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         “Phenomenal…A hilarious success.”

         
         
         —The New York Times Book Review

         
         
         
         
         
         “Terribly funny, emotionally engaging, and almost impossible to set aside…a heartwarming tour de force.”

         
         
         
         
         —Newsweek

         
         
         
         
         
         “A picaresque comedy after the fashion of Tom Jones or Don Quixote, part generational saga, gangland adventure, mock epic and Southern gothic fable, all of which blended together prove singularly
            satisfying…lively entertainment…a wild and reckless adventure…exceptional good fun.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Philadelphia Inquirer

         
         
         
         
         
         “Michael Malone exhibits the balance and showmanship of a champion acrobat, parodying every square inch of his native South
            even as he pays affectionate homage to the characters of the place and its people. HANDLING SIN is a comic odyssey…constantly sharp and funny…a KNICK-KNACK GEM-CRACK HIGH-TIME CIRCUS, with intriguing sideshows, and an
            abiding spirit of fun…This novel is some show.”
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         “This madcap book bubbles with frenzy from the first pages…with a wink to Cervantes and Dickens—as well as the Marx Brothers…a
            highly refreshing tale in which Malone has managed to make the bizarre hilariously credible.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Publishers Weekly

         
         
         
         
         
         “Many of the characters are studiedly picturesque, as if Thermopylae were the Carolina franchise for Garrison Keillor’s Lake
            Wobegon.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Los Angeles Times

         
         
         
         
         
         “HANDLING SIN is a raucous and jubilant as bright as a spring morn-ing… Malone’s ear for voices and dialects, his comic timing, and his
            gaudy sense of the comic are marvelous. Like the comedy of Charlie Chaplain, HANDLING SIN is relentlessly perceptive about the funny ways we have of being human…We’re gratefully carried along by the madcap adventures
            of the hero…funny and touching, immensely satisfying…a very accomplished novel.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Christian Science Monitor

         
         
         
         
         
         “Reminiscent of A Confederacy of Dunces in its brilliance and wry humor.”
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         “Michael Malone has done it again…Non-stop laughs…wonderfully absurd adventures.”

         
         
         
         
         —Atlanta Journal-Constitution

         
         
         
         
         
         “Michael Malone has a true narrative gift, the true eye for the character in action, and a fluent prose wrought carefully
            and well…A real accomplishment.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Robert Penn Warren

         
         
         
         
         
         “A very funny book…hilarious dialogue and prose…deeply satisfying.”

         
         
         
         
         —San Francisco Chronicle

         
         
         
         
         
         “With this immense, joyous novel…Malone has written the best, most vibrantly comic book of his career…A delightful book that
            readers will want to savor—at least once.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Kirkus Reviews

         
         
         
         
         
         “Patches of fine prose spout when Malone writes about jazz and Southern cities like ‘sea-spoiled Charleston’…fascinating personalities
            …fast, entertaining reading.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Providence Sunday Journal

         
         
         
         
         
         “HANDLING SIN is a great big endearing picaresque novel…a larky tale. It’s somewhat later, after the breakneck chases and the giggles have
            subsided, that we realize it’s something wiser and deeper. It’s a parable of love and reconciliation; it’s also a celebration
            of plain old fun…a delightful book.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —Washington Post

         
         
         
         
         
         “HANDLING SIN is terrific…large spiriteds, beautifully crafted and extremely funny…dozens of vivid, eccentric creatures…a dazzling display
            of caricature and high energy farce…grand and lovely.”
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         “A real find…A joy from start to finish!”

         
         
         
         
         —Boston Herald

         
         
         
         
         
         “While comparisons will be made to A Confederacy of Dunces…the humor of HANDLING SIN is superior…Mr. Malone’s twists and turns and surprises are downright phenomenal, verging on genius…weighed in the scales
            of laughter, HANDLING SIN is a hilarious success. It is worth reading just to collect the full kernels of fine humor which are much thicker in this
            book than pecans in a Georgia fruitcake.”
         

         
         
         
         
         —The New York Times Book Review
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         Prologue

         
         
         
         
         THERE LIVED IN THE PIEDMONT of North Carolina a decent citizen and responsible family man named Raleigh Whittier Hayes, who
            obeyed the law and tried to do the right thing. He had a wife and two daughters, and he owned his own house, his own business,
            two oceanfront rental properties, two automobiles, his own retirement plan, and a large number of Treasury bonds. Thus was
            he well established in the middle class. Also he took care to be a member of the Civitans, the Chamber of Commerce, the Baptist
            Church, the Neighborhood Association, and the United Fund. Everyone who  knew him called him reliable Raleigh, hardworking
            Raleigh, fair-and-square Raleigh, and, in general, respectable, smart, steady, honest, punctual, decent Raleigh Hayes.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         The day came when the members of the court of Heaven took their places in the presence of the Lord.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         The Call

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 1

         
         
         
         
         In Which the Hero Is Introduced and Receives a Blow

         
         
         
         
         ON THE IDES OF MARCH, in his forty-fifth year, the neutral if not cooperative world turned on Mr. Raleigh W. Hayes as sharply
            as if it had stabbed him with a knife. Like Caesar, Mr. Hayes was surprised by the blow, and responded sarcastically.Within
            a week his eyes were saying narrowly to everything they saw, Et tu, Brute? The world looked right back at the life insurance salesman; either blinked or winked, and spun backward on an antipodean whim,
            flinging him off with a shrug. This outrage happened first in his little hometown, which was Thermopylae, North Carolina,
            and, soon thereafter, all over the South, where Mr. Hayes was forced to wander to save his inheritance from a father who’d,
            again, run ostentatiously berserk.
         

         
         
         
         
         Of course, there were warnings. Like Caesar, Hayes ignored them. A lunatic had gotten into the fortune cookies at the Lotus
            House, the only Chinese restaurant in town. Suddenly, along with their checks, patrons began receiving, coiled like paper
            snakes, harsh predictions or dreadful instructions: “You will die of cancer.” “Someone close will betray you.” “Sell all your
            stocks at once!” Either the manufacturer had unwittingly hired a sadistic sloganeer, or here in the Lotus House kitchen the
            Shionos themselves (ingrates despite decades of Thermopylae’s hospitality) were tweezering out the old bland fortunes and
            slipping inside the cookies these warped prognostications. The restaurateurs (who were not Chinese anyhow, but Japanese) were
            already suspected of holding a grudge about the war, of catching stray cats and serving them to unknowledgeable palates as
            Cantonese chicken, of meaning by “C. Chow Mein” on their menus, “Cat.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The Thermopylae Civitans met at the Lotus House anyhow, because it served liquor without resembling a bar, and the Civitans
            didn’t think of themselves as the sort of people who would eat lunch in a bar. As Raleigh Hayes did not drink, and as he found
            disturbing the mingling of foods customary in Asian cuisine—so many vegetables, meats, and noodles heaped communally together
            violated his sense of privacy—he never would have eaten a meal in the Lotus House had he not been a member of the Civitans
            Fund Drive Committee. Had he not reached for a fortune cookie to give his hand something to do other than twitch to choke
            to death the committee chairman for wasting his time, Hayes never would have pulled from the shell of stale pastry the strip
            of fortune that read, “You will go completely to pieces by the end of the month.” Obviously, nothing could be more preposterous.
            Mr. Hayes knew himself to be an irrevocably sane man; nor was this conclusion reached in a vacuum: he had a great many blood
            relations who were not in one piece, and he could see the difference. Folding the nonsensical strip, he put it absentmindedly
            in his pocket.
         

         
         
         
         
         Next to Hayes, less imperturbable, fat Mingo Sheffield curled up his paper fortune and set it on fire with his cigarette without
            telling the other Civitans what it said. It said, “Your spouse is having an affair with your best friend. Solly.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who’s suh…Solly?” asked Sheffield as nonchalantly as he could.

