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LIEUT. COL. VLADIMIR A. SHATALOV:
I am heading straight for the socket.

LIEUT. COL. BORIS V. VOLYNOV, SOYUZ 5 COMMANDER:
Easy, not so rough.

COLONEL SHATALOV:
It took me quite a while to find you, but now I’ve got you.




I. POP/MOM/MOON

MEN emerge pale from the little printing plant at four sharp, ghosts for an instant, blinking, until the outdoor light overcomes the look of constant indoor light clinging to them. In winter, Pine Street at this hour is dark, darkness presses down early from the mountain that hangs above the stagnant city of Brewer; but now in summer the granite curbs starred with mica and the row houses differentiated by speckled bastard sidings and the hopeful small porches with their jigsaw brackets and gray milk-bottle boxes and the sooty ginkgo trees and the baking curbside cars wince beneath a brilliance like a frozen explosion. The city, attempting to revive its dying downtown, has torn away blocks of buildings to create parking lots, so that a desolate openness, weedy and rubbled, spills through the once-packed streets, exposing church façades never seen from a distance and generating new perspectives of rear entryways and half-alleys and intensifying the cruel breadth of the light. The sky is cloudless yet colorless, hovering blanched humidity, in the way of these Pennsylvania summers, good for nothing but to make green things grow. Men don’t even tan; filmed by sweat, they turn yellow.

A man and his son, Earl Angstrom and Harry, are among the printers released from work. The father is near retirement, a thin man with no excess left to him, his face washed empty by grievances and caved in above the protruding slippage of bad false teeth. The son is five inches taller and fatter; his prime is soft, somehow pale and sour. The small nose and slightly lifted upper lip that once made the nickname Rabbit fit now seem, along with the thick waist and cautious stoop bred into him by a decade of the Linotyper’s trade, clues to weakness, a weakness verging on anonymity. Though his height, his bulk, and a remnant alertness in the way he moves his head continue to distinguish him on the street, years have passed since anyone has called him Rabbit.

“Harry, how about a quick one?” his father asks. At the corner where their side street meets Weiser there is a bus stop and a bar, the Phoenix, with a girl nude but for cowboy boots in neon outside and cactuses painted on the dim walls inside. Their buses when they take them go in opposite directions: the old man takes number 16A around the mountain to the town of Mt. Judge, where he has lived his life, and Harry takes number 12 in the opposite direction to Penn Villas, a new development west of the city, ranch houses and quarter-acre lawns contoured as the bulldozer left them and maple saplings tethered to the earth as if otherwise they might fly away. He moved there with Janice and Nelson three years ago. His father still feels the move out of Mt. Judge as a rejection, and so most afternoons they have a drink together to soften the day’s parting. Working together ten years, they have grown into the love they would have had in Harry’s childhood, had not his mother loomed so large between them.

“Make it a Schlitz,” Earl tells the bartender.

“Daiquiri,” Harry says. The air-conditioning is turned so far up he unrolls his shirt cuffs and buttons them for warmth. He always wears a white shirt to work and after, as a way of cancelling the ink. Ritually, he asks his father how his mother is.

But his father declines to make a ritual answer. Usually he says, “As good as can be hoped.” Today he sidles a conspiratorial inch closer at the bar and says, “Not as good as could be hoped, Harry.”

She has had Parkinson’s Disease for years now. Harry’s mind slides away from picturing her, the way she has become, the loosely fluttering knobbed hands, the shuffling sheepish walk, the eyes that study him with vacant amazement though the doctor says her mind is as good as ever in there, and the mouth that wanders open and forgets to close until saliva reminds it. “At nights, you mean?” The very question offers to hide her in darkness.

Again the old man blocks Rabbit’s desire to slide by. “No, the nights are better now. They have her on a new pill and she says she sleeps better now. It’s in her mind, more.”

“What is, Pop?”

“We don’t talk about it, Harry, it isn’t in her nature, it isn’t the type of thing she and I have ever talked about. Your mother and I have just let a certain type of thing go unsaid, it was the way we were brought up, maybe it would have been better if we hadn’t, I don’t know. I mean things now they’ve put into her mind.”

“Who’s this they?” Harry sighs into the Daiquiri foam and thinks, He’s going too, they’re both going. Neither makes enough sense. As his father pushes closer against him to explain, he becomes one of the hundreds of skinny whining codgers in and around this city, men who have sucked this same brick tit for sixty years and have dried up with it.

“Why, the ones who come to visit her now she spends half the day in bed. Mamie Kellog, for one. Julia Arndt’s another. I hate like the Jesus to bother you with it, Harry, but her talk is getting wild and with Mim on the West Coast you’re the only one to help me straighten out my own mind. I hate to bother you but her talk is getting so wild she even talks of telephoning Janice.”

“Janice! Why would she call Janice?”

“Well.” A pull on the Schlitz. A wiping of the wet upper lip with the bony back of the hand, fingers half-clenched in an old man’s clutching way. A loose-toothed grimacing getting set to dive in. “Well the talk is about Janice.”

“My Janice?”

“Now Harry, don’t blow your lid. Don’t blame the bearer of bad tidings. I’m trying to tell you what they say, not what I believe.”

“I’m just surprised there’s anything to say. I hardly see her any more, now that she’s over at Springer’s lot all the time.”

“Well, that’s it. That may be your mistake, Harry. You’ve taken Janice for granted ever since – the time.” The time he left her. The time the baby died. The time she took him back. “Ten years ago,” his father needlessly adds. Harry is beginning, here in this cold bar with cactuses in plastic pots on the shelves beneath the mirrors and the little Schlitz spinner doing its polychrome parabola over and over, to feel the world turn. A hopeful coldness inside him grows, grips his wrists inside his cuffs. The news isn’t all in, a new combination might break it open, this stale peace.

“Harry, the malice of people surpasses human understanding in my book, and the poor soul has no defenses against it, there she lies and has to listen. Ten years ago, wouldn’t she have laid them out? Wouldn’t her tongue have cut them down? They’ve told her that Janice is running around. With one certain man, Harry. Nobody claims she’s playing the field.”

The coldness spreads up Rabbit’s arms to his shoulders, and down the tree of veins toward his stomach. “Do they name the man?

“Not to my knowledge, Harry. How could they now, when in all likelihood there is no man?”

“Well, if they can make up the idea, they can make up a name.”

The bar television is running, with the sound turned off. For the twentieth time that day the rocket blasts off, the numbers pouring backwards in tenths of seconds faster than the eye until zero is reached: then the white boiling beneath the tall kettle, the lifting so slow it seems certain to tip, the swift diminishment into a retreating speck, a jiggling star. The men dark along the bar murmur among themselves. They have not been lifted, they are left here. Harry’s father mutters at him, prying. “Has she seemed any different to you lately, Harry? Listen, I know in all probability it’s what they call a crock of shit, but – has she seemed any, you know, different lately?”

It offends Rabbit to hear his father swear; he lifts his head fastidiously, as if to watch the television, which has returned to a program where people are trying to guess what sort of prize is hidden behind a curtain and jump and squeal and kiss each other when it turns out to be an eight-foot frozen-food locker. He might be wrong but for a second he could swear this young housewife opens her mouth in mid-kiss and gives the m.c. a taste of her tongue. Anyway, she won’t stop kissing. The m.c.’s eyes roll out to the camera for mercy and they cut to a commercial. In silence images of spaghetti and some opera singer riffle past. “I don’t know,” Rabbit says. “She hits the bottle pretty well sometimes but then so do I.”

“Not you,” the old man tells him, “you’re no drinker, Harry. I’ve seen drinkers all my life, somebody like Boonie over in engraving, there’s a drinker, killing himself with it, and he knows it, he couldn’t stop if they told him he’d die tomorrow. You may have a whisky or two in the evening, you’re no spring chicken anymore, but you’re no drinker.” He hides his loose mouth in his beer and Harry taps the bar for another Daiquiri. The old man nuzzles closer. “Now Harry, forgive me for asking if you don’t want to talk about it, but how about in bed? That goes along pretty well, does it?”

“No,” he answers slowly, disdainful of this prying, “I wouldn’t exactly say well. Tell me about Mom. Has she had any of those breathing fits lately?”

“Not a one that I’ve been woken up for. She sleeps like a baby with those new green pills. This new medicine is a miracle, I must admit – ten more years the only way to kill us’ll be to gas us to death, Hitler had the right idea. Already, you know, there aren’t any more crazy people: just give ’em a pill morning and evening and they’re sensible as Einstein. You wouldn’t exactly say it does, go along O.K., is that what I understood you said?”

“Well we’ve never been that great, Pop, frankly. Does she fall down ever? Mom.”

“She may take a tumble or two in the day and not tell me about it. I tell her, I tell her, stay in bed and watch the box. She has this theory the longer she can do things the longer she’ll stay out of bed for good. I figure she should take care of herself, put herself in deep freeze, and in a year or two in all likelihood they’ll develop a pill that’ll clear this up simple as a common cold. Already, you know, some of these cortisones; but the doctor tells us they don’t know but what the side effects may be worse. You know: the big C. My figuring is, take the chance, they’re just about ready to lick cancer anyway and with these transplants pretty soon they can replace your whole insides.” The old man hears himself talking too much and slumps to stare into his empty beer, the suds sliding down, but can’t help adding, to give it all point, “It’s a terrible thing.” And when Harry fails to respond: “God she hates not being active.”

The rum is beginning to work. Rabbit has ceased to feel cold, his heart is beginning to lift off. The air in here seems thinner, his eyes adjusting to the dark. He asks, “How’s her mind? You aren’t saying they should start giving her crazy pills.”

“In honest truth, I won’t lie to you Harry, it’s as clear as a bell, when her tongue can find the words. And as I say she’s gotten hipped lately on this Janice idea. It would help a lot, Jesus I hate to bother you but it’s the truth, it would help a lot if you and Janice could spare the time to come over tonight. Not seeing you too often her imagination’s free to wander. Now I know you’ve promised Sunday for her birthday, but think of it this way: if you’re stuck in bed with nobody but the idiot box and a lot of malicious biddies for company a week can seem a year. If you could make it up there some evening before the weekend, bring Janice along so Mary could look at her – ”

“I’d like to, Pop. You know I would.”

“I know, Jesus I know. I know more than you think. You’re at just the age to realize your old man’s not the dope you always thought he was.”

“The trouble is, Janice works in the lot office until ten, eleven all the time and I don’t like to leave the kid alone in the house. In fact I better be getting back there now just in case.” In case it’s burned down. In case a madman has moved in. These things happen all the time in the papers. He can read in his father’s face – a fishy pinching-in at the corners of the mouth, a tightened veiling of the washed-out eyes — the old man’s suspicions confirmed. Rabbit sees red. Meddling old crock. Janice: who’d have that mutt? In love with her father and there she stuck. Happy as a Girl Scout since she began to fill in at the lot, half these summer nights out way past supper, TV dinners, tuck Nelson in alone and wait up for her to breeze in blooming and talkative; he’s never known her to be so full of herself, in a way it does his heart good. He resents his father trying to get at him with Janice and hits back with the handiest weapon, Mom. “This doctor you have, does he ever mention a nursing home?”

The old man’s mind is slow making the switch back to his own wife. Harry has a thought, a spark like where train wheels run over a track switch. Did Mom ever do it to Pop? Play him false. All this poking around about life in bed hints at some experience. Hard to imagine, not only who with but when, she was always in the house as long as he could remember, nobody ever came to visit but the brush man and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, yet the thought excites him, like Pop’s rumor chills him, opens up possibilities. Pop is saying, “... at the beginning. We want to hold off at least until she’s bedridden. If we reach the point where she can’t take care of herself before I’m on retirement and there all day, it’s an option we might be forced into. I’d hate to see it, though. Jesus I’d hate to see it.”

“Hey Pop –?”

“Here’s my forty cents. Plus a dime for the tip.” The way the old man’s hand clings curlingly to the quarters in offering them betrays that they are real silver to him instead of just cut-copper sandwich-coins that ring flat on the bar top. Old values. The Depression when money was money. Never be sacred again, not even dimes are silver now. Kennedy’s face killed half-dollars, took them out of circulation and they’ve never come back. The metal got sent to the moon. The niggling business of settling their bill delays his question about Mom until they are outdoors and then he sees he can’t ask it, he doesn’t know his father that well. Out here in the hot light his father has lost all sidling intimacy and looks merely old – liverish scoops below his eyes, broken veins along the sides of his nose, his hair the no-color of cardboard. “What’d you want to ask me?”

“I forget,” Harry says, and sneezes. Coming into this heat from that air-conditioning sets off an explosion between his eyes that turns heads around halfway down the block and leaves his nostrils weeping. “No, I remember. The nursing home. How can we afford it? – fifty bucks a day or whatever. It’ll suck us right down the drain.”

His father laughs, with a sudden snap to retrieve his slipping teeth, and does a little shuffling dance-step, right here on the baking sidewalk, beneath the white-on-red BUS STOP sign that people have scratched and lipsticked to read PUS DROP. “Harry, God in His way hasn’t been all bad to your mother and me. Believe it or not there’s some advantages to living so long in this day and age. This Sunday she’s going to be sixty-five and come under Medicare. I’ve been paying in since ’66, it’s like a ton of anxiety rolled off my chest. There’s no medical expense can break us now. They called LBJ every name in the book but believe me he did a lot of good for the little man. Wherever he went wrong, it was his big heart betrayed him. These pretty boys in the sky right now, Nixon’ll hog the credit but it was the Democrats put ’em there, it’s been the same story ever since I can remember, ever since Wilson – the Republicans don’t do a thing for the little man.”

“Right,” Harry says blankly. His bus is coming. “Tell her we’ll be over Sunday.” He pushes to a clear space at the back where, looking out while hanging onto the bar, he sees his father as one of the “little men.” Pop stands whittled by the great American glare, squinting in the manna of blessings that come down from the government, shuffling from side to side in nervous happiness that his day’s work is done, that a beer is inside him, that Armstrong is above him, that the U.S. is the crown and stupefaction of human history. Like a piece of grit in the launching pad, he has done his part. Still, he has been the one to keep his health; who would have thought Mom would fail first? Rabbit’s mind, as the bus dips into its bag of gears and surges and shudders, noses closer into the image of her he keeps like a dreaded relic: the black hair gone gray, the mannish mouth too clever for her life, the lozenge-shaped nostrils that to him as a child suggested a kind of soreness within, the eyes whose color he had never dared to learn closed bulge-lidded in her failing, the whole long face, slightly shining as if with sweat, lying numbed on the pillow. He can’t bear to see her like this is the secret of his seldom visiting, not Janice. The source of his life staring wasted there while she gropes for the words to greet him. And that gentle tawny smell of sickness that doesn’t even stay in her room but comes downstairs to meet them in the front hall among the umbrellas and follows them into the kitchen where poor Pop warms their meals. A smell like gas escaping, that used to worry her so when he and Mim were little. He bows his head and curtly prays, Forgive me, forgive us, make it easy for her. Amen. He only ever prays on buses. Now this bus has that smell.

The bus has too many Negroes. Rabbit notices them more and more. They’ve been here all along, as a tiny kid he remembers streets in Brewer you held your breath walking through, though they never hurt you, just looked; but now they’re noisier. Instead of bald-looking heads they’re bushy. That’s O.K., it’s more Nature, Nature is what we’re running out of. Two of the men in the shop are Negroes, Farnsworth and Buchanan, and after a while you didn’t even notice; at least they remember how to laugh. Sad business, being a Negro man, always underpaid, their eyes don’t look like our eyes, bloodshot, brown, liquid in them about to quiver out. Read somewhere some anthropologist thinks Negroes instead of being more primitive are the latest thing to evolve, the newest men. In some ways tougher, in some ways more delicate. Certainly dumber but then being smart hasn’t amounted to so much, the atom bomb and the one-piece aluminum beer can. And you can’t say Bill Cosby’s stupid.

But against these educated tolerant thoughts leans a certain fear; he doesn’t see why they have to be so noisy. The four seated right under him, jabbing and letting their noise come out in big silvery hoops; they know damn well they’re bugging the fat Dutchy wives pulling their shopping bags home. Well, that’s kids of any color: but strange. They are a strange race. Not only their skins but the way they’re put together, loose-jointed like lions, strange about the head, as if their thoughts are a different shape and come out twisted even when they mean no menace. It’s as if, all these Afro hair bushes and gold earrings and hoopy noise on buses, seeds of some tropical plant sneaked in by the birds were taking over the garden. His garden. Rabbit knows it’s his garden and that’s why he’s put a flag decal on the back window of the Falcon even though Janice says it’s corny and fascist. In the papers you read about these houses in Connecticut where the parents are away in the Bahamas and the kids come in and smash it up for a party. More and more this country is getting like that. As if it just grew here instead of people laying down their lives to build it.

The bus works its way down Weiser and crosses the Running Horse River and begins to drop people instead of taking them on. The city with its tired five and dimes (that used to be a wonderland, the counters as high as his nose and the Big Little Books smelling like Christmas) and its Kroll’s Department Store (where he once worked knocking apart crates behind the furniture department) and its flowerpotted traffic circle where the trolley tracks used to make a clanging star of intersection and then the empty dusty windows where stores have been starved by the suburban shopping malls and the sad narrow places that come and go called Go-Go or Boutique and the funeral parlors with imitation granite faces and the surplus outlets and a shoeshine parlor that sells hot roasted peanuts and Afro newspapers printed in Philly crying MBOYA MARTYRED and a flower shop where they sell numbers and protection and a variety store next to a pipe-rack clothing retailer next to a corner dive called JIMBO’S Friendly LOUNGE, cigarette ends of the city snuffed by the bridge – the city gives way, after the flash of open water that in his youth was choked with coal silt (a man once tried to commit suicide from this bridge but stuck there up to his hips until the police pulled him out) but that now has been dredged and supports a flecking of moored pleasure boats, to West Brewer, a gappy imitation of the city, the same domino-thin houses of brick painted red, but spaced here and there by the twirlers of a car lot, the pumps and blazoned over-hang of a gas station, the lakelike depth of a supermarket parking lot crammed with shimmering fins. Surging and spitting, the bus, growing lighter, the Negroes vanishing, moves toward a dream of spaciousness, past residential fortresses with sprinkled lawn around all four sides and clipped hydrangeas above newly pointed retaining walls, past a glimpse of the museum whose gardens were always in blossom and where the swans ate the breadcrusts schoolchildren threw them, then a glimpse of the sunstruck windows, pumpkin orange blazing in reflection, of the tall new wing of the County Hospital for the Insane. Closer at hand, the West Brewer Dry Cleaners, a toy store calling itself Hobby Heaven, a Rialto movie house with a stubby marquee: 2001 SPACE OD’SEY. Weiser Street curves, becomes a highway, dips into green suburbs where in the Twenties little knights of industry built half-timbered dream-houses, pebbled mortar and clinker brick, stucco flaky as pie crust, witch’s houses of candy and hardened cookie dough with two-car garages and curved driveways. In Brewer County, but for a few baronial estates ringed by iron fences and moated by miles of lawn, there is nowhere higher to go than these houses; the most successful dentists may get to buy one, the pushiest insurance salesmen, the slickest ophthalmologists. This section even has another name, distinguishing itself from West Brewer: Penn Park. Penn Villas echoes the name hopefully, though it is not incorporated into this borough but sits on the border of Furnace Township, looking in. The township, where once charcoal-fed furnaces had smelted the iron for Revolutionary muskets, is now still mostly farmland, and its few snowplows and single sheriff can hardly cope with this ranch-house village of muddy lawns and potholed macadam and sub-code sewers the developers suddenly left in its care.

