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“I have looked upon these brilliant creatures

And now my heart is sore.

All’s changed since I, hearing at twilight

The first time on this shore,

The bell-beat of their wings above my head . . .”

W. B. Yeats, The Wild Swans at Coole
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The bottle flies banging against the window screens wake me up. Not yet dawn and they’re already out there, lying in wait, drawn by the ripe human odors wafting out of the open windows. Big green flies, the kind that when they bite you, you feel the sting for days, the welts rise and itch like crazy and neither calamine lotion nor rubbing alcohol nor the direct application of urine from a virgin can soothe the pain.

Although my windows are open, it already feels hot and muggy—in a couple of hours the heat will be of blast furnace intensity, particularly for the unfortunate souls, like me, who don’t have air-conditioning. It’s a bitch living around here without artificial cooling; those bereft of it suffer mightily from June until October. Air-conditioning in this region is like television—who doesn’t own a TV? The answer is, very poor folk; struggling students in tomblike dorm rooms; alternate life-stylers who eschew modern conveniences altogether; and a handful of fall-through-the-cracks people, like me.

Along with the flies there is a swarm of mosquitoes, buzzing like a ripsaw. Cousins in kind, in intention. Vampires of the insect world, they want blood. They smell it, from the other side of the mesh. They have extremely keen senses of smell, these 
relentless little sons of bitches. Hundreds of eyes to see everywhere, and olfactory awareness way more evolved than ours. If the human sense of smell was as highly developed as that of these insects we could not stand to be near each other. We would have perished millennia ago.

I inspect my screens two or three times a week religiously, to make sure there are no holes, not one solitary pinprick. They are resourceful fuckers, these denizens of the insect world, they’ve been around much longer than we have, and will be here, buzzing and biting, long after all trace of our species has vanished.

The clock on my nightstand reads five o’clock straight up, the tail end of the wee small hours. First light is not yet on the horizon. Slipping out from under the thin cotton sheet, wet with a nighttime of sweat and other bodily fluids, I make my naked way through the house and out onto the back porch, taking care not to wake up my companion, who sleeps on her side, her back to me, snoring heavily, rhythmically. She has her own sets of unique bodily smells and effluence, some rather lovely, some distinctively funky. I checked them out last night with great pleasure, from a considerable number of positions, both hers and mine.

It was our first time together sexually, this particular woman and me. Whether she and I will have other such nights, I don’t know; I doubt it. Commitments of any kind, especially mid- or long-term, aren’t in the picture for me these days. I’m recuperating—I need space, lots of it.

If there is any marrow left in my bones this morning—there seems to be, since I am walking and breathing—it is because of the body’s extraordinary ability to regenerate itself. The French call a great fuck “a little death”; the difference between that and the real thing is that in the little death you go to heaven before you die, and you feel better afterward, as opposed to feeling nothing at all. At least I assume that’s the difference.

But I digress. I do that a lot these days. I’m good at 
avoiding, too, and I’d be at the top of the list of championship procrastinators as well. I’m excellent at not staying on the topic, especially when the topic is me or about me, about what I’m doing or how I’m behaving. Actually, avoiding myself takes up most of my time. Not looking at why I am where I am, and how I got here.

That’s not quite true—I’m an academic by vocation, I should be precise with terminology. I know how I got here, I just don’t like to think about what it is about me—environment, genetics, heredity, plain dumb luck, or some pathetic combination of those and other factors—that has made me such an expert about fucking up my life. My cock isn’t all that long, but I’ve been stepping on it with great regularity the last couple of years.

I grab hold of it. Tilting up a screen panel, I lean over the porch railing and take a good long piss into the shallow, torpid water below, bracing myself against the edge post for support. The flies buzz over, but I shoo them away with my free hand. They hover and make angry noises. They are primitive creatures, they don’t like waiting on a meal. But I don’t want my body to be their meal, especially not the family jewels. I finish taking my leak, and go back inside.

I live in a shotgun shack. Front room, kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, back porch. Less than six hundred square feet, total, not counting the porch. An old sharecropper’s shack that had been sitting empty and abandoned for decades.

Sharecropping is a defunct way of life now, at least in this region. The practice still exists in some of your deep South shit-kicker states, where people are still living in the nineteenth century, not only philosophically but physically, but not in modern, enlightened societies such as mine.

My people were not sharecroppers—far from it. We were landowners and water people for almost three hundred years, from well before the Revolutionary War. An old, solid Maryland family. My mother and all my grandmothers going back 
forever were card-carrying members of the DAR. There are both Union and Confederate generals scattered throughout the family tree. My forebears owned slaves until the Civil War and they had sharecroppers after that, up until the late 1950s, when my father stopped the practice. He felt it was morally repugnant for people to live in a serflike situation. We had seven sharecropping families working our land when he decided not to do it anymore, and he deeded over forty acres to each family. Some of them still farm their sections to this day, and speak of my father with great reverence.

During this time, the first part of the century, my people were comfortably well off, and pretty much cut off from the larger world—theirs was an insular life. The Chesapeake Bay area away from the big cities, like Baltimore and Annapolis, was a rural, sparsely populated region. Even people with money, like my parents and their forebears, didn’t travel much, didn’t see much or know much of the world. Which suited them just fine.

That life-style began changing at the end of World War II, and the pace accelerated in the 1970s. The population boomed all over southern Maryland and northern Virginia. The new people moving into the outlying areas needed places to live, work, shop. Suburban sprawl was inevitable, unstoppable. The Maryland counties of Prince Georges, Calvert, Charles, and St. Mary’s all underwent tremendous growth, which hasn’t abated for fifty years.

This surge in population, however, didn’t extend as far south as our county, King James, which is the southernmost county in the state on the Bay’s west bank. It’s too far away from Washington and Baltimore for people to commute. There’s only one road, a four-lane highway connecting the county to the rest of the state. And the area’s not suitable for casual recreation—much of the land is heavily wooded or semiswampy, the roads are narrow and scarce, the beach areas are not as hospitable as those north of here, or on the Eastern Shore, or the ocean. Our census is lower than it was a generation ago—for every new face 
that moves here, more than one departs for a life that’s more promising—socially, culturally, financially. The young people, especially.

Those who have moved down here in the recent past have generally been older people who want a quiet place for their retirement. A sizable amount of the property that’s been carved up for these ten-, fifty-, and hundred-acre parcels used to be in my family—we owned the best land in the county for having access to the waterways that feed into the Potomac River and the Bay. My father, the late Horace Tullis, who was a mover and shaker in local businesses and politics, started selling off bits and pieces of the farm during the 1970s and 1980s. The money was too good to say no to, and by then it was clear that none of his children were interested in living here and carrying on the family’s affairs.

My little abode is on the southernmost edge of our family’s still sizable holdings—we have over two thousand acres, although the greater portion of it is, as it’s always been, uninhabitable swamp. By the time I came upon this ramshackle mess, which is at the end of an abandoned dirt-and-oyster-shell hardscrabble road that stops at the edge of St. Ambrose Creek, one of the many small uncharted tributaries that feed into larger rivers that eventually flow into the Chesapeake Bay, it was on the verge of collapsing completely—floorboards rotted out, holes in the roof bigger than cannonballs, walls sagging, the well gone dry. In a couple more years the vegetation would have reclaimed it, as if it had never been.

I rebuilt the place enough to make it livable—shored up the foundation, reframed most of the walls, put on a cheap plywood floor over which I laid surplus linoleum I got at a junkyard, dug new septic and water lines. For heat and electricity I put up some solar panels I found through a government surplus catalog and attached them to heavy-duty batteries for energy storage, for those extended periods in the winter when the sun is weak. I also bootlegged an electric line from a power cable about half 
a mile away. Probably my mother’s, although it could be a through line to somewhere else. I only use it in emergencies, so whoever owns it isn’t going to notice, because the power draw is minimal. (They haven’t so far, anyway.) My stove and refrigerator run on bottled propane, and my shower is a gravity feed. Not the Plaza, but it works.

It took me four months to complete the job. Fortunately, the weather was mild this winter, so I wasn’t held up all that much. I had nothing else to do except fuck off—smoke dope, drink beer and whiskey, read, shoot film. I camped out in the bones of my shack while I was working on it. Two or three times a month I went up to my mother’s house for a proper shower and to do my laundry. If my mother was feeling charitable and not exceptionally pissed off at me she would invite me to eat dinner with her. Not that I was enjoying her culinary talents—she doesn’t cook; she never has. Mattie, the family cook for the last forty years, handles that. She is a superb cook, specializing in dishes of the region. I have been eating her cooking since I was born. We Tullises are damn fine eaters.

Mary Bradshaw Tullis, my mother, is among the last of a bygone-era class: a genteel Southern woman of means. She was born in 1918, before the end of the First World War, less than twenty miles from the house in which she’s now lived for the past sixty-one years, from the day she was married to my father. At that time, horse-drawn vehicles outnumbered gasoline-propelled ones fifty to one in King James County. Most of the local farming work was still horse-driven until after the Second World War. Even in Washington and Baltimore horses drew milk carts, bread wagons, junk wagons, up to the early 1950s. Both of those cities were dormant, sleepy burgs then, not today’s booming metropolises. Air-conditioning was not yet common, particularly in private homes. People put pallets on the floor and slept with fans blowing across wet towels to alleviate the humid misery; or they flat-out suffered. When the history of the New South is written in centuries to come 
air-conditioning will be the defining characteristic, analogous to the pyramids in ancient Egypt or the Roman aqueducts.

There was no television, and radio was in its infancy. No computers, of course, no Internet. People of my mother’s position had servants: maids, nursemaids, cooks, washerwomen, governesses, yard men, field men, chauffeurs. Two or three servants to each person in a family, man, woman, and child, was not uncommon. It was a languid, privileged life.

Those days are long gone. My mother, still spry and energetic at eighty-three, gets by fine now with Mattie, who will be with her until one of them dies, a woman who comes in three days a week to clean, and a gardener.

Anyway, getting back to my situation. Why am I, the son of rich parents, a man of intelligence and wit, with a powerful ego, a man who, until recently, was building a wonderful and exciting career, doing work that he loved, why is this man who is not yet forty living in a rebuilt sharecropper’s shack on the edge of his family’s property?

The answer is long and somewhat complicated. And difficult for me to confront. But the basic answer is that I am doing penance for having fucked up, big-time.

But where am I going? Which is what my mother asks me from time to time. Where is Fritz going? she will say, speaking of me in the third person, as if I’m not in the room. Will I ever marry and present her with grandchildren before she dies, which could be at any moment, given her age. (She says this, not me. I expect her to live past ninety; when people reach her age they usually keep going, they were strong enough to get to this point, they’ll be strong enough to keep on trucking.) I remind her that she already has grandchildren, courtesy of my older brother and sister. Your children, she replies. As if all of us must continue the family line. Or else it’s that there’s something about me the other two don’t have. Like thoughtlessness and willfulness; along with an almost pathological drive, it often seems, to self-destruct.


Maybe I’m being too hard on myself about my present circumstances. I’m probably no more interesting than your garden-variety fuckup. I’m not violent, or overly critical of others. And the truth is, most of my life has been quite different from the way it is at present. Much more productive, in the socially acceptable scheme of things. My curriculum vitae is most impressive. Until very recently, when the devil in me overwhelmed my better gods, I was a star in my own small firmament.

It’s a long way from the top—or near enough to the top to see it—to the bottom. For someone like me, living in a rebuilt sharecropper’s shack on my mother’s property is the bottom. Despite my present lowly station, though, I’m at peace. Living low-key, taking it a day at a time. The way I see it, I have nowhere to go but up; at worst, my movement, in the short term, will be lateral.

I give myself a quick sponge bath and brush my teeth—using the toothbrush to scrape the caterpillar from my tongue—slip into a pair of shorts, T-shirt, Tevas. Going into the kitchen, I take a can of V8 juice and a Heineken out of the refrigerator, pop the tops, pour the two liquids in roughly equal amounts into a tall mug, and make myself a “red one.” Some people call this drink a “tomato beer,” and use plain tomato juice, although I prefer the tang of V8. Rock ’n’ roll musicians have been quaffing this libation for decades—friends of mine in the country music business that I met in Austin told me that the King of the Road himself, the late, great Roger Miller, drank one about every morning of his life. It’s the best way to start the day when you’ve been drinking to excess the night before. Add a dash of Worcestershire, a few drops of Tabasco sauce, and you’re in business.

I finish my drink, rinse the glass and set it on the sideboard, and unlock my special cabinet. I have over ten thousand dollars’ worth of equipment in this little space—cameras, a Nikon cool-scan slide scanner, an Epson 3000 printer, as well as my Apple PowerBook, with Adobe Photoshop 5.5 for printing out 
pictures of my transparencies. All top-of-the-line stuff. Anything better than this, you’d have to go to a professional shop. My pictures in particular—thousands of slides, and prints I’ve made of them on the computer—can’t be valued objectively: they’re irreplaceable.

I select one of my cameras, a Canon EOS I bought last year. It’s a good camera for shooting in the wild. My normal lens of choice, a 35–350 mm zoom, a nice all-around lens for nature photography, is attached to the camera body. In addition, I take a super-long lens, 800 mm. For my purposes, an ultralong lens is often the only way I get close-ups of my subjects. I take two rolls of 50 ASA Fuji Velvia film (a good fine-grain slide film) down from a shelf, plus a tripod and a pair of Nikon 8×23 power binoculars. I toss everything into a waterproof canvas camera bag, secure the locks, grab a plastic jug of ice water out of the refrigerator and a sack of grain from under the kitchen counter.

One last check of my houseguest. She’s sleeping like a hibernating bear—she tried to keep up with me last night in the drinking department, not a recommended practice for a novice. My watch reads a quarter to six—time to be motivating, get some shooting done before the day heats up to unbearable. I leave her a note on the empty pillow next to her head. Coffee and juice in fridge. Help yourself to anything.

My small boat is wide-bottomed, good for navigating in shallow waters. I pole out from where I tie it up at the back of the house and fire up the outboard. I let the little engine run for a minute to warm up, then choke down the idle and point downstream.

This section is the most wild of all our land. To be more specific, it is located in one of the northernmost cypress swamps in the United States. Bald cypresses grow all along the river edges, their kneelike roots jutting out of the water. There’s other vegetation, water lilies, sweet gum, various evergreens. It’s very dense in here, not so dissimilar in feel to a South American 
rainforest. You can get away from civilization real fast in these small streams and tributaries.

For the past several months I’ve been coming to one particular area—a group of small, marshy islands at the southernmost part of our family’s property that lies at the tip of a remote, narrow inlet that opens up out of the swamp. It takes me less than twenty minutes of easy putt-putting to get there. I cut my engine. The boat bobs in the water. The canopy of trees obscures the view into the perimeter unless you’re right on top of it, as I am now.

There’s no way to get here except the route I’ve taken. The waterway here, for miles in either direction, is a narrow channel—a larger boat wouldn’t make it past all the twists and turns and shoals. Since I’ve been coming out here, I haven’t seen a soul. Nobody’s going to get to this place unless they’re invited, and I’m not inviting anyone.

My family’s always been very protective of our privacy. We’ve never allowed hunting or other trespass on our property. I don’t hunt. My father wasn’t a hunter, either, we never shared that particular male-bonding blood experience so common in these parts. That’s an anomaly around here—bird hunting is a ritual of manhood, passed on down the generations. My father was a tough businessman and a tough man in general, but killing for sport did nothing but disgust him. Our land has always been off-limits to hunters; when Horace Tullis would catch a trespasser he would come down hard, marching down to the sheriff, pressing charges. It’s been known in the county for decades that you don’t hunt on Tullis land. Which doesn’t make us popular with some of the locals, not that we give a shit.

I tie up my boat. Grabbing my duffel bag, tripod, the jug of water, and the grain sack, I wade ashore in bathtub-warm water, and walk inland.

The birds, dozens of varieties, are thick on the ground. They’ve come to expect me, because of the grain. It’s like pigeon-feeding time in Central Park as I traverse the area, 
dropping piles of it here and there. They fly in and out, darting for position, crying and screeching their own particular bird cries. They’re loud, they raise a hell of a racket.

An orthodox birder would decry my feeding these birds. You don’t want to make a wild animal dependent on man, it softens them up, dulls their survival instincts. I know this, but my feeling is, it’s not that big a deal. They were doing fine before I got here, and they’ll be doing fine, too, when I don’t feed them, which will be in the fall, when the migratory birds come back down here. That would be criminal, because it would leave them prey to hunters. It’s illegal to seed flyover areas for that very reason.

I finish dumping my load, take my camera gear out of my bag, and wade through about a hundred yards of shallow water to another small knob of land. Although bird-watching is a huge leisure time activity—I read somewhere there may be as many as fifty million bird-watchers in this country—I am not one of them, in any traditional sense. I do not belong to the Audubon Society, I don’t keep count of the different kinds of birds that I’ve seen, or catalog them, or take part in any organized activities regarding birds. I shy away from groups except in my work and normal social situations, like going to an Orioles game. I’m not a team player.

Until I moved back here I wasn’t into birds at all. Except for working on my house and abusing myself with recreational drugs and alcohol I had nothing else to do and plenty of time to do it in. I’ve always been interested in photography, it’s been a favorite hobby since I was a teenager; one day late last winter, sitting on my work-in-progress front porch with a Beck’s in my paw and a half-eaten salami and Swiss-cheese sandwich in the other, I looked skyward and saw a great flock of Canadian geese flying in formation overhead, coming toward me. I hadn’t been shooting much color, but luckily I had it in my camera that day. I grabbed the camera out of my bag, pointed it at the sky, and shot off the rest of the roll, about a dozen frames.


I’d been shooting black and white almost exclusively, knockoff Walker Evans kind of stuff, old houses and interesting-looking faces, rusted-out cars up on blocks, Amish women at the farmers’ market, esoteric shit like that. I had never been interested in action stuff or pictures about nature. I appreciated them, I used to envy the photographers who did the spreads in magazines like National Geographic. But I didn’t see the artistry in it.

These birds got to me, though, seeing them up close, so many of them, the enormous range of colors, the wonderful aerodynamic shapes, the great variety of types. I had stumbled into a new world.