         
         
         
         
         Nemours Kettell, the chairman and a veteran, took it on himself to explain. “It’s Jap for sorry.” He picked at a sharp fragment
            of cookie stuck in his receding gums, a public display of his mouth that irritated Hayes, who also disliked Kettell for abbreviating
            words, although he’d never been able to decide why this verbal habit so incensed him. Kettell shook his own fortune. “Somebody’s
            pulling our you-knows here. You may think it’s funny, Wayne.” Wayne Sparks was Kettell’s son-in-law across the table, now
            giggling because he’d just read his slip, “See a doctor. You have the clap,” and he was thinking about making a joke in mimicry
            of his wife’s father, by saying “clap” was Oriental for “crap.” On the other hand, it was quite possible he did have a venereal
            disease, so he rolled the paper into a spitball and stuck it under his plate like gum. Kettell was still nodding. “But I don’t
            happen to think there’s a lot to ha-ha about when I see this kind of anti-American blasphemy.” He passed his fortune around
            the table. It said, “Jesus is a bag lady. He saves trash.” Nobody thought it was funny but Wayne.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nemours Kettell now banged his fork on the cymbal-shaped cover over the last of the pepper steak. “I want some info on this
            cookie business. This could be like pins in the Snickers bars, remember that? I hate to believe the way the world’s turning
            to dirt, poisoning aspirins and shooting at the President over some girl you never even met.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What the hell did we drop the bomb for, really, you know, if we have to put up with this kind of Jap backtalk?” threw inWayne
            facetiously. A neo-hippie who’d had the bad luck not to be born until the sixties were over, he was in line to inherit Kettell
            Concrete Company, and liked to take these risks with his future.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh Hayes kept calm by polishing his unused knife with his napkin while Kettell rapped on the dish cover until finally
            the tiny Shiono grandmother looked up from her Japanese newspaper. Like a pigeon through snow, she shuffled across the empty
            room of white tablecloths toward them. When the Civitans waved their fortunes at her, she bowed with a smile; when they pointed
            at the messages, she smiled and pointed at her newspaper.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Doesn’t speak the lingo,” suggested Kettell’s son-in-law.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Shiono smiled. “Check? Quit it, Claude.”

         
         
         
         
         “Credit card,” Kettell translated. “Look here, Miz Showno, you want our business, you won’t ask us to come in here and read
            this kind of garbage.” He snapped a cookie in two; nothing was in it.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Hayes who had two prospective clients to see on the way back to his office. But not until Nemours
            Kettell was satisfied personally by the Shiono grandson, Butch, that they would complain to their fortune-cookie supplier
            in Newport News, would he let the Civitans adjourn. They had already voted to host a fish fry in June and donate the proceeds
            to diabetes research. That’s what they’d voted to do for the last ten years. Kettell’s wife had diabetes. So did most of Raleigh
            Hayes’s relatives; if it weren’t for his sensible diet, no doubt he’d have it himself.
         

         
         
         
         
         Outside their restaurant, the Shionos had grown a dogwood tree in a box on the sidewalk. Raleigh Hayes, preoccupied, started
            to snap off a blossom. He was stopped by a sweat coming all the way back from Sunday school, where he’d been taught it was
            against the law to mutilate a dogwood because Christ had died on a dogwood cross and the rust on the petal tips was His blood.
            The flower dangled bent, and Hayes propped it up on a neighboring branch. “Back to work, Mingo,” he told his next-door neighbor.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What for?” Mingo Sheffield sighed at Thermopylae, the rolls of his neck billowing out above his yellow short-sleeved button-down
            shirt. “I tell you what. Downtown is starting to look like that old movie, On the Beach. Did you see it on TV last night? The whole world was dead from fallout, not a soul on the streets. They thought somebody survived,
            but it was just a Coca-Cola bottle.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Gas has dropped,” said Hayes. “That’s why.”

         
         
         
         
         “Just a Coca-Cola bottle clinking on a telegraph key.”

         
         
         
         
         “Everybody’s back on the beltway headed for the mall again.”

         
         
         
         
         Sheffield looked forlornly across Bath Street at the stone facade of Knox-Bury’s Clothing Store, whose menswear manager he
            was.  “They’re sure not here,” he said.
         

         
         
         
         
         “How’s Vera doing?” asked Hayes by way of initiating his departure.

         
         
         
         
         Pouches of flesh slid up over Mingo’s eyes as he recalled the fortune cookie’s warning about his wife Vera’s being an adulteress.
            It occurred to him that Raleigh Hayes was his best friend. At least—except for Vera—he didn’t have any other close friends,
            and hadn’t had since high school, and hadn’t had very many then, being fat, timid, and furtive. “What do you mean?” he asked
            with a hard look. He certainly didn’t want to find out that his cookie had told the truth and that he had lost his wife, and
            his only friend, the only neighbor who had accepted his fortieth-birthday dinner invitation, the next-door neighbor who could
            be relied upon to recharge a battery, explain a 1040 form, call the police if robbers started packing up his house.
         

         
         
         
         
         “How’s she doing?” Hayes repeated.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mu…mu…mean, doing?” Sheffield stalled, hanging on to innocence.

         
         
         
         
         Hayes grew impatient. “What do you mean, what do I mean?”

         
         
         
         
         “You mean her diet?”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s dieting?” Hayes didn’t even much like Vera Sheffield. She had too many things going on at once; she was a religious
            maniac and a lewd joker at the same time. She was altogether gluttonous. She was almost as fat as Mingo, as fat as Hayes’s
            dead relatives, and not-yet-dead relatives, most of whom had ballooned off the top of his Mutual Life healthy-weight charts.
            She was a fat, born-again loudmouth.
         

         
         
         
         
         “She’s lost forty-two pounds,” Sheffield was saying.

         
         
         
         
         “She has?”

         
         
         
         
         “She had her teeth wired together. You know how they do.”

         
         
         
         
         “She did?”

         
         
         
         
         Mingo Sheffield relaxed with a heave at the sight of his neighbor’s unmistakable amazement. Surely, if Raleigh and Vera were
            having an affair, it wouldn’t have escaped his notice that her mouth was wired shut and forty pounds of her were missing.
            Now, Mingo said proudly, “It was a last resort and my hat’s off to her, that’s for sure. She’s been through all getout.” Sheffield
            never dieted himself, but slenderized vicariously through his wife’s suffering. She’d been losing weight for a quarter of
            a century, but always with a backlash. Two years ago she’d had Mingo put a lock and chain on the refrigerator door, but then
            had gone crazy and sawed it off while he was out at Chip ’n Putt. She’d even eaten the bread that had turned blue. Last year,
            after not missing a single Gloria Stevens exercise class for eight months, she’d tried for first prize in the Civitans’ Christmas
            fruitcake fund-raiser by buying the ones she couldn’t sell and eating them herself. “She’s doing it for Jesus,” explained
            her husband. “Forty-two pounds!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I hope He appreciates it,” Hayes offered in parting.

         
         
         
         
         “She’s not in such a hot mood,” Sheffield called after him, and then walked across the silent street to look at the family
            of picnicking mannequins he had himself arranged in Knox-Bury’s display window. Sharp-creased summer clothes stuck out stiffly
            from their arms and legs, and new shoes hung off their toeless feet. The mannequin mother was taking a rubber pie from an
            ice chest and the mannequin father was looking fixedly at his tennis racket as if he were wondering why he’d brought it along
            on a picnic when there were no courts in sight and nobody to play with. Lonesomeness fell on Mingo Sheffield; there wouldn’t
            be a soul to talk to in the empty store, and at home his wife’s teeth were wired together. He felt like climbing in the display
            window and sitting with the mannequins on the plastic grass and staring with them into the aluminum-foil lake on whose surface
            the boy mannequin’s fishing line lay tangled, as if he’d tossed it onto an ice lake without bothering to drill a hole. Mingo
            looked back down the sidewalk but Raleigh Hayes had disappeared. His friend was a fast walker, thought the pensive floor manager;
            a man with somewhere to go.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh Hayes always walked fast, even if he was only walking to the bathroom, even if he was only walking along the beach.
            He hurried because forty-five years had already gotten away from him, because life was always two uncatchable steps in front
            of him, running away like a burglar with satchels full of all the things that should have belonged to Raleigh Hayes—like money,
            position, a home in which nothing was unrepaired, and, in general, a future, and, mostly, his just desserts. What our hero
            didn’t know as he hurried back to business was that the burglar was just now getting ready to wheel around and scare him to
            death by flinging the satchels at his head. That, at any rate, was his father’s plan, if a man like his father could be said
            to have formulated anything that could reasonably call itself a plan, which Raleigh would have denied.
         