Rabbit gets off at a stop in Penn Park and walks down a street of mock Tudor, Emberly Avenue, to where the road surface changes at the township line, and becomes Emberly Drive in Penn Villas. He lives on Vista Crescent, third house from the end. Once there may have been here a vista, a softly sloped valley of red barns and fieldstone farmhouses, but more Penn Villas has been added and now the view from any window is as into a fragmented mirror, of houses like this, telephone wires and television aerials showing where the glass cracked. His house is faced with apple-green aluminum clapboards and is numbered 26. Rabbit steps onto his flagstone porchlet and opens his door with its three baby windows arranged like three steps, echoing the door-chime of three stepped tones.

“Hey Dad,” his son calls from the living room, a room on his right the size of what used to be called a parlor, with a fireplace they never use. “They’ve left earth’s orbit! They’re forty-three thousand miles away.”

“Lucky them,” he says. “Your mother here?”

“No. At school they let us all into assembly to see the launch.”

“She call at all?”

“Not since I’ve been here. I just got in a while ago.” Nelson, at twelve, is under average height, with his mother’s dark complexion, and something finely cut and wary about his face that may come from the Angstroms. His long eyelashes come from nowhere, and his shoulder-length hair is his own idea. Somehow, Rabbit feels, if he were taller it would be all right, to have hair so long. As is, the resemblance to a girl is frightening.

“Whadja do all day?”

The same television program, of people guessing and getting and squealing and kissing the m.c., is still going on.

“Nothing much.”

“Go to the playground?”

“For a while.”

“Then where?”

“Oh, over to West Brewer, just to hang around Billy’s apartment. Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“His father got him a mini-bike for his birthday. It’s real cool. With that real long front part so you have to reach up for the handles.”

“You rode it?”

“He only let me once. It’s all shiny, there isn’t a speck of paint on it, it’s just metal, with a white banana seat.”

“He’s older than you, isn’t he?”

“By four months. That’s all. Just four months, Dad. I’m going to be thirteen in three months.”

“Where does he ride it? It’s not legal on the street, is it?”

“Their building has a big parking lot he rides it all around. Nobody says anything. It only cost a hundred-eighty dollars, Dad.”

“Keep talking, I’m getting a beer.”

The house is small enough so that the boy can be heard by his father in the kitchen, his voice mixed with gleeful greedy spurts from the television and the chunky suck of the refrigerator door opening and shutting. “Hey Dad, something I don’t understand.”

“Shoot.”

“I thought the Fosnachts were divorced.”

“Separated.”

“Then how come his father keeps getting him all this neat junk? You ought to see the hi-fi set he has, that’s all his, for his room, not even to share. Four speakers, Dad, and earphones. The earphones are fantastic. It’s like you’re way inside Tiny Tim.”

“That’s the place to be,” Rabbit says, coming into the living room. “Want a sip?”

The boy takes a sip from the can, putting a keyhole width of foam on the fuzz of his upper lip, and makes a bitter face.

Harry explains, “When people get divorced the father doesn’t stop liking the kids, he just can’t live with them any more. The reason Fosnacht keeps getting Billy all this expensive crap is probably he feels guilty for leaving him.”

“Why did they get separated, Dad, do you know?”

“Beats me. The bigger riddle is, why did they ever get married?” Rabbit knew Peggy Fosnacht when she was Peggy Gring, a big-assed walleyed girl in the middle row always waving her hand in the air because she thought she had the answer. Fosnacht he knows less well: a weedy little guy always shrugging his shoulders, used to play the saxophone in prom bands, now a partner in a music store on the upper end of Weiser Street, used to be called Chords ’n’ Records, now Fidelity Audio. At the discount Fosnacht got, Billy’s hi-fi set must have cost next to nothing. Like these prizes they keep socking into these young shriekers. The one that French-kissed the m.c. is off now and a colored couple is guessing. Pale, but definitely colored. That’s O.K., let ’em guess, win, and shriek with the rest of us. Better than that sniping from rooftops. Still, he wonders how that black bride would be. Big lips, suck you right off, the men are slow as Jesus, long as whips, takes everything to get them up, in there forever, that’s why white women need them, white men too quick about it, have to get on with the job, making America great. Rabbit loves, on Laugh-In, when Teresa does the go-go bit, the way they paint the words in white on her skin. When they watch, Janice and Nelson are always asking him what the words are; since he took up the printer’s trade he can read like a flash, upside down, mirror-wise too: he always had good quick eyes, Tothero used to tell him he could see the ball through the holes of his ears, to praise him. A great secret sly praiser, Tothero. Dead now. The game different now, everything the jump shot, big looping hungry blacks lifting and floating there a second while a pink palm long as your forearm launched the ball. He asks Nelson, “Why don’t you stay at the playground anymore? When I was your age I’d be playing Horse and Twenty-one all day long.”

“Yeah, but you were good. You were tall.” Nelson used to be crazy for sports. Little League, intramural. But lately he isn’t. Rabbit blames it on a scrapbook his own mother kept, of his basketball days in the early Fifties, when he set some county records: last winter every time they would go visit Mt. Judge Nelson would ask to get it out and lie on the floor with it, those old dry-yellow games, the glue dried so the pages crackle being turned, MT. JUDGE TOPPLES ORIOLE, ANGSTROM HITS FOR 37, just happening for the kid, that happened twenty years ago, light from a star.

“I got tall,” Rabbit tells him. “At your age I wasn’t much taller than you are.” A lie, but not really. A few inches. In a world where inches matter. Putts. Fucks. Orbits. Squaring up a form. He feels bad about Nelson’s height. His own never did him much good, if he could take five inches off himself and give them to Nelson he would. If it didn’t hurt.

“Anyway, Dad, sports are square now. Nobody does it.”

“Well, what isn’t square now? Besides pill-popping and draft-dodging. And letting your hair grow down into your eyes. Where the hell is your mother? I’m going to call her. Turn the frigging TV down for once in your life.”

David Frost has replaced The Match Game so Nelson turns it off entirely. Harry regrets the scared look that glimmered across the kid’s face: like the look on his father’s face when he sneezed on the street. Christ they’re even scared to let him sneeze. His son and father seem alike fragile and sad to him. That’s the trouble with caring about anybody, you begin to feel overprotective. Then you begin to feel crowded.

The telephone is on the lower of a set of see-through shelves that in theory divides the living room from a kind of alcove they call a breakfast nook. A few cookbooks sit on them but Janice has never to his knowledge looked into them, just dishes up the same fried chicken and tasteless steak and peas and French fries she’s always dished up. Harry dials the familiar number and a familiar voice answers. “Springer Motors. Mr. Stavros speaking.”

“Charlie, hi. Hey, is Janice around?”

“Sure is, Harry. How’s tricks?” Stavros is a salesman and always has to say something.

“Tricky,” Rabbit answers.

“Hold on, friend. The good woman’s right here.” Off-phone, his voice calls, “Pick it up. It’s your old man.”

Another receiver is lifted. Through the knothole of momentary silence Rabbit sees the office: the gleaming display cars on the showroom floor, old man Springer’s frosted-glass door shut, the green-topped counter with the three steel desks behind: Stavros at one, Janice at another, and Mildred Kroust the bookkeeper Springer has had for thirty years at the one in between, except she’s usually out sick with some sort of female problem she’s developed late in life, so her desk top is empty and bare but for wire baskets and a spindle and a blotter. Rabbit can also see last year’s puppy-dog calendar on the wall and the cardboard cutout of the Toyota station wagon on the old coffee-colored safe, behind the Christmas tree. The last time he was at Springer’s lot was for their Christmas party. Springer is so tickled to get the Toyota franchise after years of dealing in second-hand he has told Harry he feels “like a kid at Christmas all year round.” He tried ten years ago to turn Rabbit into a car salesman but in the end Harry opted to follow his own father into honest work. “Harry sweet,” Janice says, and he does hear something new in her voice, a breathy lilt of faint hurry, of a song he has interrupted her singing. “You’re going to scold me, aren’t you?”

“No, the kid and I were just wondering if and if so when the hell we’re going to get a home-cooked meal around here.”

“Oh I know,” she sings, “I hate it too, it’s just that with Mildred out so much we’ve had to go into her books, and her system is really zilch.” Zilch: he hears another voice in hers. “Honestly,” she sings on, “if it turns out she’s been swindling Daddy of millions none of us will be surprised.”

“Yeah. Look, Janice. It sounds like you’re having a lot of fun over there –”

“Fun? I’m working, sweetie.”

“Sure. Now what the fuck is really going on?”

“What do you mean, going on? Nothing is going on except your wife is trying to bring home a little extra bread.” Bread? “‘Going on’ – really. You may think your seven or whatever dollars an hour you get for sitting in the dark diddling that machine is wonderful money, Harry, but the fact is a hundred dollars doesn’t buy anything anymore, it just goes.”

“Jesus, why am I getting this lecture on inflation? All I want to know is why my wife is never home to cook the fucking supper for me and the fucking kid.”

“Harry, has somebody been bugging you about me?”

“Bugging? How would they do that? Janice. Just tell me, shall I put two TV dinners in the oven or what?”

A pause, during which he has a vision: sees her wings fold up, her song suspended: imagines himself soaring, rootless, free. An old premonition, dim. Janice says, with measured words, so he feels as when a child watching his mother levelling tablespoons of sugar into a bowl of batter, “Could you, sweet? Just for tonight? We’re in the middle of a little crisis here, frankly. It’s too complicated to explain, but we have to get some figures firm or we can’t do the paychecks tomorrow.”

“Who’s this we? Your father there?”

“Oh sure.”

“Could I talk to him a second?”

“Why? He’s out on the lot.”

“I want to know if he got those tickets for the Blasts game. The kid’s dying to go.”

“Well, actually, I don’t see him, I guess he’s gone home for supper.”

“So it’s just you and Charlie there.”

“Other people are in and out. We’re desperately trying to untangle this mess Mildred made. This is the last night, Harry, I promise. I’ll be home between eight and nine, and then tomorrow night let’s all go to a movie together. That space thing is still in West Brewer, I noticed this morning driving in.”

Rabbit is suddenly tired, of this conversation, of everything. Confusing energy surrounds him. A man’s appetites diminish, but the world’s never. “O.K. Be home when you can. But we got to talk.”

“I’d love to talk, Harry.” From her tone she assumes “talk” means fuck, when he did mean talk. She hangs up: a satisfied impatient sound.

He opens another beer. The pull-tab breaks, so he has to find the rusty old church key underneath everything in the knife drawer. He heats up two Salisbury steak dinners; while waiting for the oven to preheat to 400°, he reads the ingredients listed on the package: water, beef, peas, dehydrated potato flakes, bread crumbs, mushrooms, flour, butter, margarine, salt, maltodextrin, tomato paste, corn starch, Worcestershire sauce, hydrolyzed vegetable protein, monosodium glutamate, nonfat dry milk, dehydrated onions, flavoring, sugar, caramel color, spice, cysteine and thiamine hydrochloride, gum arabic. There is no clue from the picture on the tinfoil where all this stuff fits in. He always thought gum arabic was something you erased with. Thirty-six years old and he knows less than when he started. With the difference that now he knows how little he’ll always know. He’ll never know how to talk Chinese or how screwing an African princess feels. The six o’clock news is all about space, all about emptiness: some bald man plays with little toys to show the docking and undocking maneuvers, and then a panel talks about the significance of this for the next five hundred years. They keep mentioning Columbus but as far as Rabbit can see it’s the exact opposite: Columbus flew blind and hit something, these guys see exactly where they’re aiming and it’s a big round nothing. The Salisbury steak tastes of preservative and Nelson eats only a few bites. Rabbit tries to joke him into it: “Can’t watch TV without a TV dinner.” They channel-hop, trying to find something to hold them, but there is nothing, it all slides past until, after nine, on Carol Burnett, she and Gomer Pyle do an actually pretty funny skit about the Lone Ranger. It takes Rabbit back to when he used to sit in the radio-listening armchair back on Jackson Road, its arms darkened with greasespots from the peanut-butter cracker-sandwiches he used to stack there to listen with. Mom used to have a fit. Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday night The Lone Ranger came on at seven-thirty, and if it was summer you’d come in from kick-the-can or three-stops-or-a-catch and the neighborhood would grow quiet all across the back yards and then at eight the doors would slam and the games begin again, those generous summer days, just enough dark to fit sleep into, a war being fought across oceans so he could spin out his days in such happiness, in such quiet growing. Eating Wheaties, along with Jack Armstrong, and Jell–O, which brought you Jack Benny.

In this skit the Lone Ranger has a wife. She stamps around a cabin saying how she hates housework, hates her lonely life. “You’re never home,” she says, “you keep disappearing in a cloud of dust with a hearty ‘Heigh-ho, Silver.’” The unseen audience laughs, Rabbit laughs. Nelson doesn’t see what’s so funny. Rabbit tells him, “That’s how they always used to introduce the program.”

The kid says crossly, “I know, Dad,” and Rabbit loses the thread of the skit a little, there has been a joke he didn’t hear, whose laughter is dying.

Now the Lone Ranger’s wife is complaining that Daniel Boone brings his wife beautiful furs, but “What do I ever get from you? A silver bullet.” She opens a door and a bushel of silver bullets comes crashing out and floods the floor. For the rest of the skit Carol Burnett and Gomer Pyle and the man who plays Tonto (not Sammy Davis Jr. but another TV Negro) keep slipping and crunching on these bullets, by accident. Rabbit thinks of the millions who are watching, the millions the sponsors are paying, and still nobody took time to realize that this would happen, a mess of silver bullets on the floor.

Tonto tells the Lone Ranger, “Better next time, put-um bullet in gun first.”

The wife turns to complaining about Tonto. “Him. Why must we always keep having him to dinner? He never has us back.”

Tonto tells her that if she comes to his teepee, she would be kidnapped by seven or eight braves. Instead of being frightened, she is interested. She rolls those big Burnett eyes and says, “Let’s go, que más sabe.”

Nelson asks, “Dad, what’s que más sabe?”

Rabbit is surprised to have to say, “I don’t know. Something like ‘good friend’ or ‘boss,’ I suppose.” Indeed come to think of it he understands nothing about Tonto. The Lone Ranger is a white man, so law and order on the range will work to his benefit, but what about Tonto? A Judas to his race, the more disinterested and lonely and heroic figure of virtue. When did he get his pay-off? Why was he faithful to the masked stranger? In the days of the war one never asked. Tonto was simply on “the side of right.” It seemed a correct dream then, red and white together, red loving white as naturally as stripes in the flag. Where has “the side of right” gone? He has missed several jokes while trying to answer Nelson. The skit is approaching its climax. The wife is telling the Lone Ranger, “You must choose between him or me.” Arms folded, she stands fierce.

The Lone Ranger’s pause for decision is not long. “Saddle up, Tonto,” he says. He puts on the phonograph a record of the William Tell Overture and both men leave. The wife tiptoes over, a bullet crunching underfoot, and changes the record to “Indian Love Call.” Tonto enters from the other side of the screen. He and she kiss and hug. “I’ve always been interested,” Carol Burnett confides out to the audience, her face getting huge, “in Indian affairs.”

There is a laugh from the invisible audience there, and even Rabbit sitting at home in his easy chair laughs, but underneath the laugh this final gag falls flat, maybe because everybody still thinks of Tonto as incorruptible, as above it all, like Jesus and Armstrong. “Bedtime, huh?” Rabbit says. He turns off the show as it unravels into a string of credits. The sudden little star flares, then fades.

Nelson says, “The kids at school say Mr. Fosnacht was having an affair, that’s why they got divorced.”

“Or maybe he just got tired of not knowing which of his wife’s eyes was looking at him.”

“Dad, what is an affair exactly?”

“Oh, it’s two people going out together when they’re married to somebody else.”

“Did that ever happen to you and Mom?”

“I wouldn’t say so. I took a vacation once, that didn’t last very long. You wouldn’t remember.”

“I do, though. I remember Mom crying a lot, and everybody chasing you at the baby’s funeral, and I remember standing in the place on Wilbur Street, with just you in the room beside me, and looking down at the town through the window screen, and knowing Mom was in the hospital.”

“Yeah. Those were sad days. This Saturday, if Grandpa Springer has got the tickets he said he would, we’ll go to the Blasts game.”

“I know,” the boy says, unenthusiastic, and drifts toward the stairs. It unsettles Harry, how in the corner of his eye, once or twice a day, he seems to see another woman in the house, a woman who is not Janice; when it is only his long-haired son.

One more beer. He scrapes Nelson’s uneaten dinner into the Disposall, which sometimes sweetly stinks because the Penn Villas sewers flow sluggishly, carelessly engineered. He moves through the downstairs collecting glasses for the dishwasher; one of Janice’s stunts is to wander around leaving dreggy cups with saucers used as ashtrays and wineglasses coated with vermouth around on whatever ledges occurred to her – the TV top, a windowsill. How can she be helping untangle Mildred’s mess? Maybe out of the house she’s a whirlwind of efficiency. And a heigh-ho Silver. Indian affairs. Poor Pop and his rumor. Poor Mom lying there prey to poison tongues and nightmares. The two of them, their minds gone dry as haystacks rats slither through. His mind shies away. He looks out the window and sees in dusk the black lines of a TV aerial, an aluminum clothes tree, a basketball hoop on a far garage. How can he get the kid interested in sports? If he’s too short for basketball, then baseball. Anything, just to put something there, some bliss, to live on later for a while. If he goes empty now he won’t last at all, because we get emptier. Rabbit turns from the window and everywhere in his own house sees a slippery disposable gloss. It glints back at him from the synthetic fabric of the living-room sofa and chair, the synthetic artiness of a lamp Janice bought that has a piece of driftwood weighted and wired as its base, the unnatural-looking natural wood of the shelves empty but for a few ashtrays with the sheen of fairgrounds souvenirs; it glints back at him from the steel sink, the kitchen linoleum with its whorls as of madness, oil in water, things don’t mix. The window above the sink is black and as opaque as the orange that paints the asylum windows. He sees mirrored in it his own wet hands. Underwater. He crumples the aluminum beer can he has absentmindedly drained. Its contents feel metallic inside him: corrosive, fattening. Things don’t mix. His inability to fasten onto any thought and make something of it must be fatigue. Rabbit lifts himself up the stairs, pushes himself through the underwater motions of undressing and dental care, sinks into bed without bothering to turn out the lights downstairs and in the bathroom. He hears from a mournful smothered radio noise that Nelson is still awake. He thinks he should get up and say good night, give the kid a blessing, but a weight crushes him while light persists into his bedroom, along with the boy’s soft knocking noises, opening and shutting doors, looking for something to do. Since infancy Rabbit sleeps best when others are up, upright like nails holding down the world, like lamp-posts, street-signs, dandelion stems, cobwebs . . .

Something big slithers into the bed: Janice. The fluorescent dial on the bureau is saying five of eleven, its two hands merged into one finger. She is warm in her nightie. Skin is warmer than cotton. He was dreaming about a parabolic curve, trying to steer on it, though the thing he was trying to steer was fighting him, like a broken sled.

“Get it untangled?” he asks her.

“Just about. I’m so sorry, Harry. Daddy came back and he just wouldn’t let us go.”

“Catch a nigger by the toe,” he mumbles.

“What sort of evening did you and Nelson have?”

“A kind of nothing sort of evening.”

“Anybody call?”

“Nobody.”