Overhead I hear a loud birdsong, almost like a bugle call. Smiling, I look up. A small flock of extremely large birds is circling high in the air. They’re stretched full-length, their long necks extended fully forward, their legs strung out behind them. As I watch, they come swooping in, a cloud of feathers landing in one of the shallow water marshy areas some distance from the other birds, at the edge of the little plot on which I’m standing.

These birds are sandhill cranes, Grus canadensis, a large, elegant species of bird. They roost in nearby shallow water at night, then spend their day here. They stay apart from the other birds—they’re territorial, they don’t like to share.

By rights, these birds shouldn’t be here, they aren’t native to the region. Occasionally, though, Mother Nature will throw a curveball, and a flock will go off course and wind up on the Eastern Seaboard.

These sandhill cranes are not why I’m here, though. I’m here to see Ollie.

Ollie is a whooping crane. Grus americana.

Whooping cranes are extremely rare, and highly endangered. There are only about two hundred of them in the wild; including captive birds, there are only four hundred in the world. They are beautiful birds, the tallest in North America, 
five feet in height, almost as tall as a man. In flight, their wingspan reaches nearly eight feet.

What makes this particular bird so extraordinary, beyond his exoticness, is that whooping cranes are never found in this area, not even close. Their natural breeding grounds are in the Canadian Northwest Territories, near the Alberta border. When winter’s setting in they migrate south 2,500 miles, an incredible journey, to the Aransas National Wildlife Refuge, on the Texas coast, the only place they live in the wild.

Ollie is a lost bird. By fifteen hundred miles.

How he wound up on a small, isolated island in southern Maryland is a mystery. The most likely guess—which is only a guess, since I’ve kept him my personal secret—is that he lost touch with his flock and hooked up with this flock of sandhills, who are his close cousins. There are only two species of cranes in North America; I’ve done a bit of research on them. These are immature birds, less than two years old. They become independent in the spring following their birth, when parents cut them loose and they drift and explore and begin to flock together until they breed at about three to five years.

My best hypothesis as to what happened is that this flock of sandhills, plus the whooper, must have been driven off course, probably by a severe storm, and the adult sandhill that was guiding them to their breeding area was killed in flight (either accidentally, or by a jerkoff hunter). Leaderless, the flock drifted further off course until they found this isolated area, which is a perfect habitat for them—it’s similar, in many ways, to the area in the Aransas Refuge. There are crabs, clams, other small mollusks for them to feed upon, as well as ample vegetation, and the predatory animals that live in these parts—bobcat, fox, other preying animals—can’t get to them, because they stay out in the shallow water. So they’re safe, and well-fed.

When I first saw Ollie I was in awe of his size and splendor and general regalness, and I still am; every time I see him my throat tightens, I feel a shortness of breath, like being in the 
presence of a power greater than the ordinary—the first time I saw Michelangelo’s David invoked the same response in me; except that was a statue, this is a living creature. As I’m not a birder, however, I didn’t know what a rare jewel I had on my hands. I didn’t even know they were cranes, I thought they were great blue herons, Ardea herodias, another large, similar-looking fowl that is seen often around here. I shot several rolls of pictures of him and his mates, developed them, studied them. When I saw what he was, after looking him up in my Petersons Field Guide and comparing his characteristics to those of the sandhills, I didn’t believe it—how could I? It would be like finding a unicorn grazing among a herd of zebras.

Ollie isn’t a sandhill crane. He’s a genuine whooping crane. He looks like a whooping crane and flies like a whooping crane. And most tellingly, he sounds like a whooping crane. Sandhill cranes have a shrill, rolling call: Garooo-a-a-a. Ollie’s voice is different, a loud, brassy, trumpet call, a whoop!: Ker-loo! Ker-lee-oo! On some days, I can hear his whoop from over a mile away, it’s that loud and piercing. It’s like no other birdcall, or sound for that matter, that I’ve ever heard.

Once I understood what kind of bird Ollie is, and how rare, I had to figure out what to do. By lucky coincidence, there is a captive breeding program for whooping cranes at the U.S. Biological Service’s Patuxent Wildlife Research Center near Laurel, Maryland, which is about a hundred miles north of here. I went up there and spent a day nosing around, chatting up experts and gathering information on whooping cranes, without revealing what I’d found. My initial thinking, of course, was that he was a stray from their program. If that had been the case I’d have turned him in, no second thoughts. But none of their birds had gone missing.

My next step was to get in touch, via the Web, with The International Crane Foundation and with a group called Operation Migration, which is spearheaded by some of the people who became famous in the 1980s, when they led an orphan 
flock of young sandhill cranes to their new home by disguising an ultra-light airplane as a mature sandhill crane, an incredible feat documented in the movie Fly Away Home. They’re about to try the same unorthodox approach to teach new migration routes to whooping cranes; right now, there’s only one migration path for whooping cranes, from Canada to Texas, and ornithologists are very concerned that if alternate routes aren’t established, the tiny flock could be wiped out if a disease hit their population.

They were very helpful; but incredibly they, too, weren’t missing any cranes.

So I’ve kept quiet about Ollie.

I have my reasons for doing this. They’re selfish, but they’re genuine and necessary. I need peace, quiet, serenity—I had my head handed to me in the not-distant past, I’m still in the recovery stage. If Ollie was discovered by the outside world he would become a cause célèbre, a national object of intense curiosity and scrutiny. Thousands of avid birders and scientists would flock to my private little corner. That would be disastrous for me—I can’t handle invasion on that level. Privacy and space are my two most important needs right now.

So I kept quiet about my exotic discovery, although that’s not a decision I take lightly. If I was a real birder, I would have sacrificed my own needs and turned him in, but I’m not, so I didn’t. At some point soon, though, I will alert the proper authorities, because Ollie’s too valuable to be left to nature’s random capriciousness for long, particularly once hunting season starts around here—it would be catastrophic if a hunter shot him while he was flying over this small area. For the near future, however, I’m leaving him alone. It may be selfish in the infinite scheme of the universe, but he seems to be happy. I value happiness highly—I know from my own recent experience how fragile it can be, and how easily lost.

Observing Ollie, I’ve come to believe he has a sixth sense that this area is a safe haven for him, that the sandhills provide 
him cover, and protection. I know that Ollie can’t stay here forever. He has to be returned to his flock. The survival of his species could depend on him. I’m just not ready to let him go yet.

I load a fresh roll of film in my camera and take some pictures of my pride and joy. With the ultralong lens I get vivid shots of his eye, his beak, the curve of his wings. He isn’t afraid of me, we’ve gotten accustomed to each other over these past months, but I keep my distance from him anyway. I don’t want him thinking of me as part of his extended family—when he is, ultimately, united with his own kind, he can’t be dependent on man. Which is why I never feed him or the sandhills, as I do the other birds.

The drone of an airplane brings me out of my reverie. I look up. It’s a jet, I don’t know what kind. Not commercial. I watch as it flies low across the water and lands on a private strip a half-mile away, on the other side of the lagoon, taxiing to a stop on the tarmac.

The land that airstrip is on used to be part of our family holdings. It’s changed hands a few times since we originally sold it thirty years ago. It’s the only piece of real estate that’s within five miles of my shack, which means it’s the only property remotely near this area. The runway was built last year, shortly before I came back home, so I assume the property is under new ownership. I don’t know who the present owner is—I’ve never seen anyone land here before. I suppose my mother knows—she knows everything that goes on in the county, nothing escapes her.

Back to the work at hand. I shoot some more stills of Ollie. If he misses other whooping cranes it doesn’t show, he doesn’t look like he’s moping around and pining for like companionship—the sandhills provide that.

The sound of voices cuts through the air. Noises carry great distances out here—the water acts like an echo board, although specific words are indistinct. I glance at my waterproof Timex. 
It’s still early, well before seven. I turn and look again at the airfield across the channel, where the voices are coming from.

The airplane is parked on the runway. The entrance door is open, the steps extended to the tarmac. Three men are standing in front of the nose.

I swing my camera in their direction and stare through the lens, using it as a telescope, to get a better look. There’s some coarse bunchgrass growing at the sides of the runway—through the distortion of the long lens it looks like a sea of grass, flowing in the wind like waves on the ocean.

One of the men I’m spying on appears to be a pilot, complete with epaulet shirt and MacArthur-style pilot’s hat and shades. Of the other two, one is dressed casually, wearing a long-billed baseball-style cap and sunglasses, while the third man, who is smaller, is dressed more formally, in a coat and tie. He’s bareheaded and is without glasses. Those two seem to be in animated, angry conversation—the smaller man paces back and forth, gesturing with his arms. The pilot-type is standing to the side, looking off into the distance.

I’m snooping on them; I shouldn’t be, but I am. A private plane landing on a secluded airstrip at dawn’s first light, a heated argument, who wouldn’t? They don’t know I’m here, they can’t see me hidden on my island, nor can they espy my boat, tucked in amongst the reeds.

That used to be our property. I have the right to look.

I have them in full figure through the ultralong lens. I can’t make out features—their faces are backlit, because the sun is rising directly behind them, silhouetting them against the milk-white sky—but I snap off a couple of pictures anyway. It’s reflex—I see it, I shoot it. Besides, I’m almost finished with the roll. Might as well expose it.

I wonder who they are and what they’re arguing about. My mind conjures up the most lurid possibility—criminal activity. That’s not solely paranoia talking, although I’ve been accused of that. It’s known that there is a lot of drug-running taking place 
here. This region, with its multitude of hidden waterways, has become an important drop-and-distribution point. It’s commonly believed that some of the large farms in the area, including pieces of our old property, have been bought by international drug syndicates, using fictitious owners as fronts, and are being used as embarkation points. It’s a good setup—this is a rural area, you can pretty much come and go without being noticed, via the Bay, and you’re within a few hours of all the major Eastern cities, Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York. Large ships can go in and out of these waterways virtually undetected; they could be transporting hundreds of millions of dollars of drugs, guns, any kind of contraband you can imagine. There’s over a thousand miles of shoreline in the southern Chesapeake Bay, and it’s impossible to patrol and control it all. The Coast Guard’s lucky if they interdict ten percent of the illegal stuff.

Which is not to say that the people I’m looking at are criminals. My imagination tends to run amok these days. Nevertheless, the owner of that property is my neighbor. I’d like to find out who it is who has his own airstrip, his own private airplane. One of these days, when I foray into town, I’ll check county records and see what name is on the deed. Whether he’s one of these men I’m looking at I have no idea.

The sun is scorching the morning like a hot fist. I’m feeling the aftereffects of last night. I don’t want to be out here when the sun is high, which will be soon. I turn away from them and go back to my own business.

The gunshot is not loud—a pop that echoes across the water. I turn back.

The pilot is nowhere to be seen. The taller of the other two is now standing over the smaller one, who lies motionless at his feet. The standing man, the one wearing the long-billed cap and sunglasses, has a pistol in his hand. He extends his arm and delivers the coup de grâce. Through my lens I see the body on the ground jerk from the impact of the bullet as it hits him in the head.


The killer bends over and picks up the discharged bullet shells. Then he grabs the dead man under the arms, throws him over his shoulder as one would a sack of potatoes, and carries him onto the airplane. The stairs are pulled up. A moment later the airplane takes off down the runway, gathering speed as it ascends into the sky.

I watch, frozen and mesmerized, until the plane disappears from view. Then I put my equipment away, dump my gear in my boat, and wait for several more minutes until I’m sure they’re gone. Using extreme caution, I pole out into the narrow channel, keeping as close to the shore as I can, and sneak away for home.


[image: [image]]

My houseguest is awake when I return. She’s lounging at the kitchen table, bare-ass naked, sipping from a cup of steaming black coffee. “The early bird gets the worm?” She gives me a half-sleepy smile.

I’m shaky from what I’ve just seen, but I manage to hide my nervousness from her. “How do you feel?” I ask solicitously, the good host. Despite the traumatic episode I just witnessed I’m getting hard looking at her. There is a rich soft-earth fragrance wafting up from her nether regions.

“Kind of blurry,” she admits. “And hot.” She fans herself with a folded-up page from yesterday’s Washington Post, holds up her coffee cup. “This helps—the blur, not the heat. And a Bromo. You don’t drink that much all the time, do you?” We don’t know each other well enough for her to know all my habits, especially the bad ones.

“I kind of got carried away.”

“Didn’t we both?” She shakes her head at the wonder of it. She shifts in the chair. Her pussy’s staring at me. I look away from it, up to her face.

Dakota Chalmers. Named for Dakota Staton, the ’50s jazz singer, her mother’s favorite vocalist. This Dakota is a 
fine-looking woman. Robust. Pretty face, big luscious tits, bodacious ass, long muscular legs: storybook. I especially like her complexion: coffee with cream and a little peach thrown in the mix. There’s a resemblance to another jazz singer, Billie Holiday, when the great diva of blues was young, before the drugs wasted her looks. This lady will never have that problem. She’s smart. She’s a lawyer for HUD.

Dakota and I were introduced at a party in Annapolis that was given by a mutual friend. We’ve dated casually a few times; I go up to her place for dinner and a movie or some music, she comes down here for some country relaxation. Last night we went to a party not far from here that was given by a friend of hers, and got relaxed enough to decide to have sex.

By mutual understanding, there will be no demands on either side. What more could you want in a nice noncommitted relationship? Nothing, except that she not linger too deeply into the morning. I’ve got shit to do. A lot more than I bargained for when I woke up.

She’s on my wavelength—after we share a cup of coffee she showers and dresses, gathers her things.

“Drive safely,” I advise her as I walk her outside to her Lexus. “Do you remember the way?”

“I can find my way,” she says with easy assurance.

I stand there for a moment with the hot morning sun beating down on me, watching her disappear around the bend. Then I go back inside.

Now that she’s gone I can indulge my emotions. I forage for anything in the liquor cupboard—Chopin vodka is the first thing to hit my hand, so I drink a shot of that, straight from the bottle. That helps; my heartbeat isn’t as rapid as a hummingbird’s anymore.

Here’s what I’m thinking: what the fuck am I supposed to do? I just saw a murder being committed. I know what I’m supposed to do—go to the cops. But for several reasons, I don’t know if that’s what I’m going to do.


I don’t want to get involved. If that makes me a bad citizen, so be it. I wasn’t supposed to see that murder take place, it was pure coincidence. If I’d left ten minutes earlier, or had stayed in bed with my guest, like a good host should have, I would never have seen one damn thing. If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears it, does it make a sound? Not to me, if I don’t hear it.

Besides that, there’s my credibility, or lack thereof. The local constabulary, some of them friends from childhood, view me with a skeptical eye these days. College professor who throws it over and comes home to live in a piece-of-shit shack out in the boonies? Doing nothing except drinking too much, smoking weed, hitting on women? This is not a man to be trusted, not an upstanding citizen. I call in and report a murder, they’re going to first want to know how much I drank last night, how much dope I’ve been smoking. Since the answers are too much and too much, they’re going to drag their ass getting in gear. And if they do go check out the scene, what will they find? No bullet shells, I saw the killer pick them up. Will the body still be there? Of course not. That was a premeditated hit, most likely a contract killing. There isn’t a shred of evidence lying around.

I take another hit of vodka to calm my nerves some more, and formulate a plan. I’ll wait a day or two, see if anything turns up. A story on the news. If there is something, then I can go to the police. Otherwise, I’ll clam up. The killer doesn’t know I saw anything. Hell, the killer doesn’t know I exist.

I hope nothing turns up. I don’t want to get involved. Whoever that murderer is, he’s not a remorseful person. I put my nose into this, that could be me staring down his gun barrel.

It’s not my problem. And I’m not going to make it my problem.

I dump my gear on the kitchen table and unload my camera. I have to go into town for supplies later this morning. I’ll drop the film at the community college film lab. King James Community College in Jamestown, the county seat, has a nice photography facility, and I’ve become friendly with the head 
instructor, a retired Baltimore Sun photographer named Pierce Wilcox. He lets me use the facilities.

I didn’t check my phone messages when I got home last night; I had more important things to take care of. I dial up my service.

Sent yesterday at 8:15 P.M. A woman’s southern Maryland drawl. The age doesn’t show in her voice. “This is your dear old mother, Fritz. Where are you, anyway, son, you never seem to be in when I need to talk to you. I have left you an e-mail. I’ll need your answer by ten in the morning.” Click.

I glance at the wall clock—it isn’t nine yet, ample time to reply to my mother. I continue listening.

Sent yesterday at 9:38 P.M. “Fritz. Sam. See you tomorrow night. Hope you’re sober, for mother’s sake. Wear clean clothes, if you have any.” Click.

Lovely. This evening is going to be a hell of a lot of fun.

Sent this morning at 12:49 A.M. “Fritz? This is Marnie? Are you there, Fritz. If you are, pick up, please! . . .”

A few pregnant beats, then silence, end of message. I stare at the receiver in my hand like it’s alive, a cobra that’s going to rise up, spread its hood, and sink its teeth into my arm.

Twelve-forty-nine was minutes before I got home. That would’ve ripped it as far as Dakota and I were concerned. Thank God I missed the call. But in a perverse way, which has been my way these last months, it would have been something to hear Marnie’s voice for real. Too late now.

Zap. Button pushed. Message gone. Marnie—the light of my life, and the ruination. I don’t need to hear any more of that, I know where it was going. Straight to hell on a rocketship, with me riding shotgun, like Slim Pickens in Dr. Strangelove.

Is this a portent of some kind? What I saw on the landing strip across the water, and now this phone call? I hope not—I’ve been successful in avoiding the world, I want to continue to do so, for a while at least. They say troubles come in threes—already this morning, two bad episodes.


There are no more messages. I turn my Apple PowerBook on, check my e-mail. There isn’t much. Four items, two of them porno come-ons. Does everybody get this garbage, or just people with bad reputations like me?

I delete the stroke stuff, open the one that isn’t my mother’s (I’ll save that for last, because it will require an actual response). It’s a missive from a friendly colleague at Stanford, a fellow I did graduate work with, wondering how I’m doing, if I’m planning on teaching again anytime soon, would I be interested in relocating to the West Coast, there might be an opening at UC Santa Cruz, or maybe even UCLA, a plum situation.