         
         
         
         
         On the surface, Raleigh Whittier Hayes looked like his father, (ex) Reverend Earley Hayes, but the resemblance hadn’t soaked
            in. For that, the son was grateful. Indeed, he resented even the physical likeness. The blueness of Raleigh’s eyes, the high
            color of his cheek, the corkiness of his sand-colored hair and soft loose fullness of his mouth had, all his life, led people
            (even those who hadn’t known the father) to expect of the son a Rabelaisian insouciance he neither possessed nor approved.
            He was continually a disappointment to those who assumed he would live up to his looks, and they were a disappointment to
            him. He’d done what he could to bring his surface into conformity with what was inside: he’d put his eyes behind glasses,
            fretted away a little bit of his hair, and tightened his mouth. Raleigh’d grown tall and lean and pale, so that he’d come
            to look like Earley Hayes stretched on the rack and, consequently, bitter in the face.
         

         
         
         
         
         What was on the inside of the son belonged to the mother, second of Earley’s three (so far) wives, and the only one with any
            money. A great deal of money (well, not a great deal, but enough for a reasonable man), money that Raleigh Hayes was to inherit
            as soon as his father died, which should have happened a long time ago. Not that Raleigh wanted it to happen at all. In fact,
            he and his single sane aunt had spent the past six months persuading the seventy-year-old gadabout to enter the local hospital
            for the tests he was now having for his blackout spells. It was just that Hayeses rarely lived into their seventies. Most
            of the foolhardy gene pool had died laughing of one carelessly aggravated congenital malady or another, years and years younger
            than Earley Hayes was now. Somehow, Earley kept bouncing up and down on the tip of the diving board without ever slipping
            in. His son, Raleigh, considered himself fortunate that he’d been bequeathed only the father’s looks, for the majority of
            those with any Hayes blood shared a dangerously blithe character as well, and they’d horsed around as if life were child’s
            play until they’d toppled (unin-sured) into early graves.
         

         
         
         
         
         As a life insurance agent, Raleigh was appalled by the fact that he’d never been able to sell his relatives a single policy.
            They were too cavalier to insure themselves and too sentimentally superstitious to insure anyone else. But they were glad
            to let him take out his own small policies on them, although it seemed to them a terribly dull use of money. Because of their
            calamitous genealogy, the premiums were exorbitant. He sank the returns into land; it lasted longer than the creatures who
            lay under it. He now owned two beach houses near Wilmington, and he rented them out to vacationers, and lent them to his relatives.
            They loved the beach.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         On the twelfth floor of the Forbes Building at the Crossways (as the center of downtown Thermopylae was called), Raleigh Hayes
            overlooked his reflection in the glass door that bore his name and title. INSURANCE AGENT, MUTUAL LIFE. The phone was ringing
            while he was opening the door. He couldn’t imagine why Bonnie Ellen didn’t answer it. She was his new secretary, and the reason
            she didn’t answer the phone was she was at home arguing with her husband about whether or not they should move to California.
            But Hayes wasn’t to find out why Bonnie Ellen had let the phone keep ringing until much later, because when Chief Hood came
            to his house to ask him if he’d killed her, he’d already left town.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh snatched up his own receiver and announced himself.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s me,” said his wife, out of breath. Her name was Aura, and as a result, her sensible, if somewhat cryptic, remarks struck
            others as having a mystical elusiveness.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s the matter?”

         
         
         
         
         “Your daddy’s gone!”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s dead. Dear God.”

         
         
         
         
         But Aura blew a puff of air into the phone. “Oh, Raleigh, no. He ran off from the hospital before they could finish his heart
            tests. When they brought in his lunch tray, there was nothing on his bed but his suitcase! Honey, I hate to say I told you
            so.” She didn’t explain what she had told him, but it certainly hadn’t been that his father was going to skip out of the hospital,
            undetected, and vanish.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes sat down without even looking for his chair. His tailbone hit the corner of the armrest and shot pain up his spine like
            a dart. “Why wasn’t I informed?” he asked, as if he were already talking to the hospital officials, which, in his mind, he
            was. “Why has all this time been lost?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Honey, don’t take it out on me, if you don’t mind. The nurse thought he was down getting X-rayed.”

         
         
         
         
         “All morning?” he asked her picture on his desk.

         
         
         
         
         “Well.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll go to the hospital. You hold down the fort.”

         
         
         
         
         She said, “Fascinating how these macho metaphors hang on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, good-bye.” But as soon as Hayes hung up and yelled, “Bonnie Ellen,” the phone started ringing again, and a man laughed
            in his ear. “Whatcha say, Ral pal?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who is this?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, don’t chew up my face. It’s one of your cousins.”

         
         
         
         
         It was Jimmy Clay, son of Raleigh’s father’s sister Lovie, and a salesman at Carolina Cadillacs on the beltway. He said, “Just
            saying muchas grassy to a fellow Civitan.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What for?” Hayes was pulling the phone cord over toward the door as if he could hang up sooner if he got closer.

         
         
         
         
         “For Big Ellie.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t even know what you’re talking about, Jimmy.” Raleigh’s cousin was a conversational obscurantist, and always had been.
            At six, he would telephone Raleigh after school and talk nonstop in his own gobbledegook language, saying things like “Oomauchow
            laow laow tingo fringo agaknockah.” At fourteen, he’d goose Raleigh from behind, shouting, “Hotchahotcha gotcha!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Jimmy, I’m a little pressed for—”

         
         
         
         
         “Your daddy,” said Clay. “He bought Big Ellie. First thing this morning. Said he did it for you. Oogah boogah, press the pedal
            through the metal and tear up the roads, boy!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Just a minute.” A sour Oriental taste was coming into Hayes’s throat. “Are you telling me my father just bought a car from
            you?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimmy Clay snickered. “A car? She’s just the biggest, purtiest, custom-built yellow El Dorado Cadillac convertible we ever had sitting for two years on
            the lot! Why, I myself would call that baby a lookie, nookie catcher. I sure wouldn’t pay $21,395.77 for something I just
            wanted to drive!”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh’s heart socked his chest so hard he could feel his shirt jump. “Paid how?” he whispered.

         
         
         
         
         “Hunh?”

         
         
         
         
         “Paid how?”

         
         
         
         
         “Cash on the dash. Lootierootie-scootiebootie-boolucha!” In his enthusiasm, Jimmy Clay had lapsed back to his childhood lingo.

         
         
         
         
         “Cash!”

         
         
         
         
         “A check. Why, is it gonna bounce? Plus, traded in his old Chevy.”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh leaned against the wall, then sank down it to the floor. He hadn’t sat on a floor in twenty years. His father, who
            had indifferently driven the same green Chevrolet for a decade, had just spent $21,395 of his money for a car, for four wheels and a motor and yellow paint and not even a top on it. Raleigh could have remodeled his basement,
            he could have paid off his daughters’ orthodontist, he could have bought more beach land, he could have saved it.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You there, Raleigh?”

         
         
         
         
         “He said he bought it for me?”

         
         
         
         
         “I said to him, ‘Uncle Earley, you sure? Kind of hard to picture old fussbudget Raleigh behind this wheel.’ Told me, ‘Said I was buying it for him, didn’t say I was giving it to him.’ You know how your daddy is!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No, I don’t.”