He senses she is, late as it is, alive, jazzed up, and wants to talk, apologetic, wanting to make it up. Her being in the bed changes its quality, from a resisting raft he is seeking to hold to a curving course to a nest, a laden hollow, itself curved. Her hand seeks him out and he brushes her away with an athlete’s old instinct to protect that spot. She turns then her back on him. He accepts this rejection. He nestles against her. Her waist where no bones are nips in like a bird dipping. He had been afraid marrying her she would get fat like her mother but as she ages more and more her skinny little stringy go-getter of a father comes out in her. His hand leaves the dip to stray around in front to her belly, faintly lovably loose from having had two babies. Puppy’s neck. Should he have let her have had another to replace the one that died? Maybe that was the mistake. It had all seemed like a pit to him then, her womb and the grave, sex and death, he had fled her cunt like a tiger’s mouth. His fingers search lower, touch tendrils, go lower, discover a moistness already there. He thinks of feathering the Linotype keys, of work tomorrow, and is already there.

The Verity Press lives on order forms, tickets to fund-raising dances, political posters in the fall, high-school yearbooks in the spring, throwaway fliers for the supermarkets, junk-mail sales announcements. On its rotary press it prints a weekly, The Brewer Vat, which specializes in city scandal since the two dailies handle all the hard local and syndicated national news. Once it also published a German-language journal, Der Schockelschtuhl, founded 1830. In Rabbit’s time here they had let it die, its circulation thinned down to a few thousand farmers in odd corners of the county and counties around. Rabbit remembers it because it meant the departure from the shop of old Kurt Schrack, one of those dark scowling Germans with whiskers that look tattooed into the skin rather than growing out of it to be shaved. His hair was iron but his jaw was lead as he sat scowling in the corner that belonged only to him; he was paid just to proofread the Pennsylvania Dutch copy and hand-set it in the black-letter fonts no one else was allowed to touch. The borders, and the big ornamental letters used on the inside pages, had been carved of wood, blackened by a century of inky handling. Schrack would concentrate down into his work so hard he would look up at lunchtime and talk in German to Pajasek the Polish foreman, or to one of the two shop Negroes, or to one of the Angstroms. Schrack had been likable in that he had done something scrupulously that others could not do at all. Then one Monday he was let go and his corner was soon walled in for the engravers.

Der Schockelschtuhl has gone and the Vat itself keeps threatening to take its custom to one of the big offset plants in Philadelphia. You simply paste it up, ads and photos and type, and send it off. Over Verity hangs a future that belongs to cool processes, to photo-offset and beyond that to photo-composition, computerized television that throws thousands of letters a second onto film with never the kiss of metal, beamed by computers programmed even for hyphenation and runarounds; but just an offset press is upwards of thirty thousand dollars and flatbed letterpress remains the easiest way to do tickets and posters. And the Vat might fold up any week. It is certainly a superfluous newspaper.

BREWER FACTORY TOOLS COMPONENT HEADED TOWARD MOON, is this week’s front-page story. Rabbit sets, two-column measure, his white fingers feathering, the used matrices dropping back into their channels above his head like rain onto tin.


When Brewerites this Sunday gaze up at the moon,
it may look a little bit different to them.

Why?

Because there’s going to be a little bit of Brewer on



No. Widow. He tries to take it back but the line is too tight to close so he settles for the widow.


it.

Zigzag Electronic Products Inc., of Seventh and Locust Streets, City,



Oops.


Locust Streets, city, revealed to VAT reporters this week that a crucial electronic switching sequence in the on-board guidance and nabifiation computer was the on-board guidance and navigation computer was manufactured by them here, in the plain brick building, once the cite if Gossamer Hosiery Co, that thouing, once the site of Gossamer Hosiery Co., that thousands of Brewer citizens walk unknowingly by each day.

If the printed circuits of their switches—half the size of a postage stamp and weighing less than a sunflower seed—fail to function, astronauts Armstrong, Aldrin and Collin will drift past the moon and perish in the infinite vacuum of so-called “deep space.”

But there is no danger of that, Zigzag Electronics general manager Leroy “Spin” Lengel assured the



Jump after twenty lines. Switch to single-column lines.


VAT reporter in his highly modern, light-green office.

“It was just another job to us,” he said. “We do a hundred like it every week.

“Naturally all of us at Zigzag are proud as punch,” Lengel added. “We’re sailinggeatoin added. “We’re sailing on a new sea.”



The machine stands tall and warm above him, mothering, muttering, a temperamental thousand-parted survival from the golden age of machinery. The sorts tray is on his right hand; the Star Quadder and the mold disc and slug tray on his left; a green-shaded light bulb at the level of his eyes. Above this sun the machine shoulders into shadow like a thunderhead, its matrix return rod spiralling idly, all these rustling sighing tons of intricately keyed mass waiting for the feather-touch of his intelligence. Behind the mold disc the molten lead waits; sometimes when there is a jam the lead squirts out hot: Harry has been burned. But the machine is a baby; its demands, though inflexible, are few, and once these demands are met obedience automatically follows. There is no problem of fidelity. Do for it, it does for you. And Harry loves the light here. It is cream to his eyes, this even bluish light that nowhere casts a shadow, light so calm and fine you can read glinting letters backwards at a glance. It contrasts to the light in his home, where standing at the kitchen sink he casts a shadow that looks like dirt over the dishes, and sitting in the living room he must squint against the bridge lamp Janice uses to read magazines by, and bulbs keep burning out on the stair landing, and the kid complains except when it’s totally dark about the reflections on the television screen. In the big room of Verity Press, ceilinged with fluorescent tubes, men move around as spirits, without shadows.

At the ten-thirty coffee break Pop comes over and asks, “Think you can make it over this evening?”

“I don’t know. Janice said something last night about taking the kid to a movie. How’s Mom?”

“As good as can be hoped.”

“She mention Janice again?”

“Not last night, Harry. Not more than in passing at least.”

The old man sidles closer, clutching his paper cup of coffee tightly as if it held jewels. “Did you say anything to Janice?” he asks. “Did you search her out any?”

“Search her out, what is she, on trial? I hardly saw her. She was over at Springer’s until late.” Rabbit winces, in the perfect light seeing his father’s lips pinch in, his eyes slide fishily. Harry elaborates: “Old man Springer kept her trying to untangle his books until eleven, ever since he started selling Jap cars he’s a slavedriver.”

Pop’s pupils widen a hairline; his eyebrows lift a pica’s width. “I thought he and his missus were in the Poconos.”

“The Springers? Who told you that?”

“I guess your mother, I forget who told her, Julia Arndt maybe. Maybe it was last week. Mrs. Springer’s legs they say can’t take the heat, they swell up. I don’t know what to tell you about growing old, Harry; it isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“The Poconos.”

“It must have been last week they said. Your mother will be disappointed if you can’t come over tonight, what shall I tell her?”

The bell rings, ending the break; Buchanan slouches by, wiping his morning shot of whisky from his lips, and winks. “Daddy knows best,” he calls playfully. He is a sleek black seal.

Harry says, “Tell her we’ll try after supper but we’ve promised the kid a movie and probably can’t. Maybe Friday.” His father’s face, disappointed and unaccusing, angers him so he explodes: “Goddammit Pop I have a family of my own to run! I can’t do everything.” He returns to his machine gratefully. And it fits right around him, purrs while he brushes a word from his mind (“Poconos”), makes loud rain when he touches the keys, is pleased he is back.

Janice is home when he comes back from work. The Falcon is in the garage. The little house is hazed by her cigarette smoke; a half-empty glass of vermouth sits on top of the television set and another on one of the shelves between the living room and the breakfast nook. Rabbit calls, “Janice!” Though the house is small and echoing, so that the click of the television knob, the unstoppering of a bottle, the creaking of Nelson’s bedsprings can be heard anywhere, there is no answer. He hears steady tumbling water, climbs the stairs. The upstairs bathroom is packed with steam. Amazing, how hot women can stand water.

“Harry, you’ve just let a lot of cold air in.”

She is shaving her legs in the tub and several small cuts are brightly bleeding. Though Janice was never a knockout, with something sullen and stunted and tight about her face, and a short woman in the decade of the big female balloons Hollywood sent up before it died, she always had nice legs and still does. Taut perky legs with a bony kneecap that Rabbit has always liked; he likes to see the bones in people. His wife is holding one soaped leg up as if for display and he sees through the steam the gray soap-curdled water slopping in and out and around her pussy and belly and bottom as she reaches to shave the ankle, and he is standing at the top of a stairway of the uncountable other baths he has heard her take or seen her have in the thirteen years of their marriage. He can keep count of these years because their marriage is seven months older than their child. He asks, “Where’s Nelson?”

“He’s gone with Billy Fosnacht to Brewer to look at mini-bikes.”

“I don’t want him looking at mini-bikes. He’ll get killed.” The other child his daughter was killed. The world is quicksand. Find the straight path and stick to it.

“Oh Harry, it won’t do any harm to look. Billy has one he rides all the time.”

“I can’t afford it.”

“He’s promised to earn half the money himself. I’ll give him our half out of my money, if you’re so uptight.” Her money: her father gave her stocks years ago. And she earns money now. Does she need him at all? She asks, “Are you sure you closed the door? There’s a terrible draft suddenly. There’s not much privacy in this house, is there?”

“Well Jesus how much privacy do you think I owe you?”

“Well you don’t have to stand there staring, you’ve seen me take a bath before.”

“Well I haven’t seen you with your clothes off since I don’t know when. You’re O.K.”

“I’m just a cunt, Harry. There are billions of us now.”

A few years ago she would never have said “cunt.” It excites him, touches him like a breath on his cock. The ankle she is reaching to shave starts to bleed, suddenly, brightly, shockingly. “God,” he tells her, “you are clumsy.”

“Your standing there staring makes me nervous.”

“Why’re you taking a bath right now anyway?”

“We’re going out to supper, remember? If we’re going to make the movie at eight o’clock we ought to leave here at six. You should wash off your ink. Want to use my water?”

“It’s all full of blood and little hairs.”

“Harry, really. You’ve gotten so uptight in your old age.”

Again, “uptight.” Not her voice, another voice, another voice in hers.

Janice goes on, “The tank hasn’t had time to heat enough for a fresh tub.”

“O.K. I’ll use yours.”

His wife gets out, water spilling on the bathmat, her feet and buttocks steamed rosy. Her breasts sympathetically lift as she lifts her hair from the nape of her neck. “Want to dry my back?”

He can’t remember the last time she asked him to do this. As he rubs, her smallness mixes with the absolute bigness naked women have. The curve that sways out from her waist to be swelled by the fat of her flank. Rabbit squats to dry her bottom, goosebumpy red. The backs of her thighs, the stray black hairs, the moss moist between. “O.K.,” she says, and steps off. He stands to pat dry the down beneath the sweep of her upheld hair: Nature is full of nests. She asks, “Where do you want to eat?”

“Oh, anywhere. The kid likes the Burger Bliss over on West Weiser.”

“I was wondering, there’s a new Greek restaurant just across the bridge I’d love to try. Charlie Stavros was talking about it the other day.”

“Yeah. Speaking of the other day –”

“He says they have marvellous grape leaf things and shish kebab Nelson would like. If we don’t make him do something new he’ll be eating at Burger Bliss the rest of his life.”

“The movie starts at seven-thirty, you know.”

“I know,” she says, “that’s why I took a bath now,” and, a new Janice, still standing with her back to him, nestles her bottom against his fly, lifting herself on tiptoe and arching her back to make a delicate double damp spreading contact. His mind softens; his prick hardens. “Besides,” Janice is going on, edging herself on tiptoes up and down like a child gently chanting to Banbury Cross, “the movie isn’t just for Nelson, it’s for me, for working so hard all week.”

There was a question he was about to ask, but her caress erased it. She straightens, saying, “Hurry, Harry. The water will get cold.” Two damp spots are left on the front of his suntans. The muggy bathroom has drugged him; when she opens the door to their bedroom, the contrast of cold air cakes him; he sneezes. Yet he leaves the door open while he undresses so he can watch her dress. She is practiced, quick; rapidly as a snake shrugs forward over the sand she has tugged her black pantyhose up over her legs. She nips to the closet for her skirt, to the bureau for her blouse, the frilly silvery one, that he thought was reserved for parties. Testing the tub with his foot (too hot) he remembers.

“Hey Janice. Somebody said today your parents were in the Poconos. Last night you said your father was at the lot.”

She halts in the center of their bedroom, staring into the bathroom. Her dark eyes darken the more; she sees his big white body, his spreading slack gut, his uncircumcised member hanging boneless as a rooster comb from its blond roots. She sees her flying athlete grounded, cuckolded. She sees a large white man a knife would slice like lard. The angelic cold strength of his leaving her, the anticlimax of his coming back and clinging: there is something in the combination that she cannot forgive, that justifies her. Her eyes must burn on him, for he turns his back and begins to step into her water: his buttocks merge with her lover’s, she thinks how all men look innocent and vulnerable here, reverting to the baby they were. She says firmly, “They were in the Poconos but came back early. Mom always thinks at these resorts she’s being snubbed,” and without waiting for an answer to her lie runs downstairs.

While soaking in the pool tinged by her hair and blood Rabbit hears Nelson come into the house. Voices rise muffled through the ceiling. “What a crummy mini-bike,” the child announces. “It’s busted already.”

Janice says, “Then aren’t you glad it isn’t yours?”

“Yeah, but there’s a more expensive kind, really neat, a Gioconda, that Grandpa could get at discount for us so it wouldn’t cost any more than the cheap one.”

“Your father and I agree, two hundred dollars is too much for a toy.”

“It’s not a toy, Mom, it’s something I could really learn about engines on. And you can get a license and Daddy could drive it to work some days instead of taking a bus all the time.”

“Daddy likes taking the bus.”

“I hate it!” Rabbit yells, “it stinks of Negroes,” but no voice below in the kitchen acknowledges hearing him.

* * *

Throughout the evening he has this sensation of nobody hearing him, of his spirit muffled in pulpy insulation, so he talks all the louder and more insistently. Driving the car (even with his flag decal the Falcon feels more like Janice’s car than his, she drives it so much more) back down Emberly to Weiser, past the movie house and across the bridge, he says, “Goddammit I don’t see why we have to go back into Brewer to eat, I spend all frigging day in Brewer.”

“Nelson agrees with me,” Janice says. “It will be an interesting experiment. I’ve promised him there are lots of things that aren’t gooey, it’s not like Chinese food.”

“We’re going to be late for the movie, I’m sure of it.”

“Peggy Fosnacht says –” Janice begins.

“That dope,” Rabbit says.

“Peggy Fosnacht says the beginning is the most boring part. A lot of stars, and some symphony. Anyway there must be short subjects or at least those things that want you to go out into the lobby and buy more candy.”

Nelson says, “I heard the beginning is real neat. There’s a lot of cave men eating meat that’s really raw, he nearly threw up a guy at school said, and then you see one of them get really zapped with a bone. And they throw the bone up and it turns into a spaceship.”

“Thank you, Mr. Spoil-It-All,” Janice says. “I feel I’ve seen it now. Maybe you two should go to the movie and I’ll go home to bed.”

“The hell,” Rabbit says. “You stick right with us and suffer for once.”

Janice says, conceding, “Women don’t dig science.”

Harry likes the sensation, of frightening her, of offering to confront outright this faceless unknown he feels now in their lives, among them like a fourth member of the family. The baby that died? But though Janice’s grief was worse at first, though she bent under it like a reed he was afraid might break, in the long years since, he has become sole heir to the grief. Since he refused to get her pregnant again the murder and guilt have become all his. At first he tried to explain how it was, that sex with her had become too dark, too serious, too kindred to death, to trust anything that might come out of it. Then he stopped explaining and she seemed to forget: like a cat who sniffs around in corners mewing for the drowned kittens a day or two and then back to lapping milk and napping in the wash basket. Women and Nature forget. Just thinking of the baby, remembering how he had been told of her death over a pay phone in a drugstore, puts a kink in his chest, a kink he still associates, dimly, with God.

At Janice’s directions he turns right off the bridge, at JIMBO’S Friendly LOUNGE, and after a few blocks parks on Quince Street. He locks the car behind them. “This is pretty shimmy territory,” he complains to Janice. “A lot of rapes lately down here.”

“Oh,” she says, “the Vat prints nothing but rapes. You know what a rape usually is? It’s a woman who changed her mind afterward.”

“Watch how you talk in front of the kid.”

“He knows more now than you ever will. That’s nothing personal, Harry, it’s just a fact. People are more sophisticated now than when you were a boy.”

“How about when you were a girl?”

“I was very dumb and innocent, I admit it.”

“But?”

“But nothing.”

“I thought you were going to tell us how wise you are now.”

“I’m not wise, but at least I’ve tried to keep my mind open.”

Nelson, walking a little ahead of them but hearing too much anyway, points to the great Sunflower Beer clock on Weiser Square, which they can see across slate rooftops and a block of rubble on its way to being yet another parking lot. “It’s twenty after six,” he says. He adds, not certain his point was made, “At Burger Bliss they serve you right away, it’s neat, they keep them warm in a big oven that glows purple.”

“No Burger Bliss for you, baby,” Harry says. “Try Pizza Paradise.”

“Don’t be ignorant,” Janice says, “pizza is purely Italian.” To Nelson she says, “We have plenty of time, there won’t be anybody there this early.”

“Where is it?” he asks.

“Right here,” she says; she has led them without error.

The place is a brick row house, its red bricks painted ox-blood red in the Brewer manner. A small un-neon sign advertises it, The Taverna. They walk up sandstone steps to the doorway, and a motherly mustached woman greets them, shows them into what once was a front parlor, now broken through to the room beyond, the kitchen behind swinging doors beyond that. A few center tables. Booths along the two walls. White walls bare but for some picture of an oval-faced yellow woman and baby with a candle flickering in front of it. Janice slides into one side of a booth and Nelson into the other and Harry, forced to choose, slides in beside Nelson, to help him with the menu, to find something on it enough like a hamburger. The tablecloth is a red checked cloth and the daisies in a blue glass vase are real flowers, soft, Harry notices, touching them. Janice was right. The place is nice. The only music is a radio playing in the kitchen; the only other customers are a couple talking so earnestly they now and then touch hands, immersed in some element where they cannot trust their eyes, the man red in the face as if choking, the woman stricken pale. They are Penn Park types, cool in their clothes, beige and pencil-gray, the right clothes insofar as any clothes can be right in this muggy river-bottom in the middle of July. Their faces have an edgy money look: their brows have that frontal clarity the shambling blurred poor can never duplicate. Though he can never now be one of them Harry likes their being here, in this restaurant so chaste it is chic. Maybe Brewer isn’t as dead on its feet as it seems.

The menus are in hectographed handwriting. Nelson’s face tightens, studying it. “They don’t have any sandwiches,” he says.

“Nelson,” Janice says, “if you make a fuss out of this I’ll never take you out anywhere again. Be a big boy.”

“It’s all in gobbledy-gook.”

She explains, “Everything is more or less lamb. Kebab is when it’s on a skewer. Moussaka, it’s mixed with eggplant.”

“I hate eggplant.”

Rabbit asks her, “How do you know all this?”

“Everybody knows that much; Harry, you are so provincial. The two of you, sitting there side by side, determined to be miserable. Ugly Americans.”

“You don’t look all that Chinese yourself,” Harry says, “even in your little Lord Fauntleroy blouse.” He glances down at his fingertips and sees there an ochre smudge of pollen, from having touched the daisies.

Nelson asks, “What’s kalamaria?”

“I don’t know,” Janice says.

“I want that.”

“You don’t know what you want. Have the souvlakia, it’s the simplest. It’s pieces of meat on a skewer, very well done, with peppers and onions between.”

