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  OF FALLING
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  GEORGE CRIDER WAS seven when Freddy was born, fifteen before his brother grew old enough to sit a horse. In the autumn, after their chores were done, the boys would ride bareback across the pasture to a persimmon grove, spend their afternoons climbing the thin trees for fruit.


  One day the animal they were riding stepped in a sinkhole and bucked. George caught hold of its mane, but his brother was behind him and fell to the ground. The boy’s arm broke the skin, and the bone jutted into dirt. He developed tetanus and in two weeks was dead. George blamed himself for this, as did his parents, and at the funeral, when he climbed into the grave and sought to open the casket, his father lost two teeth trying to retrieve him.


  Three years later, grown to well over six feet, he slid a razor in his hip pocket, a change of clothes in his knapsack, and without saying good-bye, walked forty miles through the Quashita forest until he came to Highway 3, hitching across Oklahoma in the back of a cattle truck. He went to work in the oil field and bought a new car, kept a shotgun underneath his seat, sawed at the stock and barrel. One night he left for Louisiana and returned a week later with a Cajun woman, named Sadie, whom he had taken to wife.


  Everyone thought George unflappable. He was tall and lean, with a hard, lean face and expressionless eyes. He did not talk about himself or his brother or his parents back in Shinewell, pastors of a Pentecostal church. He was quiet and felt no need to speak. The men he worked with respected him, for they knew he was strong and stubborn, and they would not have wanted to face him in a fight, fair or otherwise.


  Then, in 1933, working the eighth floor of an oil derrick in Pontotoc County, scaffolding gave way and George fell 116 feet onto the bank of a saltwater pit.


  He did not remember this. Not the fabric blowing against his limbs or the girders moving past or the platform where he’d stood traveling into sky. It took him nearly four seconds to reach the ground, but he could not recall them. For him there was only the eighth floor and the earth.


  Through the years to follow, he would recount the incident for his wife: the stares of the men who found him, the ambulance and hospital, the doctor who examined him from top to toe as if he were a puzzle. He would tell her about watching the clouds change to ceiling tile, the sun to bright lamps and mirrors. He would tell about sandstone pressing into his back like shards of bone and then the cool of the sheets, the anesthetic.


  Yet, stretched beneath the shadow of the derrick, George’s first thoughts were not of family or friends, the condition of his soul, or whether he would be able to one day move his legs. His thoughts were not of the porch standing unfinished, the clothesline needing repair, the foundation wall that had shown signs of flaking just the day before. His thoughts were not of what he would lose in this world, gain or lose in the world hereafter.


  Lying there with the sky weighing down and the wind moving over and across him, George had considered only the boards that had snapped beneath his feet. With his lower lip clenched between his teeth, he watched himself walk to where they lay at the side of the derrick and kick them to splinters.


  THE FALL HAD broken both his arms, his legs, six of his ribs at their connecting points. His skull was fractured, and his sternum snapped in half. The doctor who admitted him said he would not live through the night.


  He lived regardless. Through that night and the night after and the night after that.


  The surgeons said it was a wonder; they said it was a phenomenon. One stood in the middle of his hospital room and pronounced it a miracle. And though he said George would never walk, he thought he might, one day, have a life of some kind.


  In two years George was walking. In two more he had returned to work. By the time he reached his midthirties, George was spry as any roughneck in the state. He was promoted to foreman, and through the depression years, when many left to seek work elsewhere, George and his wife began to build a collection of antique glassware. If he chose, he could retire young, live comfortably off his pension and what he had invested in glass rarities.


  George seemed much the same as before the fall. To see him pull to the curb in his burgundy Pontiac, step out and approach an antique shopa tall, slender man, graceful as a dancer, with jet-black hair and eyes like drops of oilyou would not have thought he had fallen in his life. Not even from the height of a chair.


  IT WAS ALONG this time, along the time George stacked his crutches in the rear of the closet and poured his vial of laudanum down the sink, that the dreams came.


  They were not, as one would think, dreams of falling, the body released from its federation with the earth and betrayed to gravity. Neither were they dreams of impact. The dreams that visited George after his fall were of stillness.


  In them, he would be lying in a field, feeling drops of sweat run into his eyes and pool around the sockets. When he attempted to raise his hand and wipe them, he could not. His ears itched, his face and neck. His body burned. He lay among the blades of grass, blinking into sky.


  Soon there was a cloud. It was small at first. If he had been able, George could have retrieved a quarter from his pocket, held it at arm’s length, and eclipsed the cloud entirely. But as it grew, he would have needed a fifty-cent piece, a silver dollar, and then, even with both hands outspread and extended in front of his face, wisps of gray would have bled the edges of his fingers.


  There was nothing about the cloud to warrant fear. It was not boiling and black, or streaked with light. There was no rumbling and it gave no sound. This was not the type of cloud from which angels or prophets descend.


  Only, lying there beneath it, George came to know death in the stillness of wide and all but empty sky.


  He awoke screaming. He awoke on the floor. The doctors said such dreams were common among those who had fallen. They gave him pills of all sizes, but the dreams did not stop.


  Then one night he awoke running through the house, glassware rattling the mahogany furniture. Sadie watched him from their doorway.


  “Crider,” she called, “you’ll break everything we own.”


  She was right; several vases lay broken already.


  When he wakened and was asked what he’d been dreaming, George went to his car and fell asleep across the seats. The next morning, he was sitting on the front stoop of Woolworth when the owner unlocked the doors.


  GEORGE PURCHASED FOUR belts, fastened each to the other, and threaded them between his mattress and box springs. Each night he brought the ends together and buckled himself beneath his quilts.


  Years passed in this way, with George awaking early every morning strapped to his bed. His wife began sleeping across the hall and, when they stayed in motels, made him reserve nonadjoining rooms.


  Visitors seldom came, but when they did, Sadie would take them on a tour of their home. By then every surface in the housesideboard, dining and coffee table, ottoman, divanwas covered in antique glass. Sadie had acquired the largest collection in Perser and was slowly overtaking Herbert Nasser and his wife, Vinita, who made claim of the largest in Oklahoma.


  Her guests would follow her through the small, dark house, through the smell of must and old wood. There were two bedrooms, a bath, a small kitchen crowded with dining table and stove. None of the window blinds or curtains were open; Sadie feared those passing on the sidewalk would see inside. The worth of her collection was estimated at thirty thousand dollars.


  “This piece is very old,” she would tell her visitors, pointing to a candy dish. “I found it in a filling station outside Shreveport.”


  They nodded, ran their hands along its rim.


  “And this piece,” Sadie said, “I didn’t think the man would part with it.”


  They nodded again, looked to their watches.


  She would conclude her tour by showing George’s room, the straps on his bed. The guests looked at her husband. They wanted to know how long it had been, if he would mind telling the story of his fall.


  He would tell it. He knew it by rote: the platform, the derrick, the hospital, the dreams. It took him only fifteen minutes.


  When he finished, his audience shook their heads. Often they reached to squeeze his hand or touch him on the arm. Sometimes they turned to Sadie and forced a smile.


  She smiled back, gestured to George.


  “This is what I have to live with,” she would tell them.


  IT WAS THEN 1957, the year Oral Roberts took a tent across the Midwest, bringing his revival to the lost and infirm. Sadie heard on the radio testimonies of those treated by Roberts. Some who had never walked made claim to walk. Some who had never seen claimed to see. Sharon Stilman was carried into his tent on a sheet and soon thereafter began a ministry of her own.


  Sadie told her husband of this, and they drove 120 miles to a small town outside Tulsa, where for the past week Roberts had held a tent revival. They arrived late and sat toward the back.


  George found much of the service consonant with what he had known from his childhood. There was a low stage and a choir on it, men in folding chairs dressed in ties and slacks and white shirts. There were rows of similar chairs for the audience, stapled pages containing a few hymns, sawdust on the floor, carpets down the aisles. Midway through, paper buckets with crosses stenciled on them were passed for offering.


  After Roberts delivered a brief sermon, he asked those in need of healing to form a line to the left of the stage. He told them it did not have to be physical healing.


  “There are three kinds of healing,” he told them. “There is physical healing and emotional healing and healing of the spirit.” He said God could perform all three.