         
         
         
         
          The insurance agent taped a note to his door that said, “Be back soon.” This proved to be a lie, but he couldn’t be expected
            to know that now. As he hurried down the hall, somebody invisible ran beside him and tried to screw a bolt through his temple.
            He stopped to bang his head once against the door to the supplies closet. Behind it, the janitor, Bill Jenkins, almost dropped
            his brandy bottle.
         

         
         
         
         
         Half an hour later, NedWare at Carolina Bank and Trust shamelessly admitted that he had not only transferred thirty thousand
            dollars from Earley Hayes’s savings account into checking, not only sold the man five thousand dollars in traveler’s checks,
            not only promised to have ready the cash from ten thousand dollars in negotiable bonds in an hour; he had done all this from
            the drive-in teller’s window! To Raleigh, that fact added unbearable insult to injuries already doing damage to every one
            of his vital organs.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Why I did it is your daddy didn’t feel like he ought to come inside,” said Ned Ware, a high-school halfback now (like Hayes)
            middle-aged, who’d gotten his manager’s job at the bank from the same Thermopylae Rotarians who’d sent him to college.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Why couldn’t he come inside?” His face wild, Raleigh bent his knees to keep from falling down in the middle of the bank,
            and stuck his hands under his arms to keep them from shaking. He looked as if he were about to start a Cossack dance.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I guess, because he was in his pajamas. Plaid ones.”

         
         
         
         
         The more distraught Raleigh Hayes felt, the more polysyllabic his language, the more sarcastic his tone; it was a way to ward
            off howling. Now he said, “You conducted financial transactions of that magnitude with a seventy-year-old man in his pajamas
            in a drive-in window!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well, first, I figured he had on a kind of a beach outfit. So I said, ‘Headed for the beach, Mr. Hayes?’ So he said, ‘Not
            hot enough yet to drive to the beach in pajamas.’ He had the top down, though.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I presume he was in a yellow convertible?” If Hayes had known the Latin word for yellow, he would have used it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ned Ware whistled through the gap in his front teeth. “I wish I was with him; God, don’t I?” He began to swing both arms fast
            from one side to the other. Papers blew off his desk. “Spring hits, I can’t sit still. I’d kill for a car like that on a day
            like this.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh stooped to pick the papers up off the orange carpeting, just to have something to do as he snarled, “I can’t believe
            you gave him that much money that fast, when even a baboon could have deduced that my father was not behaving exactly normally, without informing me first. I goddamn can’t believe it!”
         

         
         
         
         
         Ware nodded. “Your daddy said you’d say that. But don’t call me a baboon, hear?” He puffed up. “It’s his money and unless
            you can prove he’s gone non compost mennis, that’s the name of the game, and I know you’re upset, but watch your mouth, Raleigh.
            We’ve got women in this bank.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes looked around the lobby. A big swatch of orange over brown paint shot in a straight line around the walls near the ceiling.
            It looked like a highway to him, as if, defying gravity, his father had zoomed sideways in his yellow Cadillac right around
            the room, then sped out the doors, and out of town with money that was his only by accident, and belonged by right, by blood,
            by character, to the sole son of Sarah Ainsworth Hayes, now deceased.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ned Ware confessed to having not the slightest idea where Earley Hayes was headed. “All he said was, tell you when you showed
            up that he was taking a little trip and not to worry.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh’s laugh was the strangest he’d ever produced. “All right, Ned. Just don’t spread this around, will you do me that
            favor?” Not that Raleigh couldn’t see from the smirks on the tellers’ faces that they already knew everything. “Just don’t
            talk about it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You mean about the teenage colored girl?”

         
         
         
         
         Dear God, thought Hayes, let this witless blabbermouth suddenly have developed a sadistic sense of humor. Let this all be
            a joke at my expense.
         

         
         
         
         
         But the old halfback’s wide face was crumpling into solicitude. “I know. It must have been awful hard to swallow. ’Course,
            I figured she was a nurse or something at first, ’cause she had on, looked like a white uniform, even if she was sitting up
            there in the front seat, brown-bagging it in broad daylight. But when I tried to, you know, ask him about her, and your daddy
            told me he was planning on getting married, I swear my heart went out to you, Raleigh. I can’t help it, I mean, I’m no racist,
            but this little number, that blond wig and purple eyeshadow and all, well, hell, she looked like a hooker to me. She sure
            didn’t look like somebody I’d want for a stepmother. Bob Lane said he’d bet a dollar she’s not more than sixteen at the most. She didn’t even count those
            traveler’s checks, just dumped them in her overnight case.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Ned Ware was still talking in this vein as Raleigh Hayes turned around as if summoned by a hypnotist, and walked out of the
            bank. He walked down the precise middle of the sidewalk three blocks to the Lotus House, and anyone who didn’t move, he bumped
            against without even noticing.
         

         
         
         
         
         There wasn’t anyone in the Lotus House except the Shiono grandmother behind the counter, adding up on a little brass abacus
            the money in the cash register. Hayes pulled a shiny red menu out of the rack, found the word cocktails, and pointed to the first name under it. It was Singapore Sling. He ordered three by holding up his fingers. They came in fish
            bowls. As he drank the first one, he took from his pocket his fingernail clipper, and cut his nails to the quick. Putting
            it back, he felt the wrinkled slip of paper that had come out of his fortune cookie less than two hours ago. He read it again.
            “You will go completely to pieces by the end of the month.” The anonymous soothsayer had hedged his bet much too cautiously.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Mrs. Shiono brought Hayes his bill, there was a fortune cookie on top. He crunched it to bits with a slap of his palm,
            and took out the coiled slip.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Quit it, Claude?” she asked him. He gave her his Visa.

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh Hayes didn’t read his new fortune until he had staggered outside, astonished that balance too had deserted him, entirely
            drunk for the first time since his wedding reception twenty years ago. By excruciating will, he brought into focus the little
            sliver of print. It said, “This is your lucky day.”
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 2

         
         
         
         
         Which Treats of the Strange Message the Hero’s Father Sent Him

         
         
         
         
         IN SASHAYING CURVES, Raleigh Hayes’s Ford Fiesta swirled down First Street like a square dancer’s skirt. The more the intoxicated
            man tried to make the car go straight, the more gaily it danced. His arms pushed so tightly on the wheel that a charley horse
            twisted through his left biceps, and he had to steer with his right hand while in a frenzy of pain he shook the other one
            out the window. Behind Hayes, the teenaged driver of a Triumph sportscar pounded his falsetto horn, downshifted, and as he
            passed the Fiesta, yelled, “You old drunk asshole, get off the fucking road!” This unprecedented verbal assault so stunned
            Hayes that he slammed on the brakes, bumped the curb, and stopped. Without knowing why, he walked to the rear of the car to
            stare at his license plate—a vanity plate given to him by his wife for Christmas to serve as a business ad, a reminder to
            tailgaters to purchase MUTUAL LIFE INSURANCE. But the state had only allowed Aura enough letters to spell out MUT LIFE. Hayes
            had left it on to prove his indifference to wisecracks, including his wife’s.
         