“I hate pepper.”

Rabbit tells him, “Not the stuff that makes you sneeze, the green things like hollow tomatoes.”

“I know,” Nelson says. “I hate them. I know what a pepper is, Daddy; my God.”

“Don’t swear like that. When did you ever have them?”

“In a Pepperburger.”

“Maybe you should take him to Burger Bliss and leave me here,” Janice says.

Rabbit asks, “What are you going to have, if you’re so fucking smart?”

“Daddy swore.”

“Ssh,” Janice says, “both of you. There’s a nice kind of chicken pie, but I forget what it’s called.”

“You’ve been here before,” Rabbit tells her.

“I want melopeta,” Nelson says.

Rabbit sees where the kid’s stubby finger (Mom always used to point out, he has those little Springer hands) is stalled on the menu and tells him, “Dope, that’s a dessert.”

Shouts of greeting announce in the doorway a large family all black hair and smiles, initiates; the waiter greets them as a son and rams a table against a booth to make space for them all. They cackle their language, they giggle, they coo, they swell with the joy of arrival. Their chairs scrape, their children stare demure and big-eyed from under the umbrella of adult noise. Rabbit feels naked in his own threadbare little family. The Penn Park couple very slowly turn around, underwater, at the commotion, and then resume, she now blushing, he pale – contact, touching hands on the tablecloth, groping through the stems of wineglasses. The Greek flock settles to roost but there is one man left over, who must have entered with them but hesitates in the doorway. Rabbit knows him. Janice refuses to turn her head; she keeps her eyes on the menu, frozen so they don’t seem to read. Rabbit murmurs to her, “There’s Charlie Stavros.”

“Oh, really?” she says, yet she still is reluctant to turn her head.

But Nelson turns his and loudly calls out, “Hi, Charlie!” Summers, the kid spends a lot of time over at the lot.

Stavros, who has such bad and sensitive eyes his glasses are tinted lilac, focuses. His face breaks into the smile he must use at the close of a sale, a sly tuck in one corner of his lips making a dimple. He is a squarely marked-off man, Stavros, some inches shorter than Harry, some years younger, but with a natural reserve of potent gravity that gives him the presence and poise of an older person. His hairline is receding. His eyebrows go straight across. He moves deliberately, as if carrying something fragile within him; in his Madras checks and his rectangular thick hornrims and his deep squared sideburns he moves through the world with an air of having chosen it. His not having married, though he is in his thirties, adds to his quality of deliberation. Rabbit, when he sees him, always likes him more than he had intended to. He reminds him of the guys, close-set, slow, and never rattled, who were play-makers on the team. When Stavros, taking thought, moves around the obstacle of momentary indecision toward their booth, it is Harry who says, “Join us,” though Janice, face downcast, has already slid over.

Charlie speaks to Janice. “The whole caboodle. Beautiful.”

She says, “These two are being horrible.”

Rabbit says, “We can’t read the menu.”

Nelson says, “Charlie, what’s kalamaria? I want some.”

“No you don’t. It’s little like octopuses cooked in their own ink.”

“Ick,” Nelson says.

“Nelson,” Janice says sharply.

Rabbit says, “Sit yourself down, Charlie.”

“I don’t want to butt in.”

“It’d be a favor. Hell.”

“Dad’s being grumpy,” Nelson confides.

Janice impatiently pats the place beside her; Charlie sits down and asks her, “What does the kid like?”

“Hamburgers,” Janice moans, theatrically. She’s become an actress suddenly, every gesture and intonation charged to carry across an implied distance.

Charlie’s squarish intent head is bowed above the menu.

“Let’s get him some keftedes. O.K., Nelson? Meatballs.”

“Not with tomatoey goo on them.”

“No goo, just the meat. A little mint. Mint’s what’s in Life Savers. O.K.?”

“O.K.”

“You’ll love ’em.”

But Rabbit feels the boy has been sold a slushy car. And he feels, with Stavros’s broad shoulders next to Janice’s, and the man’s hands each sporting a chunky gold ring, that the table has taken a turn down a road Rabbit didn’t choose. He and Nelson are in the back seat.

Janice says to Stavros, “Charlie, why don’t you order for all of us? We don’t know what we’re doing.”

Rabbit says, “I know what I’m doing. I’ll order for myself. I want the” – he picks something off the menu at random – “the païdakia.”

“Païdakia” Stavros says. “I don’t think so. It’s marinated lamb, you need to order it the day before, for at least six.”

Nelson says, “Dad, the movie starts in forty minutes.”

Janice explains, “We’re trying to get to see this silly space movie.”

Stavros nods as if he knows. There is a funny echo Rabbit’s ears pick up. Things said between Janice and Stavros sound dead, duplicated. Of course they work together all day. Stavros tells them, “It’s lousy.”

“Why is it lousy?” Nelson asks anxiously. There is a look his face gets, bloating his lips and slightly sucking his eyes back into their sockets, that hasn’t changed since his infancy, when his bottle would go dry.

Stavros relents. “Nellie, for you it’ll be great. It’s all toys. For me, it just wasn’t sexy. I guess I don’t find technology that sexy.”

“Does everything have to be sexy?” Janice asks.

“It doesn’t have to be, it tends to be,” Stavros tells her. To Rabbit he says, “Have some souvlakia. You’ll love it, and it’s quick.” And in an admirable potent little gesture, he moves his hand, palm outward as if his fingers had been snapped, without lifting his elbow from the table, and the motherly woman comes running to them.

“Yasou.”

“Kale spera,” she answers.

While Stavros orders in Greek, Harry studies Janice, her peculiar glow. Time has been gentle to her. As if it felt sorry for her. The something pinched and mean about her mouth, that she had even in her teens, has been relaxed by the appearance of other small wrinkles in her face, and her hair, whose sparseness once annoyed him, as another emblem of his poverty, she now brings down over her ears from a central parting in two smooth wings. She wears no lipstick and in certain lights her face possesses a gypsy severity and the dignity present in newspaper photographs of female guerrilla fighters. The gypsy look she got from her mother, the dignity from the Sixties, which freed her from the need to look fluffy. Plain is beautiful enough. And now she is all circles in happiness, squirming on her round bottom and dancing her hands through arcs of exaggeration quick white in the candelight. She tells Stavros, “If you hadn’t shown up we would have starved.”

“No,” he says, a reassuring factual man. “They would have taken care of you. These are nice people.”

“These two,” she says, “are so American, they’re helpless.”

“Yeah,” Stavros says to Rabbit, “I see the decal you put on your old Falcon.”

“I told Charlie,” Janice tells Rabbit, “I certainly didn’t put it there.”

“What’s wrong with it?” he asks them both. “It’s our flag, isn’t it?”

“It’s somebody’s flag,” Stavros says, not liking this trend and softly bouncing his fingertips together under his sheltered bad eyes.

“But not yours, huh?”

“Harry gets fanatical about this,” Janice warns.

“I don’t get fanatical, I just get a little sad about people who come over here to make a fat buck –”

“I was born here,” Stavros quickly says. “So was my father.”

“– and then knock the fucking flag,” Rabbit continues, “like it’s some piece of toilet paper.”

“A flag is a flag. It’s just a piece of cloth.”

“It’s more than just a piece of cloth to me.”

“What is it to you?”

“It’s –”

“The mighty Mississippi.”

“It’s people not finishing my sentences all the time.”

“Just half the time.”

“That’s better than all the time like they have in China.”

“Look. The Mississippi is very broad. The Rocky Mountains really swing. I just can’t get too turned-on about cops bopping hippies on the head and the Pentagon playing cowboys and Indians all over the globe. That’s what your little sticker means to me. It means screw the blacks and send the CIA into Greece.”

“If we don’t send somebody in the other side sure as hell will, the Greeks can’t seem to manage the show by themselves.”

“Harry, don’t make yourself ridiculous, they invented civilization,” Janice says. To Stavros she says, “See how little and tight his mouth gets when he thinks about politics.”

“I don’t think about politics,” Rabbit says. “That’s one of my Goddam precious American rights, not to think about politics. I just don’t see why we’re supposed to walk down the street with our hands tied behind our back and let ourselves be blackjacked by every thug who says he has a revolution going. And it really burns me up to listen to hotshot crap-car salesmen dripping with Vitalis sitting on their plumped-up asses bitching about a country that’s been stuffing goodies into their mouth ever since they were born.”

Charlie makes to rise. “I better go. This is getting too rich.”

“Don’t go,” Janice begs. “He doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s sick on the subject.”

“Yeah, don’t go, Charlie, stick around and humor the madman.”

Charlie lowers himself again and states in measured fashion, “I want to follow your reasoning. Tell me about the goodies we’ve been stuffing into Vietnam.”

“Christ, exactly. We’d turn it into another Japan if they’d let us. That’s all we want to do, make a happy rich country full of highways and gas stations. Poor old LBJ, Jesus, with tears in his eyes on television, you must have heard him, he just about offered to make North Vietnam the fifty-first fucking state of the damn Union if they’d just stop throwing bombs. We’re begging them to rig some elections, any elections, and they’d rather throw bombs. What more can we do? We’re trying to give ourselves away, that’s all our foreign policy is, is trying to give ourselves away to make little yellow people happy, and guys like you sit around in restaurants moaning, ‘Jesus, we’re rotten.’ ”

“I thought it was us and not them throwing the bombs.”

“We’ve stopped; we stopped like all you liberals were marching for and what did it get us?” He leans forward to pronounce the answer clearly. “Not shit.”

The whispering couple across the room look over in surprise; the family two booths away have hushed their noise to listen. Nelson is desperately blushing, his eyes sunk hot and hurt in his sockets. “Not shit,” Harry repeats more softly. He leans over the tablecloth, beside the trembling daisies. “Now I suppose you’re going to say ‘napalm.’ That frigging magic word. They’ve been burying village chiefs alive and tossing mortars into hospitals for twenty years, and because of napalm they’re candidates for the Albert F. Schweitzer peace prize. S, H, it.” He has gotten loud again; it makes him frantic, the thoughts of the treachery and ingratitude befouling the flag, befouling him.

“Harry, you’ll get us kicked out,” Janice says; but he notices she is still happy, all in circles, a cookie in the oven.

“I’m beginning to dig him,” Stavros tells her. “If I get your meaning,” he says to Rabbit, “we’re the big mama trying to make this unruly kid take some medicine that’ll be good for him.”

“That’s right. You got it. We are. And most of ’em want to take the medicine, they’re dying for it, and a few madmen in black pajamas would rather bury ’em alive. What’s your theory? That we’re in it for the rice? The Uncle Ben theory.” Rabbit laughs and adds, “Bad old Uncle Ben.”

“No,” Stavros says, squaring his hands on the checked tablecloth and staring level-browed at the base of Harry’s throat – gingerly with him, Harry notices: Why? – “my theory is it’s a mistaken power play. It isn’t that we want the rice, we don’t want them to have it. Or the magnesium. Or the coastline. We’ve been playing chess with the Russians so long we didn’t know we were off the board. White faces don’t work in yellow countries anymore. Kennedy’s advisers who thought they could run the world from the dean’s office pushed the button and nothing happened. Then Oswald voted Johnson in who was such a bonehead he thought all it took was a bigger thumb on the button. So the machine overheated, you got inflation and a falling market at one end and college riots at the other and in the middle forty thousand sons of American mothers killed by shit-smeared bamboo. People don’t like having Sonny killed in the jungle anymore. Maybe they never liked it, but they used to think it was necessary.”

“And it isn’t?”

Stavros blinks. “I see. You say war has to be.”

“Yeah, and better there than here. Better little wars than big ones.”

Stavros says, his hands on edge, ready to chop, “But you like it.” His hands chop. “Burning up gook babies is right where you’re at, friend.” The “friend” is weak.

Rabbit asks him, “How did you do your Army bit?”

Stavros shrugs, squares his shoulders. “I was 4-F. Tricky ticker. I hear you sat out the Korean thing in Texas.”

“I went where they told me. I’d still go where they told me.”

“Bully for you. You’re what made America great. A real gunslinger.”

“He’s silent majority,” Janice says, “but he keeps making noise,” looking at Stavros hopefully, for a return on her quip. God, she is dumb, even if her ass has shaped up in middle age.

“He’s a normal product,” Stavros says. “He’s a typical good-hearted imperialist racist.” Rabbit knows, from the careful level way this is pronounced, with that little tuck of a sold-car smile, that he is being flirted with, asked – his dim feeling is – for an alliance. But Rabbit is locked into his intuition that to describe any of America’s actions as a “power play” is to miss the point. America is beyond power, it acts as in a dream, as a face of God. Wherever America is, there is freedom, and wherever America is not, madness rules with chains and darkness strangles millions. Beneath her patient bombers, paradise is possible. He fights back, “I don’t follow this racist rap. You can’t turn on television now without some black face spitting at you. Everybody from Nixon down is sitting up nights trying to figure out how to make ’em all rich without putting ’em to the trouble of doing any work.” His tongue is reckless; but he is defending something infinitely tender, the low flame of loyalty lit with his birth. “They talk about genocide when they’re the ones planning it, they’re the ones, the Negroes plus the rich kids, who want to pull it all down; not that they can’t run squealing for a lawyer whenever some poor cop squints funny at ’em. The Vietnam war in my opinion – anybody want my opinion? –”

“Harry,” Janice says, “you’re making Nelson miserable.”

“My opinion is, you have to fight a war now and then to show you’re willing, and it doesn’t much matter where it is. The trouble isn’t this war, it’s this country. We wouldn’t fight in Korea now. Christ, we wouldn’t fight Hitler now. This country is so zonked out on its own acid, sunk so deep in its own fat and babble and laziness, it would take H-bombs on every city from Detroit to Atlanta to wake us up and even then, we’d probably think we’d just been kissed.”

“Harry,” Janice asks, “do you want Nelson to die in Vietnam? Go ahead, tell him you do.”

Harry turns to their child and says, “Kid, I don’t want you to die anyplace. Your mother’s the girl that’s good at death.”

Even he knows how cruel this is; he is grateful to her for not collapsing, for blazing up instead. “Oh,” she says. “Oh. Tell him why he has no brothers or sisters, Harry. Tell him who refused to have another child.”

“This is getting too rich,” Stavros says.

“I’m glad you’re seeing it,” Janice tells him, her eyes sunk deep; Nelson gets that from her.

Mercifully, the food arrives. Nelson balks, discovering the meatballs drenched in gravy. He looks at Rabbit’s tidily skewered lamb and says, “That’s what I wanted.”

“Let’s swap then. Shut up and eat,” Rabbit says. He looks across to see that Janice and Stavros are having the same thing, a kind of white pie. They are sitting, to his printer’s sense, too close, leaving awkward space on either side. To poke them into adjustment he says, “I think it’s a swell country.”

Janice takes it up, Stavros chewing in silence. “Harry, you’ve never been to any other country.”

He addresses himself to Stavros. “Never had the desire to. I see these other countries on TV, they’re all running like hell to be like us, and burning our Embassies because they can’t make it fast enough. What other countries do you get to?”

Stavros interrupts his eating grudgingly to utter, “Jamaica.”

“Wow,” Rabbit says. “A real explorer. Three hours by jet to the lobby of some Hilton.”

“They hate us down there.”

“You mean they hate you. They never see me, I never go. Why do they hate us?”

“Same reason as everywhere. Exploitation. We steal their bauxite.”

“Let ’em trade it to the Russkis for potatoes then. Potatoes and missile sites.”

“We have missile sites in Turkey,” Stavros says, his heart no longer in this.

Janice tries to help. “We’ve dropped two atom bombs, the Russians haven’t dropped any.”

“They didn’t have any then or they would have. Here the Japanese were all set to commit hari-kari and we saved them from it; now look at ’em, happy as clams and twice as sassy, screwing us right and left. We fight their wars for them while you peaceniks sell their tinny cars.”

Stavros pats his mouth with a napkin folded squarely and regains his appetite for discussion. “Her point is, we wouldn’t be in this Vietnam mess if it was a white country. We wouldn’t have gone in. We thought we just had to shout Boo and flash a few jazzy anti-personnel weapons. We thought it was one more Cherokee uprising. The trouble is, the Cherokees outnumber us now.”

“Oh those fucking poor Indians,” Harry says. “What were we supposed to do, let ’em have the whole continent for a campfire site?” Sorry, Tonto.

“If we had, it’d be in better shape than it is now.”

“And we’d be nowhere. They were in the way.”

“Fair enough,” Stavros says. “Now you’re in their way.” He adds, “Paleface.”

“Let ’em come,” Rabbit says, and really is, at this moment, a defiant bastion. The tender blue flame has become cold fire in his eyes. He stares them down. He stares at Janice and she is dark and tense: an Indian squaw. He’d like to massacre her.

Then his son says, his voice strained upward through choked-down tears, “Dad, we’re going to be late for the movie!”

Rabbit looks at his watch and sees they have four minutes to get there. The kid is right.

Stavros tries to help, fatherly like men who aren’t fathers, who think kids can be fooled about essentials. “The opening part’s the dullest, Nellie, you won’t miss any of the space parts. You got to try some baklava for dessert.”

“I’ll miss the cave men,” Nelson says, the choking almost complete, the tears almost risen.

“I guess we should go,” Rabbit tells the two other adults.

“That’s rude to Charlie,” Janice says. “Really rude. Anyway I won’t be able to stay awake during this interminable movie without coffee.” To Nelson: “Baklava is really yummy. It’s honey and flakes of thin dough, just the kind of dry thing you love. Try to be considerate, Nelson, your parents so rarely get to eat in a restaurant.”

Torn, Rabbit suggests, “Or you could try that other stuff you wanted for the main deal, mellow patties or whatever.”

The tears do come; the kid’s tense face breaks. “You promised,” he sobs, unanswerably, and hides his face against the white bare wall.

“Nelson, I am disappointed in you,” Janice tells him.

Stavros says to Rabbit, tucking that pencil behind his ear again, “If you want to run now, she could get her coffee and I’ll drop her off at the movie house in ten minutes.”

“That’s a possibility,” Janice says slowly, her face opening cautiously, a dull flower.

Rabbit tells Stavros, “O.K., great. Thanks. You’re nice to do that. You’re nice to put up with us at all, sorry if I said anything too strong. I just can’t stand to hear the U.S. knocked, I’m sure it’s psychological. Janice, do you have money? Charlie, you tell her how much we owe.”

Stavros repeats that masterful small gesture of palm outward, “You owe zilch. On me.” There can be no argument. Standing, himself in a hurry to see the cave men (raw meat? a bone turning into a spaceship?), Rabbit experiences, among them here, in this restaurant where the Penn Park couple are paying their bill as if laying a baby to rest, keen family happiness: it prompts him to say to Janice, to cheer Nelson up further, “Remind me tomorrow to call your father about those baseball tickets.”

Before Janice can intervene, Stavros says, everybody anxious now to please, “He’s in the Poconos.”

Janice thought when Charlie calls Harry “paleface” it’s the end, from the way Harry looked over at her, his eyes a frightening icy blue, and then when Charlie let that slip about Daddy being away she knew it was; but somehow it isn’t. Maybe the movie numbs them. It’s so long and then that psychedelic section where he’s landing on the planet before turning into a little old man in a white wig makes her head hurt, but she rides home resolved to have it out, to confess and dare him to make his move back, all he can do is run which might be a relief. She has a glass of vermouth in the kitchen to ready herself, but upstairs Nelson is shutting the door to his room and Harry is in the bathroom and when she comes out of the bathroom with the taste of toothpaste on top of the vermouth Harry is lying under the covers with just the top of his head showing. Janice gets in beside him and listens. His breathing is a sleeping tide. So she lies there awake like the moon.