  Sadie leaned over, whispered to George. He shook his head. When she went to lean again, he rose from his seat and stepped in line.


  Roberts sat at the edge of the stage with a handkerchief in one hand and a bottle of olive oil in the other. He was a young man: long nose, a long, smooth face. His hair was combed with tonic and laid back on his head. He wore a plain white shirt, a tie, gray slacks, polished black shoes. Between his legs stood a microphone tilted toward his mouth, positioned low on its stand.


  Folks came and stood in front the stage, handed one of Roberts’s assistants an index card on which was written their names and the names of their afflictions. These in turn were handed to Roberts.


  George examined the blank card and the pencil he had been passed moments before. He looked to the evangelist who was addressing an elderly woman with braces on her legs.


  “How long have you had this, sister?”


  “I been this way since I was twenty-two,” the woman told him.


  Roberts dabbed oil into the palm of one hand and told her to come close. He leaned over the edge of the stage, put the hand to her cheek, and lifted the other toward the ceiling, praying into the microphone.


  “Lord,” he prayed, “deliver her.”


  The woman began to shiver; then her body became rigid and she fell backward to the ground. A man in a dark suit came and covered her legs with a blanket. Another member of the audience approached, handed up her card. George watched all this, feeling of a sudden as if someone had hollowed him.


  He started to turn, but just then one of Roberts’s assistants happened down the line. He noticed George’s card was blank and touched him on the elbow, inquiring after his affliction.


  George shook his head, tried to step around the man, but found himself blocked by a row of card tables piled with books and pamphlets.


  The man looked askance, leaned toward him, and George quickly told the story of his fall. When he finished, the other’s face had an amazed look. He took George by the arm, parted the crowd, and led him onto the stage. They stood to the side while Roberts prayed, and then the man went to the evangelist and whispered into his ear.


  Roberts turned. He rose, took the microphone from its stand, and walked to George. The crowd quieted. Roberts’s voice in the microphone was wet and very loud.


  “Tell these people your name.”


  George shifted from one foot to the other. He brought a hand from behind his back and scratched at his nose. “George Crider,” he said.


  “And you had an accident?” Roberts asked.


  “Yes.”


  “You fell?”


  “Yes.”


  “How far?”


  “One hundred sixteen feet.”


  Many in the crowd gasped; some called to God.


  “And you were hurt?”


  “Yes.”


  “How many bones did you break?”


  “All of them,” George said.


  The preacher put his hand on George’s shoulder.


  “And what did the doctors say?”


  George paused, looked down. “They told me I would never walk again.”


  There were a few moments of silence. Then the crowd began to stir and then to applaud. They cried in loud voices, and most all raised their hands. One man left his seat and began to run the aisles.


  Roberts turned to face them. “Do you hear that?” he said. “The God that did this can do the same for you. The same God who caused this brother to walk after breaking every bone in his body can grant you your deliverance.”


  More folk left their seats and stepped in line. The preacher stood above them like an auctioneer.


  George was led from the stage. He saw Sadie waiting for him near the ramp.


  As he was about to walk away, the man who had discovered him asked if he would return the next night to give his testimony. George shook his head, took his wife by the arm, and escorted her from the tent.


  IT WAS MORE than twenty years before he would visit another faith healer. By then George had retired from his job and begun to collect his pension. He and Sadie traveled most the year, attending antique shows, conventions, fairs and galleries. They acquired piece after piece, and in the 1969 edition of Carnival Glass Anthology, there was a black-and-white photo of his wife standing next to a bookcase full of depression-era teacups.


  But, however great Sadie’s satisfaction, George’s condition grew worse. His hands would often shake and occasionally his vision blur. The man slept only two or three hours a night, and at times would go days on no sleep at all, walking through his afternoons with a glazed look. He did not talk about the dreams or the ailments that made him unfamiliar to his body. He refused to go back to the doctors or turn to the God of his father. He refused to take the shotgun from under the seat of the car and place the barrel in his mouth. Regardless, he found himself polishing the weapon once or twice a month, breaking it over at the dining-room table to check the shells.


  In Denton, Texas, one night, Sadie forced him into a revival meeting held by the Reverend R. T. Shorbach. She told George that life with him had caused her to need healing of the spirit. George watched his wife leave her seat, walk the aisle, and take her place at the end of Shorbach’s prayer line. He retrieved a hymnal from beside his chair and began to flip the pages.


  Shorbach was an older gentleman from Tyler, Texas, who clothed his body in immense black suits. He had fat features and a welcoming face, thick eyebrows, a sweep of gray hair. The preacher smelled of strong cologne and sweat.


  He stood down from the platform with a microphone, laying hands on those who came through his line. In front of each, he would pray loudly, examining the ceiling as people fell away from his thick fingers to the arms of an assistant.


  After a while, George could no longer watch. He walked to the lobby, found a rest room and then a vending machine. He put quarters in, but the candy caught in a loop of the wire that held it. When he came back to the auditorium, his wife stood before the massive preacher. George crossed his arms and watched from the wings.


  His wife seemed small from the distance. She was a petite woman still, her silver hair pinned in an elaborate bun. George watched as Shorbach’s hand came to her forehead, watched Sadie’s arms rise. He continued watching as her body went suddenly rigid and she fell backward into the arms of Shorbach’s assistant. She was laid on the ground, covered with a blanket.


  “Slain,” Shorbach said over the swell of the organ, “slain in the Spirit.”


  The next night Sadie persuaded George to return to Shorbach’s meeting, where she again approached the prayer line and soon lay sprawled on the floor.


  A month later, in Biloxi, Mississippi, George would watch his wife fall from the hands of the Reverend Shorbach, and two months later in Little Rock, and six later in Atlanta. Sadie began keeping two schedules on her refrigerator, one of antique conventions, one of Shorbach’s camp meetings. And several years later, when Sadie stepped from the prayer line in front of the man of God, he held the microphone away from his face and asked where he knew her from.


  Sadie smiled, raised both hands, and braced herself for the fall.


  YEARS PASSED. Numb years of sickness and pain. Sadie continued seeing Shorbach when the preacher came within driving distance of Perser. If George was too ill to take her, Sadie would phone a nephew to do so, and when he could not oblige, the woman closed the door to her bedroom and watched the broadcast on TBN.


  In the past, George had been a quiet man; now he was utterly silent. He did not answer his wife’s questions, and when visitors called, he would retreat to his work shed behind the house. He was in considerable pain but took nothing for it. His lower back had deteriorated, his shoulders and hips. Some mornings it would take him upward of an hour to rise from bed. The dreams, as ever, continued to shake him, and he spent much time weighing the benefits of life and death.


  Then one evening, Sadie fell from the back porch. She was putting out bread for squirrels, and she slipped, snapping her leg below the knee. From the shed, George heard his wife’s screaming. He managed to position her in the backseat of the car, drive her to the hospital. When they sent her home with a cast and crutches, it was George who helped her to bathe, brought her meals, took her from place to place.


  “George,” Sadie would say. “I need to go.”


  George would trundle in, assist her to the bathroom, stand outside the door waiting.


  It was late that summer when the First Pentecostal brought in Leslie Snodgrass, an evangelist of fifteen, already known across Oklahoma and much of Missouri. People said amazing things of the boy. They claimed signs and wonders, miracles and healing and salvation of the lost. He preached repentance, prayed over the hopelessly ill. The young man came from a small town outside Tishomingo and had been preaching since the age of six. He was short and fair, very thin, but his voice was that of a man three times his years, and audiences watched him with an amazed look. The elders in the crowd would shout and sing, and sinners sat with whitened faces, sinking quietly in their seats. When Snodgrass ended his sermons, old and young alike would fall into the altars to seek mercy. He knelt among them and, when moved, stood to his feet and walked about, laying hands on the sick and troubled of spirit.


  Sadie soon heard of this and began asking George to take her to one of these meetings. She wanted to see her leg heal quickly.


  George had decided some time before he could not endure another service; he told his wife to find someone else. But Sadie was persistent, and in a matter of nights George found himself sitting along the rear wall of the church, listening to the young evangelist’s words.