I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to not teach forever, but I don’t feel I’m ready to get back into harness yet. I’m certainly not ready to undergo the rigors of a tough interview process, trying to respond to questions that have no explainable answers.

I type back a quick response. “Thanks for thinking of me in my time of need, but I am currently on a project here that although not in my direct field is providing enjoyment and insight. If these are legitimate openings, rather than either fishing expeditions or an old friend trying to help out (which I appreciate, believe me), send me the info. Great hearing from you. Fritz.”

My mother’s message is simple and to the point. “Fritz: I am having a small dinner party tomorrow night.” (That’s tonight.) “Cocktails at seven, dinner at eight. Jacket and tie, preferably a suit. Your presence is requested.” (Meaning I’d better show up unless I’m in the hospital, and if I am, why haven’t I called her?) “There will be interesting and important people present, it would not hurt you to meet them. I’m sure that even you will find them charming and amusing. Please reply by tomorrow morning, so I can make the necessary seating and catering arrangements. Mother.” Then as a postscript: “Do you have a presentable summer suit? You should. If you wish to go to any good men’s clothing store in Washington, Baltimore, or Annapolis, you can put it on your charge card and I will reimburse you. Love, Mother.”

Thirty-eight years old and my mother’s still offering to pay 
for my clothes? How low does she think I’ve fallen? Extremely low, apparently.

I write her back: “Mommy dearest. I’ll be there. I have a suit which I trust will be suitable, but thanks for the offer. Fritz.”

Seven o’clock tonight, the family manse, in mufti, plus my brother. Whoopdeedo.

Being out on the water gives me an appetite. I make myself a couple of fried egg sandwiches on white bread with garlic mayo, accompanied by bacon, lettuce, tomato, and onion. The vegetables are from the garden I’ve cultivated behind my house, the tomatoes so ripe the saliva drools down my chin as I’m slicing them. Iced tea to wash it all down; I’m not going to drink any more alcohol until dinner, there’s a point where abusing my body stops, and I’m at that point now. Not that bacon and egg sandwiches are healthy, but I like them. I try to live in the present now, as much as possible, so I do as I like. Tomorrow I’ll run four miles, sweat the garbage out.

It’s a half-hour drive into Jamestown, the only town of any size in the county. I stop by the college and drop off my film. It’ll take about three hours to process my transparencies—it’s all done by machine. The technician, a male student in this case, doesn’t even have to look at them. The images are there or they aren’t, the developer can’t create what the camera didn’t capture.

If Pierce was around I’d spend some time bullshitting with him, but he isn’t, so I go into town and do my weekly shopping. Then I go back to the college, hang out until my slides are ready, and drive home.

I put the groceries and other sundries away and scan the transparencies on my Nikon cool-scan and into my computer via Adobe Photoshop, tweaking the colors a little to cherry them up. There are some good shots of Ollie. I also have a nice one of a bald eagle—they’ve come back well from near-extinction in this area. I hope the same will be true about Ollie and his tribe someday.

After playing with those pictures for a while, I look at the images of the two men who were arguing by the airplane. 
Their faces are indiscernible. I mess around with the pictures, trying to lighten the images, but it’s impossible, they’re directly backlit.

But those pictures aren’t why I start shaking so violently.

The final two pictures on the roll were shots I didn’t realize I’d taken. My finger must have been snapping them reflexively.

They’re of the murder itself. The actual act. The killer is standing over his victim, his pistol pointing down.

I stare at them, shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. My first impulse is to call the police, but I nail that in the bud, fast. I’m not getting involved in this unless I have to, I’ve already decided that. The fact that I have proof is no reason to change my thinking.

I make a fast decision: no one in the world except me knows these pictures exist. And unless there’s a good reason for me to come forth with them, no one is ever going to.

I save the pictures in my computer. Then I put the mounted transparencies of the birds into a file drawer, noting the date and subjects. I’ve become an efficient cataloger. This collection could be valuable someday.

The other transparencies, the crime evidence, are a potential land mine. I need to keep them separate from the bird shots. Locking the cabinet behind me, I stash them in an old pair of wingtips I haven’t worn in years and bury them in the back of my closet.

Time to get motivating. I shower, shave, apply liberal amounts of antiperspirant to each underarm, foot powder in between my toes. Then I don a short-sleeved white dress shirt, the kind one associates with nerdy accountants and computer geeks, and take my good summer suit out of the closet, still in its plastic laundry wrap. I haven’t worn it once this summer. I hope my mother appreciates the sacrifices I make for her.

•  •  •

There will be eighteen at table, including my mother, my brother, Sam, his wife, Emily, and me. My mother’s idea of a 
small, intimate gathering. I’m acceptably late, twenty minutes, but most of the other guests have already arrived and are on the back veranda, drinking and chatting.

Conversation lulls for a moment as the others take notice of my entrance. My mother, looking cool and comfortable in a summer dress she’s undoubtedly owned for fifty years (waste not, want not), excuses herself from her conversation, bustles over, and gives me a dry peck on the cheek.

“You’re not too late,” she says approvingly, giving my apparel a once-over, but wisely not commenting on it.

“What’s the occasion?” I ask, looking around. “And why was I invited?”

“You’re my son, why wouldn’t I invite you to my party?” she asks indignantly.

“Because you often don’t.”

“Well, this time I did.”

“Just because you wanted to.” I’m looking around for the reason I’m here.

“I wanted you to meet our newest neighbor, who bought the old parcel at the edge of Swanson Creek last year, shortly before you . . . moved back,” she says, having a hard time, as always, with my current status. “He’s an interesting individual someone of your intellect might cotton to. I’ve been meaning to get you two together, but the opportunity never presented itself until now. He’s a very busy man,” she adds, almost conspiratorially.

My pulse rate begins spiking immediately: the parcel at the edge of Swanson Creek is the farthest parcel from our original property. It’s the place I was spying on this morning. Maybe this recent addition to the neighborhood is one of the men I saw. Jesus, that would be a bitch. I’m intrigued by the possibility of coincidence. And scared, too. I’ll try not to show it.

“If you say so,” I tell my mother.

“I do. So be good.” She drifts back to the old friends she was in conversation with when I arrived. My brother, looking 
spiffy as usual in one of his British-made custom suits, this one a beautifully cut charcoal gray silk shantung, ambles over and sizes me up.

“Nice suit,” he says, grinning wide, fingering the material at the lapel. “You buy this at an outlet store in Moscow?”

“Dubuque, Iowa,” I correct him. “And I paid retail.” It’s a tan and white wide-wale seersucker of a style that peaked around 1949. Harry Truman wore such a suit. He was a haberdasher before he went into politics, he knew from clothing. Brooks Brothers still sells them, which is where I bought this. They’re comfortable, and they’re supposed to be wrinkled. They go good with bow ties and two-tone shoes, neither of which I’m wearing, since I don’t own either.

“A bargain at half the price,” he says sarcastically, using one of our late father’s pet epigrams.

“I have to keep up with you, Sam.”

“You have a warped sense of humor, Fritz.”

“Takes one to know one.”

This initial sparring aside, I say hello to his wife, who’s wearing a simple cocktail dress that I’m sure cost at least a thousand dollars, and cross over to the small temporary bar to greet Louis, the black bartender who’s been working functions at my mother’s going on sixty years now. He’s as old as she is, maybe older. He is the only black person visible (Mattie’s in the kitchen overseeing the caterers—there are too many guests here for her to manage, at her advanced age, by herself). My mother is liberal by her standards, but the generational separation of races is ingrained in her too deeply for her to have black friends on this kind of social level, unless they’re of the Vernon Jordan caliber.

“How you doing, Louis?” I ask him as we shake hands. “I thought you were retired.”

“I am, Mr. Tullis,” he says warmly, starting to fix me a Jack Daniel’s Manhattan, “but for old clients, like your mother . . .” He hands me my drink. “You’re looking fine. Being home agrees with you.”


“It’s a ruse,” I stage-whisper, grinning at him like a conspirator.

“Well, you’re pulling it off well,” he tells me, smiling back broadly. Being the youngest, I was always the jackanapes of the bunch. Loved and tolerated by all, with much head-shaking and forgiving of my youthful fuckups, some of which weren’t so innocent.

Drink in hand, I join the gathering. Some I know, old friends of my mother’s, who are happy to see me, we exchange innocuous pleasantries. They don’t know the true facts of why I’m living here, instead of in Austin, Texas, where my job was. I’m easy about playing along with the fiction my mother’s created, academic burnout and such. I do like to shock and upset people for sport, as Shakespeare says famously in another context, but these are old codgers. Some have weak hearts.

My mother links my arm with hers. “Come meet our new neighbor.”

She’s happy, in her element, with two of her three children in tow, a rare occurrence. My brother, Sam, and I don’t keep each other’s company, for reasons varied, complex, and ancient.

She leads me to a tall, ruddy-faced fellow with graying, rust-colored hair cut JFK-style who’s in his early-to-middle sixties, I’m guessing, but in great shape, the kind of man who will always look a decade younger than his true age. He’s dressed in a finely cut summer suit that hangs well on him. Compared to this guy and my brother I’m strictly tobacco road, which fits my current personality-approach to life.

Our new neighbor is talking to a couple of mom’s old-lady friends. They’re smiling, almost giddy, so he must be charming them. He looks like a charming sort of guy.

“James,” she says, butting into their conversation, her prerogative as the hostess, “this is my other son, Fritz.”

The man turns. He looks inquisitively at me for a moment, as if trying to read me, or place me. Not able to do either, since we’ve never met, he smiles pleasantly. “James Roach.” He offers a hand.


“Fritz Tullis.”

We shake. His grip is firm.

“James recently bought the farm at the edge of Swanson Creek,” Mother informs me again, in case I’d forgotten.

“It’s been almost a year now,” he says with a smile.

“A year,” I say, trying to figure out if this is one of the men I saw there this morning, either the pilot or the killer. I’m pretty sure he isn’t the pilot. The alternative is not good, from my perspective. “Are you a permanent resident?” I ask politely.

He smiles again. If he’s noticed my lack of sartorial cachet he’s good at not showing it. That qualifies him as a gentleman in my book. “Not yet, unfortunately, although I hope to be able to live here more permanently someday.”

“James is assistant secretary of state,” my mother says proudly, as if he’s an expensive urn she’s brought out to show off.

“That’s impressive,” I reply, not that I give a shit. But it is impressive, this man’s important.

A modest shoulder shrug. “One of several.” His eyes are locked into mine, unblinking. Someone taught him a long time ago that would give him a psychological edge. He strikes me as a man who always wants to have an edge, psychological or otherwise.

“James was heavily involved in the Balkan peace process,” my mother prattles.

I change the subject away from politics—I have more pressing questions on my mind. But I have to tread lightly. “What do you own, about a hundred acres?” I start out innocuously. My father sold the parcels in even amounts, although they got mixed up in later transfers.

“Eighty,” he answers crisply. “Eighty-two, to be exact. Most of it’s heavily wooded, as you’d know,” he adds without my asking, letting me know he’s not a strictly absentee owner.

“Do any farming?”

He shakes his head. “Not now. I might want to try to grow some grain. I’m thinking of bringing in a few horses for riding.”


“Do you spend weekends on your farm?” I now query, getting closer to my target.

“As often as I can,” he says, “although I usually don’t get out of Washington until Saturday afternoon. Mine’s not a nine-to-five job, as you can imagine.”

“James has his own airplane,” mother says admiringly, as if that makes him a better person somehow.

He’s not a career government apparatchik, obviously—you can’t afford a multimillion-dollar piece of prime waterfront property on a government salary, let alone an airplane. “A corporate jet, no doubt.”

“Yes,” he answers comfortably, implying “what else would I have?”

“What kind?” I ask, pushing harder than I want to but unable to hold back on my curiosity. “A Gulfstream?”

Roach shakes his head. “They’re a bit expensive for me,” he says, his tone insinuating that he could, in fact, afford such a plane if he so desired. “Mine’s a Lear. And it’s leased,” he adds, as if to say, “I’m just a regular guy.”

The plane I saw this morning wasn’t a Learjet. I push my line of questioning anyway. “Did you fly in this morning?” I can feel the water forming under my arms. The antiperspirant I used wasn’t strong enough to cover fear-sweat of this power.

Roach shakes his head. “I was tied up in my office until this afternoon. And I don’t normally fly from Washington to the farm. By the time you get to the airport, get the plane ready, and fly out here, you’ve spent more time than it takes to drive. Besides, a flight of that duration costs too much. I’d only fly in if I was going somewhere else from here, but this weekend I’m not, I have to be back in Washington tomorrow afternoon.” He smiles. “We’re hosting an international conference on terrorism, which is one of my specialties. You’ve heard about it, I’m sure, it’s been on the news.”

I shake my head. “I haven’t been following the news.”

If he didn’t arrive until this afternoon, and came by car, then 
he wasn’t one of the men I saw this morning. I feel the tension flowing out of my body like air escaping a balloon. “It must be convenient, having your own airfield,” I say. “Friends want to visit you, they fly right in. Although I guess for someone in your position, security’s always a concern.”

“I’m on every terrorist hot list in the world.” Said flatly, but the gravity is manifest.

It occurs to me, suddenly, that he could be a target, like the man I saw murdered this morning. That raises a moral issue for me—should I tell him about what happened out there this morning?

The answer, simply, is no. I don’t want to get mixed up in this, especially with someone this powerful. I don’t want to be the target. I’m not involved, I’m not going to get involved. If he’s that important, he’s under tight security anyway.

“Speaking of friends flying in,” he mentions, “that rarely happens. Again, security issues. And I don’t have many friends with their own planes—it’s a luxury for me.” He frowns. “We have had uninvited aircraft using our strip.”

I give him the most nonchalant “Oh?” I can muster. “Doesn’t that bother you? Being intruded on?”

“It bothers the hell out of me. I’m sure you know what a haven this area is for smuggling, drugs especially.”

I nod. “Don’t you try to stop it?”

“We ever catch one, we sure will,” he replies vigorously. “But it’s only been a couple of times; I hope that’s all it’s going to be. It’s either that or plow the strip under, which would be cutting off my nose to spite my face.”

My mother, who’s been a silent observer to our conversation, breaks in. “Fritz lives near you,” she tells Roach. “On the north side of the river, down there.” She doesn’t mention what kind of house I live in. My situation makes her teeth grind.

Roach nods, like he’s thinking about that. “Where, exactly?” he asks.


“It’s not that close,” I say, correcting my mother. “About twenty minutes, by boat.”

“You’ve seen my airstrip, then,” he says. “It’s right on the water.”

I feel like biting my tongue off—that was really stupid, letting him know I’ve been by his place from the water side.

“I may have, a couple of months ago,” I lie. “I normally don’t go down that far on the water. Mostly I hang around my house.”

“You should come down sometime. I’ll take you up in the Lear. It’s a kick.” Changing the subject, he asks, “Do you sail?”

I’ve sailed all my life—if you live on the water most likely you know your way around boats. But I don’t want to get into talk about the water, particularly around his property. “I fish from my dinghy. That’s about it for me and boats these days.”

“Fritz is an excellent sailor,” my mother butts in pridefully, happy to trumpet any accomplishment of mine, given the other side of the coin she’s had to live with this past year. “He’s been in big sailing races all over the world.”

“That was a while ago,” I protest mildly. “I haven’t sailed competitively since college.”

“I’m having a sailboat built for me,” Roach says. “It’s almost finished. Perhaps we could take it out together when it’s delivered. I’m not a pro like you, but I enjoy it.”

“I’m no pro,” I demur modestly, “but that would be fun. It’s been a while.”

My mother breaks into the conversation to excuse us and steer me in another direction, toward two women who are standing on the edge of the veranda, watching the early evening sun as it bleeds slowly into the marsh at the edge of the deep back lawn, a particularly radiant spectacle tonight. “Be nice,” she says in a no-nonsense tone of voice.

“I’m always nice.”

“No, you’re not. Work at it for me tonight.”


How can I say I won’t do that? She’s my loving, aged mother, who puts up with all my shit.

The two women, I can tell as we approach them, are mother and daughter. I see the blood-likeness in the faces, the shapes of their bodies. The mother’s in her mid-sixties. The daughter is about my age, I’m guessing a few years younger. Tall, slender women, pale of hair and complexion. They’re both wearing summer dresses that show off their legs. They have nice legs, long and thin but with good definition, although the daughter’s are better, since she’s half her mother’s age. The daughter is sensibly barelegged in the heat. The older woman is tolerating the discomfort of opaque white pantyhose, to hide the varicose veins. They’ve undoubtedly been competing since the kid reached puberty and bought her first trainer bra. From the looks of her, the size hasn’t increased much in the ensuing twenty years.

Keeping her voice low, my mother says, “She’s a . . .”

“. . . lovely woman,” I finish for her. Meaning the daughter, of course.

“She is,” my mother says, almost hissing. “I’m serious, Fritz.”

“Well, I’m not.” I smile.

Both women are drinking tonics in tall, sweaty glasses. They turn to mother and me in unison as we approach.

“Agatha, Johanna,” my mother says, “this is my son Fritz. Fritz, Agatha and Johanna Mortimer. I believe you’ve met Agatha, Fritz, she’s from the historical society.”

My mother is chairperson of the King James County Historical Society, a duty she takes seriously and conscientiously.

Agatha’s the mother. “Of course,” I say smoothly. “Nice to see you again.” I don’t remember ever having met the woman.

“Well, thank you.” She’s flirting with me, the way aging women fighting to hang on to their looks can’t help doing.

I shake their hands. The mother’s already sizing me up; the daughter also, but less obviously.

“Johanna’s from Boston,” mother informs me, saying 
“Boston” as if living there automatically makes one a unique and special person. “She’s a stockbroker.”

“Managing director,” the woman’s mother corrects my mother. “Merrill Lynch. That’s like a vice president, except higher,” she informs me with a mother’s brag.

“Mother . . .” Johanna’s a sophisticated woman of the world. She doesn’t need her mother acting like she’s in fifth grade.