In their ten though it became twenty minutes over the coffee together she had told Charlie she had thought it reckless of him to come to the restaurant when he had known she was bringing them and he said, in that way he has of going onto his dignity, his lips pushing out as if holding a lozenge and the hunch of his shoulders a bit gangsterish, that he thought that’s what she wanted, that’s why she told him she was going to talk them into it. At the time she thought silently, he doesn’t understand women in love, just going to his restaurant, eating food that was him, had been enough an act of love for her, he didn’t have to make it dangerous by showing up himself. It even coarsened it. Because once he was physically there all her caution dissolved, if instead of having coffee with her he had asked her to go to his apartment with him she would have done it and was even mentally running through the story she would have told Harry about suddenly feeling sick. But luckily he didn’t ask; he finished the coffee and paid the whole bill and dropped her off under the stumpy marquee as promised. Men are strict that way, want to keep their promises to each other, women are beneath it, property. The way while making love Charlie sells her herself, murmuring about her parts, giving them the names Harry uses only in anger, she resisted at first but relaxed seeing for Charlie they were a language of love, his way of keeping himself up, selling her her own cunt. She doesn’t panic as with Harry, knowing he can’t hold it much longer, Charlie holds back forever, a thick sweet toy she can do anything with, her teddy bear. The fur on the back of his shoulders at first shocked her touch, something freakish, but no, that’s the way many men still are. Cave men. Cave bears. Janice smiles in the dark.

In the dark of the car driving over the bridge along Weiser he asked her if Harry guessed anything. She said she thought nothing. Though something had been bugging him the last couple of days, her staying so late supposedly at the office.

“Maybe we should cool it a little.”

“Oh, let him stew. His old line on me used to be I was useless, at first he was delighted I got a job. Now he thinks I neglect Nelson. I say to him, ‘Give the boy a little room, he’s going on thirteen and you’re leaning on him worse than your own mother.’ He won’t even let him get a mini-bike because it’s too dangerous supposedly.”

Charlie said, “He sure was hostile to me.”

“Not really. He’s like that about Vietnam with everybody. It’s what he really thinks.”

“How can he think that crap? We-them, America first. It’s dead.”

She tried to imagine how. One of the nice things about having a lover, it makes you think about everything anew. The rest of your life becomes a kind of movie, flat and even rather funny. She answered at last, “Something is very real to him about it, I don’t know what it is.” She went on with difficulty, for a blurring, a halting, comes over her tongue, her head, whenever she tries to think, and one of the many beautiful things about Charlie Stavros is he lets her tumble it out anyway. He has given her not only her body but her voice. “Maybe he came back to me, to Nelson and me, for the old-fashioned reasons, and wants to live an old-fashioned life, but nobody does that anymore, and he feels it. He put his life into rules he feels melting away now. I mean, I know he thinks he’s missing something, he’s always reading the paper and watching the news.”

Charlie laughed. The blue lights of the bridge flickered on the backs of his hands parallel on the steering wheel. “I get it. You’re his overseas commitment.”

She laughed too, but it seemed a little hard of him to say, to make a joke of the marriage that was, after all, a part of her too. Sometimes Charlie didn’t quite listen. Her father was like that: a hurry in their blood, wind in their ears. Getting ahead, you miss what the slow people see.

Stavros sensed the little wound and tried to heal it, patting her thigh as they arrived at the movie house. “Space odyssey,” he said. “My idea of a space odyssey would be to get in the sack with your ass and ball for a week.” And right here, with the light beneath the marquee slanting into the car and the agitated last late shreds of the audience buying their tickets, he ran his paw across her breasts and tucked his thumb into her lap. Heated and ruffled by this touch from him, guilty and late, she rushed into the movie house – its plum carpeting, its unnatural coldness, its display-casket of candies – and found Nelson and Harry down front, where they had had to sit because of her, because she had made them late so she could eat her lover’s food, the great exploding screen close above them, their hair on fire, their ears translucent red. The backs of their heads, innocently alike, had sprung a rush of love within her, like coming, a push of pity that sent her scrambling across the jagged knees of strangers to the seat her husband and son had saved.

A car moves on the curved road outside. Rugs of light are hurled across the ceiling. The refrigerator below speaks to itself, drops its own ice into its own tray. Her body feels tense as a harp, she wants to be touched. She touches herself: hardly ever did it as a girl, after marrying Harry it seemed certainly wrong, marriage should make it never necessary, just turn to the other person and he would fix it. How sad it was with Harry now, they had become locked rooms to each other, they could hear each other cry but couldn’t get in, not just the baby though that was terrible, the most terrible thing ever, but even that had faded, flattened, until it seemed it hadn’t been her in that room but an image of her, and she had not been alone, there had been some man in the room with her, he was with her now, not Charlie but containing Charlie, everything you do is done in front of this man and how good to have him made flesh. She imagines it in her, like something you have swallowed. Only big, big. And slow, slow as sugar melts. Except now that she’d been with him so many times she could be quick in coming, sometimes asking him just to pound away and startling herself, coming, herself her toy, how strange to have to learn to play, they used to tell her, everybody, the gym teacher, the Episcopal minister, Mother even one awful embarrassing time, not to make your body a plaything when that’s just what it was, she wonders if Nelson, his bedsprings creaking, his little jigger waiting for its hair, poor child, what would he think, what must he think, such a lonely life, sitting there alone at the TV when she comes home, his mini-bike, she’s lost it. Though she flutters it faster she’s lost it, her heat. How silly. How silly it all is. We’re born and they try to feed us and change our diapers and love us and we get breasts and menstruate and go boy-crazy and finally one or two come forward to touch us and we can’t wait to get married and have some babies and then stop having them and go man-crazy this time without even knowing it until you’re in too deep the flesh grows more serious as we age and then eventually that phase must be over and we ride around in cars in flowered hats for a while to Tucson or seeing the leaves turn in New Hampshire and visit our grandchildren and then get into bed like poor Mrs. Angstrom, Harry is always after her to visit her but she doesn’t see why she should she never had a good word to say for her when she was healthy, groping for words while her mouth makes spittle and her eyes trying to pop from her head trying to hear herself say something malicious, and then there’s the nursing home or the hospital, poor old souls like when they used to visit her father’s older sister, TVs going all up and down the hall and Christmas decorations dropping needles on the linoleum, and then we die and it wouldn’t have mattered if we hadn’t bothered to be born at all. And all the time there are wars and riots and history happening but it’s not as important as the newspapers say unless you get caught in it. Harry seems right to her about that, Vietnam or Korea or the Philippines nobody cares about them yet they must be died for, it just is that way, by boys that haven’t shaved yet, the other side has boys Nelson’s age. How strange it is of Charlie to care so, to be so angry, as if he’s a minority, which of course he is, her father used to talk of gang fights when he was in school, us against them, Springer an English name, Daddy very proud of that, then why, she used to ask herself at school, was she so dark, olive skin, never sunburned, hair that always frizzed up and never lay flat in bangs, never knew enough until recently to let it grow long in front and pin it back, his fucking madonna Charlie calls her blasphemously though there is an ikon in his bedroom, didn’t have enough body in school, but she forgives those days now, sees she was being shaped, all those years, toward Charlie. His cunt. His rich cunt, though they were never rich just respectable, Daddy gave her a little stock to put away the time Harry was acting so irresponsible, the dividend checks come in, the envelopes with windows, she doesn’t like Harry to see them, they make light of his working. Janice wants to weep, thinking of how hard Harry has worked these years. His mother used to say how hard he used to work practicing basketball, dribbling, shooting; whereas she said so spitefully Nelson has no aptitude. This is silly. This thinking is getting nowhere, there is tomorrow to face, must have it out with Harry, Charlie shrugs when she asks what to do, at lunch if Daddy isn’t back from the Poconos they can go over to Charlie’s apartment, the light used to embarrass her but she likes it best in the day now, you can see everything, men’s bottoms so innocent, even the little hole like a purse drawn tight, the hair downy and dark, all the sitting they do, the world isn’t natural for them any more: this is silly. Determined to bring herself off, Janice returns her hand and opens her eyes to look at Harry sleeping, all huddled into himself, stupid of him to keep her sex locked up all these years, his fault, all his fault, it was there all along, it was his job to call it out, she does everything for Charlie because he asks her, it feels holy, she doesn’t care, you have to live, they put you here you have to live, you were made for one thing, women now try to deny it burning their bras but you were made for one thing, it feels like a falling, a falling away, a deep eye opening, a coming into the deep you, Harry wouldn’t know about that, he never did dare dwell on it, racing ahead, he’s too fastidious, hates sex really, she was there all along, there she is, oh: not quite. She knows he knows, she opens her eyes, she sees him lying on the edge of the bed, the edge of a precipice, they are on it together, they are about to fall off, she closes her eyes, she is about to fall off: there. Oh. Oh. The bed complains.

Janice sinks back. They say, she read somewhere, some doctors measuring your blood pressure when you do it, things taped to your head how can anybody concentrate, it’s always best when you do it to yourself. Her causing the bed to shudder has stirred Harry half-awake; he heavily rolls over and loops his arm around her waist, a pale tall man going fat. She strokes his wrist with the fingers that did it. His fault. He is a ghost, white, soft. Tried to make a box for her to put her in like they put Rebecca in when the poor little baby died. The way she held it sopping wet against her chest already dead, she could feel it, and screamed a great red scream as if to make a hole to let life back in. The movie returns upon her, the great wheel turning against the black velvet in time with the glorious symphony that did lift her for all her confusion coming into the theater. Floating now like a ballerina among the sparse planets of her life, Daddy, Harry, Nelson, Charlie, she thinks of her coming without him as a betrayal of her lover, and furtively lifts her fingertips, with their nice smell of swamp, to her lips and kisses them, thinking, You.

* * *

Next day, Friday, the papers and television are full of the colored riots in York, snipers wounding innocent firemen, simple men on the street, what is the world coming to? The astronauts are nearing the moon’s gravitational influence. A quick thunderstorm makes up in the late afternoon over Brewer, pelts shoppers and homebound workmen into the entranceways of shops, soaks Harry’s white shirt before he and his father get to huddle in the Phoenix Bar. “We missed you last night,” Earl Angstrom says.

“Pop, I told you we couldn’t make it, we took the kid out to eat and then to a movie.”

“O.K., don’t bite my head off. I thought you left it more up in the air than that, but never mind, don’t kill a man for trying.”

“I said we might, was all. Did she act disappointed?”

“She didn’t let on. Your mother’s nature isn’t to let on, you know that. She knows you have your problems.”

“What problems?”

“How was the movie, Harry?”

“The kid liked it, I don’t know, it didn’t make much sense to me, but then I felt kind of sick on something I ate. I fell dead asleep soon as we got home.”

“How did Janice like it? Did she seem to have a good time?”

“Hell, I don’t know. At her age, are you supposed to have a good time?”

“I hope the other day I didn’t seem to be poking my nose in where it doesn’t belong.”

“Mom still raving about it?”

“A little bit. Now Mother, I tell her, now Mother, Harry’s a big boy, Harry’s a responsible citizen.”

“Yeah,” Rabbit admits, “maybe that’s my problem,” and shivers. With his shirt wet, it is cruelly cold in here. He signals for another Daiquiri. The television, sound off, is showing film clips of cops in York stalking the streets in threes and fours, then cuts to a patrol in Vietnam, boys smudged with fear and fatigue, and Harry feels badly, that he isn’t there with them. Then the television moves on to the big publicity-mad Norwegian who gave up trying to cross the Atlantic in a paper boat. Even if the TV sound were turned higher what he’s saying would be drowned by the noise in the bar: the excitement of the thunderstorm plus its being Friday night.

“Think you could make it over this evening?” his father asks. “It doesn’t have to be for long, just fifteen minutes or so. It would mean the world to her, with Mim as good as dead, hardly ever even writing a postcard.”

“I’ll talk to her about it,” Harry says, meaning Janice, though he thinks of Mim whoring around on the West Coast, Mim that he used to take sledding on Jackson Road, snowflakes on her hood. He pictures her at parties, waiting with a face of wax, or lying beside a swimming pool freshly oiled while under the umbrella beside her some suety gangster with a cigar in the center of his face like a secondary prick pulls it from his mouth and snarls. “But don’t get her hopes up,” he adds, meaning his mother. “We’re sure to be over Sunday. I got to run.”

The storm has passed. Sun pours through the torn sky, drying the pavement rapidly. Maplike stains: a pulped Kleenex retains an island of wet around it. Overweight bag-luggers and skinny Negro idlers emerge smiling from the shelter of a disused shoe store’s entrance. The defaced BUS STOP sign, the wrappers spilled from the KEEP BREWER CLEAN can with its top like a flying saucer, the dimpled and rutted asphalt all glory, glistening, in the deluge having passed. The scattered handkerchiefs and horsetails of inky storm-cloud drift east across the ridge of Mt. Judge and the sky resumes the hazed, engendering, blank look of Pennsylvania humidity. And nervousness, that seeks to condense into anger, regathers in Rabbit.

Janice is not home when he arrives. Neither is Nelson. Coming up the walk he sees that, freshened by rain, their lawn looks greasy with crabgrass, spiky with plantain. The kid supposedly gets his dollar-fifty allowance in part for keeping it mowed but he hasn’t since June. The little power mower, that had belonged to the Springers until they got one of those you ride, leans in the garage, a can of 3-in-l beside one wheel. He oils it and sloshes in the gasoline – amber in the can, colorless in the funnel – and starts it up on the fourth pull. Its swath spits gummy hunks of wet grass, back and forth across the two square patches that form their front lawn. There is a larger lawn behind, where the clothes tree stands and where Nelson and he sometimes play catch with a softball worn down to its strings. It needs mowing too, but he wants Janice to find him out front, to give her a little guilty start to get them going.

But by the time she comes home, swinging down Vista spraying untarred grit and tucking the Falcon into the garage in that infuriating way of hers, just not quite far enough to close the door on the bumper, the blades of grass are mixing long shadows with their cut tips and Rabbit stands by their one tree, a spindly maple tethered to the earth by guy wires, his palm sore from trimming the length of the walk with the hand-clippers.

“Harry,” she says, “you’re outdoors! How funny of you.”

And it is true, Park Villas with its vaunted quarter-acre lots and compulsory barbecue chimneys does not tempt its residents outdoors, even the children in summer: in the snug brick neighborhood of Rabbit’s childhood you were always outdoors, hiding in hollowed-out bushes, scuffling in the gravel alleys, secure in the closeness of windows from at least one of which an adult was always watching. Here, there is a prairie sadness, a barren sky raked by slender aerials. A sky poisoned by radio waves. A sewer smell from underground.

“Where the hell have you been?”

“Work, obviously. Daddy always used to say never to cut grass after rain, it’s all lying down.”

“‘Work, obviously.’ What’s obvious about it?”

“Harry, you’re so strange. Daddy came back from the Poconos today and made me stay after six with Mildred’s mess.”

“I thought he came back from the Poconos days ago. You lied. Why?”

Janice crosses the cut grass and they stand together, he and she and the tree, the spindly planted maple that cannot grow, as if bewildered by the wide raw light. The kerosene scent of someone else’s Friday evening barbecue drifts to them. Their neighbors in Penn Villas are strangers, transients – accountants, salesmen, supervisors, adjusters – people whose lives to them are passing can and the shouts of unseen children. Janice’s color heightens. Her body takes on a defiant suppleness. “I forget, it was a silly lie, you were just so angry over the phone I had to say something. It seemed the easiest thing to say, that Daddy was there; you know how I am. You know how confused I get.”

“How much other lying do you do to me?”

“None. That I can remember right now. Maybe little things, how much things cost, the sort of things women lie about. Women like to lie, Harry, it makes things more fun.” And, flirtatious, unlike her, she flicks her tongue against her upper lip and holds it there, like the spring of a trap.

She steps toward the young tree and touches it where it is taped so the guy wires won’t cut into the bark. He asks her, “Where’s Nelson?”

“I arranged with Peggy for him to spend the night with Billy, since it’s not a school night.”

“With those dopes again. They give him ideas.”

“At his age he’s going to have ideas anyway.”

“I half-promised Pop we’d go over tonight and visit Mom.”

“I don’t see why we should visit her. She’s never liked me, she’s done nothing but try to poison our marriage.”

“Another question.”

“Yes?”

“Are you fucking Stavros?”

“I thought women only got fucked.”

Janice turns and choppily runs into the house, up the three steps, into the house with apple-green aluminum clapboards. Rabbit puts the mower back in the garage and enters by the side door into the kitchen. She is there, slamming pots around, making their dinner. He asks her, “Shall we go out to eat for a change? I know a nifty little Greek restaurant on Quince Street.”

“That was just coincidence he showed up. I admit it was Charlie who recommended it, is there anything wrong with that? And you were certainly rude to him. You were incredible.”

“I wasn’t rude, we had a political discussion. I like Charlie. He’s an O.K. guy, for a left-wing mealy-mouthed wop.”

“You are really very strange lately, Harry. I think your mother’s sickness is getting to you.”

“In the restaurant, you seemed to know your way around the menu. Sure he doesn’t take you there for lunch? Or on some of those late-work nights? You been working a lot of nights, and don’t seem to get much done.”

“You know nothing about what has to be done.”

“I know your old man and Mildred Kroust used to do it themselves without all this overtime.”

“Having the Toyota franchise is a whole new dimension. It’s endless bills of lading, import taxes, customs forms.” More fending words occur to Janice; it is like when she was little, making snow dams in the gutter. “Anyway, Charlie has lots of girls, he can have girls any time, single girls younger than me. They all go to bed now without even being asked, everybody’s on the Pill, they just assume it.” One sentence too many.

“How do you know?”

“He tells me.”

“So you are chummy.”

“Not very. Just now and then, when he’s hung or needing a little mothering or something.”

“Right – maybe he’s scared of these hot young tits, maybe he likes older women, mamma mia and all that. These slick Mediterranean types need a lot of mothering.”

It’s fascinating to her, to see him circling in; she fights the rising in her of a wifely wish to collaborate, to help him find the truth that sits so large in her own mind she can hardly choose the words that go around it.

“Anyway,” he goes on, “those girls aren’t the boss’s daughter.”

Yes, that is what he’d think, it was what she thought those first times, those first pats as she was standing tangled in a net of numbers she didn’t understand, those first sandwich lunches they would arrange when Daddy was out on the lot, those first five-o’clock whisky sours in the Atlas Bar down the street, those first kisses in the car, always a different car, one they had borrowed from the lot, with a smell of new car like a protective skin their touches were burning through. That was what she thought until he convinced her it was her, funny old clumsy her, Janice Angstrom née Springer; it was her flesh being licked like ice cream, her time being stolen in moments compressed as diamonds, her nerves caught up in an exchange of pleasure that oscillated between them in tightening swift circles until it seemed a kind of frenzied sleep, a hypnosis so intense that later in her own bed she could not sleep at all, as if she had napped that afternoon. His apartment, they discovered, was only twelve minutes distant, if you drove the back way, by the old farmers’ market that was now just a set of empty tin-roofed sheds.

“What good would my being the boss’s daughter do him?”

“It’d make him feel he was climbing. All these Greeks or Polacks or whatever are on the make.”

“I’d never realized, Harry, how full of racial prejudice you are.”

“Yes or no about you and Stavros.”

“No.” But lying she felt, as when a child watching the snow dams melt, that the truth must push through, it was too big, too constant: though she was terrified and would scream, it was something she must have, her confession like a baby. She felt so proud.