         
         
         
         
         He rubbed the plate. It was inescapably his own; that obscene adolescent had undeniably shouted at him, at Raleigh Hayes, father of teenaged female twins who might even know the lout, who might even have sat in his Triumph’s passenger
            seat, cheering him on with shrieks and giggles as he rampaged through Thermopylae.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the far end of First Street was Raleigh’s father’s little white stucco house where he’d lived with his third wife after
            Raleigh’s mother had divorced him. Now two women and a man were standing in the yard, among so many dandelions that the fidgety
            threesome looked to him as if they were up to their ankles in bees. They were all pointing at the roof, but as far as Hayes
            could tell, his father wasn’t on it. Then they hurried into a station wagon at the curb and drove away before he could even
            find his key, which was in his left hand and not in the ignition, where he futilely kept attempting to turn it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Once the insurance man was close enough to read the sign in front of which the trio of strangers had apparently been standing,
            he simply took off his glasses, dropped them in his lap, and drove on. He drove on past the house, eyes locked to the fore,
            foot firm on the accelerator. But there was no use pretending he hadn’t been able to read the FOR SALE sign staked through
            his father’s unmown lawn.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mama, he’s crazy,” said Raleigh Hayes on the way to the hospital. Then he said, “Ha ha.” But there was no use pretending
            he believed he could communicate with his deceased mother, nor any reason to suppose this appraisal of her former spouse’s
            sanity would be any news. Unlike most of his relatives, Raleigh never conversed with the dead, or the Deity. He found offensive
            the way, for example, his aunt Lovie in a poker game would call for aid upon her deceased brother Hackney (a semiprofessional
            gambler who’d died chasing a fly ball in a semiprofessional baseball game). “Come on, now, Hackney, just give me one more
            jack, that’s all!” Lovie would yell to the ceiling, as if above, among the empyreal seraphim, Hackney Hayes crouched over
            a cloud’s edge, mesmerized by a few middle-aged hicktown women in a nickel game of seven-card poker in which not only were
            threes and nines wild, but extra cards were handed out to anyone with a four.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh found outrageous his kinfolks’ assumption that an Omnipotent Being had nothing better to do than arrange reality into
            parables for their personal benefit: in 1933, God had closed the banks to keep his great-aunt Mab from squandering her savings
            on a bigamist from Chicago. His uncle Furbus (now dead of lung cancer from smoking three packs of Lucky Strikes a day) had
            married Emily Shay because she’d fallen out of the bleachers at a Thermopylae High School basketball game, landed on top of
            him, and broken his clavicle. “I don’t see how God could have said it any plainer, how Little Em was meant for me,” said Furbus,
            year after year.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now when our hero had asked God please to assure him that He’d precipitously transformed the banker Ned Ware into a malevolent
            comedian, he certainly didn’t think God was anywhere in the vicinity listening to what he said. He did believe in God, but,
            frankly, he didn’t trust Him, and saw no reason in the world why he should. If God’s idea of salvation was Jesus Christ, God
            was too eccentric to rely on. Mr. Hayes was a churchgoer (indeed, a deacon), but he considered his religion a civic duty,
            a moral discipline, a social obligation, and (he was honest) a business asset. That’s why as an adult he attended not the
            small Episcopal church where his father had once been rector, but the large Baptist church across the street, where most of
            his clients went. Hayes was a Christian, but if the truth be known, Christ irritated him to death. With the army in Freiburg,
            Germany, he’d read the Gospels while cooped up in the infirmary, and he’d argued by pencil in the margins against the Savior.
            In his personal opinion, Christ’s advice sounded like civic sabotage, moral lunacy, social anarchy, and business disaster.
            Hayes had been a serious young man; and he still believed in virtue, which he suspected Christ of ridiculing by gleefully
            making up stories in which decent people were cheated by wastrels and the deserving blithely passed over in favor of bums,
            like Raleigh’s own younger half-brother Gates, who’d actually served time in jail, and now, thank goodness, had disappeared.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes believed in virtues like fortitude. Consequently, he was able to keep calm when at the hospital the doctor (half his
            age) showed not the slightest remorse at having lost his father; when, shrugging, this adolescent physician yawned that if
            Earley Hayes didn’t want them to evaluate his heart, it was a free country. He kept calm when this…kid threw in some unwanted advice: he, Raleigh Hayes, should cut back on the booze, with his kind of blood pressure! The rage to keep calm burned all the alcohol
            out of Raleigh’s blood and left him with only a massive brain tumor throbbing against his eyes and ears. Palm pressed on one
            eye socket, he stood with his father’s abandoned tan suitcase in the hospital gift shop, where he had to buy a Get Well card
            because the cashier wouldn’t change his dollar so he could use the change to call his wife. The cashier, a flagrantly sadistic
            woman with a deceptive grandmotherish look, deliberately gave him his change in nickels and pennies.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Come on home,” said Aura. “Earley left a message on the doorstep. I’ve got to go back out right away. Where’d you go?”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean? Where is he?”

         
         
         
         
         “Can’t you find him? It was just sitting on the welcome mat.”

         
         
         
         
         “What was? Why didn’t you hold on to him, Aura, for Pete’s sake?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I guess because I never saw him. He must have sneaked by while I was over painting signs at Barbara Kettell’s.”

         
         
         
         
         “Message?” Raleigh hauled shut the phone booth door. Two doctors stood in the hall, comparing their clipboards and laughing
            loudly. Hayes bared his teeth at them.
         

         
         
         
         
         “On a package. It says, ‘Raleigh, play this. Love, Daddy.’ ”

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, what are you talking about? Play what?”

         
         
         
         
         “I didn’t open it, of course. You know how you can’t stand anybody opening your mail. It says, ‘Raleigh, play this.’ It doesn’t say, ‘Aura,’ or even ‘Raleigh and Aura, play —’ ”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Could I intrude on your busy schedule, Aura, to ask if you’d mind opening it now?!” Hayes bit the hairs off his forefinger
            while he waited.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well,” said his wife, “it’s funny. It’s one of those tape recorder tapes, and Earley wrote ‘Message For Raleigh’ on the side.
            Did you try his house? Maybe he’s just not answering his phone.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura.” Hayes moved the phone to his other ear while decompressing with a long sigh. “Aura, Daddy took thirty thousand dollars
            out of the bank and bought a yellow Cadillac convertible from Jimmy Clay and ran off with a black teenage girl. And his house
            is for sale.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh’s intimate companion for twenty years monstrously revealed herself as a total stranger. She laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “Is that all you can say?” he asked, although she hadn’t actually said anything.

         
         
         
         
         “Who was she?”

         
         
         
         
         “She was wearing a white dress. According to NedWare, Daddy’s planning to marry her.”

         
         
         
         
         “Maybe that’s why they picked half the daffodils out of your greenhouse. For a wedding corsage. Your daddy!”

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, good-bye. I’m coming…” He couldn’t bring himself to say “home” to this bizarre woman. He said, “…to the house,” and
            hung up.
         

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Hayes returned to the gift shop to purchase extra-strength aspirin, four of which, to the consternation of the cashier,
            he chewed right up like mints. This feat humanized her, and she asked, “Don’t those taste bitter?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Not at all,” said Hayes.

         
         
         
         
         “You forgot this.” She gave him the Get Well card he’d bought without seeing. It showed Jesus, wide-armed, smiling out of
            the sky, ready to hug anybody He saw. Across the rainbow in quotation marks was written, “I am with you always,” and inside
            was a poem.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         When days are dark and full of care, 

         
         
         When rain clouds come, the Lord is there.

         
         
         Just call His Name, just say a prayer.

         
         
         The rainbow proves, the Lord is there.

         
         
         
         
         
         This promise was followed by the command “Get well soon,” and by assurances that not one tree had been destroyed to produce
            the card. Raleigh was flexing his wrist to pitch it in a waste bin, when beyond the glass door he saw Victoria Anna Hayes,
            his sane eldest aunt, go by, pushing her sister Reba in a wheelchair toward the elevator. Hurrying out, he told them, “Don’t
            go up, Daddy’s disappeared.” Then he realized that his aunt Reba had on a hospital gown.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What happened?” He asked the question of Victoria Anna, a blue-eyed unmarried woman of seventy-two. She was a semiretired
            traveling saleslady for a missionary supplies company, and burned still with a ruthless energy. She was the only Hayes, other
            than himself, whom Raleigh considered entirely rational. “What happened to Reba?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Raleigh, why bother to ask?” Victoria Anna reminded her favorite nephew with a twitch of her watch-spring curls.

         
         
         
         
         Reba, gray in the face and fatter than ever, answered, “Honey, they took my other one.”

         
         
         
         
         “Leg,” said Vicky Anna.