  He watched with an expression no less amazed than those around him. It was indeed a sight to astonish. The boy moved like one possessed, his eyes tightly shut, wads of tissue clenched in his fists. There were hard men who had heard him preach and could not return to their former lives, but by this point George believed only in anguish, for that, he felt, was the truth of the world, and though entranced by the young man pacing the platform above him, he did not recover his faith.


  The boy’s sermon ended with an altar call, and the altars were soon full. George sat with open eyes, staring over the bowed heads. People knelt, wrestling with their spirits. Occasionally, an elder among them would raise his voice in travail. All prayed for what seemed a very long time, and then Snodgrass rose, approached the platform, and asked those in need of healing to come forward. Sadie began tugging at George’s sleeve, wanting him to help her there.


  George pulled her to her feet, positioned the crutches beneath her arms. She hobbled out into the aisle and began inching toward the altar, her husband following a few steps behind. They reached the row of people standing along the front of the sanctuary, found themselves a place at the far right. George made sure of Sadie, then leaned against the wall to take the weight from his back.


  He watched Snodgrass make his way down the line. The boy had no microphone, no handkerchief or oil. He would stop and speak quietly with each, bow his head and whisper, sometimes laying a pale hand to the person’s shoulder, his demeanor one of tranquillity, calm.


  George was shocked to see the people remain standing. They did not fall; they did not quake or run the aisles. They stood their places with broken looks, the wise looks of the condemned.


  George noticed his wife was also watching the boy, but her face held a bitter expression, more so the closer Snodgrass came. She seemed to understand that the evangelist would not lay hands to her forehead. He would not send her to the carpet, and no assistant would stand waiting with arms and a blanket. Sadie would leave just as she came, and realizing this, George began to chuckle quietly.


  The boy came closer and Sadie’s face grew harsher, and as Snodgrass was praying for the man next to her, she spun suddenly from the line, casting George derision as she turned.


  George watched his wife go up the aisle, past the pew where they’d formerly sat, out the double doors into the lobby. A louder laugh escaped his lips, and when he turned back around, his face was cracked from smiling. Snodgrass stood in front of him.


  George’s laughter died, and he watched the evangelist with an anxious look, failing for a moment to blink or breathe. The boy was utterly ashen, and he walked sternly up, raised his hand, and placed it to the old man’s chest, closing his eyes to mumble a few words. George did not catch them. Only, the moment they left the boy’s lips, the audience beheld George Crider fall like lightning.


  It did not seem so to George. To him his descent seemed to take a very long time. At first there was the feeling his legs had given way, his limbs wilted to nothing. He sensed his arm go numb and a terrific burst go off in his chest just to the left of where the boy had touched him. He felt warm there and very still and the air that buzzed about his ears was like fire.


  There was time for George to consider many things before he struck the ground, to consider a time before dreams troubled his sleep, before an injury placed him in a hospital bed. He considered walking forty miles through the Quashita forest, under the pines and cedars of southeast Oklahoma, and then the time of his boyhood under the dense trees, before his brother had fallen, before he had a brother at all. He considered when it was only he and his mother and his father, when they would pick him off the ground, only a child of four years then, place him in the center of a patchwork quilt, and lift him, allowing him to leave the fabric for a moment before he sank back to its folds. They repeated this for what seemed like hoursthough it could not have been so longthe thin child rising and falling, caught up, snapped into the air.


  It was weightless, that sense, the stomach a rush, face and arms and legs prickling, the heart feeling as if it might split. Rising and falling, and again, and over. If it had always been like that, there would have been point in nothing else but to live in the instant when gravity first took hold and pulled you to its center.


  George considered this of all things as he abandoned himself to the fall, unaware he would expire some sixteen inches above the carpet, that his body would strike the floor with a hollow sound.


  COURTSHIP
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  For every female who makes

  herself male will enter heaven’s kingdom.


  THE GOSPEL OF THOMAS


  JANSEN WOULD NOT believe gay the right word for it. In high school he courted several women and liked it just fine, the way they looked and touched him. He did not act in a manner you’d think queer, didn’t stare at other men or grow excited when he saw one on TV. He’d decided that his yearnings for Wisnat were not, by definition, homosexual, for surely this label treated of appetites universally, not cases specific. There had to be another term, a word not yet invented. The bartender spent his days pondering this, for it mattered to him greatly what things were called. The issue, he began to think, was less about male and female and more about feelingthe emotions divorced from gender. Unfortunately, in his case this feeling was strong: heart drooping toward stomach, head buzzing, bowels in a clench. Often, his tongue held a steeled taste at its tip and his eyes jerked nervously about. After much deliberation, many soul-searched nights polishing his length of counter (dictionary lying dog-eared just beneath the register), Jansen concluded he was not gay at all. He concluded his sexual proclivities were straight as the next man’s and the emotional maelstrom he weathered about one thing alonelove.


  Dennison Wisnat was the vortex of this storm. Jansen could remember sitting across from him at Sunday school (plastic veneer table, coloring books of apostles, Pentecostal matron with her hair woven into a great gray bun). He was barely ten, but there was already something about the brows of the boy that drew him. They were not, as are those of the average child, smooth arcs; nor were they the circum-flexed ridges of children more starkly handsome. Wisnat’s eyebrows ran level across their tops, falling sharply at their ends toward the crow’s-feet that would appear in later decades. The effect of this was to give his face a solemn cast, to make the boy appear dejected and, in Jansen’s view, wizened by that dejection. He didn’t know quite what he wanted to do with Wisnat’s features, whether sculpt or pencil them into a sketchbook, mold a thin facsimilar mask and wear it atop his own. He shook away such thoughts (others more disturbing riding, inevitably, their heels), telling himself, at any rate, that such was the relationship of Peter and the Lord, such the rapport of anyone worth the title of friend.


  But regardless of pretext, it was there that the bartender’s love began, directed toward his playmate and fellow parishioner, festering over the years to come. Wisnat and Jansen grew inseparable, the latter failing to understand his feelings (little enough confess them), the former gathering every attractive woman that steered along his path. Wisnat was not a high school athlete but managed to accomplish his goals otherwise, keeping at bay the impending darkness through relations with the opposite sex.


  Small-town idyll: the drive-in in midsummer, large screen flickering, speaker balanced on half-rolled window, two couples amorous, oblivious of whereabouts. Wisnat is behind the steering wheel, grown to well over six feet, seventeen years of age, thick haired and muscular. The young lady (two years his senior) sits almost in his lap. She gropes and caresses, acts on him, he the disinterested watcher of this play, hands loosely on her back, sad eyes open, reflecting the scene. He seems not to be mindfulshe no more to him than an item in a series and, after all, thinks Jansen, is he any more to her? Wisnat looks forward to the next, past the robotic arms and pulleys, down the assembly line, and seeing them extend into the hazed horizon, his eyes are a little less sadthe dream of one to whom he will be more than just an achievement, whose survival will depend on him, this illumines the darkness, makes it bearable. Perhaps for a moment, muses Jansen, who in the backseat is likewise engaged. Jansen peers over the shoulder of his date and into the rearview mirror to see Wisnat’s strange expression (open-eyed, unfocused, fogged by dream), watching his friend carefully, praying that the girl he is kissing does not open her painted eyes.


  THEN THE COLLEGE years. University of Oklahoma. Jansen majoring in hotel management, Wisnat in business. They lived together in an apartment complex: single bedroom with bath and kitchen, balcony overlooking the division’s pool. Summer and spring, Wisnat held forth from this gallery, occasionally settling his beer in his lap to wave up the women who would be sunbathing below, waiting, it seemed to Jansen, only for invitation. He would open the door and lead them out to Wisnatbrows drooping at the sides of his sunglassesthen go back and sit in his recliner to observe. Sometimes the newly introduced couple would make their way back through the sliding glass doors, across the carpet, down the hall to the bedroom. Jansen registered every moan of mouth and squeak of springs, calmly recorded them, smiling. He would match eyes with Wisnat when he emerged, an inquisitive look on his face yet hardly one of annoyance.


  Though one might have thought these trysts would make Jansen writhe with jealousy or, at the very least be reluctant to assist with his friend’s seductions, the converse was true. Jansen misjudged Wisnat’s desire as he misjudged his own (even then the belief that he was homosexual plagued him, and he would push it away with flawed syllogisms: I am not gay, gays are interested in sex. I am only in love). He envisioned Wisnat’s libido a pit, not bottomless but very large. When that pit was full (the quicker it was full), Jansen thought he might profess his feelings and be met with something other than a blank stare or fist. As he led each woman onto the balcony, Jansen pictured a pile of female bodies slowly rising, torso by torso, ineluctably filling the chasm in Wisnat’s cratered soul.