“You dumb bitch,” he says. He hits her not in the face but on the shoulder, like a man trying to knock open a stuck door.

She hits him back, clumsily, on the side of the neck, as high as she can reach. Harry feels a flash of pleasure: sunlight in a tunnel. He hits her three, four, five times, unable to stop, boring his way to that sunlight, not as hard as he can hit, but hard enough for her to whimper; she doubles over so that his last punches are thrown hammerwise down into her neck and back, an angle he doesn’t see her from that much – the chalk-white parting, the candle-white nape, the bra strap showing through the fabric of the back of the blouse. Her sobbing arises muffled and, astonished by a beauty in her abasement, by a face that shines through her reduction to this craven faceless posture, he pauses. Janice senses that he will not hit her anymore. She abandons her huddle, flops over to her side, and lets herself cry out loud – high-pitched, a startled noise pinched between sieges of windy gasping. Her face is red, wrinkled, newborn; in curiosity he drops to his knees to examine her. Her black eyes flash at this and she spits up at his face, but misjudges; the saliva falls back into her own face. For him there is only the faintest kiss of spray. Flecked with her own spit Janice cries, “I do, I do sleep with Charlie!”

“Ah, shit,” Rabbit says softly, “of course you do,” and bows his head into her chest, to protect himself from her scratching, while he half-pummels her sides, half-tries to embrace her and lift her.

“I love him. Damn you, Harry. We make love all the time.”

“Good,” he moans, mourning the receding of that light, that ecstasy of his hitting her, of knocking her open. Now she will become again a cripple he must take care of. “Good for you.”

“It’s been going on for months,” she insists, writhing and trying to get free to spit again, furious at his response. He pins her arms, which would claw, at her sides and squeezes her hard. She stares into his face. Her face is wild, still, frozen. She is seeking what will hurt him most. “I do things for him,” she says, “I never do for you.”

“Sure you do,” he murmurs, wanting to have a hand free to stroke her forehead, to re-enclose her. He sees the gloss of her forehead and the gloss of the kitchen linoleum. Her hair wriggles outward into the spilled wriggles of the marbled linoleum pattern, worn where she stands at the sink. A faint rotten smell here, of the sluggish sink tie-in. Janice abandons herself to crying and limp relief, and he has no trouble lifting her and carrying her in to the living-room sofa. He has zombie-strength: his shins shiver, his palm sore from the clipper handles is a stiff crescent.

She sinks lost into the sofa’s breadth.

He prompts her, “He makes better love than me,” to keep her confession flowing, as a physician moistens a boil.

She bites her tongue, trying to think, surveying her ruins with an eye toward salvage. Impure desires – to save her skin, to be kind, to be exact – pollute her primary fear and anger. “He’s different,” she says. “I’m more exciting to him than to you. I’m sure it’s just mostly our not being married.”

“Where do you do it?”

Worlds whirl past and cloud her eyes – car seats, rugs, tree undersides seen through windshields, the beigy-gray carpeting in the narrow space between the three green steel desks and the safe and the Toyota cutout, motel rooms with their cardboard panelling and scratchy bedspreads, his dour bachelor’s apartment stuffed with heavy furniture and tinted relatives in silver frames. “Different places.”

“Do you want to marry him?”

“No. No.” Why does she say this? The possibility opens an abyss. She would not have known this. A gate she had always assumed gave onto a garden gave onto emptiness. She tries to drag Harry down closer to her; she is lying on the sofa, one shoe off, her bruises just beginning to smart, while he kneels on the carpet, having carried her here. He remains stiff when she pulls at him, he is dead, she has killed him.

He asks, “Was I so lousy to you?”

“Oh sweetie, no. You were good to me. You came back. You work in that dirty place. I don’t know what got into me, Harry, I honestly don’t.”

“Whatever it was,” he tells her, “it must be still there.” He looks like Nelson, saying this, a mulling discontented hurt look, puzzling to pry something open, to get something out. She sees she will have to make love to him. A conflicted tide moves within her – desire for this pale and hairless stranger, abhorrence of this desire, fascination with the levels of betrayal possible.

He shies, afraid of failing her; he falls back from the sofa and sits on the floor and offers to talk, to strike a balance. “Do you remember Ruth?”

“The whore you lived with when you ran away.”

“She wasn’t a whore exactly.”

“Whatever she was, what about her?”

“A couple of years ago, I saw her again.”

“Did you sleep with her?”

“Oh God no. She had become very straight. That was the thing. We met on Weiser Street, she was shopping. She had put on so much weight I didn’t recognize her, I think she recognized me first, something about the way this woman looked at me; and then it hit me. Ruth. She still had this great head of hair. By then she had gone by, I followed her for a while and then she ducked into Kroll’s. I gave it an even chance, I waited there at the side entrance figuring if she came out of that one I’d say hello and if she went out one of the others, O.K. I gave it five minutes. I really wasn’t that interested.” But in saying this, his heart beats faster, as it had beat then. “Just as I was going away she came out lugging two shopping bags and looked at me and the first thing she said was, ‘Let me alone.’ ”

“She loved you,” Janice explains.

“She did and she didn’t,” he says, and loses her sympathy with this complacence. “I offered to buy her a drink but all she’d let me do is walk her up toward the parking lot where the old Acme used to be. She lived out toward Galilee, she told me. Her husband was a chicken farmer and ran a string of school buses, I got the impression he was some guy older than she was, who’d had a family before. She told me they had three children, a girl and two boys. She showed me their pictures in a wallet. I asked how often she got into town and she said, ‘As far as you’re concerned, never.’ ”

“Poor Harry,” Janice says. “She sounds awful.”

“Well, she was, but still. She’d gotten heavy, as I said, she was sort of lost inside this other person who pretty much blended in with those other fat bag-luggers you see downtown, but at the same time, still, it was her.”

“All right. You still love her,” Janice says.

“No, I didn’t, I don’t. You haven’t heard the worse thing she did then.”

“I can’t believe you never tried to get in touch with her after you came back to me. At least to see what she did about her . . . pregnancy.”

“I felt I shouldn’t.” But he sees now, in his wife’s dark and judging eyes, that the rules were more complicated, that there were some rules by which he should have. There were rules beneath the surface rules that also mattered. She should have explained this when she took him back.

She asks, “What was the worse thing?”

“I don’t know if I should tell you.”

“Tell me. Let’s tell each other everything, then we’ll take off all our clothes.” She sounds tired. The shock of having given it all away must be sinking in. He talks to distract, as we joke with a loser at poker.

“You already said it. About the baby. I thought of that and asked her how old the girl was, her oldest child. She wouldn’t tell me. I asked to see the wallet pictures again, to see if there was, you know, a resemblance. She wouldn’t show them to me. She laughed at me. She was really quite nasty. She said something very strange.”

“What?”

“I forget exactly. She looked me over and said I’d gotten fat. This from her. Then she said, ‘Run along, Rabbit. You’ve had your day in the cabbage patch.’ Or something like that. Nobody ever calls me Rabbit, was what sort of got me. This was two years ago. I think in the fall. I haven’t seen her since.”

“Tell me the truth now. These ten years, haven’t you had any other women?”

He runs his mind backward, encounters a few dark places, a room in a Polish-American Club where Verity was having its annual blast, a skinny flat-chested girl with a cold, she had kept her bra and sweater on; and then a weird episode at the Jersey shore, Janice and Nelson off at the amusement park, him back from the beach in his trunks, a knock at the door of the cabin, a chunky colored girl, two skinny boys escorting her, offering herself for five or seven dollars, depending what he wanted done. He had had trouble understanding her accent, had made her repeat – with downcast eyes, as the boys with her sniggered – “screwin’,” “suck-off.” Frightened, he had quickly shut the flimsy door on them, locked it as if they had threatened to harm him, and jerked off facing the wall; the wall smelled of damp and salt. He tells Janice, “You know, ever since that happened to Becky, I haven’t been that much for sex. It comes on, wanting it, and then something turns it off.”

“Let me up.”

Janice stands in front of the television set, the screen green ashes, a dead fire. Efficiently she undresses herself. Her dark-tipped breasts droop tubular and sway as she disengages her pantyhose. Her tan stops below her throat. Other summers they used to go to the West Brewer pool some Sundays but the kid became too big to go with his parents so none go now. They haven’t gone to the Shore since the Springers discovered the Poconos. Buggy brown lakes imprisoned among dark green trees: Rabbit hates it there and never goes, never goes anywhere, takes his vacation around the house. He used to daydream about going South, Florida or Alabama, to see the cotton fields and the alligators, but that was a boy’s dream and died with the baby. He once saw Texas and that has to be enough. Tongue pinched between her lips, naked Janice unbuttons his shirt, fumbling. Numbly he takes over, completes the job. The pants, the shoes last. Socks. Air knows him, air of day still lingering, summer air tingling along the skin that never knows the light. He and Janice have not made love in the light for years. She asks him in the middle of it, “Don’t you love seeing? I used to be so embarrassed.”

In twilight they eat, still naked, salami sandwiches she makes, and drink whisky. Their house stays dark, though the others around them, that mirror it, turn on their lights. These neighboring lights, and the cars that pass along Vista Crescent, throw sliding soft witnesses into their room: the open shelves lunge like parallel swords, the driftwood lamp throws a rhinoceros-shadow, the school portrait of Nelson, in its cardboard frame on the mantel, from beneath the embalming tints of its color wash, smiles. To help them see when darkness comes, Janice turns on the television set without sound, and by the bluish flicker of module models pantomiming flight, of riot troops standing before smashed supermarkets, of a rowboat landing in Florida having crossed the Atlantic, of situation comedies and western melodramas, of great gray momentary faces unstable as quicksilver, they make love again, her body a stretch of powdery sand, her mouth a loose black hole, her eyes holes with sparks in them, his own body a barren landscape lit by bombardment, silently exploding images no gentler than Janice’s playful expert touches, that pass through him and do him no harm. She inverts herself and pours out upon him the months of her new knowledge; her appetite frightens him, knowing he cannot fill it, any more than Earth’s appetite for death can be satisfied. Her guilt became love; her love becomes rage. The first time was too quick but the second was sweet, with work and sweat in it, and the third time strainingly sweet, a work of the spirit almost purely, and the fourth time, because there was no fourth time, sad; straddling his thighs, her cunt revealed by the flickering touch of the television to be lopsidedly agape, she bows her head, her hair tickling his belly, and drops cold tears, starpricks, upon the slack flesh that has failed her.

“Jesus,” he says, “I forgot. We were supposed to go over to Mom’s tonight!”

* * *

He dreams of driving north with Charlie Stavros, in a little scarlet Toyota. The gear shift is very thin, a mere pencil, and he is afraid of breaking it as he shifts. Also, he is wearing golf shoes, which makes operating the pedals awkward. Stavros sits in the driver’s seat and, with that stolid way of muttering, his square ringed hands masterfully gesturing, discusses his problem: Lyndon Johnson has asked him to be his Vice-President. They need a Greek. He would like to accept, but doesn’t want to leave Brewer. So they are negotiating to have at least the summer White House moved to Brewer. They have lots of vacant lots they could build it on, Charlie explains. Rabbit is thinking maybe this is his chance to get out of the printing plant and into a white-collar job. Services and software are where the future lies. He tells Stavros hopefully, “I can lick stamps.” He shows him his tongue. They are on a superhighway heading north, into the deserted coal regions and, beyond that, the wilds of northern Pennsylvania. Yet here, in this region of woods and lakes, a strange white city materializes beside the highway; hill after hill of tall row houses white as bedsheets, crowding to the horizon, an enormous city, strange it seems to have no name. They part in a suburban region beside a drugstore and Stavros hands him a map; with difficulty Rabbit locates on it where they are. The metropolis, marked with a bull’s-eye, is named, simply, The Rise.

The Rise, The Rise . . . the dream is so unpleasant he awakes, with a headache and an erection. His prick feels glassily thin and aches from all that work with Janice. The bed is empty beside him. He remembers they went to bed after two, when the television screen became a buzzing test-signal. He hears the sound of the vacuum cleaner downstairs. She is up.

He dresses in his Saturday clothes, patched chinos and apricot polo shirt, and goes downstairs. Janice is in the living room sweeping, pushing the silver tube back and forth. She glances over at him, looking old. Sex ages us. Priests are boyish, spinsters stay black-haired until after fifty. We others, the demon rots us out. She says, “There’s orange juice on the table, and an egg in the pan. Let me finish this room.”

From the breakfast table he surveys his house. The kitchen on one side, the living room on the other are visible. The furniture that frames his life looks Martian in the morning light: an armchair covered in synthetic fabric enlivened by a silver thread, a sofa of airfoam slabs, a low table hacked to imitate an antique cobbler’s bench, a piece of driftwood that is a lamp, nothing shaped directly for its purpose, gadgets designed to repel repair, nothing straight from a human hand, furniture Rabbit has lived among but has never known, made of substances he cannot name, that has aged as in a department store window, worn out without once conforming to his body. The orange juice tastes acid; it is not even frozen orange juice but some chemical mix tinted orange.

He breaks his egg into the pan, sets the flame low, thinks guiltily of his mother. Janice turns off the vacuum, comes over, pours herself some coffee to sit opposite him with as he eats. Lack of sleep has left purple dents beneath her eyes. He asks her, “Are you going to tell him?”

“I suppose I must.”

“Why? Wouldn’t you like to keep him?”

“What are you saying, Harry?”

“Keep him, if he makes you happy. I don’t seem to, so go ahead, until you’ve had your fill at least.”

“Suppose I never have my fill?”

“Then I guess you should marry him.”

“Charlie can never marry anybody.”

“Who says?”

“He did once. I asked him why not and he wouldn’t say. Maybe it has to do with his heart murmur. That was the only time we ever discussed it.”

“What do you and he discuss? Except which way to do it next.”

She might have risen to this taunt but doesn’t. She is very flat, very honest and dry this morning, and this pleases him. A graver woman than he has known reveals herself. We contain chords someone else must strike. “We don’t say much. We talk about funny little things, things we see from his windows, things we did as children. He loves to listen to me; when he was a boy they lived in the worst part of Brewer, a town like Mt. Judge looked marvellous to him. He calls me a rich bitch.”

“The boss’s daughter.”

“Don’t, Harry. You said that last night. You can’t understand. It would sound silly, the things we talk about. He has a gift, Charlie does, of making everything exciting – the way food tastes, the way the sky looks, the customers that come in. Once you get past that defensiveness, that tough guy act, he’s quite quick and, loving, in what he sees. He felt awful last night, after you left, that he had made you say more than you meant to. He hates to argue. He loves life. He really does, Harry. He loves life.”

“We all do.”

“Not really. I think our generation, the way we were raised, makes it hard for us to love life. Charlie does. It’s like – daylight. You want to know something?”

He agrees, “Sure,” knowing it will hurt.

“Daylight love – it’s the best.”

“O.K. Relax. I said, keep the son of a bitch.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Only one thing. Try to keep the kid from knowing. My mother already knows, the people who visit her tell her. It’s all over town. Talk about daylight.”

“Let it be,” Janice says. She rises. “Goddam your mother, Harry. The only thing she’s ever done for us is try to poison our marriage. Now she’s drowning in the poison of her life. She’s dying and I’m glad.”

“Jesus, don’t say that.”

“Why not? She would, if it were me. Who did she want you to marry? Tell me, who would have been wonderful enough for you? Who?”

“My sister,” he suggests.

“Let me tell you something else. At first with Charlie, whenever I’d feel guilty, so I couldn’t relax, I’d just think of your mother, how she’s not only treated me but treated Nelson, her own grandson, and I’d say to myself, O.K., fella, sock it to me, and I’d just come.”

“O.K., O.K. Spare me the fine print.”

“I’m sick, so sick, of sparing you things. There’ve been a lot of days” – and this makes her too sad to confess, so that a constraint slips like a net over her face, which goes ugly under the pull – “when I was sorry you came back that time. You were a beautiful brainless guy and I’ve had to watch that guy die day by day.”

“It wasn’t so bad last night, was it?”

“No. It was so good I’m angry. I’m all confused.”

“You’ve been confused from birth, kid.” He adds, “Any dying I’ve been doing around here, you’ve been helping it right along.” At the same time, he wants to fuck her again, to see if she can turn inside out again. For some minutes last night she turned all tongue and his mouth was glued to hers as if in an embryo the first cell division had not yet occurred.

The phone rings. Janice plucks it from its carriage on the kitchen wall and says, “Hi, Daddy. How was the Poconos? Good. I knew she would. She just needed to feel appreciated. Of course he’s here. Here he is.” She holds it out to Rabbit. “For you.”

Old man Springer’s voice is reedy, coaxing, deferential. “Harry, how’s everything?”

“Not bad.”

“You still game for the ball game? Janice mentioned you asked about the tickets to the Blasts today. They’re in my hand, three right behind first base. The manager’s been a client of mine for twenty years.”

“Yeah, great. The kid spent the night at the Fosnachts, but I’ll get him back. You want to meet at the stadium?”

“Let me pick you up, Harry. I’ll be happy to pick you up in my car. That way we’ll leave Janice yours.” A note in his voice that didn’t used to be there, gentle, faintly wheedling: nursing along an invalid. He knows too. The world knows. It’ll be in the Vat next week. LINOTYPER’S WIFE LAYS LOCAL SALES REP. Greek Takes Strong Anti-Viet Stand.

“Tell me, Harry,” Springer wheedles on, “how is your mother’s health? Rebecca and I are naturally very concerned. Very concerned.”

“My father says it’s about the same. It’s a slow process, you know. They have drugs now that make it even slower. I’ve been meaning this week to get up to Mt. Judge to see her but we haven’t managed.”

“When you do, Harry, give her our love. Give her our love.”

Saying everything twice: he probably swung the Toyota franchise because the Japs could understand him second time around.

“O.K., sure enough. Want Janice back?”

“No, Harry, you can keep her.” A joke. “I’ll be by twelve-twenty, twelve-thirty.”

He hangs up. Janice is gone from the kitchen. He finds her in the living room crying. He goes and kneels beside the sofa and puts his arms around her but these actions feel like stage directions followed woodenly. A button is off on her blouse and the sallow curve of breast into the bra mixes with her hot breath in his ear. She says, “You can’t understand, how good he was. Not sexy or funny or anything, just good.”

“Sure I can. I’ve known some good people. They make you feel good.”

“They make you feel everything you do and are is good. He never told me how dumb I am, every hour on the hour like you do, even though he’s much smarter than you could ever imagine. He would have gone to college, if he hadn’t been a Greek.”

“Oh. Don’t they let Greeks in now? The nigger quota too big?”

“You say such sick things, Harry.”

“It’s because nobody tells me how good I am,” he says, and stands. The back of her neck is vulnerable beneath him. One good karate chop would do it.

The driveway crackles outside; it’s much too early for Springer. He goes to the window. A teal-blue Fury. The passenger door swings open and Nelson gets out. On the other side appears Peggy Gring, wearing sunglasses and a miniskirt that flashes her big thighs like a card dealer’s thumbs. Unhappiness — being deserted – has made her brisk, professional. She gives Rabbit hardly a hello and her sunglasses hide the eyes that he knows from school days look northeast and northwest. The two women go into the kitchen. From the sound of Janice snuffling he guesses a confession is in progress. He goes outside to finish the yard work he began last night. All around him, in the back yards of Vista Crescent, to the horizons of Penn Villas with their barbecue chimneys and aluminum wash trees, other men are out in their yards; the sound of his mower is echoed from house to house, his motions of bending and pushing are carried outwards as if in fragments of mirror suspended from the hot blank sky. These his neighbors, they come with their furniture in vans and leave with the vans. They get together to sign futile petitions for better sewers and quicker fire protection but otherwise do not connect. Nelson comes out and asks him, “What’s the matter with Mommy?”

