup id  
smile,  guileless and gul l ible.

“So tell me o f  your  travels to hell and  back , ” Ford said,  
two fingers laid a longside  his nose,  bu t  now tha t  I was here,  1 
felt acutely sel f -conscious  and d i d n ’t know how or where  to be ­
gin.  Steam knocked  and hissed in invisible pipes.  Wat e r  gurgled.  
Radia tors  rat t led and  t i cked.  My s t rategy had been to d r op  some 
in t r i gu ing  detai l  into the conversa t ional  mix,  s o me t h i n g  sure to 
pique  Fo r d ’s interest ,  w he r eu p o n  he wou ld  proceed to c ross -ques ­
t ion me,  in the course o f  which the p an o r a m a  o f  my exper ience 
w ith w om e n  and the wor ld wou l d  unfo ld  i t self  to his great  envy 
and a ma zemen t .  Ins tead,  1 took the  basic facts and improvi sed,  
leaving ou t  cer t ain pieces— the p r egnancy  scare,  the hospi ta l ,  T h e  
Ho r ne d  load.  But  w i t h ou t  those pieces,  my s tory held no shape,  
and the epic tale I'd t ravel led this great  d i s t ance  to del iver  seemed 
a col lect ion of banal  facts l eading to the mos t  predic tabl e  conse ­
quences .  No  ma t t e r  wha t  angle I took or  wha t  fact I omi t t e d ,  I 
c o u l d n ’t seem to c ome  ou t  any k ind o f  hero,  and as I ta lked,  my 
though t s  ci rcled back,  not  to Loret ta ,  but  to Margie  s i t t ing at 
that  Fo r mi c a - to p p e d  table in tha t  hospi ta l  cafeter ia in her  boots  
and parka,  and  s o m e h o w this made  me sadder  than  a n y t h i n g  else 
that  had happene d .
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Ford l i s t ened ,  l eaving me  to twis t  s lowly in t he  w i n d .  An  

i n d u l g e n t  smi l e  p l ayed o n  his l ips,  a n d  I was a b o u t  t o  r each for 
my  coa t ,  s l u m p e d  bes ide  me on  the  sofa l ike a t h i r d  p r es ence ,

w h e n  he asked,  “We r e  you  in love wi t h  her?
“O f  course I was in love wi t h  her , ” I sa id.  W h a t  d o  you  

t h i n k  I 'm t a l k i ng  a b o u t  here? B u t  o n c e  t he  t o o t h p a s t e ’s o u t  o f  t he

t u b e  i t ’s ha r d  to get  it ba c k  i n . ”
“Ah,  so n o w y o u ’re q u o t i n g  H.  R.  H a l d e m a n  to me.

“Jesus ,  Ford ,  d o n ’t tell me  y o u ’re st i l l— ”
“A n d  she l ent  you  her  car?” Hi s  smi l e  g r ew wi der .  “To

c o m e  here?”
“ W h a t  does  t ha t  m a t te r? I t ’s c o m p l i c a t e d .  I n e e d e d  t i me

to t h i n k ,  to hea l . ”
“ But  you  said it was over . ”
“ It was,  it is, b u t — ” I l ooke d  d o w n  at  my  we t  shoes .  “ I t ’s 

still a loss.  I his wasn  t go i n g  t he  way I d p l a n n e d ,  n o t h i n g  was.
But  t he n  Ford b e c a m e  rest less,  as if my  s tory,  for  all its 

ar t l essness ,  had  s t i r red  s o m e t h i n g  in h i m.  H e  s h i f t ed  in his cha i r  
a n d  c leared his t h r oa t .  Hi s  f ingers  f i dd l ed  w i t h  t he  b u t t o n s  o n  his 
sweater .  T h e n  he c l asped  his h a n d s  b e t w e e n  his knees  a n d  l ea ne d  
f o rwar d .  He  l ooked  me  s t r a i gh t  in t he  eye.  Iell  me ,  La r ry  I 

b r ac e d  mysel f .  “ D o  you  bel i eve in love at  f i rst  s ight?
“ Do  I be l i eve— ” At  first  I t h o u g h t  he was  m o c k i n g  me,  

b u t  f r o m t he  p a i n e d  expres s ion  on  his face,  I k n e w  he was  se r i ­
ous ,  t ha t  he s o u g h t  my  o p i n i o n  as a m a n  of t he  w o r l d ,  a ve t e r an  

o f  love,  a survivor .  “Sure,  I said.  “Sure  I do.
“You see,  Larry,  I m e t  a w o m a n . ” Hi s  wa r i ne s s  fell away 