“You’re a professor at the University of Texas?” the elder woman asks, pushing, knowing the answer, which my mother must have fed her. Poor mom, having to stand up for me under this woman’s sky-high praising of her accomplished adult child. “What is your field?”

“American history,” my mother answers for me. She is going to navigate these perilous waters before I can run us aground. “On sabbatical this year,” she adds quickly, before other bothersome questions can be raised.

Sabbatical. How many times have I heard that word come out of my mother’s mouth?

“Burnout?” The daughter regards me presciently.

“You could call it that,” I say.

“I’ve come across a wonderful old book from the 1880s about the old county horse shows,” my mother says, placing a hand on her counterpart’s arm. “It’s in the study. Come, let me show you.” To me, she says, a glint in her eye, “We’ll leave you two to acquaint yourselves with each other.”

Off they go. Johanna and I stand next to each other. It’s awkward, but not too badly. She leans against a post, smiling at me cagily. She’s a pretty woman, high-cheekboned, a stockbroker—make that managing director—she must be intelligent, making plenty of money.

“Mothers,” she says.

“Yeah.”

She fingers my puckered seersucker, like my mother did. “I haven’t seen a suit like this since Humphrey Bogart stole the Maltese Falcon.”


“It was Sydney Greenstreet,” I correct her, “and he wore white linen.”

“Whatever. It takes a man of courage to wear a suit this distinctive,” she says. It sounds like flattery, but I’m not sure.

“It’s a retro thing,” I say. “If we were in California I’d be wearing a zoot suit, pants pegged fourteen.”

Juggling her drink, she takes a pack of Camel Filter Hundreds and a Bic lighter from a small beaded handbag. “Do you mind?”

“Light ’em if you’ve got ’em.”

“I’m trying to quit, but I’m not doing too well on my own. I’m going to have to go to Nicoderm or something.”

“What’s life without a vice?”

“I agree. What’s yours?”

“Almost all of them, except this one.” I smile.

She hands me her lighter. I light her cigarette for her. She touches my hand softly with her fingertips as she takes the first drag, standing there next to me on the far end of the veranda, away from the others, wide-hipped, wide-shouldered, small-breasted, smoking and drinking, looking at me, sending a clear message, I came here to meet you and I’m not disappointed.

There is a hot, humid, decaying-flower sweetness in the air, and she’s had enough to drink that she is without reserve. Her forwardness is an aphrodisiac of a schoolyard nature, and I’m looking at her and feeling the fuck-heat coming off her, and thinking, okay, if that’s what you want.

“I’m sitting next to you at dinner,” she says, knocking back the rest of her drink and crunching the ice cubes between her teeth. “I snuck a peek at the place settings.”

“Mothers,” I say. We both laugh.

•  •  •

As the honoree of the evening, James Roach is sitting at the head of the table, to my mother’s right. I’m situated toward the other end, the lovely Johanna on one side, Dolly MacBride, 
another old-biddy friend of mom’s whose family are tobacco billionaires, on the other. The caterer has provided a nice selection of California chardonnays and cabernets, but half the guests, the older ones, eschew the wine, sticking with hard liquor. There’s also some lighting of cigarettes during the meal. They’re old, they don’t have to worry about dying of lung cancer, they’re going to die soon anyway, it doesn’t matter from what.

Roach is an entertaining guest. He regales the table with tales about current affairs and the players who are deciding the fate of the world, and the casual, even reckless manner in which high-level decisions are made. Some of the late-night sessions he describes at the State Department and the Pentagon sound like scenes right out of Monty Python meets The X-Files. It’s incredible and lucky, he says, how many times we go to the brink without even realizing we’re there. He’s particularly critical of the Russians, none of whom, according to him, are ever sober, and are either crooks or incompetents, or both. He’s equally scornful of the members of Congress that he and the other “professionals” at State have to deal with.

Dinner is vintage summer Chesapeake Bay: rockfish and crab cakes and fried chicken, fresh vegetables and salads, homemade biscuits dripping with butter. Cholesterol through the roof, but nobody’s shy about digging in, including the old dowagers, who shovel it in by the forkful.

After dessert, coffee and Remy Martin are served back out on the veranda. The temperature’s still in the 80s, but there’s a cooling breeze coming off the water. My new lady-friend and I are tossing cognacs back, match for match. Her mother tacks in our direction.

“Johanna, darling, I have to make an early exit.” Turning to me, she says, “Would it be too inconvenient for you to give Johanna a ride to my place? It isn’t that far out of your way.”

I look across to my mother, who’s talking to the guest of honor. She feels my stare and turns; then she smiles, and turns away.


“No problem. If that’s all right with you,” I say to Johanna.

“I’d appreciate that,” she says, deadpan.

“She’ll be safe and sound with me,” I promise Agatha.

“I know she will.” The woman’s practically purring.

Now that that’s settled, we can relax. We drift over to the rest of the group, where Roach, holding court, has picked up the thread of the subject he was discoursing on at dinner.

“The Russians today are a much greater threat than they were when the Soviet Union was at the peak of its powers,” he’s telling his captive audience. “At least then there was stability in the government. Now it’s total chaos. Everything in Russia is for sale, including military items—the military there is totally corrupt, we’ve caught them selling tanks, airplanes, you name it. The real power in Russia now is their version of the Mafia—they’re running the country, and they have their tentacles spread out all over the world, even in this country—enclaves in New York, Miami, other big cities are controlled by hooligans who emigrated here from the former Soviet Union.”

Personally, I find this regurgitated post–Cold War talk boring—but the old folks are listening with rapt attention.

“The most frightening thing,” Roach continues, “are the huge quantities of weapons of mass destruction that are unaccounted for. One of these days we’re going to wake up and find that the Iranians or Iraqis or some other rogue government has acquired a nuclear submarine from the Russians, complete with atomic warheads. For all we know, they may already have. I can’t tell you the number of hours every week I spend trying to stay on top of this.”

I’m sure the man is sincere, but I’m irritated with this. It’s the same old Red Scare, in new clothing. But these old folks, for whom the fear of Communist domination hung over their lives like a thunderhead from the end of World War II to Reagan, are hanging on his words.


“The Russians can’t even feed themselves, let alone worry about stirring up mischief in the rest of the world,” I interrupt.

Roach stares at me coldly. “I agree about the poverty. But you’re wrong about causing trouble. They’re too proud to admit they’re a second-tier power, as Britain has been for decades.”

I don’t want to argue anymore, but I can’t help taking another dig. “So what’re we supposed to do, go into Russia and take over their nuclear sites? We don’t even know where they are. They don’t even know where some of them are.”

“My point exactly,” he responds with a ferocious smile. “We don’t know and they don’t know. But somebody does. And we have to be prepared to make sure that whoever that might be never gets to activate them.”

I can feel Johanna’s heat as she stands beside me. It’s turning her on, my engagement with Roach. She’s just on that edge of drunk-high that she thinks I’m doing this to impress her. “And how do we do that?” I ask.

“By creating alliances with democratic forces within Russia and other nuclear powers who believe as we do. So that if a rogue element does decide to play with fire, we have the means to stop them. From within.”

“What do you mean by means?”

“Sufficient organization and arms to combat them, if it comes to that.”

The old folks don’t understand where Roach is going with this, but I do. “We’re arming a rebel faction inside Russia, is that what you’re saying?” I ask. Jesus, this is a cocktail party out in the boonies. What kind of loose talk is this?

Roach laughs indulgently. “Of course not. Russia is a legitimate government. It’s all theoretical. We have to be ready for any eventuality. Strategic planning and vision—that’s what we do. If you don’t anticipate the future and plan for it, you have another Hussein or bin Laden. It’s better to take preemptive steps before there’s a real conflict. If we’ve learned nothing else 
over the past decade, we’ve learned that—hopefully.” He puts a friendly arm around my shoulder. “We don’t interfere in the internal affairs of other governments. We don’t cowboy out there like we used to in the old days. We’re just a bunch of old boy scouts now. We want to be prepared.”

•  •  •

The party’s over. I kiss my mother good-bye. Outside, walking to my car with Johanna Mortimer, my brother stops me, pulls me aside. “What’s going on with you?”

“Like how?” I don’t enjoy getting into discussions of my life with Sam.

“What the fuck are you doing?”

“I’m giving this woman a ride home.” I point over to Johanna. “Her mother had to leave early.”

“I’m not talking about her, numbnuts. I mean with your life. Your career.”

“My so-called career?”

“You’ve got to make amends.” He’s forceful, right in my face. “You can’t throw a career away.”

“Right now there’s not much I can do.”

“You’ve got to do something. It’s killing mother.”

That was low, although I know it’s true. “She’s tough,” I say, feeling blue about our mother. “She’s been through worse. She doesn’t have to worry about me, I’m a big boy.”

“Then start acting like one. Do what you have to do and get back on track. You’re a Tullis. Don’t disgrace our name. More than you already have.”

He walks away. Emily stares at me as they get into their Mercedes and drive off. I know what their conversation on the way home will be about.

“Big brotheritis?” Johanna asks as I walk her to my mud-spattered Jeep.

She is smart, even half-looped. “Family business,” I explain. 
“Ongoing. You ready?” I open her door for her like a proper gentleman.

“I’ve been ready for hours.”

I get in and start the engine. “How do I get to your mother’s house?”

She laughs, then stops. “Are you shitting me? You’re shitting me, right?”

“I didn’t say immediately.”
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Under normal circumstances, my mother’s meddling in my affairs of the heart would’ve been a bull’s-eye. Johanna Mortimer is smart, pretty, financially in good shape. But I’m not living a normal-circumstances life these days.

Before we jumped into bed I gave her the nickel tour of the place. My prints of the birds blew her away. I didn’t show her any of Ollie, of course. That’s my secret, not to be shared, even with a lover.

Now her fingertips idly caress my flaccid penis. We’re lying on top of the soggy sheets, passing a bottle of blue agave tequila back and forth.

“Do you mind if I smoke? That old nasty habit again.”

“On the porch, please.”

She props herself up on her elbows, looks around. “This place is kind of a tinderbox, isn’t it?” she comments. “All this dry wood and exposed wiring.”

“I guess.”

“You’re not concerned?”

I shrug. “As long as I’m not asleep in my bed, not really. It’s not a permanent dwelling place. The only thing I give a shit about is my equipment and my pictures.”


She heaves up from the bed, crawling across me to go fetch her cigarettes from her evening bag. Her small, firm breasts brush my chest. She’s easy to be with, which was a surprise. Of course, we’re on first-time behavior.

I roll a joint and join her outside, bringing the bottle. The dark humidity brings forth strong nighttime aromas, sweetness of honeysuckle and pungency of marsh water. A choir of bullfrogs is singing a loud call and response. We sit in battered Adirondack chairs that are set at 45 degree angles, facing each other. Her bare feet, long and slender, so milk-white they’re almost translucent, are perched in my lap.

“This is a neat place,” she says, flicking her cigarette ashes into a coffee cup ashtray as she looks out through the screen into the darkness. “And private. Who knows about this?”

“My mother, my brother and sister. A few friends, not many.”

“You enjoy your solitude,” she observes, missing the mark.

“It’s where I am for now.” Enjoy is the wrong word. Endured would be closer to the truth. A self-imposed exile while I sort my life out.

I pass her the joint. She takes a hit, passes it back. Some cactus juice to wash it down.

“So you’re on sabbatical,” she throws out, probing delicately. On the drive over, and then post-lovemaking, she told me about herself. Her age—thirty-five; where she went to school—Williams, Harvard MBA, which is why she’s living in Boston, actually Cambridge, she owns her house; the sports she enjoys—skiing and tennis; the music she likes—classical and jazz, but she basically “digs” all kinds of music; that she’s never been married, but has had two long live-in situations, the last one ending a year ago; and that she’s great at what she does and makes a shitpile of money, but isn’t career-consumed.

The personal résumé, in other words, of an accomplished woman who is now ready to fall in love, get married, and have kids. Oh, and she’s also a gourmet cook, it’s her passion, she 
loves to cook so much she’s taken cooking school vacations in Provence and Tuscany.

“Kind of,” I parry in response to her probing about my career status. “I don’t know if I’m going back or not.”

“You don’t want to teach anymore?”

“It’s not that. I love teaching, most of the time, anyway. It’s the place—I don’t know if it and me are the right match.”

We aren’t—that’s already been decided. I’d like to change the subject, but I don’t know to what. I don’t want to get personal, even though we just made love and are now sitting nude next to each other in easy contentment.

This woman would be a catch. In another life.

“Have you ever been married?” she asks. She’s getting personal, she knows she shouldn’t, she can’t help it. She just gave one of the most special parts of herself to me on what wasn’t even our first date. There’s commitment there, already. And she can sense my goodness.

It’s true. I’m a good guy. Sometimes too good for my own good, I don’t say no, don’t hurt people’s feelings when I should, so that later on, they’re hurt much worse. It’s a distaste for conflict, sweeping-the-dirt-under-the-rug, which is always never more than a short-term solution to a long-term problem. That’s normal, I know, human beings are better at avoidance than at confrontation, but I’ve left too many bodies lying in the dust. Not that I haven’t been hit and run over myself.

Johanna here doesn’t know any of this. She knows she likes me, is liking me more by the minute, especially naked and sated like we are now.

“No. Never have been,” I answer.

“Not the marrying kind.” Spoken as a teasing joke, but she can’t mask the seriousness. I like her even more because of that.

Which is not a good thing, for her. “No, I wouldn’t say that. I’m not against it.” With the right woman goes unspoken.

I don’t know. This might be the best woman I’ll ever meet 
in my entire life, and it isn’t going to happen. I’m not ready for emotional involvement, and that’s all there is to it.

“It’s late,” I say. “I’d better be getting you home.”

She sits bolt upright. “What?”

I play dumb. “To your mother’s.”

“I don’t need to go home. I’m a grown woman. My mother isn’t waiting up for me.”

“Yeah, it’s just . . .” Shit.

She stands, her body touching mine. No more trying for cool now. “Don’t you want me to stay?”

Here comes the lie. Fuck, I hate this. But I’m going to do it. “I’d love it. But I have to go down south tomorrow morning before six, which is the opposite direction from your mother’s place.”

She wants to believe me. “Where are you going?”

“Sussex.” The first town that pops into my head. Sussex is a sleepy burg at the far southern end of the Eastern Shore. There’s a ferry that crosses over, one of the few still running. “An Audubon Society meeting,” I improvise off the top of my head. “Regional.”

“I like bird-watching,” she says with grit. “I could go with you. If you don’t mind my tagging along,” she adds, not able to let go.

Don’t, please, I’m thinking. I have too much respect for you for this.

“It’s a board meeting, boring as hell.” I pause, as if considering her supplication. “You’re not dressed for it.”

She looks down at her nude body. “I’m not dressed at all.” Trying to lighten up a heavy situation.

“What you wore last night.”

“I was kidding.”

“I know.”

“You’re not trying to get rid of me.” Her eyes are searching my face for clues.

“Of course not.” Which is both the truth and a lie—I can’t 
have her here any longer, but I am attracted to her, in spite of myself.

She swallows the bitter pill. “Okay, then. As long as you’re not bullshitting me.”

“I don’t bullshit.” What’s one more lie? I bullshit myself all the time. I’m doing it right now, even as she throws her ego out the window. I wish I had the guts to do that. And the character.

•  •  •

It’s four o’clock in the morning now. I’m sitting alone on my back porch. The bottle is two-thirds empty. It was full when sweet Johanna and I started in on it earlier in the evening.

We said our good-byes on her mother’s doorstep (all the lights were out inside the house, her mama’s no fool), and I was smart enough to remember to ask her for her phone numbers, here and in Boston both. That took the edge off the tension I knew she was feeling.

It’s not like she’d fallen irrationally in love with me off a one-night stand. She’s a mature, grown woman, real grown-ups don’t do that. She simply liked me, and wanted to get to know me better. More important, she didn’t want to be rejected. That she’d fucked me our first time together, maybe the only time she’d done that her entire life, certainly since she was old enough to know better—she’s an attractive, desirable woman, she doesn’t need to be chasing tail—wasn’t as meaningful as that she’d given of herself, spilled some emotional blood. I hadn’t, and we both knew it.

Which is why I need to go celibate for a while, because the way it’s working now isn’t working. It isn’t about sex, or sexual conquest, or good sex, or any of that. The fucking’s inconsequential, compared to feeling. Which is how it should be, because sex, in and of itself, is transitory. It’s love that’s real, feeling something. I’m not ready for that, not after what I’ve been through. I used to think I knew what love was, but I’m not sure anymore. And until I am, I shouldn’t be screwing decent women around.


Sex coupled with misunderstood love is the reason I’m living in a sharecropper’s shack on my mother’s property instead of toiling at my profession, which is teaching college students. Sex with the wrong women, at the wrong time. Particularly one.

Actually, that isn’t true. That’s me bullshitting myself again. Sex—having sex—is the manifestation of the problem, the tip of the iceberg. The real issue was, and still is, my inability to grow up and be a responsible man. All this skating around my tenure situation, watching my poor mother covering my sorry ass because I can’t, is chickenshit. I’m a grown man, my mother’s apron and the strings that tie them on her bony hips should have been rolled up and stuck in a drawer long ago.

I’m not on sabbatical. I was permanently let go. Fired.

 

I am the third and last child in my family. My parents, who were comfortable financially, going back generations, were well along in years when I was born; I was an accident, no one’s ever made any bones about that—my mother was forty-six when I came along, my father fifty-two. My siblings, Sam, the Baltimore lawyer, and my sister, Dinah, a gynecologist who lives in New York, are seventeen and twenty years older than I am, respectively. Both departed from home ere I barely saw the light of day, they’re more like uncle and aunt to me than brother and sister. We never knew each other well, and since my fiasco at Austin they’ve washed their hands of me. I don’t blame them.

I grew up privileged and wild. My parents couldn’t handle me, they were too old, I was an entire generation removed from my siblings, on which they’d based their understanding of kids. I plumb wore them to a frazzle, so they boarded me out, starting in the seventh grade. I moved from one minor league prep school to another before I landed at Andover for my last three years.