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh looked down. Indeed, both his aunt’s bedroom slippers were fastened to wooden feet. “Diabetes?” he whispered.

         
         
         
         
         Reba nodded. “Just like Papa.”

         
         
         
         
         Her elder sister made a spitting noise. “Please don’t say it like you’re glad to see y’all had something in common.”

         
         
         
         
         “Vicky Anna, our papa was a wonderful man.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s right, Reba, and he’s lying out in the Hayes plot next to his legs, and now your legs, under a mountain of six thousand dollars’ worth of marble saying how much everybody loved him, not that it crossed y’alls’
            minds to hide those Coca-Colas somewhere he couldn’t get at in his wheelchair.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Reba told Raleigh, “It was the fried eggs and peanut brittle with me, Dr. McConors said.”

         
         
         
         
         Spinning Reba’s wheelchair to face the elevator doors, Victoria addressed her nephew. “You say Earley’s discharged?”

         
         
         
         
         “Just left, without asking a soul, went on a spending spree and is presumably intending to marry a young black woman.”

         
         
         
         
         Victoria stared at her nephew. “Says who?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ned Ware at the bank.”

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a fool.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ned? Or Daddy?”

         
         
         
         
         Miss Hayes didn’t answer this. “I just got home a few hours back. I want you to know it takes more time to go on a Trailways
            bus to Texas than to fly to Singapore.” Once she had covered the Far East territory, but World Missions now confined her to
            the Deep South. She was the only Hayes who’d gone places.
         

         
         
         
         
         Reba said to the wall, “Earley was hiding in my bathroom when I got back from trying on my leg. He said he didn’t have time
            to stay in the hospital but don’t tell Vicky Anna because he didn’t want you to get your feelings hurt that he didn’t keep
            his promise. He was real upset about you, Vicky. I mean about his promise.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh spun his aunt’s chair around. “Where was he going?”

         
         
         
         
         “To go do something for you. ‘I’ve got to do something for my little fellow, poor old Raleigh, let me borrow your raincoat,’
            is what he said, word for word.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes looked anxiously at his watch to justify his immediate departure. “Aura just told me he left a message. I better go
            get it. Would y’all excuse me, please?” He handed his aunt Reba the unsigned Get Well card, and hurried out to the wide flat
            sea of parked cars, where dizzily he searched for his hatchback, mildly surprised to find it had not been stolen.
         

         
         
         
         
         He drove home on the new Thermopylae beltway, which had taken Kettell Concrete Company twelve years to pave and had sent all
            five of Nemours Kettell’s daughters to college, each in a new Mustang—for even the one who’d had no more brains than to marry
            the giggling Wayne Sparks had attended Boggs County State until they’d both flunked out. Raleigh had already set aside enough
            money to buy higher educations for his twin girls. When he thought of how many hundreds of jaw-aching hours of smiles he’d
            had to spend to accumulate that money, how many stomach-twisting words in praise of life insurance he’d had to wheedle past
            the slow negative mumbles of the mindless who didn’t want to hear they were ever going to die, or couldn’t care less about
            the consequences to their loved ones of that inevitability; when he thought of how he’d endured decades of these indignities
            not for the athletic, presidential son he’d been unjustly denied, but for daughters—whom he might anyhow be throwing into
            the collegiate arms of a Wayne Sparks—even supposing Holly and Caroline could raise their averages sufficiently to be accepted
            by even Boggs State; even supposing Caroline, in response to his inquiring about her educational plans, had not lifted her
            creamy shoulders into a shrug and mugged with her peachy face the look of one who’d sucked on a rancid lemon; even supposing
            Holly (in conjunction with her request that he advance her eighteen thousand dollars from her college funds so she could purchase
            used from a Pepsi Challenge pit crew a Grand Nationals modified white Ford with crash net) had not announced her intention
            to become a lady stock car racer and to repay him with future winnings; when Raleigh Hayes’s thoughts sped—as they often did
            as he drove down the Kettell-enriching highway—toward this cul-de-sac of his paternal aspirations, he performed a spiritual
            exercise. By quickly calling to mind any randomly chosen half-dozen cataclysmic disasters so far not inflicted on him, he was able to stiffen his will so as to bounce despair off it. At least his twins were not Siamese twins.
            At least they were not cocaine-snorting hookers in Times Square. They were not helpless pawns of an anarchist cult. They had
            not been stolen by the Moonies. At least Nemours Kettell had five daughters.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh rushed through these hypotheses like rosary beads now as he wound around the Drives, Lanes, and Courts of Starry Haven,
            Thermopylae’s first, and now second-best, subdivision, where he owned a three-bedroom Colonial home with a bas-relief fluted
            column on either side of the green welcome mat on which his father had left some ridiculous message.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Okay,” said Hayes to the sight that greeted him.

         
         
         
         
         On his rolled, seeded, fertilized, edged lawn where in precious leisure time he had crawled on hands and knees to tear out
            clumps of crabgrass, he saw leaping—her blond ponytail in the air like a deer’s tail, her legs spread perpendicular, so that
            he could see her panties beneath a skirt as short and ruffled as a tutu—his sixteen-year-old daughter Caroline. At first he
            thought she was shaking over her head two fat boughs of his lilac blossoms, but as he drove closer he identified the objects
            as two blue pompoms. Caroline was apparently a cheerleader, despite his strictures on extracurricular activities unless her
            grades improved. He had no time to prepare any interrogation, for blood flooded his eye sockets as, turning past his rhododendrons,
            he saw backed into his driveway the red Triumph sportscar that had run him off the road an hour ago. The hood was up, and
            projecting from its crimson maw was the bottom half of his blue-jeaned daughter Holly, buttock to buttock with the longer,
            leaner jeans of, no doubt, the Triumph’s foul-tongued driver. Raleigh’s paranoiac ironies had turned prophetic on him.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes swung wide, skittering into Mingo Sheffield’s gravel, which abutted his own paved driveway. As soon as he flung open
            his door—which instantly swung back shut on his shin—he was jolted by a bloodcurdling shriek from Caroline. “YAHHHHH!” She
            leaped in a split while shouting to the snap of her pompoms:
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Tomahawks! Tomahawks! Kill, kill, kill!

         
         
         
         
         If Kevin can’t do the job, BOOGER WILL!

         
         
         
         
         YAHHHHHHHH!

         
         
         
         
         
         “Caroline, stop stomping on the grass,” called Raleigh, stumbling over the bricks that bordered his property from Sheffield’s
            gravel. He was temporarily blinded in the afternoon sun by the glitter of his daughter’s glossy sunglasses, sequined T-shirt,
            and the metal box attached to her waist. “Caroline, I’d appreciate it if you’d—”
         

         
         
         
         
         
         Toma Toma Tomahawks. Here comes the hatchet!

         
         
         
         
         LOOK OUT, Huskies! You’re gonna CATCH it!

         
         
         
         
         YAHHHHHHHH!

         
         
         
         
         
         Undoubtedly she was a cheerleader for the Thermopylae High basketball team, named the Tomahawks by a long-dead coach under
            the erroneous assumption that the ancient Thermopyleans had been a tribe of American Indians.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Caroline!” Hayes tapped one of the little blue earphones on her head.
         

         
         
         
         
         She screamed, “Ew, Daddy, you toedully terrified me, like rilly! You’re not supposed to be here!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Obviously. Were you just smoking a cigarette?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, sir.” She lied with astonishing candor, and would probably someday get off scot-free in a murder trial. Her father crushed
            out the smoldering butt in the grass beside her, and moved it back and forth in front of her sunglasses. She pouted, “Oh,
            you always blame everything on me. Like everything!” Since babyhood, Caroline had inevitably become overwhelmed with self-pity when caught red-handed.
         

         
         
         
         
         In Hayes’s peripheral vision, the blue jeans wriggled. “Exactly who is that in our driveway?”

         
         
         
         
         “Holly.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I realize it’s Holly. Who else is it?”
         