  A month into his junior year (the pit’s bottom, he’d decided, was beginning to come into sight), Jansen’s father died. Six months later, his mother followed. He stood above her grave with Wisnat’s hand on his shoulder (the young man’s eyes still sadder than those of his mourning friend), thumbing, in his pocket, the insurance check he’d just been handed. They made the hour’s drive from Perser back to Norman: silence, whirring of tires on imperfect stretches of pavement, more silence. Back in their apartment, Jansen went into the bathroom and, cupping water to his face, found several strands of black hair wound around the stopper. He unspooled them, checked them against his own, turned on the overhead light and began to examine his scalp. Though his hair was relatively thick, though he had just come from the funeral of his mother, an additional worry began to shudder through him. The grief of loved ones gone and the anxiety over love uncaptured appeared to be taking its toll.


  Over the next year he found the same black hairs along the floor in the bedroom, on the kitchen stove, along the back of the recliner. Squatting one day, naked and wet, he pulled an enormous clump of them from the drain in the shower. He conducted rigorous inspections of his scalp and could see no patches, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they began to show. He could not guess how Wisnat might feel about this, wondered if this alone would prevent their union. As if in sympathy Wisnat brought no more women into the apartment, his expression beyond sadness now, nearing apocalypse.


  And then there was the day Jansen was doing laundry, stooped to the dryer, and found a dried ball of black hair spinning in the whites: a tumbleweed among the T-shirts and sheets. Clutching it in a fist, he went upstairs and walked out to the balcony to confess his affliction. The sun was setting, dyeing the world in crimson. Jansen steered his eyes away, feeling, of a sudden, very old. He approached Wisnat from behind, laid a hand to his shoulder and, looking down, saw an almost bare patch on the crown of the seated man’s head.


  “Jansen,” Wisnat told him, without turning, without raising his voice above a whisper, “I think I’m going bald.”


  THE WOMEN STOPPED. Just that quickly, it was over. The balcony doors were shut and the blinds drawn across them. Jansen watched his friend in the wavering light of the television, watched him shed hair after hair until all that was left was a furred ridge running atop his ears and winding about the base of his skull. He did not know it was possible for one to grow bald so quickly and continued to check his own hair for fear the same might happen to him. But part and tug as he might (bent across the sink with a comb in one hand, a tuft of hair in the other), Jansen looked much as he always had. If anything, his hair had become thicker.


  That fall, Wisnat withdrew from the business program and enrolled in beautician’s school. He didn’t discuss the decision, did not remark at any time afterward. Jansen came into the living room one evening and saw Wisnat had replaced a Cost Accounting textbook with one that detailed the procedures for and innovations in hair dye. He could not confront Wisnat. A new emotion seemed to be bleeding the cracks of his friend’s sad mask, one of complete and utter desperation. Jansen knew Wisnat was not interested in the field, didn’t care about haircuts, hair products, the proper way to give a perm. He knew the way Wisnat’s mind operatedcalculating, machinelike, the logic of the assembly line dictating his ethics and morale. His friend, propped in the recliner with a hundred-page study of testosterone, was searching for a way to regrow hair.


  For hours each day, Wisnat would explore his optionson the Internet, in the library, faxes coming from e-mail contacts through a local Kinko’s. He attempted every remedy he could discover: herbal or folkloric, pharmaceutical or electronic. There were pills and tonics; scalp massages and conditioners; oils, applicators, liquid vitamins; an expensive cap that plugged into the wall. He scoured medical journals and health books, ancient tomes revealing therapies by peoples now extinct. Using Jansen’s student ID, he registered for a chemistry course that met evenings, learning just enough to inform his doctors why their treatments were unsuccessful. Arms crossed to their chests, they would shake their heads, reminding Wisnat who held a degree in medicine, who was earning a beautician’s. The patient returned their looks, unblinking.


  Upon their respective graduations, Jansen and Wisnat loaded their belongings into a U-Haul and moved into the deserted house of the former’s deceased parents, back outside the oil town of Perser. Jansen used the insurance money that had been accruing interest to purchase an isolated, rural bar, one mile south of the Pentecostal church. After renovations and six months’ business, he bought also a barbershop that had recently come up for sale, signing the deed over to Wisnat. (The man was now acquiring a belly to accompany his balding skull. Though Jansen’s love for him had not faltered, he hated to see Wisnat metamorphose into something so pale, so hairless and bloated. The desperation had faded from Wisnat’s face only to be replaced by an even more profound expression, one redolent of despair.) Jansen walked in, pitched him the keys, and as if that action had triggered an engine, Wisnat woke the next morning and dressed in his barber’s smock and slacks. He drove down Main Street, pulled in front of his new shop, unlocked the doors, turned the OPEN sign streetward, without pause pressing a button that started the red-and-white pole spinning in its cylinder of glass, this candy cane signaling to the barber neither pleasure nor sweetness but rather an attendant decay.


  AND SO THEY entered a new era, a period so like marriage that the two refused to make jokes about it. Not because it did not occur to them to do so but rather because the obviousness of such comedy would have killed the laughter before it left their throats.


  The bar Jansen purchased established a faithful clientele (mindful of his town’s history, he named it the Gusher), one that expanded with each new week. He would awaken late in the morning, dither about the house in his robe, drive into town to meet Wisnat for lunch. They’d walk across the street to a shop that sold coffee and sandwiches, Jansen carrying the conversation, Wisnat responding with an occasional nod. Wisnat had never been one to ramble, rationing his speech as a stranded man does water. Now he seemed all but mute. Perhaps, Jansen tried to convince himself, the customers were wearing on himmaking small talk about weather and mortgages and farm equipment for eight hours a day was affecting his desire to speak. But behind his self-delusions, Jansen knew Wisnat had traversed some desert of the mind, a pair of footprints tracking an infinity of sand. His friend, as he’d known him, might not be coming back.


  Late in the night when both men were in their rooms, Jansen would lie awake listening to crickets outside his window, the hum of the refrigerator, the house settling. He imagined he could hear Wisnat from across the hall, the rhythmic noises of inhalation, the serene breathing of the unconscious. Often, he would climb out of bed, move the door on its hinges, creep the expanse of hallway, and peer into the near blackness of Wisnat’s roommoonlight framing the blackout shades, the face of a glow-in-the-dark clock. He thought many times about making his way farther, to his friend’s bed, parting the covers and sheets, sliding in between. But what, he began to ask himself, would he encounter once he reached the warm body in its center? What would be left to embrace?


  The more time that passed, the more Jansen did not want to answer such questions. It was no longer a fear of being met with outrage (What are you doing, Jansen? What the hell do you think you’re …); these were issues he’d assuaged in 1,001 nighttime fantasies: explanations and reasoning, a long silence wherein enlightenment might take sudden hold. What troubled Jansen was the fact that even if he were able to negotiate the minefield of Wisnat’s confusion, even if able to settle his friend’s nerves and allay his panic, he would be faced with nothing but a shell, a hollow parody of the man he had known. For almost a year, Wisnat had been an automaton, his emotions gone beneath the surface, his desire extinguished. How could he recognize love, much less return it?


  So, standing at the door, Jansen bided his time, hoping for that thing inside Wisnat to regain its consciousness, for the sleeper to awake. He stared into the darkened room and waited for those eyes to lose their blank and mechanical hopelessness, to become, once again, merely sad.


  IT WAS A Thursday night when Megan made her first appearance, ladies’ night at the Gusher. Jim Peters, an overweight veteran, foreman on a legion of the town’s construction jobs, had been playing the video trivia machine Jansen installed a week earlier, sliding quarters in the slot and mumbling, his broad face narrowed, scrunched to the screen.


  “Vanna White?” he was whispering to himself. Turning to Wade Stevensona thin man, thoroughly defeated, Laurel to his companion’s Hardyhe rocked drunkenly on his stool. “Fuck’s Vanna White?”


  Wade looked frailly over. “Game show,” the man explained. “Turns the letters.”