Besides having money and little parental control, I was smart, a jock, tall—six feet two, broad-shouldered—and better than okay-looking. Women were attracted to me before I even knew why, and 
once I did, around the tenth grade, I started making hay. I was golden, and I was just beginning.

I went to Yale, where I did well—I was getting my shit together by then, at least academically and socially. I rowed varsity crew, was a member of the debate society, played trumpet in the university orchestra and several impromptu jazz groups, and graduated with high honors, Phi Beta Kappa. A demonstrably bright boy.

From Yale I traveled cross-country to Stanford, where I racked up my doctorate in American History in three and a half years, which is flying. My doctoral thesis, The Confederacy Within the Union (inspired by incidents that took place in my own backyard—a lucky accident of place and time that informed my desire to choose the teaching of history as a profession), was picked up by a mainstream publisher and subsequently has done very well—many universities and high schools use it as a primary text.

While waiting for my thesis to be published, I instructed at Northwestern for a couple of semesters and followed that with a two-year stint at the University of Wisconsin as an assistant professor. Then Texas beckoned. I went in as an associate professor: good salary and benefits, fine choice of courses to teach, the whole nine yards. Three years later, I was granted tenure—they knew I was the real goods, a serious scholar who was also popular with students, the best combination a teacher at my level could have.

I was thirty-one years old, and I was set for life in the world of academia. I could stay forever at UT in Austin, the coolest city in Texas, a great school with a huge endowment, they pay fabulously and attract top-notch talent in their faculty—or, if something in the crème de la crème category came along, Harvard or back at Yale, I’d have that option, too. I could mature into being a beloved university professor, get married eventually, have kids, live a great life.

The settling-down part of my life-style fantasy was in the future—I wasn’t ready for that yet, I had too many wild and crazy things I wanted to experience. I have always had a tendency—some would call it an obsession—to take risks, which took full flower at this time. In my circle of friends I got a reputation as a daredevil who sometimes exhibited 
more guts than brains—their conclusion, not mine, I always felt I had things under control. As I said, I was a wild child, and this reckless streak stayed with me into manhood. Teaching is a sedentary profession, and I had the need to test myself physically—I’ve always been a physical animal, I get antsy if I sit too long. I developed a compulsion to push the envelope further and further, taking risks for the sake of taking risks, for the heart-stopping joy of going to the precipice, trying to see how far out on a limb I could go without breaking it off. I became an avid solo rock-climber, traveling around the country to various mountain ranges whenever I had some time off to test my skills on some of the hardest faces in mountaineering. I also indulged in bungee-jumping from spectacular heights, free-falling thousands of feet at times, watching the ground get close and closer until, just before shattering my bones on the rocks below, I would be jerked back to safety. Hang-gliding, another wild ride, virtually became an obsession with me. Soaring high in the air, catching thermals and staying aloft for long periods of time, was one of the most exhilarating things I had ever tried (which may be the reason I’ve become so enamored of birds and all things related to birds—flying on your own, lord of the skies).

My friends, those who knew of these breathtaking adventures, would shake their heads at my latest escapade, calling me a crazy bastard, while secretly wishing they had the guts to try what I was doing. Most people, I’m convinced, live that way—vicariously, through others. I didn’t want to be one of them, a member of the herd. I wanted to be the lead stallion, the first to see over the next horizon.

My life, in almost every way, was rosy—if I wanted to do something, anything, I did it. I had no one to answer to, no one to be accountable to. And I was lucky enough—I take no credit for this, it must have been purely genetic—that I had some kind of inner governor, a little voice deep inside my brain, that told me when I was, finally, going too far, that I had pushed as hard as I could without being so out of my control that I could fail. So fail I never did. I always survived to tell the tale and to try yet another dangerous venture.

This testing of my limits, which had a strong core of self-centeredness, extended to my relationships with women. If I was 
attracted to a woman and I could score, I did. I wasn’t an indiscriminate pussy-hound, I didn’t screw everything in sight. I didn’t have to, I could pick and choose.

For the first few years in Austin, then, everything was peachy. The teaching went well from the start, and I was involved, for various periods of time, with some excellent women. I had set definite parameters for myself regarding who I’d allow myself to get involved with sexually. No undergraduates, no women on the faculty, and most important, married women were off-limits, regardless of whether or not they wanted to play.

Unfortunately—and inevitably, given my disposition—I started sliding. My initial falling off the wagon was with an undergraduate who was twenty-six, several years older than the usual undergrad. Thelma had been in the Navy and had worked before starting college. I think what attracted me to her initially was her name. There can’t be any Thelmas in existence under fifty, except for this one. Thelma McGraw. She hailed from Lubbock, which is in West Texas and has nothing going for it according to her, except that Buddy Holly and the Crickets and some other famous singers of that bygone era came from there. And never went back, she added, nor would she. She was quite a Buddy Holly fan and knew the lyrics to all his recorded songs, which she would sing at various weird times, including while in the throes of hot sex. “That’ll Be the Day” is actually rather appropriate for a transitory love affair, which ours certainly was. The point is, since she was twenty-six and experienced—she’d also been married for a short, forgettable time—I didn’t feel I was violating my no-undergraduate oath, only technically, not in spirit, which is what really counts. She would have laughed at me if I’d told her of such an absurd credo, so I didn’t.

That liaison lasted a few months and petered out naturally at the end of the semester with no hurt feelings on either side, which turned out to be a curse rather than a blessing, because pulling the affair off so comfortably and guilt-free emboldened me to expand my boundaries—not much, just a smidgen (I was conning myself, of course)—and once I did that, it was an easy downhill descent. It isn’t 
the miles that do you in but the inches, because you don’t notice them slipping away.

To begin with, I widened my self-imposed parameters, so more applicants could apply. Instead of no undergraduate women, I set an age limit of no one younger than twenty-three, which I eventually loosened to twenty-two, drinking age plus one, more than enough time to become an adult and be accountable for adult choices, including fucking professors if you want to. That expanded the field tremendously, because in most universities, especially public ones, students don’t graduate in four years, it takes longer, generally five or six. So virtually every senior undergraduate woman was fair game.

That worked incredibly well; it was like hitting three cherries at a Vegas slot machine. My appointment book was filled to overflowing.

Those women had a lot going for them: beauty, wonderful tight bodies, uninhibited attitudes. But they were also lacking in life experience, and not being able to talk about things I found interesting—being more than a decade older (by now I was thirty-four), or being expected to enjoy and embrace college-age stuff, which was often immature and banal, even with the bright ones—became a turnoff. Also, there was the fear of exposure. None of them ever filed a complaint against me, which was a miracle, when I think back on it, considering how some of those relationships ended, but the nervous-making possibility was very present.

So I expanded my boundaries yet again, to include female colleagues. Single or divorced only, of course. That was okay legally, because those relationships were between responsible adults. That they were frowned upon by the administration stopped me not in the least. From childhood on I’d been given to understand that rules were for other people and didn’t apply to me; or if they did, it was okay to flout them, because I was never punished, I never paid the price. And why obey stupid rules, wasn’t that the point of all those revolutions of the 1960s, civil rights, sexual, political?

What was wrong, I knew, was hurting someone, or being hurt back. Inflicting pain on another person, women with whom I’d been intimate, not only sexually but emotionally, never felt good, even 
though it was never intentional. I’m not shallow. But there was pain in all these relationships, because unless you spend the rest of your life with someone, the relationship is going to end. None of my relationships lasted forever, or even remotely, so I had some bad endings. Terrible endings, crying and screaming and pleading. My pain wasn’t as strong or deep, because I was always the one to end them, but it still felt bad, seeing the hurt I had caused.

Then the roof caved in.

Two years ago this coming September I was driving west out of Austin into the Hill Country, Lyndon Johnson’s old stomping ground. It was a Sunday afternoon, the last weekend before the beginning of the fall term. I’d brought a camera with me, to shoot whatever pretty or interesting sight crossed my eye.

This is the most beautiful area of Texas. It extends west about a hundred miles, from Austin in the north to San Antonio in the south. The air is incredibly clean, the plant life, particularly in the spring, is gorgeous, it’s the best of what this country used to be a hundred years ago. It’s touristy as hell now—all the old quaint German towns are jammed with visitors from all over the world from spring until fall, but it’s still a wonderful place to come to.

A sudden rain shower came up, as happens at that time of year. They bluster crazy for about half an hour, then they’re gone. As I meandered along one of the backcounty roads I spied a car, a vintage Jaguar, that had lost traction on the wet pavement and skidded off the road and into a drainage ditch on the far side.

I pulled over and jumped out to take a look. The car had blown a tire. The sole occupant, sitting dazed in the driver’s seat, was an attractive woman of means, judging by her clothes, makeup, general demeanor, and the car. She wasn’t hurt, but she was shaken by the accident.

I helped her out of her car and into mine. As she settled into the passenger seat next to me, slipping her wet pumps off and shaking her neck-length hair dry, I couldn’t help but notice that she was married: she was sporting a diamond on her left hand that had to be two 
or three carats at least, along with a smaller, matching wedding band. I judged her to be older than me by five or six years.

She introduced herself as Marnie Hamilton. She was on her way to Austin, where she lived. She’d been in San Angelo for a week, visiting with her sister. As had I, she’d detoured off the main road to savor the pleasures of the early fall countryside, only to almost flip her car in the rain when the tire blew. She was very happy to see me, she smiled gratefully—she’d forgotten to recharge the battery on her cell phone. And, she admitted with chagrin, she didn’t have a spare tire—her old spare had gone bad and she hadn’t gotten around to replacing it.

I contemplated what to do. I didn’t want to turn around and head back to Austin; I’d planned on a few days off by myself, as the semester didn’t begin until Wednesday. But I couldn’t strand her, of course.

Before I could figure a way out of this dilemma she read my mind and told me I need merely take her to the nearest town that had a garage that could haul her car in and fix her tire or sell her a replacement. Worse came to worst, she could call Austin and have someone come out and pick her up.

That sounded like a plan. We waited in my car until the rain slacked, then she grabbed her suitcase from the trunk of her car for safekeeping, threw it in my backseat, locked up the Jag, and we headed off.

It became evident almost immediately that there was going to be a glitch in this scheme: there were no open garages in any of the little burgs we drove through. Sunday, day of rest. Finally, as evening was approaching, I came to my destination, a rustic bed-and-breakfast in the tiny town of Yamparika. I’d booked my room sight unseen—a friend had touted it to me as a cozy place that served a hell of a good dinner, with a not bad wine list. People drove a hundred miles to eat here, not a great distance in this part of Texas. I’d made a dinner reservation for myself when I reserved my room.

“You can call Austin from here,” I said.

She followed me inside to the reception area, which was tucked 
in a corner of the Southwestern country-style living room. Behind the desk stood a stout, elderly woman. Her name tag identified her as Mildred Hertzburg.

“Mr. Tullis?” She smiled. As I looked at her in surprise, she continued, “you’re the last guest to check in tonight. Am I right? You are Mr. Tullis?”

“Yes,” I smiled back.

She rotated the registration book in my direction. Then she noticed Marnie, standing a few paces behind me.

“Oh,” the woman said. “This is Mrs. Tullis?”

I didn’t connect for a moment. “I’m not—”

“We thought you were a single,” Mrs. Hertzburg said before I could finish. “No matter,” she said efficiently, “your room has a queen-sized bed. So that’ll be two for dinner rather than one,” she added.

“Well, there’s a—” I was going to say “mistake here,” but she was too fast for me again.

“It’s good you reserved in advance, because we’re full up tonight. I’ve already turned two parties away. You’d have to drive clear to San Angelo to find a place.”

I didn’t know what to say. I signed her book, and she handed me two keys.

“Upstairs, third door on the right. It’s one of our nicest rooms, a bed–sitting room combination. The tub has a Jacuzzi, in case you’re inclined.” She smiled past me to Marnie, who was staring at her damp shoes. “The dining room opens in twenty minutes, and we serve until nine-thirty. Do you have bags?”

“In the car. I can . . . we can get them.”

Marnie followed me out to the car. “This is very embarrassing,” she said as I opened the trunk and grabbed my small overnight bag. “I’ll call home right away.”

We went back inside and up the stairs. I slipped the key into the lock and opened the door.

The room was L-shaped, tastefully decorated in the same fashion as the common room upstairs. There was a large sitting area with a 
couch and two wing chairs flanking a fireplace, a small table off to the side where you could eat breakfast if you were so inclined, and a high, four-poster bed with a down cover. The large bathroom was dominated by the octagonal tub. French doors led to a balcony outside that overlooked the low, rolling, flower-covered hills.

“How lovely,” Marnie murmured. She sat on the couch. “Can I ask you a favor? Before I make my call?”

“Sure.”

“Could I get my suitcase out of your car? My shoes and stockings are wet. I’d like to change into dry.”

“No problem,” I told her. “I’ll get it for you.”

I went back downstairs. As I was heading out the door I bumped into Mrs. Hertzburg. “Your wife is lovely,” she commended me.

I didn’t tell her Marnie wasn’t my wife. She’d find out soon enough, when Marnie’s husband or whoever was picking her up arrived from Austin.

Marnie was by the telephone when I came back into the room. She looked morose. “There’s no one home.”

I stared at her.

“I left San Angelo a day early. I wasn’t expected until tomorrow.”

Now what? I thought. Then I made a decision that is going to haunt me for the rest of my life. “Not a problem,” I told her. “You can sleep here, on the couch.”

“Are you . . . sure?” Her right hand went to her wedding band reflexively.

“What’re your alternatives?”

“I don’t know.”

“It doesn’t look like you have any.” I smiled reassuringly, trying to put her at ease. “We’re adults, we can handle this. I’ll be respectful of your space, don’t worry. We can get your car taken care of in the morning.”

“Thank you.” She looked so grateful, both at my offer of sharing and the gallantry about her modesty, that for a moment I thought she was going to cry.

She didn’t, though. She changed in the bathroom. She looked 
nice—she was a conventionally sweet-looking, married woman, some years older than me, and judging by her car, her large diamond ring, and the cut of her clothes, hair, the full package, conservative in her life. Not a Fritz Tullis woman, who runs to wild and crazy.

Dinner was full-on gourmet, nothing Texas shit-kicker about it—there was not one fried fish on the menu. We lingered over the meal, enjoying a nice bottle of wine, sharing a piece of rich chocolate cake for dessert. When the bill came, she grabbed it before I could sign.

“Please. It’s the least I can do to repay you for your generosity.”

This was true; and since I knew she could afford it, I let her. It wasn’t the money—the gesture made her feel better, that she wasn’t completely freeloading.

Back in the bedroom, we each had a cognac from the minibar and watched a Goldie Hawn comedy on HBO. It was a romantic setting, except we weren’t romantic, carefully so. We sat fully clothed on the couch, and kept a discreet distance between us.

Then it was time for bed. She used the bathroom first, emerging wearing a pair of plain-jane cotton pajamas. Her face, redolent of lilac soap, was clean of makeup. Unadorned, she looked her age. Youthfully scrubbed, but there was no denying the age lines around her eyes and mouth. She was into her middle age, and she would never get any younger.

I put together a sleeping outfit of running shorts and a T-shirt. When I emerged from the bathroom she’d already fixed up the sofa with an extra blanket from the closet and a spare pillow.

“You’re all settled,” I observed.

She nodded. “Good night, Fritz. And thank you again for being so kind.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

She got into her makeshift bed. I waited a moment to make sure she was secure, then I crawled into mine and turned off the lights.

The fragrance of lilac soap woke me up. I’d been dreaming; for a moment I was discombobulated. Then I wasn’t.

Marnie was in bed with me. She wasn’t wearing her pajamas. She wasn’t wearing anything.


“Please forgive me,” she whispered.

What was to forgive?


Who can explain it, who can tell you why? Corny, but in our case, true.

Neither of us slept that night. Even given the emotional awkwardness of this being our first time together, it was glorious. Unlike some of the young goddesses I’d known, her body was ordinary, but we fit together flawlessly.

After we made love the first time we rested, talked, had drinks from the minibar, then made love again. This was not two heat-seeking animalist forces, the way I was used to it. This was lovemaking, the real thing. I’d never been in this place before: it was exhilarating, overwhelming.

It was also scary as hell: she was married.

She filled in some of her blanks. Forty-three years old. Married for nine years, her only marriage. No children, her husband didn’t want them, he had adult children from his previous marriage. He was older, almost sixty, he didn’t want to start a family all over again. He had left his first wife for her. She had not wanted him to, but once he did, she felt obligated to marry him. Which did not mean she hadn’t loved him. But breaking up his family, even if that was the perception in the community rather than the reality (he was going to leave his wife no matter what, he just needed a reason to do it sooner than later), had weighed heavily on her. He had become estranged from his children, a man and a woman in their early thirties (my age, I thought, as she recited this litany), after the divorce and remarriage. It bothered her, Marnie, more than it bothered him.

Her husband, Mark Hamilton, was a doctor. Rich, successful, narcissistic. They lived, palatially, in Austin. His circle was their circle, his interests their interests. She’d been a social worker before they got married—they’d met while serving on a United Way committee, of which he was the chairman, she a lowly volunteer. She had tried to resist him, but he was irresistible. In everything, not only the pursuit of his own, self-centered happiness.


She had a wonderful material life, but it was bereft of love, of passion. Until yesterday, when her car blew a tire in a rainstorm and I, by pure random (or divine, so she felt) chance, came along to help her out.

Is there such a thing as love at first encounter? I’d never believed so. I don’t know if I did then, or do now. Marnie did, unquestionably; she wasn’t being disingenuous, she was honestly smitten. She had fallen in love with me.

As had I with her, to be brutally honest with myself, looking back on it. On some level. I don’t know if it was on a par with the love that she said she felt; to me, that kind of intensity, involving depth and complexity and extensive knowledge of the other person, takes time, it’s not to be entered into quickly or lightly or frivolously, because you’re talking, ultimately, about a lifetime commitment; but I fell for her like the proverbial ton of bricks.

I didn’t realize the extent of my emotional involvement until we checked out late that morning. Earlier, she had arranged for a tow service to pick up her car and take it to a garage about fifteen miles away. The tire would be fixed by the time she came to fetch it.