a n d  he t a l ked  openly.  “S o m e  fel lows f r om s c hoo l  ca j o l ed  me  i n to  
v i s i t i ng  a d i s c o t h e q u e  in Lake Ge n e v a .  Re l uc t a n t l y ,  I a c c o m p a ­
ni ed t h e m ,  o u t  o f  a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l  cu r i o s i t y  as m u c h  as a n y t h i n g .  
T h e r e  was a g r o u p  o f  y o u n g  w o m e n  at an a d j a c e n t  t ab l e  a n d  one  
o f  t h e m — well ,  she a n d  I go t  to t a l k ing .  Before  I k n e w  it, we were
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s i t t i n g  t oge t he r .  At  t h e  s a m e  t a b l e . ’ H e  s p o k e  w i t h  i n c r e a s i ng  e x ­
c i t e m e n t ,  his h a n d s  s h a p i n g  t h e  space  b e t w e e n  us.  “ We  hi t  it off,  
Larry,  we s t r u c k  s pa rks ,  a n d  a f t e r  t a l k i n g  for  m a y b e  h a l f - a n - h o u r  

I t o u c h e d  he r  foo t  w i t h  m i n e .  De l i be r a t e l y .  I e n c o u n t e r e d  n o  r e ­
s i s t ance .  O u r  c o n v e r s a t i o n  c o n t i n u e d ,  a n d  a f t e r  a wh i l e  I t o u c h e d  
her  l eg. ’’

“ Touched  h o w ? ” I m o v e d  f o r w a r d  on  t h e  sofa,  m y  e l bows  
on  m y  knees .  T h i s  was  i m p o r t a n t .  “ I m e a n ,  w i t h  wha t ?  Your  foot? 
Your  leg?”

“ M y  h a n d ,  he said.  “ M y  r i gh t  h a n d .
“ W h e r e  exact ly? W h a t  pa r t  o f  he r  leg? I a sked  as i f  h e a v ­

en a n d  e a r t h  h u n g  in t he  ba l a nc e .

“ H e r  knee .  H e r  left  knee .  I n o d d e d  a p p r o v i n g l y .  “Aga i n ,  
I me t  no  o b j e c t i o n .  We  t a l ke d  a n d  t a l k e d — a n d  all t he  wh i l e  my  
h a n d  was  o n  he r  knee .  S o o n ,  it t r ave l ed  to  he r  t h i gh .

“Jesus ,  I sa id.  “ I he n  w h a t  h a p p e n e d ?
“ I t h r e w  c a u t i o n  to t he  w i n d  a n d  a s ked  he r  to d a n c e . ” The 

n o t i o n  o f  Lord A r b e i t e r  t r i p p i n g  t h e  l i ght  f a n t a s t i c — at  a d i sco ,  
n o  less— was  l a u g h a b l e ,  b u t  1 d i d n ’t l augh .  “ 1 t o o k  he r  h a n d ,  b u t  
as I led he r  to t he  d a n c e  f l oor  I n o t i c e d  t h a t  she  w a l k e d  w i t h  
a l imp ,  a p r o n o u n c e d  l i m p .  It was  o n l y  t h e n  1 r ea l i z e d— ” H e  

p a us e d .  “ You see,  Larry,  s h e ’d be e n  in an  a c c i d e n t ,  a d r e a d f u l  a c ­
c i d e n t ,  a n d  he r  l eg— t he  leg was  p r o s t h e t i c .

“ P r os t he t i c ?  You m e a n — ”

“ It w a s n ’t m a d e  o f  w o o d .  Tha t  m u c h  I know.  Pe r h a p s  
s o m e  pl as t i c  o r  p o l y m e r . ”

I t h o u g h t  o f  M a r g i e ’s legs p r o p p e d  u p  o n  t he  h o s p i t a l  bed  
t ha t  m o r n i n g ,  t h e  red r u b b e r  b l a d d e r  co l d  in m y  h a n d s .  “T he leg 
y o u —

“ 1 he  left  leg,  yes.  H e  n o d d e d  gr imly.  “She  e x p l a i n e d  
as we d a n c e d .  An i n t e r s e c t i o n  co l l i s i on .  I he  o t h e r  d r i ve r  b l ew 
a s t o p l i g h t ,  wasn ' t  p a y i n g  a t t e n t i o n .  H e  c losed  his eyes.  “Jus t

Haverty 65



im ag ine  tha t ,  Larry. Im ag ine  the  iorce of im p a c t  t h a t  c o u ld  send  
a b e a u t i fu l ,  b lam eless  girl h u r t l i n g  t h r o u g h  t e m p e r e d  glass. H e  
o p e n e d  his eyes. And  here  s h e d  l an d e d  in my arm s .