He shuts off the mower. “What’s she doing?”

“She’s sitting at the table with Mrs. Fosnacht crying her eyes out.”

“Still? I don’t know, kid; she’s upset. One thing you must learn about women, their chemistries are different from ours.”

“Mommy almost never cries.”

“So maybe it’s good for her. Get lots of sleep last night?”

“Some. We watched an old movie about torpedo boats.”

“Looking forward to the Blasts game?”

“Sure.”

“But not much, huh?”

“I don’t like sports as much as you do, Dad. It’s all so competitive.”

“That’s life. Dog eat dog.”

“You think? Why can’t things just be nice? There’s enough stuff for everybody to share.”

“You think there is? Why don’t you start then by sharing this lawnmowing? You push it for a while.”

“You owe me my allowance.” As Rabbit hands him a dollar bill and two quarters, the boy says, “I’m saving for a mini-bike.”

“Good luck.”

“Also, Dad –?”

“Yeah?”

“I think I should get a dollar twenty-five an hour for work. That’s still under the federal minimum wage.”

“See?” Rabbit tells him. “Dog eat dog.”

As he washes up inside, pulling grass bits out of his cuffs and putting a Band-aid on the ball of his thumb (tender place; in high school they used to say you could tell how sexy a girl was by how fat she was here), Janice comes into the bathroom, shuts the door, and says, “I’ve decided to tell him. While you’re at the ball game I’ll tell him.” Her face looks taut but pretty dried-out; patches of moisture glisten beside her nose. The tile walls amplify her sniffs. Peggy Gring’s car roars outside in leaving.

“Tell who what?”

“Tell Charlie. That it’s all over. That you know.”

“I said, keep him. Don’t do anything for today at least. Calm down. Have a drink. See a movie. See that space movie again, you slept through the best parts.”

“That’s cowardly. No. He and I have always been honest with each other, I must tell him the truth.”

“I think you’re just looking for an excuse to see him while I’m tucked away at the ball park.”

“You would think that.”

“Suppose he asks you to sleep with him?”

“He wouldn’t.”

“Suppose he does, as a graduation present?”

She stares at him boldly: dark gaze tempered in the furnace of betrayal. It comes to him: growth is betrayal. There is no other route. There is no arriving somewhere without leaving somewhere. “I would,” she says.

“Where are you going to find him?”

“At the lot. He stays on until six summer Saturdays.”

“What reason are you going to give him? For breaking it off.”

“Why, the fact that you know.”

“Suppose he asks you why you told?”

“It’s obvious why I told. I told because I’m your wife.”

Tears belly out between her lids and the tension of her face breaks like Nelson’s when a hidden anxiety, a D or a petty theft or a headache, is confessed. Harry denies his impulse to put his arm around her; he does not want to feel wooden again. She teeters, keeping her balance while sobbing, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, while the plastic shower curtain rustles at her shoulder.

“Aren’t you going to stop me?” she brings out at last.

“Stop you from what?”

“From seeing him!”

Given this rich present of her grief, he can afford to be cruel. Coolly he says, “No, see him if you want to. Just as long as I don’t have to see the bastard.” And, avoiding the sight of her face, he sees himself in the cabinet mirror, a big pink pale man going shapeless under the chin, his little lips screwed awry in what wants to be a smile.

The gravel in the driveway crackles again. From the bathroom window he sees the boxy dun top of Springer’s spandy new Toyota wagon. To Nelson he calls, “Grandpa’s here. Let’s go-o.” To Janice he murmurs, “Sit tight, kid. Don’t commit yourself to anything.” To his father-in-law, sliding in beside him, across a spaghetti of nylon safety straps, Rabbit sings, “Buy me some peanuts and crack-er-jack . . .”

The stadium is on the northern side of Brewer, through a big cloverleaf, past the brick hulks of two old hosiery mills, along a three-lane highway where in these last years several roadside restaurants have begun proclaiming themselves as Pennsylvania Dutch, with giant plaster Amishmen and neon hex signs. GENUINE “Dutch” COOKING. Pa. Dutch Smörgåsbord. Trying to sell what in the old days couldn’t be helped. Making a tourist attraction out of fat-fried food and a diet of dough that would give a pig pimples. They pass the country fairgrounds, where every September the same battered gyp stands return, and the farmers bring their stinking livestock, and Serafina the Egyptian Temptress will take off all her clothes for those yokels who put up a dollar extra. The first naked woman he saw was Serafina or her mother. She kept on her high heels and a black mask and bent way backwards; she spread her legs and kept a kind of token shimmy rhythm as she moved in a semi-circle so every straining head (luckily he was tall even then) could see a trace of her cleft, an exciting queasy-making wrinkle shabbily masked by a patch of hair that looked to him pasted-on. Rubbed threadbare? He didn’t know. He couldn’t imagine.

Springer is shaking his head over the York riots. “Sniper fire four nights in a row, Harry. What is the world coming to? We’re so defenseless, is what strikes me, we’re so defenseless against the violent few. All our institutions have been based on trust.”

Nelson pipes up. “It’s the only way they can get justice, Grandpa. Our laws defend property instead of people.”

“They’re defeating their own purposes, Nellie. Many a white man of good will like myself is being turned against the blacks. Slowly but surely he’s being turned against them. It wasn’t Vietnam beat Humphrey, it was law and order in the streets. That’s the issue that the common man votes upon. Am I right or wrong, Harry? I’m such an old fogey I don’t trust my own opinions any more.”

One old geezer, Harry is remembering, at the side of the little stage, reached from behind and put his hand up on her pussy, shouting, “Aha!” She stopped her dance and stared out of the black mask. The tent went quiet; the geezer, surprisingly, found enough blood in himself to blush. Aha. That cry of triumph, as if he had snared a precious small animal, Harry never forgot. Aha. He slouches down and in answer to Springer says, “Things go bad. Food goes bad, people go bad, maybe a whole country goes bad. The blacks now have more than ever, but it feels like less, maybe. We were all brought up to want things and maybe the world isn’t big enough for all that wanting. I don’t know. I don’t know anything.”

Old man Springer laughs; he snorts and snarls so his little gray mouse of a mustache merges with his nostril hairs. “Did you hear about Teddy Kennedy this morning?”

“What about him? No.”

“Shut your ears, Nellie. I forgot you were in the car or I wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“What, Grandpa? What did he do? Did somebody shoot him?”

“Apparently, Harry” – Springer talks out of the side of his mouth, as if to shield Nelson, yet so distinctly the child can easily hear – “he dumped some girl from Pennsylvania into one of those Massachusetts rivers. Murder as plain as my face.” Springer’s face, from the side, is a carving of pink bone, with rosy splotches where the cheekbones put most pressure, and a bump of red on the point where the nose turns. An anxious sharp face creased all over by a salesman’s constant smile. One thing at least about setting type, there’s a limit on how much ass you must kiss.

“Did they get him? Is he in jail, Grandpa?”

“Ah, Nellie, they’ll never put a Kennedy in jail. Palms will be greased. Evidence will be suppressed. I call it a crying shame.”

Rabbit asks, “What do you mean, dumped some girl?”

“They found her in his car upside down in the water beside some bridge, I forget the name, one of those islands they have up there. It happened last night and he didn’t go to the police until they were about to nab him. And they call this a democracy, Harry, is the irony of it.”

“What would you call it?”

“I’d call it a police state run by the Kennedys, is what I would call it. That family has been out to buy the country since those Brahmins up in Boston snubbed old Joe. And then he put himself in league with Hitler when he was FDR’s man in London. Now they’ve got the young widow to marry a rich Greek in case they run out of American money. Not that she’s the goodie-gumdrop the papers say; those two were a match. What’s your opinion, Harry? Am I talking out of line? I’m such a back number now I don’t trust to hear myself talk.” Aha.

“I’d say,” Harry says, “you’re right with it. You should join the kids and buy yourself a bomb to throw.”

Springer looks over from driving (the yellow parabolas of a McDonald’s flash by; the tinsel spinners of a Mobil station break the noon sun into trinkets) to see if he has oversold. How timid, really, people who live by people must be. Earl Angstrom was right about that at least: better make your deals with things. Springer says, hedgily smiling, showing porcelain teeth beneath the gray blur, “I’ll say this for the Kennedys, however, they don’t get my dander up like FDR. There was a man, Harry, so mad he died of maggots in the brain. One thing to be said for the Kennedys, they didn’t try to turn the economy upside down for the benefit of the poor, they were willing to ride along with the System as it’s been handed down.”

Nelson says, “Billy Fosnacht says when we grow up we’re going to overthrow the System.”

Springer can’t hear, lost in his vision of executive madness and corruption. “He tried to turn it upside down for the benefit of the black and white trash, and when that didn’t work for eight years he finagled the little Japanese into attacking Pearl Harbor so he had a war to bail him out of the Depression. That’s why you have these wars, believe it or not, to bail the Democrats out of their crazy economics. LBJ, now, as soon as he got his four-year guarantee, went into Vietnam where nobody wanted us, just to get the coloreds up into the economy. LBJ, he was an FDR man. Truman, the same thing in Korea. History bears me out, every time, call me an old fogey if you want to: what’s your angle on it, Nelson?”

“Last night on television,” the boy says, “we watched an old movie about fighting the Japs in the Pacific, this little boat sank, and the captain or whatever he was swam miles with a broken back dragging this other guy.”

“That was Kennedy,” Springer says. “Pure propaganda. They made that movie because Old Joe owned a lot of those studios. He sank his money into the movies when all the honest businessmen who’d put this country on the map were losing their shirts. He was in close league, the story I heard, with those Jewish Communists out there.”

Rabbit tells Nelson, “That’s where your Aunt Mim is now, out there with those Communists.”

“She’s beautiful,” Nelson tells his grandfather. “Have you ever seen my Aunt Mim?”

“Not as much as I’d have liked to, Nellie. She is a striking figure, however, I know you’re right there. You’re right to be proud of her. Harry, your silence disturbs me. Your silence disturbs me. Maybe I’m way off base – way off. Tell me what you think of the state of the nation. With these riots everywhere, and this poor Polish girl, she comes from up near Williamsport, abused and drowned when the future President takes his pleasure. Pregnant, wouldn’t surprise me. Nellie, you shouldn’t be hearing any of this.”

Harry stretches, cramped in the car, short of sleep. They are near the stadium, and a little colored boy is waving them into a lot. “I think,” he says, “about America, it’s still the only place.”

But something has gone wrong. The ball game is boring. The spaced dance of the men in white fails to enchant, the code beneath the staccato spurts of distant motion refuses to yield its meaning. Though basketball was his sport, Rabbit remembers the grandeur of all that grass, the excited perilous feeling when a high fly was hoisted your way, the homing-in on the expanding dot, the leathery smack of the catch, the formalized nonchalance of the heads-down trot in toward the bench, the ritual flips and shrugs and the nervous courtesies of the batter’s box. There was a beauty here bigger than the hurtling beauty of basketball, a beauty refined from country pastures, a game of solitariness, of waiting, waiting for the pitcher to complete his gaze toward first base and throw his lightning, a game whose very taste, of spit and dust and grass and sweat and leather and sun, was America. Sitting behind first base between his son and his father-in-law, the sun resting on his thighs, the rolled-up program in his hand, Rabbit waits for this beauty to rise to him, through the cheers and the rhythm of innings, the traditional national magic, tasting of his youth; but something is wrong. The crowd is sparse, thinning out from a cluster behind the infield to fistfuls of boys sprawling on the green seats sloped up from the outfield. Sparse, loud, hard: only the drunks, the bookies, the cripples, the senile, and the delinquents come out to the ball park on a Saturday afternoon. Their catcalls are coarse and unkind. “Ram it down his throat, Speedy!” “Kill that black bastard!” Rabbit yearns to protect the game from the crowd; the poetry of space and inaction is too fine, too slowly spun for them. And for the players themselves, they seem expert listlessly, each intent on a private dream of making it, making it into the big leagues and the big money, the own-your-own-bowling-alley money; they seem specialists like any other, not men playing a game because all men are boys time is trying to outsmart. A gallant pretense has been abandoned. Only the explosions of orange felt on their uniforms, under the script Blasts, evoke the old world of heraldic local loyalties. Brewer versus Hazleton and who cares? Not Springer: as he watches, his lips absent-mindedly move as if sorting out old accounts. Not Nelson: the screen of reality is too big for the child, he misses television’s running commentary, the audacious commercials. His politely unspoken disappointment nags at Rabbit, prevents the game from rising and filling the scared hollow Janice’s confession has left in him. The eight-team leagues of his boyhood have vanished with the forty-eight-star flag. The shortstops never chew tobacco any more. The game drags on, with a tedious flurry of strategy, of pinch-hitters and intentional walks, prolonging the end. Hazleton wins, 7-3. Old man Springer sighs, getting up as if from a nap in an unnatural position. He wipes a fleck of beer from his mustache. “ ’Fraid our boys didn’t come through for you, Nellie,” he says.

“That’s O.K., Grampa. It was neat.”

To Harry he says, needing to find something to sell, “That young Trexler is a comer though.”

Rabbit is cross and groggy from two beers in the sun. He doesn’t invite Springer into his house, just thanks him a lot for everything. The house is silent, like outer space. On the kitchen table is a sealed envelope, addressed “Harry.” The letter inside, in Janice’s half-formed hand, with its unsteady slant and miserly cramping, says


Harry dear –

I must go off a few days to think. Please don’t try to find or follow me please. It is very important that we all respect each other as people and trust each other now. I was shocked by your idea that I keep a lover since I don’t think this would be honest and it made me wonder if I mean anything to you at all. Tell Nelson I’ve gone to the Poconos with Grandmom. Don’t forget to give him lunch money for the playground.

Love,
Jan



“Jan” – her name from the years she used to work at Kroll’s selling salted nuts in the smock with Jan stitched above the pocket in script. In those days some afternoons they would go to Linda Hammacher’s apartment up on Eighth Street. The horizontal rose rays as the sun set behind the great gray gas-holder. The wonder of it as she let him slip off all her clothes. Underwear more substantial then: stocking snaps to undo, the marks of elastic printed on her skin. Jan. That name suspended in her these fifteen years; the notes she left for him around the house were simply signed “J.”

“Where’s Mom?” Nelson asks.

“She’s gone to the Poconos,” Rabbit says, pulling the note back toward his chest, in case the boy tries to read it. “She’s gone with Mom-mom, her legs were getting worse in this heat. I know it seems crazy, but that’s how things are sometimes. You and I can eat over at Burger Bliss tonight.”

The boy’s face – freckled, framed by hair that covers his ears, his plump lips buttoned shut and his eyes sunk in fear of making a mistake – goes rapt, seems to listen, as when he was two and flight and death were rustling above him. Perhaps his experience then shapes what he says now. Firmly he tells his father, “She’ll be back.”

* * *

Sunday dawns muggy. The eight-o’clock news says there was scattered shooting again last night in York and the western part of the state. Edgartown police chief Dominick J. Arena is expected today formally to charge Senator Kennedy with leaving the scene of an accident. Apollo Eleven is in lunar orbit and the Eagle is being readied for its historic descent. Rabbit slept badly and turns the box off and walks around the lawn barefoot to shock the headache out of his skull. The houses of Penn Villas are still, with the odd Catholic car roaring off to mass. Nelson comes down around nine, and after making him breakfast Harry goes back to bed with a cup of coffee and the Sunday Brewer Standard. Snoopy on the front page of the funny papers is lying dreaming on his doghouse and soon Rabbit falls asleep. The kid looked scared. The boy’s face shouts, and a soundless balloon comes out. When he awakes, the electric clock says five of eleven. The second hand sweeps around and around; a wonder the gears don’t wear themselves to dust. Rabbit dresses – fresh white shirt out of respect for Sunday – and goes downstairs the second time, his feet still bare, the carpeting fuzzy to his soles, a bachelor feeling. The house feels enormous, all his. He picks up the phone book and searches out
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He doesn’t dial, merely gazes at the name and the number as if to see his wife, smaller than a pencil dot, crawling between the letters. He dials a number he knows by heart.

His father answers. “Yes?” A wary voice, ready to hang up on a madman or a salesman.

“Pop, hi; hey, I hope you didn’t wait up or anything the other night, we weren’t able to make it and I couldn’t even get to a phone.”

A little pause, not much, just enough to let him know they were indeed disappointed. “No, we figured something came up and went to bed about the usual time. Your mother isn’t one to waste herself complaining, as you know.”

“Right. Well, look. About today.”

His voice goes hoarse to whisper, “Harry, you must come over today. You’ll break her heart if you don’t.”

“I will, I will, but –”

The old man has cupped his mouth against the receiver, urging hoarsely, “This may be her last, you know. Birthday.”

“We’re coming, Pop. I mean, some of us are. Janice has had to go off.”

“Go off how?”

“It’s kind of complicated, something about her mother’s legs and the Poconos, she decided last night she had to, I don’t know. It’s nothing to worry about. Everybody’s all right, she’s just not here. The kid’s here though.” To illustrate, he calls, “Nelson!”

There is no answer.

“He must be out on his bike, Pop. He’s been right around all morning. When would you like us?”

“Whenever it suits you, Harry. Late afternoon or so. Come as early as you can. We’re having roast beef. Your mother wanted to bake a cake but the doctor thought it might be too much for her. I bought a nice one over at the Half-A-Loaf. Butterscotch icing, didn’t that used to be your favorite?”

“It’s her birthday, not mine. What should I get her for a present?”

“Just your simple presence, Harry, is all the present she desires.”

“Yeah, O.K. I’ll think of something. Explain to her Janice won’t be coming.”

“As my father, God rest, used to say, It is to be regretted, but it can’t be helped.”

Once Pop finds that ceremonious vein, he tends to ride it. Rabbit hangs up. The kid’s bike – a rusty Schwinn, been meaning to get him a new one, both fenders rub – is not in the garage. Nor is the Falcon. Only the oil cans, the gas can, the lawnmower, the jumbled garden hose (Janice must have used it last), a lawn rake with missing teeth, and the Falcon’s snow tires are there. For an hour or so Rabbit swims around the house in a daze, not knowing who to call, not having a car, not wanting to go inside with the television set. He pulls weeds in the border beds where that first excited summer of their own house Janice planted bulbs and set in plants and shrubs. Since then they have done nothing, just watched the azaleas die and accepted the daffodils and iris as they came in and let the phlox and weeds fight as these subsequent summers wore on, nature lost in Nature. He weeds until he begins to see himself as a weed and his hand with its ugly big moons on the fingernails as God’s hand choosing and killing, then he goes inside the house and looks into the refrigerator and eats a carrot raw. He looks into the phone directory and looks up Fosnacht, there are a lot of them, and two Olivers, and it takes him a while to figure out M is the one, M for Margaret and just the initial to put off obscene calls, though if he were on that kick he’d soon figure out that initials were unattached women. “Peggy, hi; this is Harry Angstrom.” He says his name with faint proud emphasis; they were in school together, and she remembers him when he was somebody. “I was just wondering, is Nelson over there playing with Billy? He went off on his bike a while ago and I’m wondering where to.”

Peggy says, “He’s not here, Harry. Sorry.” Her voice is frosted with all she knows, Janice burbling into her ear yesterday. Then more warmly she asks, “How’s everything going?” He reads the equation, Ollie left me; Janice left you: hello.