  “Miss America?” Peters asked.


  “Huh?”


  “She the Miss America was in Hustler?”


  “Naw,” Wade said, snapping his fingers, “that’s what’s her face”


  “Williams,” Jansen told them.


  “That’s right,” said Wade, “Vanna Williams.”


  “Vanessa,” Jansen corrected.


  “Vanessa Williams.”


  Peters looked back to the screen, pressed a neon button. A red X reflected off his glasses.


  “Shit,” he said.


  For most the evening, Jansen had been wiping the south end of the counter, glancing occasionally at Wisnat, who for the first night in weeks had decided to come to the bar for drinks. He was by himself at the dartboard, making impassive throws, dislodging them from the cork, making them again. Over the last several months he had grown completely bald or, perhaps, after giving up his quest, had merely begun shaving what hair remainedJansen was uncertain which. The bartender was looking directly at him when the front door opened and the room’s acoustics shifted in pitch, jukebox country spilling into the foyer. It was for this reason that his first impression of the woman would not be the slight alteration in sound or even her actual image when he turned in a moment toward the entrance. Jansen’s initial reaction would be forever filtered through Wisnatthe blurred likeness of the door reflected off his polished head, that head turning and its eyes coming about, giving a look Jansen had never before seen on the barber’s face. It was neither sadness nor desperation, this look; certainly not the blank gaze that seemed, these days, to be permanently etched in his features. This, the bartender decided, was something else.


  Jansen went to greet the woman making for the empty barstool beside Peters and Wade. Close to five nine, he calculated, five ten. She was wearing a midriff and jeans, and she looked tall in the heels she woreshe might have been six feet in the heels. Her stomach was flat and tan, and her navel was pierced with a bright silver ring, and this ring had another linked through it with a bell that jingled when she walked. She was blond, not a speck of makeup, with hair to her hips, and blue eyesotherworldly, thought Jansen: small ears like an elf, small, soft, elfin features.


  Peters, together with the rest of the men, watched her walk the floor, then hunkered between his shoulders, raised his glass, and muttered into his beer.


  “They God Almighty,” he said.


  The woman drew back a stool, set her purse in its seat, began digging inside. She pulled out cigarettes, a lighter, a small brown leather wallet. As the bar registered her movements, Jansen put down his towel, walked over, and asked what she’d like. The response was a White Russian. The bartender nodded, took the vodka, Kahlúa, and cream from beneath the counter, poured them in equal portions into a glass, scooped in several ice cubes, settled the drink on a coaster between the woman’s elbows.


  “How much?” she asked.


  “Three fifty,” he told her.


  She slid four singles across the counter, released a tranquil smile.


  Seeing this, Wade and Peters scooted back their stools. “We’ll see you,” Peters said.


  The bartender looked up, asked if they were leaving. It was only, he reminded them, a quarter till nine.


  “We got to be out there to pour that concrete at six,” Peters told him, wiping his mustache.


  “We got to get,” said Wade.


  “Bossman don’t pay us to be late, Jansen.”


  “We got to go,” Wade said.


  Jansen saw the All-Kraft Konstruction logo on Peters’s shirt disappear out the door, took the woman’s money to the register. As he fitted the bills into their cubbies, he located Wisnat between two bottles of scotch in the bar’s mirror. The man was sitting beneath the dartboard, feigning interest in a hockey game on the television hung above the counterglancing, on occasion, toward the woman. The blank expression was indeed gone. It seemed that the old sadness had awoken to replace it, but this sadness was compromised by that other something Jansen had noticed before, an anxiety, maybeperhaps what passed with Wisnat for desire.


  Then, suddenly, Jansen was unaware of himself. Something struck him with the force of a blow, the apprehension a runner receives when he is in front, only a few feet from the finish line, his opponents yards behind. As if the entire race had been free of worry precisely because he never let himself believe that winning was an option, didn’t allow victory to distort his senses, cloud his mind. But now with the unbroken tape within grasp, what fantasies of failure will assail him: whether twist of ankle or sprain of knee or, possibly, disasters more far-fetchedenvironmental mishaps, nuclear war, the Rapture. For Jansen, turning, seeing the woman as if for the first time, no longer observes a person of beauty, a woman enjoying a drink, but sees rather a pit stacked nearly level, a place inside for one more body and, if properly positioned, if perfectly placed, the fulfillment of his dreams.


  JANSEN RECLINES IN the barber’s chair; Wisnat stands above him. The barber gathers foam from the palm of his cupped hand and dabbing it, spreads it across his client’s face. He makes, almost, a mask of it, a cast of lathered white. Then it is out with his razor and its calm, smooth strokesup the neck, over the cheeks, scrapes on the underside of Jansen’s pointed nose. Tightly caped, the man closes his eyes and allows the barber to work on him, barely comprehending the syllables, the urgency in his companion’s voice.


  The topic is the woman from the previous night. He calls her simply “the girl,” for they do not yet know her name. Wisnat has plans for her should she come in the bar again, wants to know if the bartender will help with these plans, wants to know the odds of her coming in.


  The odds.


  His opinion.


  Jansen?


  “Opinion of what?” says the bartender, having decided beforehand to play this coy.


  “The girl,” Wisnat tells him.


  “She seemed nice,” Jansen noncommits. “Very nice girl.”


  The shaving stops. When he opens his eyes, he sees Wisnat has crossed his arms, the razor passive against his smock, his expression strained-looking, severe. The bartender has not seen this side of his friend. It frightens him.


  “I don’t like my chances,” says Wisnat.


  “Chances of what?”


  No answer.


  “A date?”


  Wisnat nods.


  “I’m sure they’re good. Why wouldn’t they be good?”


  The barber merely looks at him. Jansen brushes a spot of foam from his cheek. He points to one side of his facethe unshaven side.


  “Are you going to”


  “I need an edge,” Wisnat tells him.


  “Edge?”


  “Yes.”


  “What kind of edge?”


  “Any,” says the barber.


  Jansen, about to rise and bolster his friend’s esteem, is pushed gently back, the razor at work again, the sounds of soft scraping. He closes his eyes, then relaxes, imagines, for an instant, the woman. He pictures tucking her arms and legs, folding her into a large square. Then hefting this brick, fitting it snugly into place.


  Evening, for the bartender, cannot get here too quickly.


  IT WOULD HAVE been difficult to determine who was more pleased. For that night, when the woman arrived at the bar, there was a look of ardor on the faces of Wisnat and Jansen both.


  She arrived, crossed to the counter, settled her purse into the selfsame seat. Jansen prepared her White Russian, starting a conversation in which the woman revealed more than the bartender had hoped. Her name was Megan Thomas (having a strong Southern accent, she drew the syllables out, pronouncing them May-gun), and she’d recently moved from Missouri to take a job at Perser Memorial Hospital. She was, by her own account, much younger than she looked, had a history of bad relationships, issues with self-respect. Since the move, she’d been desperate for company: on the phone every evening with her mother or aunt, friends back in the Ozarks. Jansenin an attempt to stall Megan until he could summon his friendbegan asking a series of questions to which the woman responded with sincerity and candor.


  No, she’d not thought of a dating service.


  No, she didn’t read the personals.


  No, regardless of how hard it was for him to believe it, she was rarely asked out. She had a way, she’d been told, of intimidating men.


  As she spoke, Jansen nodded, trying to entice Wisnat over, to find a way of introducing the two. But Wisnat remained where he was, huddled beneath the dartboard drinking bourbon and Cokes, observing, from beneath his sloping brows, Jansen talking with the womanthis woman laughing, reaching to touch the bartender on the arm, spinning a straw in the corner of her mouth.


  Indeed, Wisnat was all but silent on the matter until the next day when Jansen was back in the chair with the sheet draped across him, face smeared with shaving cream. But on this occasion, when Jansen opened his eyes he did not see Wisnat standing cross-armed and anxious but rather the barber’s palm extended in front of his face, in its center several small tabletsorange and flat, shaped, Jansen would later think, like stop signs.


  “You’ve got to cut them in half,” began Wisnat, using an index finger to demonstrate the motion. “Cut them in half and crush them between a couple of spoons.”


  Jansen looked at the medication, then the barber.


  “What are they?” he asked.