“You can drop me off and continue on your way,” she said as I was signing for the bill.

I started to say okay. Then we looked at each other, and knew that wasn’t going to happen.

She called her husband at his office. He wasn’t in, fortunately; she left a message with his secretary: the Jaguar had a mechanical problem, it would take a couple of days for the local garage to get the part from Austin and fix it, she was going to stay in the area until she could drive it home. She didn’t know where she’d be staying, she’d call and let him know. No mention where she’d been last night; if her husband ever asked her, which was unlikely, she’d make up a lie. He would believe her; she had never been unfaithful before, he had no reason to distrust her. And he was so busy, he’d barely notice she was missing.

Marnie Hamilton had been unfaithful to her husband of nine years for the first and only time, so she confessed, and had now lied 
to him about her infidelity without a second thought, after having spent one night and part of a day—eighteen hours—with me. But our one-night stand was going to go way beyond that. She was willing to throw it all away—money, prestige, security. Sail into uncharted waters, with no guarantee of a safe harbor at the end of the journey.

It scared the shit out of me, once I realized the enormous repercussions of our getting involved. But we were in the maelstrom of first love, where everything’s right and nothing can ever go wrong.

 

It’s nerve-wracking, carrying on an affair. Nothing’s in the open, everything you do is conducted in the dark. It’s a dirty feeling, it cheapens the experience, which should be joyful and liberating. You’ve finally found someone to be in love with—now go hide.

Marnie didn’t like sneaking around any more than I did—we talked about it, at my apartment, in the out-of-town hotel rooms where we went for clandestine weekend breaks, on the telephone. She wanted us to be able to show our love freely. But she was married, and as she explained to me, when I griped, adolescently, about our situation, she wasn’t ready to make the final break yet. Not because she didn’t love me—I was the only man she had ever loved, she knew that, now that she’d had a taste of the real thing—but she had to figure out how and when to tell her husband in a way that would cause him the least amount of pain. He was an important man, a man respected in his profession, a man of great pride. For his wife to leave him for another man, especially one who was hardly more than half his age, would be crushing and humiliating.

I understood the situation, but I didn’t like it. Still, I was patient. Marnie wasn’t going anywhere, I wasn’t the one who had the secret rival, it was her poor shlump of a husband who was going to look up one day to see the safe falling on his head. And it wasn’t as if I wanted to jump right into domestication with her. On the contrary—I had been carefree my entire life, being housebroken went against my grain. I wanted to be clean, that’s all. But these things take time, as I was discovering.


And it was great being with her, even if I was often looking over my shoulder, figuratively and literally. She was loving, smart, humorous. She wasn’t pretentious, either, despite her station in Texas society. She had been living in a golden cocoon for nine years, she wanted to break out and goof. We had a lot of fun together, even if we had to do it under the radar.

It went on like that for the entire first semester, until the week before the winter break. I was going home to spend Christmas with my mother. It would be the first time Marnie and I would be physically separated for more than a few days. We’d talked about her coming with me, but that would be too risky—she had to be home to prepare for Christmas, it was the most important holiday of the year for her husband, especially since he no longer shared it with his children. We had been very careful our entire time together. Not one person either of us knew had ever seen us together—we had taken great precautions.

“When you come back,” she declared a few days before I was scheduled to leave, “I’ll tell him. We can’t go on like this anymore. I can’t imagine ringing in the new year without you, Fritz. A new year, a new beginning.”

I felt a tremendous sense of relief upon hearing that, because the deception had been weighing heavily on my shoulders; although I must admit the idea of us going public made my sphincter pucker. Once Marnie made the break, she and I would be partners—for life, or a goodly portion thereof. Middle-aged women don’t leave affluent, albeit loveless, marriages without a safety net.

“Are you absolutely, totally positive?” she asked me for the umpteenth time. “This is enormous, for both of us. I don’t want you to commit to something you’ll regret later on. You’ll still be young when I’m old,” she reminded me without flinching.

“I won’t regret it,” I swore valiantly. I meant it. I had been touched, I felt, by the inexorable finger of fate. And you can’t escape your fate.

Did I wish she was younger, closer to me in age? Of course; we both did. There was no guilt in feeling that, we wanted our future to be as perfect as possible, particularly since it was beginning with a 
fundamental imperfection. But love isn’t a neat arrangement, all tied up in a pretty pink bow. You can only take it as it comes and rejoice that you’ve been given the chance.

 

It was the last day of fall classes before the beginning of reading period, final exams, and winter break. I was fifteen minutes from finishing my last session, a graduate seminar on Madison’s contributions to the Federalist Papers, when a harried-looking secretary came striding into the room—no knock, just flung the door open and marched up to me. Barely glancing at my students, who were regarding her with undisguised hostility—you don’t walk into a classroom, particularly a graduate seminar, the way she had—she said to me in a stage whisper, “Dean Marshall needs to see you.”

“I’m teaching,” I said brusquely, turning my back on her.

“He needs to see you right away.”

I turned to her. “I’ll come over to his office as soon as I’m finished here,” I said icily, managing to restrain my temper. She should have known better than to barge in on me like this. Some of my colleagues would have cut her to ribbons for such an indiscretion.

She held her ground. “He said now.”

“Get out.”

She glared at me for a moment; then she turned on her heel and left.

“Goddamn administration,” I heard from one of my students. A female voice. My students, particularly the women students, were very protective and supportive of me.

“Don’t sweat it,” I told them. “She didn’t know any better.”

That brought a laugh, based on elitism. Faculty and students on pedestals, secretaries, like janitors, in the muck. I don’t like that caste system; if she hadn’t been so rude, I wouldn’t have taken the cheap shot.

We finished our work and I bade them good luck on their exams. Then I put on my outer coat, wound my scarf around my neck, and went outside.

Paul Marshall, who had requested my presence through the rude 
secretary, was the dean of the college; still is. My boss. We weren’t close friends—he’s old enough to be my father—but I was one of his favorite faculty members of the younger bunch. He’d recruited me from Wisconsin, so he had a proprietary interest in my future.

I assumed this would be a short, casual meeting, a pre-holiday drink with a few others. I had no concerns regarding my performance—my classes were ranked among the most popular and sought-after in the school; they were always overenrolled. There had been speculation on the faculty grapevine regarding the impending retirement of some of the older professors in my department; maybe they were thinking of moving me up to full professorship, and Paul was going to tip me off—an early Christmas present. Considering my age and relative inexperience that would have been a big step upward, but when they’d hired me, that was the plan. I was a rising star, and the university wanted to foreclose the possibility of my bolting to greener pastures.

I walked through the campus from my classroom to Dean Marshall’s office. It was dark out, there was a chill in the air. The tower where Charles Whitman had gunned down all those people decades ago loomed up to my left, while to my right, a few blocks away up Congress, the State Capitol glistened in the early evening moonlight.

“Close the door behind you, Fritz.”

Dean Marshall was leaning back casually in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, cordovan-shod feet propped up on his desk. He was tweedy as usual, the prototypical university don. His hair, cut Marine-short on his mottled balding head, gave him a monkish appearance. He was anything but monkish in real life, however; he had a martini-dry sense of humor and was very supportive of his people, especially the younger faculty. I enjoyed him more than any other authority figure at the school.

There was no one else in the office, just the two of us. “Going home for the holidays?” he inquired politely, a bland conversation opener. He motioned for me to make myself comfortable.

“Yes.” I took off my pea coat and scarf and hung them on the 
coatrack in the corner, then sat down across from him. “My mother throws a hell of a Christmas.”

“Being with family’s always the best way to spend the holidays,” he observed. He swung his feet down off the desk, leaned toward me. “We have a problem.”

“What kind?” I assumed he was talking about something pedagogical.

He reached into his center desk drawer and took out a legal-sized manila envelope. Almost formally squaring the corners, he set the envelope in front of me. “Take a look at these.”

Thinking back on the situation later, I don’t know how I could have been so blind, so naive. Love can do that to you, I certainly know that now. Still clueless as to what was going on, I picked up the envelope and opened it. Inside were several photographs.

“Take them out,” Dean Marshall instructed.

I pulled the pictures out of the envelope. And almost had a heart attack.

The entire affair was there, almost from the day Marnie and I returned to Austin. Pictures of us locked in hot, passionate embraces. Pictures of her entering and leaving my apartment. Pictures of her in my apartment, taken through the open window blinds. There was even a topless picture of Marnie sunbathing on my rooftop deck, with me applying suntan lotion to her breasts. The only details that weren’t there were pictures of us actually fucking.

My hands were shaking so badly I could barely hold on to the photographs. I dropped the incendiary bundle onto his desk. “What sick fuck did this?” I could barely speak, my throat was so dry. I was scared, but I was enraged, too. “Who gave these to you?”

“A better question, Fritz, is why were you having an affair with this woman?”

“That’s none of your business, Dean Marshall,” I snapped at him. Now that the element of surprise was over, my anger was overtaking my fear.

“It’s very much my business,” he responded piercingly.

“Why? This woman is an adult and so am I. This is between us.”


“And her husband.”

“Is that who gave you these?”

Rather than answer, he picked up the incriminating photos and looked at a few, shaking his head sorrowfully. “You weren’t very discreet, were you?”

“We tried to be. Damn it, Paul, this is an invasion of my privacy! This is lower than low, it’s practically blackmail.” I forced myself to reduce my pitch. “Okay. We had an affair. I’m certainly not going to deny it, the evidence is sitting on your desk. I’m sorry we did it this way, but affairs happen. All the time, everywhere.”

He shook his head. “Not this way. Not with these people.”

I had no clue of what he was talking about. “What does that mean?”

“You don’t know what I’m talking about? Who your paramour is married to?”

“A doctor.” What a stupid, archaic word, paramour. Like she’s my concubine, an object.

“That’s all?”

“A rich doctor.”

Marshall cradled his head in his hands. “Oh, Fritz. You stupid, oblivious son of a bitch.” He leaned forward and gave me this incredibly pitying look. “Mark Hamilton is a distinguished transplant surgeon. He’s world-famous, he has pioneered some of the most important advances in medicine in the past thirty years. On top of that, he’s a power in the Texas Republican party. And—I hope you’re listening carefully, Fritz . . .”

I was listening. I didn’t want to hear any of this, but I was listening. And squirming. “Okay,” I gave him. “The man’s a certified big shot.”

“He has given millions of dollars to the university.”

There it was. “What’s he going to do, ask for a refund?”

My mentor shook his head. “No. He’s not like that. And for one time,” he grumbled in exasperation, “I wish you weren’t such a smart-assed kid.”

That stung. “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to be properly humble, which, given the circumstances, was the posture I needed to be 
embracing, obviously. “I can see how serious and compromising this is to the university.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” Marshall gathered up the photographs, holding them between his fingertips as if they were dog turds, and inserted them back in the envelope. “Mark Hamilton is the dean of our School of Medicine.”

 

Tenure or no tenure, my dismissal was a slam dunk. The arrangement was signed, sealed, and delivered in seventy-two hours. I would stay on until after exams were completed—to leave before then would be a red flag that something ugly had happened. The university didn’t want this tawdry information going out into the world. And my leaving before then would be an injustice to my students, who had been under my tutelage all semester.

The only question was how much the university was going to pay me to keep my mouth shut and not raise a stink. In the end, we settled on a year’s salary, maintenance of my health plan, and confidentiality regarding the particulars of my leaving, so that in the future I could apply for positions at other schools and this wouldn’t be on my record. For said record, I was taking an extended leave of absence to pursue “other interests.” What those “other interests” were, no one ever told me. In due time, I’d officially tender my resignation.

 

By the time we managed to get in touch with each other late that night, Marnie was hysterical. I was alone in my apartment. The lights were out, the shades drawn—I wasn’t going to give the peeper her husband had hired any fresh material. A fifth of Gentleman Jack, freshly bought after leaving Dean Marshall’s office, sat within arm’s distance. A generous portion had already been consumed.

The good doctor had already given her the news. Not only were there pictures, he’d also had her phone tapped. All of our intimate conversations that had emanated from her house were on tape. There was some very embarrassing material there, about the variety and intensity of our lovemaking, terrible comments she’d made about him, all kinds of rotten, incriminating shit.


“What are we going to do?” she asked, sobbing.

That question threw me—what could we do except slink out of town with our tails between our legs and start fresh somewhere else? Before I could answer, however, she told me she had to get off the phone—she was afraid Mark would hear her. We’d meet in the morning and discuss everything.

After she abruptly hung up on me I sat back and pondered what that meant—we’d discuss everything. What was there to discuss? And the fact that she’d called from her house really bothered me. Why was she there? Hadn’t he kicked her out? And if, for some perverse reason, he’d allowed her to remain, why had she? Why wasn’t she with me, sharing our sorrows with a bottle of Tennessee sour mash?

I got the answers when we met for coffee the following morning at an obscure working-class lunchroom way off the beaten track. Marnie was ultracautious. A woman who dressed with impeccable, rather conservative taste (we were the classic opposites-attract), she was clad in dark baggy sweats, sunglasses, a floppy hat that covered her face. She had ditched her car at a downtown hotel, walked through the lobby, exited via the back entrance, and grabbed a taxi. She was paranoid, absolutely convinced that her husband was still having her tailed.

To me it didn’t matter anymore that her husband knew about us—the genie was out of the bottle. I didn’t press that point, though, she was too emotionally blitzed. She looked awful—no makeup, hair unwashed, bags under her eyes. Her age was clearly showing that morning, a preview of attractions to come. I didn’t care; her unadornedness made her even more beautiful to me. I couldn’t help but notice that the big rock was still on her ring finger; for some reason I’d thought she would have taken it off, a symbolic gesture of rejection of the old and embrace of the new.

We hugged; then we sat in a back booth, side by side. The breakfast crowd had departed. We were the only ones there, except for the bored waitress and the kitchen staff. Marnie was fidgety, nervous as hell. I couldn’t blame her; I was, too.

We had to talk, but neither of us wanted to go first. Finally, after 
the waitress brought us coffee, I plunged in. “Do you want to move in with me? Until we figure out where we’re going?”

She looked at me, then into her coffee cup. “I . . . I don’t think I can do that.”

“Yeah, I guess that would be throwing oil on the fire. Do you have a friend you can stay with—” I stopped. Something in her body language told me there were problems going on within her, more than the catastrophes I already knew about.

“I can’t move out right now,” she said, her voice almost inaudible.

“But how can you stay? Isn’t he going to kick you out?”

“No.” She paused. Then she swiveled around so that she was facing me. “Where are you going to go, Fritz?”

That was a good question. I hadn’t given the issue much thought. The immediate problems—losing my job, my career—had occupied whatever time I’d had to think when I hadn’t been thinking about her and me.

“I don’t know. I was planning the trip home. I guess I’ll still do that.” A bright idea came to me. “You can come with me. We’ll be together, away from the pressure, we can work things out together.”

“Work things out? What things?”

“Our future. What else?”

She looked away, out the window. We were in an industrial area; eighteen-wheelers rumbled down the road, making an awful racket. “What future?”

I wasn’t getting it. “You and me. What other future is there?”

She turned back to me then, and before she spoke again, I knew what she was going to say.

“We don’t have a future.” The words were flat, devoid of emotion. Dead words from a numb brain. She put a hand on mine, the hand that wasn’t wearing the ring. It was dry, almost scaly to the touch. “How would we live? You don’t have a job.”

“I’ll get a job.”

“Where? How?”

“I don’t know,” I said, starting to panic. This was spinning out of 
control, beyond the out-of-control that already enveloped us. “I haven’t had time to think any of this through. Jesus, Marnie, this is a fucked situation. For both of us.” I gripped her hand. “We’ll figure it out, that’s all. We have to, we don’t have a choice.”

She was shaking her head no.

“Look,” I plunged on. “You were going to tell him anyway. The process got moved up a month, that’s all.”

She kept shaking her head.

“I’m sure I can catch on as a temporary instructor somewhere,” I continued. “For the spring semester. There are lots of schools that would love to have me. I’m always getting feelers.” I forced a smile.

“I can’t leave here,” she said.

“What?” I took a sip of my coffee. It tasted terrible, metallic and oily. “This is a free country, you can go anywhere you want.”

“I’ve lived in Texas all my life.” She wasn’t looking at me; she couldn’t. She was staring out the window, at the big rigs rolling down the road. They were going somewhere. She wasn’t—she was stuck.

“I’m from here. All my family’s here. My friends. My life. I can’t just up and leave all that, for a man who doesn’t even have a job anymore.” She hesitated. “A man who’ll leave me soon enough anyway, once he realizes how fast I’m aging.”

Self-pity was the last thing we needed now. “We’ve been through that, honey.” I pulled her chin around, forced her to turn and look at me. “That’s not what it’s about for me. You know that by now.”

Her eyes started tearing, big silent drops running down her cheeks. “I can’t leave, Fritz. Not like this.”

That got me mad, and I had to express it. “What do you want, an amicable separation served up on a silver platter? Shit, Marnie, my whole fucking career’s in the toilet, not just your marriage. We need each other, now more than ever.”

She pulled some tissues from her purse and dabbed at her eyes. “I’m sorry. This has all turned out so badly.”

I tried to comfort her as best I could. “That’s how it is . . . now. But it’ll get better. It can’t get any worse. Sooner or later I’ll get another job, a good one, we can settle in somewhere, start our life. In the 
meantime, we’ll work it out. People do. You’re a strong woman, you can handle this.” I said that with as much conviction as I could, because I was beginning to doubt it.

She shook her head. “No. I’m not strong at all.”

I leaned back against the cracked Naugahyde, exhausted. I’d had an awful sixteen hours, and things weren’t getting any better. “What’re you trying to tell me?”

She didn’t pull her punch. “That it’s not going to work.”

I wasn’t buying that—I couldn’t. “It has to, Marnie. We don’t have any other choices.”

Her gaze went to the window again. “Mark wants to take me back.”

That took my breath away, hearing that. “You can’t go back. Not after . . .” I put my hands on her shoulders, pulled her around to face me. “You love me. You can’t walk away from that. You can’t . . . we can’t not be together . . . you love me, I know that you love me. We love each other . . .”