He says hastily, “Great. Hey, if Nelson comes by tell him I want him. We got to go to his grandmother’s.”

Her voice cools in saying goodbye, joins the vast glaring ice-face of all those who know. Nelson seems the one person left in the county who doesn’t know: this makes him even more precious. Yet, when the boy returns, red-faced and damp-haired from hard pedalling, he tells his father, “I was at the Fosnachts.”

Rabbit blinks and says, “O.K. After this, let’s keep in better touch. I’m your mother and your father for the time being.” They eat lunch, Lebanon baloney on stale rye. They walk up Emberly to Weiser and catch a 12 bus east into Brewer. It being Sunday, they have to wait twenty minutes under the cloudless colorless sky. At the hospital stop a crowd of visitors gets on, having done their duty, dazed, carrying away dead flowers and read books. Boats, white arrowheads tipping wrinkled wakes, are buzzing in the black river below the bridge. A colored kid leaves his foot in the aisle when Rabbit tries to get off; he steps over it. “Big feet,” the boy remarks to his companion.

“Fat lips,” Nelson, following, says to the colored boy.

They try to find a store open. His mother was always difficult to buy presents for. Other children had given their mothers cheerful junk: dime-store jewelry, bottles of toilet water, boxes of candy, scarves. For Mom that had been too much, or not enough. Mim always gave her something she had made: a woven pot holder, a hand-illustrated calendar. Rabbit was pretty poor at making things so he gave her himself, his trophies, his headlines. Mom had seemed satisfied: lives more than things concerned her. But now what? What can a dying person desire? Grotesque prosthetic devices – arms, legs, battery-operated hearts – run through Rabbit’s head as he and Nelson walk the dazzling, Sunday-stilled downtown of Brewer. Up near Ninth and Weiser they find a drugstore open. Thermos bottles, sunglasses, shaving lotion, Kodak film, plastic baby pants: nothing for his mother. He wants something big, something bright, something to get through to her. Realgirl Liquid Make-Up, Super Plenamins, Non-Smear polish remover, Nudit for the Legs. A rack of shampoo-in hair color, a different smiling cunt on every envelope: Snow Queen Blond, Danish Wheat, Killarney Russet, Parisian Spice, Spanish Black Wine. Nelson plucks him by the sleeve of his white shirt and leads to where a Sunbeam Clipmaster and a Roto-Shine Magnetic Electric Shoe Polisher nestle side by side, glossily packaged. “She doesn’t wear shoes any more, just slippers,” he says, “and she never cut her hair that I can remember. It used to hang down to her waist.” But his attention is drawn on to a humidifier for $12.95. From the picture on the box, it looks like a fat flying saucer. No matter how immobile she gets, it would be there. Around Brewer, though, the summers are as humid as they can be anyway, but maybe in the winter, the radiators dry out the house, the wallpaper peels, the skin cracks; it might help. It would be there night and day, when he wasn’t. He moves on to a Kantleek Water Bottle and a 2½-inch reading glass and dismisses both as morbid. His insides are beginning to feel sickly. The pain of the world is a crater all these syrups and pills a thousand fold would fail to fill. He comes to the Quikease Electric Massager with Scalp Comb. It has the silhouettes of naked women on the box, gracefully touching their shoulders, Lesbians, caressing the backs of their necks, where else the box leaves to the imagination, with what looks like a hair brush on a live wire. $11.95. Bedsores. It might help. It might make her laugh, tickle, buzz: it is life. Life is a massage. And it costs a dollar less than the humidifier. Time is ticking. Nelson tugs at his sleeve and wants a maple walnut ice cream soda. While the kid is eating it, Rabbit buys a birthday card to go with the massager. It shows a rooster crowing, a crimson sun rising, and green letters shouting on the outside It’s Great to Get Up in the A.M. . . . and on the inside . . . to Wish You a Happy Birthday, MA! Ma. Am. God, what a lot of ingenious crap there is in the world. He buys it anyway, because the rooster is bright orange and jubilant enough to get through to her. Her eyes aren’t dim necessarily but because her tongue gropes they could be. Play it safe.

The world outside is bright and barren. The two of them, father and son, feel sharply alone, Rabbit gripping his bulky package. Where is everybody? Is there life on Earth? Three blocks down the deserted street of soft asphalt the clock that is the face of a giant flower, the center of the Sunflower Beer sign, says they are approaching four. They wait at the same corner, opposite the Phoenix Bar, where Harry’s father customarily waits, and take the 16A bus to Mt. Judge. They are the only passengers; the driver tells them mysteriously, “They’re about down.” Up they go through the City Park, past the World War II tank and the band-shell and the tennis court, around the shoulder of the mountain. On one side of them, gas stations and a green cliff; on the other, a precipice and, distantly, a viaduct. As the kid stares out of the window, toward the next mountain over, Rabbit asks him, “Where did you go this morning? Tell me the truth.”

The boy answers, finally. “Eisenhower Avenue.”

“To see if Mommy’s car was there?”

“I guess.”

“Was it?”

“Yop.”

“D’ you go in?”

“Nope. Just looked up at the windows awhile.”

“Did you know the number to look at?”

“One two oh four.”

“You got it.”

They get off at Central, beside the granite Baptist church, and walk up Jackson toward his parents’ house. The streets haven’t changed in his lifetime. They were built too close together for vacant lots and too solidly to tear down, of a reddish brick with purplish bruises in it, with a texture that as a child Rabbit thought of as chapped, like his lips in winter. Maples and horsechestnuts darken the stumpy front lawns, hedged by little wired barricades of barberry and box. The houses are semi-detached and heavy, their roofs are slate and their porches have brick walls and above each door of oak and bevelled glass winks a fanlight of somber churchly colors. As a child Rabbit imagined that fanlight to be a child of the windows above the Lutheran altar and therefore of God, a mauve and golden seeing sentinel posted above where he and Pop and Mom and Mim came and went a dozen times a day. Now, entering with his son, still too much a son himself to knock, he feels his parents’ place as stifling. Though the clock on the living-room sideboard says only 4:20, darkness has come: dark carpets, thick drawn drapes, dead wallpaper, potted plants crowding the glass on the side that has the windows. Mom used to complain about how they had the inside half of a corner house; but when the Bolgers, their old neighbors, died, and their half went onto the market, they made no move to inquire after the price, and a young couple from Scranton bought it, the wife pregnant and barefoot and the husband something in one of the new electronics plants out along Route 422; and the Angstroms still live in the dark half. They prefer it. Sunlight fades. They sent him, Harry, out in the world to shine, but hugged their own shadows here. Their neighbor house on the other side, across two cement sidewalks with a strip of grass between them, where lived the old Methodist Mom used to fight with about who would mow the grass strip, has had a FOR SALE sign up for a year. People now want more air and land than those huddled hillside neighborhoods can give them. The house smells to Rabbit of preservative: of odors filming other odors, of layers of time, of wax and aerosol and death; of safety.

A shape, a shade, comes forward from the kitchen. He expects it to be his father, but it is his mother, shuffling, in a bathrobe, yet erect and moving. She leans forward unsmiling to accept his kiss. Her wrinkled cheek is warm; her hand steadying itself on his wrist is knobbed and cold.

“Happy birthday, Mom.” He hugs the massager against his chest; it is too early to offer it. She stares at the package as if he has put a shield between them.

“I’m sixty-five,” she says, groping for phrases, so that her sentences end in the middle. “When I was twenty. I told my boy friend I wanted to be shot. When I was thirty.” It is not so much the strange tremulous attempt of her lips to close upon a thought as the accompanying stare, an unblinking ungathering gaze into space that lifts her eyes out of any flow and frightens Rabbit with a sense of ultimate blindness, of a blackboard from which they will all be wiped clean.

“You told Pop this?”

“Not your dad. Another. I didn’t meet your dad till later. This other one, I’m glad. He’s not here to see me now.”

“You look pretty good to me,” Rabbit tells her. “I didn’t think you’d be up.”

“Nelson. How do I look. To you?” Thus she acknowledges the boy. She has always been testing him, putting him on the defensive. She has never forgiven him for not being another Harry, for having so much Janice in him. Those little Springer hands. Now her own hands, held forgotten in front of her bathrobe belt, constantly work in a palsied waggle.

“Nice,” Nelson says. He is wary. He has learned that brevity and promptness of response are his best defense.

To take attention off the kid, Rabbit asks her, “Should you be up?”

She laughs, an astonishing silent thing; her head tips back, her big nose glints from the facets of its tip and underside, her hand stops waggling. “I know, the way Earl talks. You’d think from the way he wants me in bed. I’m laid out already. The doctor. Wants me up. I had to bake a cake. Earl wanted. One of those tasteless paps from the Half-A-Loaf. Where’s Janice?”

“Yeah, about that. She’s awfully sorry, she couldn’t come. She had to go off with her mother to the Poconos, it took us all by surprise.”

“Things can be. Surprising.”

From upstairs Earl Angstrom’s thin voice calls anxiously, with a wheedler’s borrowed triumph, “They’re down! Eagle has landed! We’re on the moon, boys and girls! Uncle Sam is on the moon!”

“That’s just. The place for him,” Mom says, and with a rough gesture sweeps her distorted hand back toward her ear, to smooth down a piece of hair that has wandered loose from the bun she still twists up. Funny, the hair as it grays grows more stubborn. They say even inside the grave, it grows. Open coffins of women and find the whole thing stuffed like inside of a mattress. Pubic hair too? Funny it never needs to be cut. Serafina’s looked threadbare, mangy. When he touches his mother’s arm to help her up the stairs to look at the moon, the flesh above her elbow is disconcerting – loose upon the bone, as on a well-cooked chicken.

The set is in Mom’s bedroom at the front of the house. It has the smell their cellar used to have when they had those two cats. He tries to remember their names. Pansy. And Willy. Willy, the torn, got in so many fights his belly began to slosh and he had to be taken to the Animal Rescue. There is no picture of the moon on the tube, just crackling voices while cardboard cutouts simulate what is happening, and electronic letters spell out who in the crackle of men is speaking.

“. . . literally thousands of little one and two foot craters around the area,” a man is saying in the voice that used to try to sell them Shredded Ralston between episodes of Tom Mix. “We see some angular blocks out several hundred feet in front of us that are probably two feet in size and have angular edges. There is a hill in view just about on the ground track ahead of us. Difficult to estimate, but might be a half a mile or a mile.”

A voice identified as Houston says, “Roger, Tranquillity. We copy. Over.” The voice has that Texas authority. As if words were invented by them, they speak so lovingly. When Rabbit was stationed at Fort Larson in ’53, Texas looked like the moon to him, brown land running from his knees level as a knife, purple rumpled horizon, sky bigger and barer than he could believe, first time away from his damp green Pennsylvania hills, last time too. Everybody’s voice was so nice and gritty and loving, even the girls in the whorehouse. Honeh. You didn’t pay to be no two-timer.

A voice called Columbia says, “Sounds like a lot better than it did yesterday. At that very low sun angle, it looked rough as a cob then.” As a what? The electronic letters specify: MIKE COLLINS SPEAKING FROM COMMAND MODULE ORBITING MOON.

Tranquillity says, “It really was rough, Mike, over the targeted landing area. It was extremely rough, cratered and large numbers of rocks that were probably some many larger than five or ten feet in size.” Mom’s room has lace curtains aged yellowish and pinned back with tin daisies that to an infant’s eyes seemed magical, rose-and-thorns wallpaper curling loose from the wall above where the radiator safety valve steams, a kind of plush armchair that soaks up dust. When he was a child this chair was downstairs and he would sock it to release torrents of swirling motes into the shaft of afternoon sun; these whirling motes seemed to him worlds, each an earth, with him on one of them, unthinkably small, unbearably. Some light used to get into the house in late afternoon, between the maples. Now the same maples have thronged that light solid, made the room cellar-dim. The bedside table supports an erect little company of pill bottles and a Bible. The walls hold tinted photographs of himself and Mim in high school, taken he remembers by a pushy pudgy little blue-jawed crook who called himself a Studio and weaseled his way into the building every spring and made them line up in the auditorium and wet-comb their hair so their parents couldn’t resist two weeks later letting them take in to the homeroom the money for an 8 by 10 tinted print and a sheet of wallet-sized grislies of themselves; now this crook by the somersault of time has become a donor of selves otherwise forever lost: Rabbit’s skinny head pink in its translucent blond whiffle, his ears out from his head an inch, his eyes unreally blue as marbles, even his lower lids youthfully fleshy; and Miriam’s face plump between the shoulder-length shampoo-shining sheaves rolled under in Rita Hayworth style, the scarlet tint of her lipstick pinned like a badge on the starched white of her face. Both children smile out into space, through the crook’s smudged lens, from that sweat-scented giggling gym toward their mother bedridden some day.

Columbia jokes, “When in doubt, land long.”

Tranquillity says, “Well, we did.”

And Houston intervenes, “Tranquillity, Houston. We have a P twenty-two update for you if you’re ready to copy. Over.”

Columbia jokes again: “At your service, sir.”

Houston, unamused, a city of computers working without sleep, answers, “Right, Mike. P one one zero four thirty two eighteen; P two one zero four thirty-seven twenty-eight and that is four miles south. This is based on a targeted landing site. Over.”

Columbia repeats the numbers.

Tranquillity says, “Our mission timer is now reading nine zero four thirty-four forty-seven and static.”

“Roger, copy. Your mission timer is now static at – say again the time.”

“Nine zero four thirty-four forty-seven.”

“Roger, copy, Tranquillity. That gravity align looked good. We see you recycling.”

“Well, no. I was trying to get time sixteen sixty-five out and somehow it proceeded on the six-twenty-two before I could do a BRP thirty-two enter. I want to log a time here and then I’d like to know whether you want me to proceed on torquing angles or to go back and re-enter again before torquing. Over.”

“Rog, Buzz. Stand by.”

Nelson and his grandfather listen raptly to these procedures; Mary Angstrom turns impatiently – or is it that her difficulty of motion makes all gestures appear impatient? – and makes her shuffling way out into the landing and down the stairs again. Rabbit, heart trembling in its hollow, follows. She needs no help going down the stairs. In the garishly bright kitchen she asks, “Where did you say. Janice was?”

“In the Poconos with her mother.”

“Why should I believe that?”

“Why shouldn’t you?”

She stoops over, waveringly, to open the oven and look in, her tangled wire hair making a net of light. She grunts, stands, and states, “Janice. Stays out of my way. These days.”

In his frightened, hypnotized condition, Rabbit can only, it seems, ask questions. “Why would she do that?”

His mother stares and stares, only a movement of her tongue between her parted lips betraying that she is trying to speak. “I know too much,” she at last brings out, “about her.”

Rabbit says, “You know only what a bunch of pathetic old gossips tell you about her. And stop bugging Pop about it, he comes into work and bugs me.” Since she does not fight back, he is provoked to go on. “With Mim out turning ten tricks a day in Las Vegas I’d think you’d have more to worry about than poor Janice’s private life.”

“She was always,” his mother brings out, “spoiled.”

“Yes and Nelson too I suppose is spoiled. How would you describe me? Just yesterday I was sitting over at the Blasts game thinking how lousy I used to be at baseball. Let’s face it. As a human being I’m about C minus. As a husband I’m about zilch. When Verity folds I’ll fold with it and have to go on welfare. Some life. Thanks, Mom.”

“Hush,” she says, expressionless, “you’ll make. The cake fall,” and like a rusty jackknife she forces herself to bend over and peer into the gas oven.

“Sorry Mom, but Jesus I’m tired lately.”

“You’ll feel better when. You’re my age.”

The party is a success. They sit at the kitchen table with the four places worn through the enamel in all those years. It is like it used to be, except that Mom is in a bathrobe and Mim has become Nelson. Pop carves the roast beef and then cuts up Mom’s piece in small bits for her; her right hand can hold a fork but cannot use a knife. His teeth slipping down, he proposes a toast in New York State wine to “my Mary, an angel through thick and thin”; Rabbit wonders what the thin was. Maybe this is it. When she unwraps her few presents, she laughs at the massager. “Is this. To keep me hopping?” she asks, and has her husband plug it in, and rests it, vibrating, on the top of Nelson’s head. He needs this touch of cheering up. Harry feels Janice’s absence gnawing at him. When the cake is cut the kid eats only half a piece, so Rabbit has to eat double so not to hurt his mother’s feelings. Dusk thickens: over in West Brewer the sanitorium windows are burning orange and on this side of the mountain the shadows sneak like burglars into the narrow concrete space between this house and the unsold one. Through the papered walls, from the house of the young barefoot couple, seeps the dull bass percussion of a rock group, making the matched tins (cookies, sugar, flour, coffee) on Mom’s shelf tingle in their emptiness. In the living room the glass face of the mahogany sideboard shivers. Nelson’s eyes begin to sink, and the buttoned-up cupid-curves of his mouth smile in apology as he slumps forward to rest his head on the cold enamel of the table. His elders talk about old times in the neighborhood, people of the Thirties and Forties, once so alive you saw them every day and never thought to take even a photograph. The old Methodist refusing to mow his half of the grass strip. Before him the Zims with that pretty daughter the mother would shriek at every breakfast and supper. The man down the street who worked nights at the pretzel plant and who shot himself one dawn with nobody to hear it but the horses of the milk wagon. They had milk wagons then. Some streets were still soft dust. Nelson fights sleep. Rabbit asks him, “Want to head home?”

“Negative, Pop.” He drowsily grins at his own wit.

Rabbit extends the joke. “The time is twenty-one hours. We better rendezvous with our spacecraft.”

But the spacecraft is empty: a long empty box in the blackness of Penn Villas, slowly spinning in the void, its border beds half-weeded. The kid is frightened to go home. So is Rabbit. They sit on Mom’s bed and watch television in the dark. They are told the men in the big metal spider sitting on the moon cannot sleep, so the moon-walk has been moved up several hours. Men in studios, brittle and tired from killing time, demonstrate with actual-size mockups what is supposed to happen; on some channels men in space suits are walking around, laying down tinfoil trays as if for a cookout. At last it happens. The real event. Or is it? A television camera on the leg of the module comes on: an abstraction appears on the screen. The announcer explains that the blackness in the top of the screen is the lunar night, the blackness in the lower left corner is the shadow of the spacecraft with its ladder, the whiteness is the surface of the moon. Nelson is asleep, his head on his father’s thigh; funny how kids’ skulls grow damp when they sleep. Like bulbs underground. Mom’s legs are under the blankets; she is propped up on pillows behind him. Pop is asleep in his chair, his breathing a distant sad sea, touching shore and retreating, touching shore and retreating, an old pump that keeps going; lamplight sneaks through a crack in the windowshade and touches the top of his head, his sparse hair mussed into lank feathers. On the bright box something is happening. A snaky shape sneaks down from the upper left corner; it is a man’s leg. It grows another leg, eclipses the bright patch that is the surface of the moon. A man in clumsy silhouette has interposed himself among these abstract shadows and glare. An Armstrong, but not Jack. He says something about “steps” that a crackle keeps Rabbit from understanding. Electronic letters travelling sideways spell out MAN IS ON THE MOON. The voice, crackling, tells Houston that the surface is fine and powdery, he can pick it up with his toe, it adheres to his boot like powdered charcoal, that he sinks in only a fraction of an inch, that it’s easier to move around than in the simulations on Earth. From behind him, Rabbit’s mother’s hand with difficulty reaches out, touches the back of his skull, stays there, awkwardly tries to massage his scalp, to ease away thoughts of the trouble she knows he is in. “I don’t know, Mom,” he abruptly admits. “I know it’s happened, but I don’t feel anything yet.”
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