  “They’re pills.”


  “What are they for?”


  “The girl,” he was told. “You stir them in her drink. But first you have to crush them into powder.”


  “Wisnat”


  “You have turn them into dust.”


  “You’re not serious.”


  The barber indicated he was.


  “What do they do?”


  Wisnat closed his fist around the tablets, sunk them into a pocket. He took up the razor and moved toward Jansen. The bartender pushed away his arm.


  “Wisnat,” he said, “what do they do?”


  The barber took a step away, looked toward the street. His answer, when it came, made very little sense. Jansen asked again, was again told.


  Rising in his chair, Jansen took off the cape. He stared at Wisnat, stood staring at this man he’d known for most his life. He shook his head and exited the barber’s shop, went to the Gusher, the conversation still turning in his head. He very nearly laughed at it, at someone having asked him to do this. He could lose his license. His parents’ life savings. He carried cases of liquor from the storeroom, walked them toward the counter, looking at the bar, his bar, all of it jeopardized by the mere entertainment of this idea. He would not do it. He would refuse Wisnat something so ludicrous. Who, after all, did he think he was? There were limits, the bartender decided, even to love.


  And so it was, that evening, when Megan arrived, when the pills (already crushed) slid into her drink, Jansen continued to ponder that afternoon’s conversation, as he stirred the powder and the vodka, the Kahlúa and the cream.


  Wisnat, he would remember asking, what do they do?


  His reply was simple enough, the type of answer one uses for delusion, a thorough washing of the hands.


  They make women so you can talk to them.


  THE CHOICES WE MAKE. The treacherous instant in which we see ourselves as characters in a story: the crucial decision, the moment of crisis. Everything, we begin to think, must follow from here. It cushions us, does it not? Makes us disbelieve the reality, the complexity with which we’ve engaged. Life, henceforth, will assume a tighter structure, move toward an inevitable denouement. There will be an ending we will stand apart from, observe with disinterest. All the clutter will be removed and we will be granted a brief vision into what we truly are. We will behold our very natures, unclouded and frozen, reflected all at once in God’s eternal mirror.


  This is what Jansen thought. Evening after evening he drove to his bar, out Highway 9 with the air conditioner running and the windows rolled down, past the First Pentecostal: the small church he’d grown up in, left at the age of sixteen and never returned. He thought that the church had added to this viewing of himself as a dramatic figure. It was something for Jansen to measure himself against, a means of adopting a position from outside and surveying his soul.


  The church was in revival that summer: all the cars in neat rows on the white gravel, the stray family running behind schedule, the sign facing the highway. He remembered revivals quite vividly, the weeklong (sometimes monthlong) meetings wherein the parishioners would rededicate their lives to holiness. Evangelists with handkerchiefs and polyester suits would preach of fire and death, the book of Revelation, the judgments reserved for those who abused their bodies with cigarettes and alcohol, promiscuity and drugs, television, liberal politics, homosexuality, makeup, rock and rollall liars and whoremongers, thieves and murderers, sinners and backslidden Christians caught up at the last day and cast into a lake of fire.


  As a boy, the fear of such a place was on him. He hit adolescence, felt a desire denounced from the very pulpit, and the fear swelled, ruled his existence as a palpable force. He became a teenager, left the church, professed atheism, and the fear was on him stronger than ever. In the dead of night, Jansen pictured scenes more vibrant than even the preachers could create: regions of pit and ash, time’s livid flames extending into days unmarked by torment. He rolled on his bed, confessed sins enacted and imagined, awakened in the morning to grainy dawn and a love he could seldom understand.


  But it was also this love that in his first years of college anchored him, kept him from returning to his faith out of simple fear. As long as there was Wisnat, this physical entity walking about, he could push away thoughts of fantastic and eternal torture. He could focus entirely on his roommate, justify his yearnings with the one Christlike emotion agreed on by all denominations, charismatic or otherwise.


  Now, as an adult of almost thirty, Jansen no longer feared Hell, no longer lay awake constructing mentally its antechambers and dungeons. But whenever he was quiet, whenever there was neither light nor sound to distract him, the residue of past threats would present itself as a nagging anxietythe sense that something was not right, something somewhere unfixably and permanently wrong. And while Wisnat contributed to such feelings, he also, by his mere presence, allayed them. Even the desire Jansen felt for his friend had become something on which the bartender could depend. He could not afford to lose him.


  This, more than anything else, was how Jansen in the years to come would justify putting the pills in Megan’s drinks. He knew it was not rightevery nerve in him screamed against itbut what choice did he have? What was he to do when the man with whom he was in love asked of him a favorone that, after all, was probably harmless, probably, thought Jansen, would not even produce its intended effect. At worst, Wisnat would not get what he was seeking and things would return to the way they’d been. At best, this would be Wisnat’s final conquest, the beginning of what Jansen had imagined since he was a boy of ten.


  DAYS OF AVOIDING his housemate, immersing himself in dictionaries, copying passages from the OED. Nights of tending bar, monitoring Wisnat, making Megan her offWhite Russians. He tracks the origin of words like perfidy. Grinds, between spoons, pill after pill.


  Weeks of such activity bled together. Jansen watched each evening for the drug to take effect, saw nothing but a rash on the woman’s cheeks. Though he had hoped for Wisnat’s quick success, Jansen soon grew so troubled that he immediately wished the entire business done. At first, he feared the pills might be Rohypnol, known in the media as the date-rape drug. But Rohypnol, Jansen learned, had an immediate effect, and whatever he was giving this woman didn’t seem to be working at all, unless the goal was merely to chap her face. Perhaps, he figured, Wisnat had purchased some kind of aphrodisiac, answered an ad in the back of Rolling Stone. Having flirted with similar ideas himself, Jansen knew that, whatever their promises, these pills were worthless.


  He had begun to grow accustomed to Megan. For the first time, the bartender could entertain the possibilities of having a woman as a friend. It was obvious that she had developed a minor crushperfectly innocent, thought Jansen, completely natural. It was also clear to him that even if Wisnat had permitted, he could hardly have returned her feelings. While he enjoyed speaking with herthought her amusing and sinceresexually, his reactions were of indifference. And, as if sensitive to his response, the woman, it seemed to Jansen, began to withdraw.


  She continued, regardless, to frequent the Gusher. For weeks, she was faithful as ever. But the insecurities Megan had confessed seemed gradually to deepen, her confidence to steadily deflate. The bartender supposed this was a function of his refusing to promote her advances, but then he knew differently. Megan had developed the look of one wrestling with something, her expression going from shock, to frustration, to distress. He had seen the same progression in Wisnat when the man began losing his hair.


  It was not worth it, Jansen finally concluded; it simply wasn’t right. He had poured the entire bottle of pills down the sink when she abruptly quit coming.


  Jansen did not have time to question her disappearance, for immediately his attention was focused on Wisnat. From the time the pills began going into Megan’s drinks, Wisnat’s unease had been apparent. He sat, no longer passive, beneath the dartboard, bouncing his knees, drinking bourbon, staring expectantly at the woman, his eyebrows slanting more solemnly that ever. She’d seemed not to notice him, this man leaning forward in his chair as if toward a film whose climax had arrived. Jansen had looked at Wisnat, incapable of comprehending his strategy. Why didn’t he try and talk to her? For what, wondered Jansen, was he waiting?


  When Megan quit coming to the bar, Wisnat’s anxiety seemed to double. Unable now to study the woman, he sat at the counter observing the door, checking his watch, asking the bartender once more about the odds of her coming in. Jansen claimed not to know. He was disgusted with Wisnat, disgusted with himself. He despised the situation thoroughly, the part he’d played in it. Most of all he hated that after the fiasco was at an end, his emotions compelled him to reassure a man who was by all accounts a criminal.