I heard myself babbling semicoherently, thinking “shut the fuck up, fool,” and not being able to. I ground to a halt. “We love each other. We can’t not be together.”

She shook her head, a tiny shake. “And we can’t be together.”

I felt myself melting away. I was going to be a puddle of crap on this dirty linoleum floor, and the busboy was going to mop me away.

Now it was she who took my hands in hers. “If I leave Mark for you, I’ll have nothing. I signed a prenuptial agreement when we got married. He’ll cut me off, I won’t even have the clothes on my back. He’s a brutal, vindictive man when he’s crossed. He’ll bury us. I know, I’ve seen him do it.”

“So how can you think of staying with a man like that?” I was so fucked up I couldn’t think crooked, let alone straight.

“Because he loves me. Or what passes for love for him. And he wants me to. He doesn’t want the humiliation of my leaving him.”

“Fuck that. He’ll get over it. Or he won’t, it’s not our problem anymore.”

“It’s my problem, Fritz. There’s no way around that.”


Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. “So are you saying . . . what are you saying, Marnie?” Don’t say it, I was praying.

She said it.

“It’s over, Fritz. You and me.”

By that time I didn’t know what I was feeling, or even if I was feeling. “You can’t live without me. That’s why we did what we did. Because we had to. You can’t live without love, Marnie. You lived your life without it, but now you’ve tasted that apple. We can’t turn back now. I can’t, and neither can you.”

She tried to smile, but it wouldn’t come. She looked like a clown with the tears streaking her face, her lower eyelids charcoal-black from lack of sleep.

“I couldn’t, you’re right. But now I’m going to have to. There’s no other way for me. I know it makes me sound like a materialistic bitch, but I’m into a style of life too deeply to leave it.”

Love conquers all, I thought as I looked at her. Except when it doesn’t.

“If you had kept your job, if we could have stayed here—”

I cut her off. “Given the circumstances, that never was a possibility, which you had to know.” My anger started rising again. “Why didn’t you tell me you were married to the fucking dean of the medical school? A doctor, that’s all you said. Shit, that’s like saying your husband shoots hoops, but you don’t mention that he’s Michael Jordan. How could you ever have thought we could slip away into the night?”

“Because if I had told you, you would have left me. We would never have been involved like we were . . . are,” she caught herself. She was already thinking of us in the past tense. “You never would have gotten involved with me, would you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I wouldn’t have. It doesn’t matter, I did.”

“It was selfish,” she admitted. “I couldn’t bear not to have you, from that first night we were together, even before we made love. I thought . . . hoped . . . childishly, I know, that somehow it would work out.”


“Like what? He’d die of a heart attack or something?”

She started crying again. I wasn’t so sympathetic anymore. She’d burned me down for a temporary pleasure she knew couldn’t be lasting. And she hadn’t clued me in, she’d made me her unknowing accomplice. Now we were finished, according to her, as was my career and my entire life. Shattered pieces, dust under my feet.

“So you’re going back to the mansions and the Jaguars and the diamonds and a sterile bed.”

She stared blankly out the dirt-streaked window at the shitty morning.

“Until when?” I lost it then, I wasn’t going to hold back anymore. “Until the next poor asshole comes along and shelters you from the storm?”

“Don’t, Fritz. Please don’t.”

“Don’t what? Make you feel bad? Shit, Marnie, you’ve ruined my entire fucking life! No job, no you, nada. What am I supposed to do, act gallantly? Stiff upper lip, like Shane or some other horseshit movie? This is my life, godfuckingdamn you! My life!”

That outburst emptied whatever air was left out of my balloon. I couldn’t help it—I reached for her and hugged her. She went limp in my arms.

We stood inside the lunchroom foyer, waiting for the cab the waitress had called for her. A couple of truckers came in and sat down at the counter. One of them dropped some coins into the jukebox.

“I’ll have a blue . . . Christmas . . . without you . . .” Elvis at his most mournful. Talk about shitty, prophetic coincidence.

Marnie started crying again. I pulled her to me and held her tight. What else could I do?

 

The bottle of tequila is empty. There’s other stuff in the house, but that’s it for tonight. Tomorrow, I think, I’ll start cutting back. Booze has never been a big deal with me. I’d rather get stoned than high on liquor, it doesn’t hurt my head so much the day after.


While Johanna was here I was able to blot out the murder. Now that I’m alone I can’t, it’s here with me, in the house. Not only in my head, but literally, on film.

I know I should do something. It’s immoral not to. Tell Roach, or go to the cops. But if I do that, I’m right back where I vowed I wouldn’t be: involved.

It already might be too late to tell Roach. If I was going to, I should have figured out how to do it this evening. Now, if he ever does find out, he’ll think I’m an asshole and a flake. He’ll be joining a sizable list.

I guess I’m going to have to go to the cops; but I sure as hell don’t want to. I imagine the sequence of future events—it’s scary. Getting involved means going public, which means I would be exposed. Being exposed means becoming a target. If the mysterious murderer could kill someone he obviously knew, in such a cold-blooded manner, he certainly could do it to me without thinking twice.

The tree fell in the woods and no one heard it, so it didn’t make a sound. I’ll rest on that chickenshit solipsism for a few days, until I figure out how to buck up my courage and do the right thing.


[image: [image]]

Buster Reilly, who I roomed with at Yale and is still one of my closest friends, is a partner at Parkinson, Miller, and Clements, one of D.C.’s gigantic law firms, the kind that has two or three former cabinet members on board so they can make gazillions a year hand-holding multinational conglomerates and lobbying for foreign governments. Although their practice is primarily corporate, they also have an excellent criminal law division. That’s Buster’s turf. Fred Thompson, the former actor and before that Watergate counselor, now a U.S. senator from Tennessee, told Larry King that if he ever needed a criminal lawyer, Buster would be at the top of his list. That’s how highly esteemed my old buddy is.

The firm’s offices are on four floors of a high-rise at the edge of Foggy Bottom, a few blocks west of the George Washington University campus. Buster can walk to the office from his Georgetown brownstone, which he does. He’s a big, strong guy, very fit (he was on the Yale crew, too); he works out in the firm’s private gym at lunchtime. He’s been on me to shape up, as I’ve gone a bit flabby these past months, living out in the sticks by myself and drinking too much. I keep meaning to add a training regimen to my list of need-to-dos. So far, I haven’t progressed 
past running a couple miles two or three days a week; it’s too damn hot, and I don’t have the facilities that are available to Buster. Come fall, when the weather slacks off, I’ll pick up my exercise program—another item on my to-do list. It’s getting to be a longer and longer list.

“So what’s so important you drag yourself all the way up here in this god-awful weather instead of talking to me on the phone?” Buster asks.

We’re sitting in his corner office, which has the nice view of the Lincoln and Jefferson memorials and the Potomac River. I’d told him yesterday, over the phone, that I might have a problem and wanted to discuss it in person. As usual, Buster’s in the middle of a bunch of big cases, but he’s making time to see me. He even asked his secretary to hold his calls, to show me he’s taking me seriously. Buster knows about what happened to me down in Texas; we’ve drunk several cases of beer commiserating and discussing. He’s optimistic about me—he’s sure I’ll bounce back. I appreciate having that kind of friend in my corner. There aren’t many of them.

“Before I get into specifics,” I say for starters, “let me ask a hypothetical question.”

“Ask away.”

“If I see a crime being committed, I’m obligated to go to the police, right?”

He gives me a sideways look. “This is hypothetical?”

“Hypothetical, right.”

He leans back. “The answer to your hypothetical question is no.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Even if—”

“The question isn’t hypothetical?”

“Let’s say.”

“The answer is still no.”

I want to make sure I’ve got this right. “So a witness to a crime doesn’t have to come forward.”


“That’s correct.”

“What if . . .” I hesitate.

“What if what?”

“A witness to a crime has evidence that the crime was committed.”

“Like what kind?”

“Oh, I don’t know . . . a taped phone conversation, some documentary records . . .”

“Still no,” he says.

“So there are no circumstances under which a witness to a crime has to go to the police.”

“Not voluntarily,” he counsels me.

“What’s the difference?”

“No one has to come forward and give evidence that a crime was committed. It goes back to English common law, the right to privacy. In this country, it comes out of the Wild West tradition, where the only law was a gun. If a man had to come forward and give testimony that he’d seen a crime, he could become a crime victim himself. Understand?”

“Completely,” I answer. That had been my concern—that in getting involved in the killing at Roach’s farm I’d become a target. Now my friend the crack lawyer tells me it’s legal for me to protect my ass.

“On the other hand,” Buster continues, “if the authorities think you have evidence, and ask you about it, and you lie and say you don’t, then you are in trouble, because you’d be committing perjury. It wouldn’t be about not reporting this hypothetical crime, it would be in lying about it if you’re asked directly.”

I relax and sip from the excellent cup of coffee Buster’s secretary gave me before she closed the door to his office behind us.

“You’re not in any trouble, are you?” Buster’s concerned about me, given my recent history.

“No,” I assure him. “No trouble.”

“This theoretical crime . . . to your knowledge, has anyone else come forward about it?”


I shake my head. “As far as I know, no one else saw it. Theoretically.”

He looks at me quizzically. “The police don’t know about it?”

“I don’t see how.”

“In that case, you definitely don’t come forward.”

“If something like this ever happens to me,” I assure him, “I’ll do just that.”

“Make sure. Don’t forget.”

“I won’t.”

Buster regards me with a skeptical eye. “You’re a crazy fucker, Fritz. You’ve always taken chances for the sake of . . . taking chances. In this case—this hypothetical case—don’t,” he warns me sternly. “I’m telling you this as your friend and your lawyer. I don’t want to have to pull your ashes out of the fire because of the old ‘Fritz couldn’t help himself’ syndrome.”

I nod vigorously in agreement. “Not to worry. I’ve put away my childish things.” I hold two fingers up in the Scout’s honor salute.

Buster smiles. “So what else is happening in your life?” he asks, leaving the subject behind us. “Any job prospects?”

“I’m not looking currently. I’m not ready yet.”

“Don’t let it get cold,” he advises me. “Out of sight, out of mind.”

“I know. It’ll be soon—don’t worry.”

“How’s your love life? You getting enough?” Buster’s a bachelor, like me. He’s very popular with the ladies.

“As much as I can handle. I met a nice woman at a party my mother threw last week. She’s from Boston, though, and she has serious intentions.”

He smiles. “Hardly your type.”

“No.” Actually, I have been thinking about Johanna. But he’s right. I’m too much of a fuckup for a serious contender like her.

“How is your mom?” Buster asks, changing the subject 
again. Like all of my friends who know her, he’s fond of my mother.

“Feisty as ever.” I pause. “Hey,” I say, as if the thought just now occurred to me. “She had this fellow at her party, her guest of honor, so to speak. James Roach. He’s a wheel in the State Department. You know him at all?”

Buster’s expression darkens. “Yes, I know him. He’s close to some of the senior partners here, the big rainmakers. Why?”

“He bought a farm adjacent to ours, part of our original property. Recently, less than a year ago. He built a runway on it big enough to land jets, just bought a big expensive sailboat. Likes to brag on himself. He wants to take me out sailing.”

“Make sure you’re wearing a life jacket,” Buster says dourly.

“What’s that mean?”

“Short and sweet: the guy’s a world-class prick.”

I’m taken aback. I found Roach somewhat pompous, but he didn’t arouse such visceral, angry passion in me. “He did seem a little nutty about terrorists under the bed,” I say, “but he was pleasant, heavy on the charm. My mother was all ga-ga over him. All the old ladies were.”

“Your mother would find something nice to say about Pol Pot.” Buster shakes his head. “‘Prick’ is the wrong word. ‘Motherfucker’ might fit him better.”

“A close personal friend, I take it.”

“Yeah, like Hannibal Lecter. I’m not shitting you, Fritz, he may be charming and all that at a party, but he is not a nice man. He’d cut you off at the knees if you crossed him. I know people he’s left for dead at the side of the road.”

“I’m just a neighbor,” I remind Buster. “Not a competitor.”

“Fine. Then enjoy your sailing. Maybe he’ll give you some good investment tips. The guy’s made a shitload of money over the years.”

“What’s he do?”

“International trade. He was big in weapons brokering back in the 1970s. He dodged some legal bullets over that, but nothing 
ever stuck to him. He’s from the old Joe Kennedy–Bill Casey school, which Clinton turned into an art form—if I do it, it’s legal, don’t read to me from the lawbooks.”

“That’s interesting.”

“Meaning . . . ?”

“He used to sell arms, now his job is to keep the Russians from selling theirs.”

“That’s ’cause he doesn’t make a profit from them selling theirs.”

“How does someone with that kind of dossier get a high-up job in the State Department?” I ask. “Wouldn’t that be considered a conflict of interest?”

Buster shakes his head dismissively. “He’s a big contributor to this and previous administrations. And he knows the playing field, he’s been running up and down it for decades. Besides, you need some pricks to do the stuff the diplomats cringe over. The James Bakers and Madeleine Albrights smile and make speeches, the James Roaches put the whip to the mule train.” He leans back. “Bottom line, the wheels of governance and commerce need pricks who can get the job done. But I don’t want any of them marrying my daughters, and I know how far to trust them, which is half as far as I can throw them.” He checks his watch. “I’d take you to lunch, but I’m booked. Let’s party soon. I’ll call you.”

•  •  •

A week has gone by since the “incident” at my neighbor’s airstrip, as I prefer to think of what was a chilling murder. My meeting with Buster had set my mind at ease about not having to come forward with my evidence, but for the first couple of days afterward I checked the newspapers and watched the local news on TV anyway to see if there was any mention of it.

There was none, as I’d suspected would be the case. This had been some kind of gang-style execution. Over what, or by whom, I didn’t know, didn’t care. As far as I’m concerned, it’s over.


I spent today as I’ve been spending most of my days, taking care of chores around my house, shooting pictures of birds, particularly Ollie, and fishing on the way home from the birds’ refuge. I caught two nice-sized yellow perch, big enough for a substantial dinner for one. I’ll make up a salad out of my garden, pan-fry the fish in butter with some diced onion and spices, crack a bottle of decent white wine, smoke a joint, and I’ll be styling.

Check of my voice-mail—nothing urgent. Ditto my e-mail. A couple messages I save for later; one from my mother, another from Johanna, back in Boston. How much she enjoyed our evening together, trusts that I did, too, she’ll be back down to see her mother and hopes we can get together. I’ll send back a pleasant reply. Another night of fun and games with her wouldn’t be hard to take.

Having disposed of what passes for business for me these days, I flick the TV on to the CNN Headline News. I have a satellite dish that brings me more television than is good for me. It’s a lonely life out here, but it isn’t primitive. I don’t watch too much, mostly nature shows on the Discovery Channel, the news, and some of the bio stuff on A&E.

A few minutes into the top of the show, while I’m drinking my first glass of sauvignon blanc and cleaning my day’s catch, a story comes up that catches my eye. Vassily Putov, the third-ranking member of the Russian delegation to this country, who has been missing for a week and has been the subject of a quiet but intense search by the Metropolitan police force and the FBI, has been found in a Dumpster in an alley in Baltimore. The man was murdered: two gunshots to the head. The body is badly decomposed—he’s been dead a long time, probably for most of the week, according to the coroner’s preliminary examination. They flash a picture of the victim on the screen, taken before he was murdered.

It’s a big deal, with international overtones. Representatives from the State Department, along with those from the Russian embassy, are shown discussing the tragedy, speculating as to 
why it happened. It appears that he was the victim of a mugging—his wallet and other personal effects are missing. The body was found in a mean area, where gang and drive-by killings happen too often.

I know that part of Baltimore—it’s a shithole, one of the worst in the city. If this man was hanging around there, he was asking for trouble. The more pertinent question is, I’m thinking as I’m watching, why would an important diplomat be around there at all?

For a moment I glimpse my neighbor James Roach in the background of one of the shots—he doesn’t talk on camera, he’s standing in a group, looking solemn. Then the picture of the dead man is flashed again.

I turn away from the television; then I turn back. Something about the man jogs my memory. But before I can get a better look at him the picture is gone, and they’re on to another story.

I channel-surf; the Washington and Baltimore local news programs are on. The murder of the Russian counselor is getting big airplay. I look at the picture of the man again as it comes up on the screen. He looks familiar, but from where, I can’t recall. The anchorwoman says there is an unsubstantiated rumor that the man frequented street prostitutes, particularly transvestites. If that’s the case, he was in the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people—a most unsavory and embarrassing situation. But it would explain why he was found there.

If that’s true, I don’t know the victim—hookers and gay cross-dressers aren’t my bag. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now—he’s dead. I turn the television off and finish cooking my dinner.

Before I know it, it’s almost eleven o’clock. I’ve been listening to some jazz CDs, old standards like Miles and Sonny Rollins, and catching up on my Faulkner—As I Lay Dying, one of my favorites of his, I read it every five years or so. I’ve smoked half a joint and drunk most of the bottle of wine—I’m in a mellow place.


Bedtime. I’m going to get up early in the morning, do some bird-watching and photography, my usual routine. These birds, especially Ollie, have really gotten to me. They’re my boon companions, most days my only ones.

I turn the tube on again to catch the late sports news. The Orioles are out of the race as usual, but I like to keep up with Cal Ripken, Jr. He’s heading down the final stretch of his great career, this could be his last go-around. I make a mental note to get up to Camden Yards before the end of the season. My brother has season tickets, good ones of course, only the best for Sam. I’ll hit him up for a game.

The murder of the Russian counselor is still a big story. No clues, but plenty of speculation. On camera, the CBS State Department correspondent says there’s a theory being floated by the usual “reliable but unidentified sources in government” that this may have been the work of a right-wing dissident militia from within Russia who are unhappy with the current regime. I wonder, fleetingly, if my neighbor Roach is one of the unidentified sources. In a more cynical vein, I also wonder if this so-called theory is really about saving face. If the guy was known to be a hooker freak, with a particular yen for transvestite prostitutes, being killed by foreign agents is a hell of a lot more dignified than being killed by some flaming cross-dresser, his pimp, or some street kids who waylaid him.