         
         
         
         
         On one knee, Caroline began solemnly to shake the pompoms from side to side as if landing a plane approaching from somewhere
            above and behind her father. “Oh, him. Booger.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Booger?”

         
         
         
         
         From across the lawn came, “Yeah? Oh, hi there, Mr. Hayes.”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh turned toward the male voice. By God, the brazen hood appeared to have absolutely no recollection of their encounter
            on First Street. Uncoiled now to a height of approximately six and a half feet, he was grinning affably.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hi ya, Dad, lose your job?” called his only other child, Holly, waving a wrench. There appeared to be a beer can at her feet.
            Was this the life they really lived while he was away? Hayes suddenly noticed that Aura’s station wagon was not in the drive.
         

         
         
         
         
         “GooooooOOOOO, THERMOPYLAE!”

         
         
         
         
         “Caroline! Where’s your mother?”

         
         
         
         
         Caroline arched her shoulders, leaving them raised until Raleigh turned to stride into the house.

         
         
         
         
         
         At least all the furniture was still there. The cobbler’s bench coffee table. The cabbage-rose-skirted couch. The untuned
            spinet that nobody but Mingo Sheffield ever played. From room to room, calling “Aura?” Hayes trotted over the light-green
            wall-to-wall carpeting, and received an ugly electric shock from accumulated static when turning the metal doorknob to the
            downstairs bathroom, where the sink was smeared with large black handmarks and the toilet seat had been left up. Back in the
            kitchen he smelled a horrible odor and snatched a pan of burning spaghetti sauce off the stove. Stuck with a bobby pin through
            the straw shade of the swag light was a note on the back of a perfectly good bank deposit slip. “Gone to belly dance class
            after M.F.P. Stir sauce.” Below was the noseless smiling becurled cartoon face Aura had for some reason always used as a familial
            signature though it bore not the slightest resemblance to her. Perhaps it was to be taken as a sign of the covenant of her
            continued goodwill toward the family, despite her increasingly frequent absences, hitherto charitable or civic, now presumably
            in pursuit of a career in belly dancing.
         

         
         
         
         
         Below the light on the butcher block counter sat a cassette tape. “Okay,” said Raleigh as he turned it over and over in both
            hands. Outside, a motor roared, stopped, roared, stopped. “All right!” shouted the boy named Booger. “Ex!” Holly shouted in reply. “Hey, Car, want a ride?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “With you greasers? I’m shurr!” (Caroline)

         
         
         
         
         “Kiss my tuna!” (Holly)

         
         
         
         
         “Go bag your face, zods!” (Caroline)

         
         
         
         
         They were as verbally berserk as Jimmy Clay, with whom perhaps the mysterious Aura had long ago betrayed her marriage vows.

         
         
         
         
         Hayes heard the hideous falsetto horn as the Triumph screeched out of his driveway, carrying away his child. The front door
            slammed. The house shuddered as someone clumped upstairs and hurled shut another door. Raleigh followed, knocked at Caroline’s
            sticker-plastered door, interpreted the sound “Yo” to mean “Come in,” and did so, clawing his way through the wind chimes
            that hung everywhere from the ceiling, and stepping over diet soda cans, wet towels, and mounds of clothes heaped like flashy
            October leaves in the yard.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t say anything about my room, ’cause, okay, rilly?” insisted Caroline who lay on an unmade bed among what looked like
            a mass of small massacred animals, but were actually the dilapidated stuffed bears, rabbits, dogs, cats, pigs, and seals of
            her childhood. Caroline possessed everything she’d ever owned, and had as a consequence very little living space left to her.
            Beside her stereo she kept a crib jammed with limbless dolls. The bookcase leaned threateningly forward with the weight of
            coloring books. She had a poster of Mickey Mouse beside a poster of a guitar-wielding, nearly naked young black man wearing
            ruffles and mascara. She had broken crayons jumbled together in baskets with more cosmetics than she could possibly use in
            a lifetime even if she joined the circus.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes picked up from her bed the Walkman cassette player now detached from her waist. “May I borrow this thing for a moment?”

         
         
         
         
         Surprised into letting deflate the globe of pink gum that obscured her face, Caroline said, “Shurr. You like Sting?”

         
         
         
         
         “Who?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, I heard of them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Caroline, just tell me when your mother will be back.”

         
         
         
         
         “How should I know?”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, do you happen to know what M.F.P. means?”

         
         
         
         
         She wrinkled her nose, and crossed her eyes trying to look at it. “Oh, Daddy! You know. Mothers for Peace.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ah, of course.” Hayes bit down on his lower lip. “Please clean up this room before I come in here with a blowtorch and do
            it myself.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Jeez, you ever hear of child abuse?” From Caroline’s rosy mouth blew a pink cartoon balloon that popped as Hayes highstepped
            out of the debris, kicking off the cord of a blow dryer.
         

         
         
         
         
         Down in what was with naïve nostalgia called the family room, in his button-tufted Naugahyde recliner rocker, Raleigh Hayes
            took off his tie, toyed with the notion of hanging himself, placed the strange little foam knobs on his ears, ejected a tape
            labeled Sting, inserted his own, and punched Play. He heard nothing for five minutes but an actually rather soothing hum. Turning the tape
            to side B, finally he was listening to his father’s voice. Naturally, Earley Hayes was laughing, in that loose-throated way
            he had. Then he spoke. “Well, now, anyhow. Don’t take this hard. I know you love me, even if you don’t think so, and you know
            I love you, Raleigh. You’re my son, and you’re a good man, but time to time you get your ass screwed on backwards.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hitting Stop hard, Hayes rewound the tape. The voice began again, a soft reedy drawl, sounding on the recording somehow frailer,
            if no less exasperatingly merry or offensively profane. “Raleigh? Raleigh? This is a test, one, two, three, and ah one. Just
            a second, I want to see how this gizmo works.” Clicks and thunks followed. “Okeedoke. Christ sakes, I sure don’t sound like
            Earley Hayes to me. Sound like Gabby Hayes, don’t I?” Laughter. “Now. Hello, Raleigh. I’m at the counter here at the Sound Center buying this doohickey, and by
            fuck if I didn’t just look out the window and see you flying through the door of the Lotus House and go staggering off down the sidewalk loop-legged, like you thought you were
            trying to walk across one of those waterbeds!” Laughter, as jolts shot through Raleigh’s arms and legs. He could have nabbed
            his father hours ago, if he’d only known! The Sound Center? He’d never noticed a store called the Sound Center.
         

         
         
         
         
         Illuminated!” Laughter. “Well, now, if I know you, Raleigh, you’ve already been to that crappy hospital. The thing is, some
            teenager referring to himself as a heart specialist popped into my room and stuck his foot in my trashcan and pulled over
            my breakfast tray. Okay, Lord, I said, a word to the wise, so I left. My apologies to you and Vicky Anna, but I couldn’t take
            the risk of staying.
         

         
         
         
         
         “And I bet you’ve run over to the bank and gotten yourself in a state talking to musclehead Ned Ware and you’re driving yourself
            crazy now about where is the senile old fuck and how can I grab him quick and maybe slip him into some peaceful nut hatch
            where that little pizzle Jimmy Clay can’t come sell him any more of his old Cadillacs. Am I right?” Laughter, as Raleigh dug
            his fingernails into the rubbery Naugahyde. The outrageous injustice of the man!
         

         
         
         
         
         “Now listen to me, Little Fellow. I’ll keep this short.”

         
         
         
         
         “I bet,” mumbled his son. Little Fellow! Scarcely still an appropriate salutation when the father was half a foot shorter
            than the son.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I would have called, but I didn’t want you getting your ballocks in a twist arguing with me, because I don’t have the time.
            I’ve got some loose ends I need to get knitted up.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Loose screws,” mumbled Raleigh.

         
         
         
         
         “I know how worried you are, son, but I don’t need my heart tested. I’ve always had a just fine heart.” Laughter. “Could be
            my damn brain needed a little work.” Raleigh nodded vigorously. “Howsoever, Specs, the ticker and I are about to kiss and part.”
         