  There were nights when Wisnat would sit and stare at the entrance, and nights when he would interrogate Jansen, and nights when both men would begin drinking and be forced to have a cab conduct them home. Nights of narrowly averted arguments and migraine headaches and silences that would last for hours at a stretch. And finally there was the night (the beginning in Perser of Derrick Days, the town’s annual celebration of its oil boom) when Jansen emerged from the storeroom into a packed house and saw that Megan had returned, that she was sitting, not in her usual spot, but as far from the counter as possible, by herself at a shadowed table; and walking toward her he saw for the first time that she was wearing makeup, and not just a light foundation or brush of rouge but a heavy covering agent intended to hide the most serious blemishes; and when he came closer, when the crowd parted and the light from the MILLER GENUINE sign illumined her face, Jansen saw, at long last, the effects of Wisnat’s pills, saw on this woman’s face, where the makeup was thickest, the shadow cast on her upper lip, not by her nose or the various objects depending from the walls (neon signs and lamps, the rack holding eleven damaged cues) but rather by a blond and slightly velveteen mustache.


  THERE WAS BARELY room to stand and the noise was deafening, customers lined for much of the night, around the counter, obscure gestures signaling their choices of drink. Derrick Days was a popular event, known among the residents of towns throughout central Oklahoma. For years the Gusher had figured as one of its most prominent attractions. As soon as the first hint of summer dusk descended, people drove out in search of alcohol. They came in from firework shows, from the community center, from Parson’s Field where the tractor pull was held. Their cars choked the parking lot, contending, in spectacle, with the revival not a mile down the road.


  All that evening Jim Peters had been taunting the young man Jansen hired to help him on busier occasions, a red-haired college student by the name of Sparks. Peters took it as an affront that there should be someone of Sparks’s age who had aspirations toward higher ed, and the drunker he became the more stabbing were his insults.


  “What you need to go to college for anyway?” he was asking Sparks. “Cain’t you already count?”


  Wade, from a few stools over, ejected a snort. “Maybe he wants to be president.”


  “Shit,” Peters told him, “he don’t need college for that.”


  Sparks continued wiping at the counter. “You guys are real comedians,” he said.


  “Well, I’m glad you think so,” Peters responded. Reaching across the counter, he put an enormous hand into Sparks’s hair, mussed it.


  Sparks retreated, realigned, with his fingers, the part. “Quit it,” he warned.


  Jansen, not wanting to deal with a brawl, asked Sparks to help him pull several cases of vodka from the back. The two of them walked toward the storeroom, the bartender cautioning the young man about getting into a scuffle with the larger and more aggressive veteran.


  Emerging, Jansen carried a box of liquor toward the counter and noticed Megan at her table. He’d started toward her across the barskirting tables, dodging clusters of drunksreached a certain point, and then, stopping in midstep, registered with horror, the mustache, the results of the barber’s enterprise. It flooded in on him, the entirety of Wisnat’s plan. For several moments, he did not breathe.


  Abruptly, a stranger at a nearby table gave a tug on Jansen’s sleeve. “I think your buddy’s in trouble,” said his voice. Glancing behind him, shaken from his thoughts, Jansen saw that a case of vodka lay broken on the floor. There was a large commotion and then a ring of men, two figures struggling in its center. Between a pair of upraised and riotous arms, Jansen watched Peters twirl Sparks and twist him into a half nelson.


  “Come on,” the man was saying, veins articulating along the insides of his arms, “give us a hug.”


  “Yeah,” said Wade, “give him a hug.”


  The bartender rushed over, helped loosen Peters’s grip, asked the man to let Sparks go. Peters went gradually slack and then released his captive altogether. Jansen conducted him swiftly from the ring, cries of disappointment general in the room.


  “Aw,” begged Peters, “don’t take my little Sparkie away.”


  Shaking his head, Jansen brought Sparks behind the counter, tried to calm him. The boy slung a towel spectacularly at the bar, cast Peters an indignant look. “Fat fuck,” he said, under his breath.


  Jansen glanced quickly toward Megan’s table, noticing that Wisnatthe man had been invisible up till then; the bartender was not even aware of his attendancewas standing there talking to her. Megan was nodding.


  “What’s that?” said Peters, interrupting Jansen’s attempts to project his hearing. He rose, again, to his feet, swayed back and forth. “What’d you say?”


  Sparks stood for a moment. Jansen tried to draw him back to the storeroom, but the boy maneuvered out of the bartender’s grip. From the corner of his eye he saw Wisnat pull back a chair, sit down next to Megan.


  Sparks leaned over the bar, brought his face against Peters’s. “Fat fucking fuck,” he slowly enunciated, spraying spit across the veteran’s glasses.


  Peters threw back his head and began laughing, Jansen exhaling in relief. Then Peters grabbed Sparks, drug him over the counter, and tossed him in the floor, wedging both knees in the young man’s chest.


  “Get off me,” came the muffled voice of Sparks. “The fuck off me.”


  Peters unbuckled his belt and began to lower his pants. “This fat man’s going to shit right in your skinny, little face,” he said.


  It took four men to lift Peters off Sparks. When they seated him in his stool he sat there pointing at the boy, laughing. “You’re a lucky son of a bitch,” he informed the bar. “I judged the chili cook-off this afternoon.”


  Laughter. The mock screams of women.


  Jansen, untucking the front of his shirt to mop at his face, asked Wade to call a cab. It arrived almost instantly, Peters asleep the moment he was crammed inside. When Jansen walked back into the bar and began searching around, he saw that Megan was gone. The barber as well.


  Locating Sparks, he asked where he went.


  “Where who went?” The boy was standing behind the counter with an icepack on his forehead, a look in his eyes of rage and relief.


  “Wisnat,” repeated Jansen, “where is he?”


  “Left,” Sparks told him, motioning to the rear exit. He sat the icepack on the bar and miniature streams of water ran toward its edge. “Went out the back with some bimbo.”


  IT WAS AFTER two when the last of them stumbled out, lights from a dozen cars fanning, at various angles, the bar’s rear wall. Walking to the center of the room, Jansen collapsed into a chair. All of the windows facing the highway were smeared with fingerprints, and there was a word greased on the outside pane that he could not make out. He sat for some time, attempting to decipher it, feeling, of a sudden, as if he were going to be ill.


  Rising, he began to busy himself with cleaning the room. There were crushed beer nuts strewn across the floor and ashtrays brimming with half-smoked cigarettes, matchbooks laid out in ominous patterns, arranged by an anonymous seer. On one of the tables someone had constructed a miniature castle out of straws and Michelob bottles. The bartender left this fortress intact, picked up the larger items and washed the dishes, swept the floors and wiped the countertop. He went behind the bar, ejected the register’s tray, tallied the currency into careful stacks, zipped all of it into a First National bag. Glancing into the mirror, he saw a pair of lights strobe the roadside windows, come glaring up, cut to darkness. He heard a car door slam, the front door open. Tossing the bank bag beneath the counter, he turned. Wisnat stood before him, his face bled of the hopelessness and anxiety that had been so long engraved there, his brows not even reverting to their familiar, dissatisfied slope. There was a new expression on the man’s face, one, it almost seemed, of contentment. He walked to where Jansen had been sitting and pulled back a chair.


  As Jansen had cleaned the bar, he’d contemplated how he would approach the man, what he might say. Numerous insults and chastisements ran through his mind, each more severe than the one before. Now, with Wisnat seated barely fifteen feet away, the bartender found himself at a loss. He was choked with anger, with bitterness and a sense of betrayal, but he did not know how to begin, how to give these things utterance. Perhaps there was something insufficiently developed about his thoughts, or he’d simply not had time to process them. Perhaps, Jansen realized, his tongue was rendered paralytic by the same force that had halted his words since he was a child.


  He went over and took a seat opposite Wisnat. The two sat staring at each other, at the walls, at the table between them. When Jansen could no longer take it, he leaned forward in his chair.


  “Well?” he said.


  “Well what?” replied his friend.


  The bartender felt himself beginning a retreat, but then recognized he had to, regardless of the discomfort, make a stand.


  “I saw what you did,” he said.


  “What I did?”


  Jansen ignored this. “They were some kind of hair pill, weren’t they? You gave her some kind of growth hormone.”


  Crossing his arms, the barber shook his head, looked, in blatant disinterest, toward the window. “You, you, you,” he muttered under his breath.


  “All right then,” said Jansen, “we.”


  Wisnat gestured toward his friend. “Try and remember that.”


  “Why would I forget?”


  “You’re just as much to blame as I am.”


  “Maybe.”


  “No, not ‘maybe.’”


  “Fine,” said Jansen, “I’m to blame.”