The slain counselor, according to the TV reporter, was considered a moderate in Russian politics. As the announcer drones on, the dead man’s picture comes up on the screen, a different one from the early evening broadcasts. I look at it. I swear I’ve seen this face—but where?

A sudden thought occurs to me; and as it does, my pulse begins to quicken. Keeping the image of the dead man in my mind’s eye as best I can, I go into my closet and pull out the old shoes in which I’ve hidden the transparencies of last week’s murder. Taking them out—my hands are shaking, I don’t deny it—I examine them under a magnifying glass.


The faces of the two men—the murderer and the victim—are dark, due to the early morning backlighting. Even under magnification the killer is basically indistinguishable—the cap and sunglasses he’s wearing cover most of his face. I could blow the slide up to get a closer look at him but that would blur the picture, and it wouldn’t help me see him any better.

The other man, the victim, is a clearer image. Still dark, but he wasn’t wearing anything on his head or face. I strain to see if he’s who I now think he might be.

I can’t tell. There are similarities in size, head shape, and so forth, but his face is too dark for me to venture a conclusive opinion one way or the other.

If the man in my pictures turns out to be the dead counselor, though, the shit is going to hit the fan like a Caribbean hurricane. A high-ranking foreign diplomat is killed in southern Maryland and a week later his body turns up in a Dumpster in a Baltimore slum, a hundred miles away? That’s not hookers, and it’s not a dissident Russian group, either. I don’t know squat about global politics, but the man I saw getting killed, even from far away, wasn’t a stranger to his assassin. He and his killer knew each other.

A diplomat being murdered on the property of a high-ranking State Department official is too important for me to bottle up. I should have realized that a week ago, when I found out who owned that property, and taken prompt action, even though Buster warned me not to. The police should have these pictures.

I’m going to look like a jerk, going to the authorities so late. When Roach finds out, he’ll be outraged, and he’ll have a right to be. A high-stakes murder took place on his estate. Run-of-the-mill criminals don’t travel by private jet. These people were big-time players. Further complicating the matter, I witnessed the murder before I met Roach. I exchanged pleasantries with a man who was a guest in my mother’s house and deliberately didn’t tell him about it, because he struck me 
as an asshole and because I was worrying about my own safety and didn’t want to get involved.

It’s too late to do anything tonight. Tomorrow I’ll do something. After I get back from my birds. By tomorrow afternoon for sure.

I put the incriminating transparencies back in their hiding place and get into bed. I left the light on in the kitchen, but I’m not getting out of bed to turn it off. Tonight, I’m leaving it on.

•  •  •

I get up early and go out and hang around with the birds and take pictures of them and check out Roach’s property. Not a creature is stirring. I watch the farm for a couple of hours while attending to my birding duties, wondering if someone will come by, some form of human life, but nada—not a soul. Roach had mentioned that he had a foreman and staff people, but I see no one. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the place was uninhabited.

Now I’m back in my house. It’s mid-morning and I have a raging headache, little men are beating on anvils all over the inside of my skull. My pain is not from the wine I drank or the grass I smoked last night—by my current standards I was abusing moderately. And it isn’t from the heat of the day, I wore a hat and was back by ten, before the temperature really started blasting into the stratosphere. This is a panic-attack headache I’m experiencing.

I sit down with my mid-morning red one and a cup of black coffee to think about what I’m going to do. If, despite Buster’s admonition to stay clear of this, I go to the cops and tell them I witnessed a killing, that would be bad enough. But to have the actual proof in my hot hands—that’ll be a Pandora’s box. It’ll be like owning the Zapruder film—I could be drawn into a maelstrom over which I’ll have no control.

I wash down a couple of Tylenol with the red one, sip at my coffee. The pounding in my head is going down, but my stomach is growling, and my skin feels clammy.


 

I need to know if the man in my pictures is the dead counselor before I do anything else, including wasting any more of Buster’s expensive time. (He doesn’t charge me, but he could be seeing a paying client while he’s with me.) I don’t know why, exactly, I have this need. I didn’t kill the man, I didn’t know him, so what if his death tilts the balance of power in the old Soviet bloc or even the entire world? Is that going to make my life any better or worse? I don’t think so.

As best as I can figure it out—and I hate psychoanalyzing myself more than anything—is that I feel so guilty over so many crappy things I’ve done over the past several years that I’ve suddenly developed the need, fueled by this awful event that I witnessed, to atone for my sins by doing good deeds, starting now. I’m like Rip Van Winkle waking up into a new world. One of my worst sins (except with Marnie, where I sinned in the other direction) has been lack of involvement in the world of people—the cynic keeping everyone at arm’s length, like I did with that nice lady Johanna Mortimer.

Doing the right thing in this situation, the moral thing (as opposed to the legal thing), is to turn my evidence over to the authorities. If the man I saw being killed a few miles from here is the counselor, why was his body picked up and transported a hundred miles away, then dumped in a shithole slum and made to look like a mugging accident, with kinky and humiliating sexual overtones to make the victim look bad, as if he deserved to be killed?

Why would his killer go to all that trouble? Why did the murder occur on the property of an American assistant secretary of state? If the killer wanted to discredit James Roach, ruin him, the body would have been left on his property, not taken away. So that’s not the reason. Maybe the killer knew this was Roach’s property and specifically didn’t want Roach implicated. Would that mean the killer knew Roach? And how could the killer and his pilot have known they could land on the airstrip, commit 
the crime, and get away without being seen? Did they know no one from the farm would be there? Did they know the farm staff’s schedule? Or was there collusion between the killer and people who work for Roach? Between the killer and Roach himself? That would be fucking scary—the man lives a couple of miles from here, practically on my back doorstep. Was the killing premeditated, as I’ve been assuming, or could it have risen from an argument that got out of hand? What were the victim and the killer arguing about?

The possibilities are endless—if the man in my pictures is the Russian counselor. The million-dollar question. I don’t know if he is—this could be all smoke, no fire. But I do know, for my own peace of mind, that I have to find out.


[image: [image]]

My pal at King James Community College, Pierce Wilcox, has good contacts in the photography business. I phone him up and tell him my problem: I have pictures of some people in which the features are unrecognizable. I want to try to digitally enhance the slides to see if I can make an identification. “It’s a delicate situation,” I tell him. “I don’t want anyone knowing I have these pictures.”

“You moonlighting as a detective now?” he asks with curiosity.

“Kind of,” I answer evasively. “It could be embarrassing to the parties involved.”

“What honey pot are you dipping into now that you shouldn’t be?” he asks. I can feel his salacious old-man’s smile across the wire.

“You know me too well, Pierce.”

A couple hours later, he calls me back. “There’s a lab in Washington that should be able to handle your problem. My guy there will do what he can to help you out.”

“This is kind of sensitive.” I’m nervous about anyone seeing these pictures and figuring out who they’re of.

“Not to worry. My friend will bring you in after hours. No 
one else will know you’ve been there, and he’s the height of discretion—he’s handled delicate situations many times.”

“Okay,” I answer reluctantly. I’m taking a chance, but I have to find out. “I’m trusting you on this, Pierce.”

“I’m doing you a favor here, man,” he says peevishly. “So’s my friend.”

“No offense meant,” I assure him quickly. “I’m still paranoid these days, from what happened down in Texas.”

It’s a lame excuse, but Pierce buys it. He knows the story of my crash and burn in Austin.

“None taken,” he says forgivingly.

I need to trust people. So far Buster’s the only person I’ve confided in, and he’s a lawyer, sworn to secrecy. I either need to widen the circle, or start sleeping with a gun on my bedside table. I don’t like guns, never have.

“Thanks for the help, Pierce. I appreciate it.”

•  •  •

I park my car in an enormous, dimly lit, almost empty parking lot located in an industrial section of Anacostia, in southeastern Washington, and walk toward a long, concrete-slab building with slit windows that are set high above street level. The building is flanked by others that are architecturally similar, monstrous block-square tombstones that were constructed to be anonymous. High-tech companies that perform exotic, ultramodern work for government and industry occupy these cheerless structures. Their drab exteriors mask the originality and artfulness of the activities that go on inside them.

The company that is housed in the particular building I’m going to is an ultra-high-tech photography lab. Some of the exotic jobs they perform include monitoring images from satellites all over the world, and inventing and perfecting state-of-the-art camera devices to deal with infrared imaging; anything that involves any type of cutting-edge photography can be handled here. They also have beautiful printing and reproduction 
facilities—they do work for the Smithsonian and important public art galleries around the world. And they also specialize in what I’m here for—they can enhance images so as to make the obscure or indefinable identifiable. A considerable portion of their work comes from federal agencies like the CIA, the FBI, and the Defense Department.

My host, who tells me his name is Jack (but deliberately doesn’t offer up his last name), explains all this to me as he leads me through the building to the area where we’re going to be working. He’d met me outside and walked me in, giving me someone else’s ID card to wear to get past the guards, who knew him and didn’t pay us any attention. So much for security, I’m thinking—no wonder the Chinese have our nuclear secrets.

Jack’s a prototypical old-school nerd from back in the days when the geeks wore slide rules on their belts like holsters and cinched their pants up to their chests. Rayon shirt, of course, old-fashioned Converse All Stars in black, eyeglasses with chunkier frames than Clark Kent’s. Classic, except that Jack is no older than twenty-five. I can’t tell if his accent is northern British or Irish; it’s thick, working-class, like the Beatles when they hit the scene back in the ’60s.

It’s ten-thirty at night. There are other people working in the building, but I don’t see any of them. Jack doesn’t want me to; and he doesn’t want anyone to see me, either.

“Let’s see what you’ve got,” he says when we reach the area where we’re going to work. It’s a windowless rectangular room full of computers, imagers, scanners, digital cameras, similar to a science lab in a university, except there are no petri dishes or microscopes.

I hand over the transparencies I want to enhance—the before shots, not those of the actual killing. No one’s going to see them.

“First off,” he says briskly, “we’ll feed ’em into the computer. Then we’ll tweak ’em, see what we can pull up.”

I perch on a stool and watch him do his thing. There are a 
dozen monitors connected to his computer, like a video bank in a broadcasting booth. He scans the transparencies into his computer, brings them up side by side on the center screen. On this large screen they’re less clear than my originals.

“We’ll fix that,” he says, alluding to the quality.

He fiddles with the color and contrast, changes the pixel dimension on the screen, plays with them a bit more, and voilà!, the photos displayed on his computer screen are as bright and clear, even more so, than my originals.

“Quality okay for you?” he asks me with a nonchalant air. The guy’s a pro, and usually handles much more complicated problems than mine, I’m sure.

“Excellent.”

“Dandy. Let’s move on, then. I see your problem, of course. You can’t make out any of the features, can you? What time were these taken?”

“An hour after sunrise.”

“Shooting right into the bloody sun. I take it they weren’t posing for you.”

“You take it correctly.”

“Who interests you the most?”

I point to the face of the man I think could be the Russian counselor.

Jack peers at it through his thick-lensed spectacles. “This’ll be a bit of a challenge. The sun’s directly behind his bloody head. The other one”—he points to the man who pulled the trigger shortly after these pictures were taken—“he’d certainly be a problem, since the shades and that hat hide most of his face anyway. Almost as if he was taking precautions not to be seen,” he muses.

“Probably his style,” I say, realizing that Jack’s statement might be true. Almost certainly is true, as I think about it.

Jack points to the third man in the picture, the pilot. “What about him? He’d be the easiest, he’s standing at more of an oblique angle.”


“I’m not concerned about him, although if you can do it, I’ll take it. This one”—I point at my objective—“is why I came.”

“Any idea of where this man you’re looking for lives?”

“Washington, I’m pretty sure. If not D.C. proper, Virginia or Montgomery County.”

“Good, that’ll narrow down the field, save some time.” He squares his shoulders. “Let’s give it our best shot.”

He turns his attention to his computer, starts typing in a series of commands, and all the screens start going crazy. Images flash across them almost faster than the eye can take them in—faces, all different. They seem to be similar to the general outlines of the face in my photos.

“Who are these people?” I ask, trying to keep up. “What’s going on?”

“This is everyone in the computer’s database who bears a basic resemblance to the man in your pictures,” Jack informs me.

“How . . . where did these come from?”

He smiles morbidly. “Big Brother’s watching you. Didn’t you know that?”

“That sounds like CIA stuff.”

His smile turns into a laugh, right in my face. “Of course it is, for God sakes. CIA, FBI, plenty of agencies, here and abroad. This is the digital age, the computer age, or have you not noticed? Modern technology’s opened the world up to infinite possibilities—and it’s also taken away any vestige of privacy that you have, or think you have.”

In front of us, the screens are still going crazy with images of faces—they’re dissimilar in many respects, but the basic shape of the head, the hairline, the features, and so forth, is of one general variety.

“These matches are close enough to warrant looking at more deeply,” he tells me. Then he asks, “Do you have a driver’s license?”

“Yes.” I start to dig for it in my wallet.


He waves me off. “I’m sure it’s a beautiful portrait, like all driver’s license pictures. That’s not my point. You have a driver’s license, you have credit cards, you have bank cards.” He points to the screens. “You’re in the system. Every man, woman, and child is in here, almost. Only people who don’t use any of those things escape the dragnet. Give me your Social and your birthday.”

I tell him my Social Security number and my birthday by month, day, year. He punches the numbers into his computer, starts a series of commands. Almost instantaneously, my Texas driver’s license picture pops up on one of the screens.

“You live in Texas?”

“I did,” I say, dismayed at what I’m seeing. “I haven’t switched back to Maryland yet.”

“Well, if I wanted to, I could find out a lot of things about you, from knowing no more than your birthday and Social Security number, which anyone can find out. It’s how insurance companies and credit companies and banks keep track of you, Fritz Patrick Tullis.” He’s reading from the license data on the screen. “And government agencies that don’t have your best interests at heart.”

“This sucks.” Goddamn, there really is no privacy left, if this is true, which it obviously is. What do they know about me, how detailed is their knowledge? Do they know I hang out with exotic birds? Are there satellites flying over my head recording my every move? Was I photographed photographing the murder? The prospect is chilling.

“Yeah,” Jack says with a shrug, “but it’s the way of the world. Too late to change things now. We’re living in the information age, don’t you know? And you and me and everyone is a piece of that information, a couple of bytes in the massive vortex. Don’t fight it—you’ll be pissing against the wind. If you want to escape, give up all your credit cards, driver’s license, move into a wilderness area. Better yet, leave the country entirely, move into the deepest recesses of the Amazon, or some remote former 
Soviet republic, where they still farm with oxen and stink their breath up with garlic to ward off the evil eye. Maybe you’ll be safe in one of those places—for a while. Sooner or later, they’ll track you down, if you leave any kind of paper trail.”

“Thanks for the warning,” I tell him sourly.

“You want to find this man, don’t you?” Jack says bluntly as he points to the screens, bringing me back to earth. “If so, you have to take the good with the bad and hope that the big boys who have access to all this stuff don’t abuse it.” He shrugs. “There’s so much of this stupid information floating around out there in cyberspace no one knows where most of it is, nor does anyone care, unless you’re deemed dangerous by someone who can access this and use it. If it really worked, half the population would be in jail, not just the druggies and the dumb shits who can’t get out of their own way.”

He turns back to the computer. “Enough jawboning. I can’t have you here any longer than’s necessary.”

He plays with the computer some more. More pictures come and go; then about a dozen and a half fill the various screens and remain, frozen in two dimensions. They’re small, no more than an inch square. I look at each of them, straining to see if one of them is the Russian counselor. I can’t tell.

“Okay.” Jack smiles. “Now we’re starting to make sense of this.” He scrolls a forefinger in front of the images. “These men are the closest matches to your photo. If the man in your picture lives in the metropolitan D.C. area, he’s one of them. Now . . .” He brings my scanned pictures up on the one screen he’s left blank. “Let’s start painting.”

He starts playing with the man in the picture whose face is in backlit shadow. Quickly, a portion of the darkness goes and the face becomes lighter, so that some features begin to show. He twiddles the computer some more, and more features become apparent—not enough to make an identification, but clearer than it was when we started looking at it.


“We’re getting there,” he whispers intensely. “Come on, baby.”

Slowly, bit by bit, a face begins to emerge. I’m staring at it intently; is it who I think it is? I can’t tell—it still isn’t clear enough.

“Fuckin’ backlight,” Jack mutters under his breath. “What kind of photographer are you who takes pictures of faces in this kind of crappy light?”

“They weren’t posing for me,” I remind him.

“I know,” he says with aggravation. “If they were, we wouldn’t be here, would we?”

He works at it some more. “I don’t know,” he says, beginning to sound pessimistic. “I don’t know if we’re going to have enough to—”

Suddenly, one of the screens that’s filled with the miniature frames of the possible matches flashes a silent explosion—and there, full-screen, is one face.

Jack sits back, a big smile on his face. “Ah! The machine comes through.” He pats the computer like it’s a pet. “Good girl,” he praises it. “Good doggie.”

I’m staring at the face on the computer screen—and begin to shake. I hope Jack doesn’t notice. I don’t think he does—he’s too happy with his success to pick up on my reaction.

“Well?” he asks me. “Is this who you’re looking for?”

“I don’t know who I’m looking for,” I lie. “I needed to know—” I stop.

“What?” he asks impatiently.

“You don’t need to know,” I tell him abruptly.

“Well . . . okay.” He sounds miffed.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Like that, huh?”

I don’t answer. Instead, I tell him, “Can you print this up for me? Both images, side by side?”

“Sure.”


He highlights the images, hits Print. The printer spews out the pictures. I stuff them into a manila envelope.

“You can shut it down now,” I tell Jack. “And if there’s any of this stored in memory, get rid of it.”

He hits some keys. The screens go blank. “I already have.”

•  •  •

I sit in my car in the empty parking lot, the pictures from the computer in one hand, the newspaper clipping in the other.

There’s no doubt—the man I saw murdered on a remote farm in a small southern Maryland county is the same man who turned up a week later, still murdered, in a Baltimore slum, a hundred miles away.
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