“So you  d a n c e d ? ’
“O n e  song.  A nd  n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g  th a t  p u l s a t i n g  m us ic ,  I 

co u ld  feel he r  he a r tb ea t .  I t h i n k  I even hea rd  i t . ’

“A nd  t h e n ? ’’
“A n d  then  we ki ssed— or  I kissed her. A n d  she kissed back.  

At least I t h i n k  she d id .  No ,  no,  I m a lm o s t  c e r t a in  she d id .  But  
t hen  her  f r i ends  were leaving and  she had to go, too ,  a n d  ev e ry ­
th in g  was all h igg ledy-pigg ledy.  Yet I had th e  p resence  o f  m i n d  to 

ask for her  n u m b e r  a nd  she gave it to me.
“T h a t ’s t e r r i f ic ,” I said.  “T h a t ’s t h i n k i n g  on  y o u r  fee t .” 
“ Yes, bu t  w he n  I rang  her  up  the  next  m o r n i n g  I go t  an 

o r t h o d o n t i s t ’s office in W a u k e g a n . ”
“ Well ,  you said it was a chaos ,  r ight?  She m u s t ’ve w r i t t e n  

the  n u m b e r  d o w n  w r o n g . ”
“ You t h in k  so?”
“Sure I d o . ”
“ I ’m no t  so su re .” H e ’d t a lked  h i m s e l f  i n to  an agony,  

w r i n g in g  his ha n d s  a nd  r o ck in g  s l igh t ly  in his chair .  lea rs  g a t h ­
ered in his eyes. “You see, Larry, w ha t  I fear m o s t — m o re  t h a n  her  
f in d in g  me a th re a t  or  even a f igure o f  f u n — is t h a t  she m i s t o o k  
my shyness  for— well,  for revul s ion .  Pe rhaps  t h a t ’s w h y  she gave 
me the  bogus  n u m b e r . ”

“ But  you m a d e  her  feel b e a u t i fu l ,  I sa id .  “ In sp i t e  o f  the
leg.”

“ It wasn ' t  a b o u t  the leg.”
“ I k n o w  tha t ,  I u n d e r s t a n d ,  b u t — ”
“ She was b eau t i fu l .  She is b e a u t i fu l .  I c o u l d n ’t give a 

r a m b l in g  d a m n  a b o u t  the leg.” He  b r e a t h e d  a lo n g  se r r a te d  s igh.  
“ D o n ’t you  see, Larry? I loved her. I love he r  even n o w .” H is  voice
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br oke ;  his face lost  its ba l ance .
I l ooked  away;  it ki l l ed me  to see h i m cry.  O n  t he  s he l f  

b e h i n d  h i m,  his f a t he r  l ooked  on ,  pos i t i ve ly  b e a mi n g ,  n o t  a d o u b t  
in his head .  He  just  c o u l d n ’t see it c o m i n g .  I i m a g i n e d  h i m in t he  
w i n d o w  seat  r ea d i n g  The Power of Positive T h ink ing  at  t he  very 
i n s t a n t  t he  o t h e r  p l ane  hi t .  To  a dd  i nsul t  to injury,  t he  p h o t o g r a ­
p h e r  had  t i n t e d  t he  p i c t u r e ,  a p p l y i n g  c o l o r  to his cheeks ,  l ips,  a n d  
eyes,  c r e a t i n g  a sor t  of e m b a l m e d  effect .  1 c o u l d n ’t s t a nd  t he  s ight  
of  h i m  a n d  wi s he d  t he r e  were  s o m e  graceful  way  I c o u l d  t u r n  t he  
p h o t o  a r o u n d .  W h a t  was  I s u p p o s e d  to d o  wi t h  all o f  this? W h a t  
was 1 s u p p o s e d  to say? St i l l ,  I was Ford ' s  f r i end ,  his bes t  f r i end .  I 
had to say s o m e t h i n g .

“You’d just  m e t  her,  Ford .  H o w  c o u l d  you  poss ib l y  love
he r?”

H e  sat  ba c k  in his c ha i r  a n d  r u b b e d  his eyes wi t h  t he  heels  
of his h a n d s .  “ You real ly d o n ’t k n o w  w h a t  t he  fuck I ’m t a l k i ng  
a b o u t ,  do  you?