  Wisnat, momentarily appeased, wiped a hand across his face, and the two once again grew quiet. Jansen felt as if his efforts had been undermined, and looking at the barber something in him crumpled. He began to wonder if he could forget the events of the previous month, if they could just go ahead now that the unpleasantness was at an end.


  “Anyway,” he began in a friendlier tone, “I suppose it’s over.”


  “Suppose what’s over?”


  “Megan,” Jansen told him, motioning vaguely. “I suppose you’re done with all of that.”


  “What makes you think I’m done?”


  Jansen didn’t understand. “I mean,” he said, laughing nervously, “that that’s usually it. Once you”


  “We didn’t have sex, if that’s what you’re fumbling around.”


  The bartender simply looked at the man. He didn’t understand this either.


  “Then where have you been?”


  “Excuse me, Dad.”


  “I’m serious, Dennis. Where were you all this time?”


  “I don’t think I have to tell you.”


  “You were with her?”


  The barber took a napkin from the dispenser and began tearing it into strips.


  “You were with Megan, right?”


  “You know, Jansen,” Wisnat told him, “you’re very fucked up.”


  “I’m fucked up?”


  “Yes.”


  “What about you?”


  “What about me?”


  Jansen felt blood rushing to his head. He was angry, but there was something alongside the anger, something he’d not experienced even in the days when he witnessed his friend’s conquests. He was, it briefly occurred to him, jealous.


  “You want to keep seeing her?”


  “It’s none of your business.”


  “You’re wrong,” he said, “it is my business. You made it my”


  “Jesus.”


  “Please quit.”


  “Quit what?”


  Jansen broke off, cast around as if looking for someone to assist. “Just give me an answer, Wisnat. Just a plain, simple answer. Stop worrying about whether or not it’s my”


  “Fine,” said Wisnat, straightening in his chair and scooting to its edge, “what do you want to know?”


  “Do-you-want-to-see-her-again?”


  “Why wouldn’t I?” he said.


  “Because”


  “Because of the pills?”


  The bartender nodded.


  Wisnat looked to his feet. “That has nothing to do with it,” he explained. “Is it that hard for you to understand me wanting to be with someone else?”


  Jansen noticed that he was standing, though he would never recall rising to his feet. His breath was coming in spurts and his hands were shaking so badly that he grabbed the edge of the table to steady them.


  “Why?” he managed, his voice starting to crack.


  Wisnat sat for several minutes as if choosing, carefully, his words. Finally, he looked up at Jansen, gave a brief smile. He asked the bartender if it would be too difficult to believe that he might just be in love.


  There followed a period Jansen could not remember, a stretch of compressed time, filled, he thought, with screaming and (perhaps) a momentary scuffle, twenty years of words spilling nonsensically and in no particular order from his mouth. When he came to, he had Wisnat by the collars, pressed against the wall. He was repeating the word right, unable to decide if it was a question or an answer or some ambiguous curse. Throughout, Wisnat’s face remained surprisingly tranquil, as if this were something he’d been expecting all along.


  Jansen grew suddenly quiet and his hands went slack. Wisnat took them carefully from his shirt and helped his housemate to a seat. The barber knelt in front of him, between Jansen’s knees, placed a hand on either side of the man’s face, cradling it almost. He exhaled a long breath, shook his head and then, with a resigned lookone that suggested having to finally speak of things better left unsaidbrought the bartender’s face toward his, told him that he understood much more than Jansen thought. Wisnat explained that the darkness that hovered over him, had for the very first time lifted, that he could see clearly, as if the world had become transparent. He told Jansen that he had always been a good friend to him, that he appreciated it, but that all things drew toward an end. This, he explained, he must simply accept.


  Finally, he told how there was something about Megan that Jansen did not yet comprehend, something he couldn’t talk about, but that it made him feel necessary, almost required. Before Jansen could comment, before he could even open his mouth, Wisnat told him he need not worry himself over this. That he could be of no help in the matter. That such a thing could not be satisfied by one of his kind.


  OCTOBER 5 OF THE subsequent year, Dennison Lee Wisnat and Megan Renee Thomas were pronounced man and wife. They flew out on a Thursday afternoon for Las Vegas, Nevada, and returned the following week. The gossip section of The Perser Chronicle mentioned that the two planned on taking as many trips as possible before raising a family. Jansen, reading the article several times before disposing of it, pondered the reporter’s claim that this couple had a great deal in common. He could not, after some thought on the matter, help but agree.


  He saw Wisnat very seldom over the next few years, but he would occasionally spy Megan on the street. The woman, it seemed, had undergone various changes: her skin much rougher than it used to be, almost leathern. Apparently, she spent her days in a tanning bed, wore makeup even more heavily than the last time Jansen had seen her at the bar. He would watch her go down the street, recede among the awnings and parking meters, unable to decide whether she looked happy or merely resigned.


  Jansen could not pronounce judgment for he’d undergone a number of changes himself. That spring he put his bar up for sale and had little trouble getting rid of it. He felt, after all he’d been through, he needed time to recoup. But, although he altered his schedule and spent much of his time alone, he did not seem to be making progress toward recovery. He began taking long walks in which he would contemplate the events of the preceding year, trying to determine at what point he’d gone wrong, what potholed, gravel road he’d steered down to find the bridge out and the way back filled with insuperable barricades. At first he took his strolls in the country but soon switched to the sidewalks of Perser, starting just around evening when the streets were abandoned and the businesses closed, continuing, sometimes, late into the night.


  There were aspects of the situation he could never understand. Why, for instance, when Megan had begun growing facial hair she did not choose to treat the problem medically. He realized what a blow such a thing must have been to a person with an ego as frail as Megan’s, but were there not cosmetic remedies that would have made her right again? He’d seen ads for epilators and hair removal creams, an assortment of products she might have tried before succumbing to the barber. Perhaps, he thought, she’d tried some of these. Perhaps the chemicals that removed hair were less effective than those that claimed to grow it.


  There were other things about the circumstances that Jansen failed to comprehend, but his walks were helpful in this regard. They led him, in due time, past the barbershop, and one night he made a discovery that seemed to bring things sharply into focus. He returned the next week at the same hour, saw that what he’d stumbled on was something akin to a ritual, and whether or not it was for the two who participated in it, it soon became so for Jansen: every Saturday and Wednesday for years to come.


  Moving down the sidewalk just after ten, the street-lamps brightly lit, summer bugs or autumn leaves or winter flakes flitting about their bulbs, Jansen would come upon Main and follow it down to where Wisnat made his living, the same quaint shop with the plate-glass windows looking onto the street, the barber pole stationary now, the window shades drawn. There would be a warm yellow light coming from the edge of the blinds, and if one stood at just the right angle, one could make out what was happening inside without the slightest risk of being detected.


  It was here that Jansen discovered what years of reflection had proven powerless to reveal. Here that he realized gay described his behavior better than most appellations. Here he understood that the love he bore Wisnat was inescapable, that suffering an existence of insult and desire was not the worst thing that could occur; that life, without love, without even the false hope of love, had very little left to it.


  And now that he realizes this, is he better off for the knowledge? Has the epiphany fostered a clearer sense of self in this man who stands outside the barbershop with his face pressed against glass, watching past his blurred reflection, as he had from the backseats of teenage cars, Wisnatthe barber’s expression strangely ecstatic these days as he looks to the woman reclining in the chair below him, covered in a long sheet, perhaps even naked beneath it. The former bartender watches with a yearning that seems to match the barber’s rapture, watches as the man takes foam from the dispenser and removes the washcloth from Megan’s face, her skin warm and red, steaming slightly in the summer air. The foam goes onto her cheeks, Wisnat working it carefully in, and then the razor, just as careful, moving gently across her facesmiling, Jansen supposes, though he cannot tell this either. It feels wonderful, Jansen can remember, moving a little closer, closing his eyes to better imagine the sensation, the sound. It was the sound he had not forgotten, that which remained etched on his memory, a sound like something being scraped away, a noise he’d associated, at one time, with being cleansed, washed, as a child at the altar, of his sins. And though he cannot hear it through the glass, can hear nothing but the wind or swell of cicadas, he knows the sound as he knows the voice of the man who produces it. The crystalline noise of those smooth, clean, strokes. That scraping of the razor, like fingernails on glass.
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