T h e  b l u n t  force o f  t ha t  fuck  hi t  m e  f i r s t— I ’d never  hea rd  
h i m talk thi s  way,  never  hea rd  h i m s we a r — t h o u g h  w h a t  hi t  me  
ha r de s t  was t he  r ea l i za t i on  t ha t  it wasn ' t  s p o k e n  o u t  o f  a nge r  b u t  
pity,  t he  s a me  p i ty  I d seen m a g n i f i e d  in L o r e t t a s  eyes t ha t  m o r n ­
ing.  An a w k w a r d  s i l ence  set  in.  I w a n t e d  to leave,  to flee,  b u t  
I d a l r eady  fled o n c e  t ha t  day  a n d  thi s  is wh e r e  I ’d c o me .  W h e r e  
c ou l d  I go now?

A key s c r a t c he d  in t he  f r o n t  lock.  I s p r a n g  f r om t he  sofa,  
g ra t e ful  for  this  i n t e r r u p t i o n ,  thi s  repr i eve ,  a n d  m o v e d  t o wa r d  
t he  d o o r  to gree t  Ford ' s  m o t h e r — on l y  it w a s n ’t his mo t h e r .  It 
was a m a n ,  a m i d d l e - a g e d  m a n .  H e  wo r e  a s h i ny  ye l low r a i nc oa t  
a nd  he ld  a co l l aps ed  u m b r e l l a  wi t h  a w o o d e n  h a n d l e  s h a p e d  l ike 
a d u c k s  head .  Hi s  ba c k  was  to us a n d  he s e e me d  lost  in t h o u g h t ,  
k i ck i ng  t he  s lush f r om his ga loshes .  H e  carefu l ly  r e m o v e d  t h e m  
a n d  set  t h e m  on  a d a r k  brass  r ad i a t o r  g ra t e  bu i l t  i n t o  t he  ha r d -
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w o o d  f loor.  W h e n  he t u r n e d  a r o u n d  a n d  saw me ,  his face lit up,  
grea t ly  p l eased ro f i nd  me  t here ,  as if I were  s o m e  l o n g  lost  f r i end ,  
a n d  t he  effect  was c o m p l e t e .  H e r e  was  t he  face in t he  p h o t o ,  

F o r d ’s father .
We  s t o o d  face to face in t he  passage  b e t w e e n  t he  l iving 

r o o m  a n d  the  k i t c he n .  1 c o u l d n ’t p u t  o ne  w o r d  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  a n d  
s t uc k  o u t  m y  h a n d .  H e  t o o k  it in b o t h  of his g r ace f u l  h a n d s ,  
F o r d ’s h a n d s — a n d  s h o o k  it w a r m l y  b u t  said n o t h i n g .  We  s t o o d  
l ike this  for  w h a t  s ee me d  a l ong  t i me ,  wh i l e  For d  w a t c h e d  f r om 
his chai r .  T h e  r e f r i ge r a t o r  p u r r e d  b e h i n d  us.  Hi s  f a t h e r  g l anc e d  
f rom my face to For d  s, t he n  let  go of my  h a n d  a n d  g e s t u r e d  e xc i t ­

edly,  speci f ical ly,  to Ford ,  w h o  s i gned  back ,  less exci t edly.
“T h i s  is my  father ,  For d  said w i t h  no  t race  of  e m b a r r a s s ­

m e n t ,  as if I d d i squa l i f i e d  mysel t  f r o m such  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s .  I his 
was fo l l owed by a n o t h e r  bu r s t  of g e s t i c u l a t i o n .  Bu t  he w o u l d  
prefer  t ha t  you  call  h i m  H e r m a n .  Hi s  f a t he r  p u n c t u a t e d  t he  i n ­
v i t a t i on  wi t h  a br i sk  n o d  of his head .  1 l oo k e d  at  Ford  helpless ly;  
it s e e me d  bad  f o r m  to talk.  “You’re a l l owed  to speak ,  o l d  s cou t .  

Just  because  he c a n ’t doesn ' t  m e a n  you  c a n ’t . ”
“Your  f a t he r , ” I said t h r o u g h  v e n t r i l o q u i s t ’s l ips.  “ H e r ­

ma n .  You’re say ing  he c a n ’t— ”
“ N e i t h e r  c a n — pa t e r  n o r  m a t e r . ” T h e i r  f inger s  s t i t c h e d  

the  air. “ My  fa t he r  wa n t s  to k n o w  if y o u ’ll s tay for  d i n n e r . ’ Before  
I c o u l d  say a n y t h i n g ,  Ford  said,  “ Ha v e  no  fear.  I c o n v e y e d  y o u r  
regrets.  Your  pa r e n t s  are e x p e c t i n g  you .  In fact ,  y o u ’re a l r eady
I ”late.

F o r d ’s f a t he r  t o o k  a s t ep  i n t o  t he  k i t c h e n ,  s w i t c h i n g  on  
the  l ight ,  a n d  in t he  s ca t t e r  of  plas t ic  pieces  s t r e w n  across  t he  
table  I r ec ogn i ze d  the  c o m p o n e n t  pa r t s  of  t he  Bo e i n g  B-1 7,  t he  
Fl y ing  For t ress .  He  h u n g  his r a i n c o a t  on  t he  c h a i r  I d seen Ford  
s i t t i ng  in ear l i er  a n d  laid t he  u m b r e l l a  across  t he  s ink.  I n d i c a t i n g  
the  mess  on  the  table ,  he gave me  a r es i gned  b u t  c he e r f u l  s h r u g ,
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w h i c h  I t r a n s l a t e d  as,  “ Boys  wi l l  b e  b o y s . ” T h e n  hi s  e x p r e s s i o n  

c h a n g e d ,  as i f  s o m e t h i n g  h a d  j u s t  o c c u r r e d  t o  h i m .  H e  r e t u r n e d  

t o  t h e  s i n k ,  a n d  w i t h  a h o p e f u l  g l o w  in hi s  eyes ,  o f f e r e d  m e  t h e  

u m b r e l l a .

I s m i l e d  a n d  s h o o k  m y  h e a d ,  m o u t h i n g ,  “ N o ,  t h a n k  y o u , ” 

w o r d l e s s l y  p r o t e s t i n g  t h a t  I c o u l d n ' t  p os s i b l y .  T h i s  p r o m p t e d  h i m  

t o  p e r f o r m  a b r i e f  p a n t o m i m e  of  s t a n d i n g  in t h e  r a i n ,  s h i v e r i n g  

a n d  h u g g i n g  hi s  a r m s  t o  hi s  c h e s t ,  a n d  t h e n  h e  t h r u s t  t h e  u m ­

b r e l l a  at  m e ,  st i l l  s m i l i n g  t h a t  b i g ,  b r o a d  s m i l e ,  h i s  eyes  s h u t t l i n g  

b a c k  a n d  f o r t h  b e t w e e n  F o r d  a n d  m e ,  f a t h e r  a n d  son ' s  f i n g e r s  

a f l u t t e r  w i t h  i l l e g i b l e  s i g n s  a n d  s y m b o l s ,  as I s t o o d  by,  m u t e .

“ H e  i n s i s t s , ” F o r d  sa i d  f r o m  hi s  c h a i r  in t h e  l a m p l i g h t .  

“ H e  says  i t ’s r a i n i n g  p e d i g r e e d  a n i m a l s  o u t  t h e r e . ”

“ B u t  I ’m  g o i n g  far  away ,  I s a i d .  “ Ve r y  far . ” H i s  f a t h e r  

s t o o d  c l u t c h i n g  t h e  u m b r e l l a  in b o t h  h a n d s .  “ Fell h i m  t h a t . ”

“ H e  says  t h e  u m b r e l l a  is i n s u r a n c e , ” F o r d  sa i d .  B u t  hi s  

eyes  w e r e  n o  l o n g e r  o n  hi s  f a t h e r ;  t h e y  w e r e  o n  m e  a n d  w o u l d n ' t  

l eave  m e .  “ It g u a r a n t e e s  y o u  11 r e t u r n  t o  us  s o o n . ” H i s  f a t h e r  n o d ­

d e d  e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  a n d  p r e s s e d  t h e  d u c k ’s h e a d  i n t o  m y  p a l m ,  

c l o s i n g  m y  f i n g e r s  a r o u n d  it .  H e  w a l k e d  m e  t o  t h e  d o o r .  I t o u c h e d  

t h e  d o o r k n o b ,  t h e n  p u l l e d  b a c k  a n d  t r i e d  o n c e  m o r e  t o  c h a n g e  hi s  

m i n d .  “ H e  says  y o u  g o t  y o u r s e l f  a g o o d  C a t h o l i c  e d u c a t i o n , ” F o r d  

sa i d ,  t h o u g h  hi s  f a t h e r ’s a r m s  h u n g  at  h i s  s i des .  “ So  h e  k n o w s  we  

ca n  a l w a y s  c o u n t  o n  y o u r  g u i l t y  c o n s c i e n c e .  F o r d  r a i s e d  t w o  f i n ­

ger s  in a p a p a l  b l e s s i n g .  I h e n  hi s  f a t h e r  s h o o k  m y  h a n d  o n e  last  

t i m e  a n d  s e n t  m e  b a c k  i n t o  t h e  d a r k .
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