         
         
         
         
         What was that supposed to mean? The muscles of Raleigh’s own heart jumped. He would sue that crappy hospital for every dime
            they had!
         

         
         
         
         
         “So I want to settle some affairs, and I need your help.” There was a long pause.Was that it? Hayes turned the sound up, pressed
            the plugs tighter in his ears. Then he heard a twangy young voice saying, “Yes, sir, and this model’s $189.95 plus tax. So
            altogether that makes, hold on, $334.76. Cash?” My God, what was his father buying now?
         

         
         
         
         
         “Why thank you, sweetheart…Excuse me, I’m back, Raleigh. Now, listen, if you don’t want to help, ’course that’s all up to
            you, but you’re gonna have to take the chance of my blowing out the old wazoo every nickel of all this loot of mine you’re
            planning on adding to that stash of yours.” Insufferable laughter. “But if you do help, and, naturally, you’ve got to piss and vinegar succeed, too, you’ll inherit every blessed thing I’ve got. And by nature of an inducement, I’ll tell you a secret, Specs. You don’t
            even know the half of what I own. You don’t know the tenth! I’m a rich man, and when I say so, I’m not yanking your wank!”
            Sophomoric chuckle. Hayes could just see his father, standing merrily at the Sound Center counter (in plaid pajamas and Aunt
            Reba’s raincoat?); his father, seventy years old, white-haired, with the round pink cheeks, round blue eyes, and filthy vocabulary
            of a twelve-year-old. “You do what I say, and I’ll tell where that loot is. Deal?” The tape whirred on. “So here it is. First
            thing I want you to do is…I’m not going to tell you everything all at once ’cause I don’t want you to get discouraged…”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes swayed; he realized he hadn’t been breathing.

         
         
         
         
         “Is, locate Jubal Rogers for me. Give him five thousand dollars and ask him to come with you to New Orleans.

         
         
         
         
         “Second thing is, find that fuck-up of ours, your brother Gates, and bring him too.

         
         
         
         
         “Third thing is, bring me Grandma Tiny’s trunk, and the family Bible. Find out for me if you would, son, who Goodrich Hale
            Hayes’s wife was and see if she’s got any descendants besides Hayeses. That’s the kind of thing Vicky may know. Oh, don’t
            tell Vicky you’re looking for Jubal. And, Raleigh, buy me that little cabin up on Knoll Pond from Pierce Jimson. That’s where
            I want you to bury me. Don’t tell Pierce that, the pompous tight-ass. Also while you’re at it, I want you to steal me that
            crappy little bust of PeeWee Jimson his wife stuck up in the library, and bring it along. Bring my trumpet.
         

         
         
         
         
         “And bring a gun.

         
         
         
         
         “Talk to you soon. Well, now, anyhow. Don’t take this hard. I know you love me, even if you don’t think so, and you know I
            love you, Raleigh. You’re my son, and you’re a good man, but time to time you get your ass screwed on backwards. I want you
            to enjoy yourself for once, Specs. I want you to think of this as a holy adventure, by God. And if that doesn’t do it, just
            remember how rich you’re going to be, believe it or not. Over and out, roger. Isn’t this thing fun?”
         

         
         
         
         
         In the television screen beside the chair, Raleigh Hayes saw the face of a dead test pilot, eyes glazed, mouth fallen open,
            headphones askew. It was himself.
         

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a joke,” he whispered. “It’s okay. It’s just one of his stupid jokes, like when he claimed he’d come over here last
            Halloween in a hobo mask and I didn’t even recognize him and gave him an Almond Joy. It’s a joke.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Someone was leaning on the front door bell. From Caroline’s room, Hayes heard howls; her stereo, he hoped. He hurried through
            the house, his brain furious: you can’t just bury somebody anywhere you feel like it. Steal from a public library?
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes?” On the step was a black teenager holding a brown paper bag.

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, man, why don’t y’all answer your door?”

         
         
         
         
         “Why don’t you keep a civil tongue in your head?” snapped Hayes.

         
         
         
         
         “Racist turkey.” The young man shoved the bag at Hayes, and loped across the lawn to a van, which he drove away as Raleigh
            was calling, “Come back here, you’ve got the wrong house!”
         

         
         
         
         
         In the bag was a bottle of whiskey and an envelope. In the envelope was ten thousand dollars in cash, clipped to a note. “I
            bet you thought I was joking. Five for Jubal, five for the cabin. Here, have another drink. Then you and that damn beautiful
            Aura run upstairs and grab a nice warm daytime fuck. Then you better get along. You’ve got a lot of work to do. I forgot to
            say, unless you hear from me, meet me, noon, the 31st, St. Louis Cathedral, Jackson Square, ole New Oreleens. Bring it all
            and I’ll come on home. Love and hugs, Daddy.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes shut the door, locked it and leaned on it. For God’s sake! His father had entrusted a bagful of hundred-dollar bills
            to a black delivery boy! He should have the man committed! And besides, Pierce Jimson was never going to sell him that rotted cabin, for any price. All the Jimsons
            hated all the Hayeses. And where in hell was he supposed to find his half-brother Gates, who was doubtless either dead or
            back in jail, and had last been heard of five years ago when he’d sent a postcard from Winnemucca, Nevada, asking for a loan. A postcard of a motel flashing neon slot machines on its roof! And this “Jubal
            Rogers,” Raleigh didn’t know from Adam. Maybe he was related to Flonnie Rogers, the old black cleaning woman who’d lived at
            his grandmother’s house for half a century, and must by now be long dead. Trunk? How should he know where Granny Tiny’s trunk
            was? Why was there a big “PEACE NOW” poster on a stick in the umbrella stand? Maybe he should picket the house with it. Steal
            PeeWee’s bust? And the suggestion about Aura, that they should…! Age, far from purifying his father’s nature, had distilled
            it into a reservoir of juvenile lewdness. Ten thousand dollars in a paper bag! Serve him right if he, Raleigh Hayes, Little
            Fellow, Specs, called the state asylum right this minute about committal papers!
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ooomiiigodddd! Daddy’s brown-bagging it!”

         
         
         
         
         Raising his eyes to the stairs where the giggling Caroline, now wearing a Yasir Arafat costume, pointed a finger at him, Hayes
            noticed that his hand was in fact wrapped around a brown bag wrapped around a bottle that was inexplicably but incontrovertibly
            opened, for the cap was in his left hand. “Did you clean up your room?” he snapped.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, sir.” A preposterous claim, as the Army Corps of Engineers could not have done the job in less than a month. “You said
            it was trashy to drink from bottles.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I have an abscessed tooth.” Having heard himself say this, Hayes turned the darkest shade of the proverbial beet. He had
            lied. Moreover, lied uselessly, for the notion of medicinal whiskey meant no more to Caroline than the notion of gaslights
            or the Fifth Commandment. His daughter immediately seized the advantage and resorted to blackmail, coupled with the parodic
            flirtatiousness of kissing noises.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I won’t tell. Kiss, kiss, please, please, please, can I borrow the car for a second? It’s a total necessity. If I don’t
            get to the mall and buy a new pair of jeans, there’s no way I’m going to school tomorrow.”
         

         
         
         
         
         It was only when he heard the clatter of the Sheffields’ gravel hitting the street that the numb Hayes, while hiding the cash
            in his socks drawer, brought to full consciousness the fact that he had either absentmindedly handed his daughter the keys
            to his car, or that she had already made her own set from a wax impression. At any rate, she was gone; his wife was gone wherever
            it was that women went to belly dance in Thermopylae, and he (with so many errands to run—buying cabins, locating some lost
            black man, robbing libraries) was stranded in Starry Haven.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes looked out his kitchen sliders. Protruding from the garage next door was Vera Sheffield’s old yellow Pinto. Never had
            Raleigh been a borrower, never had he failed to feel a mild contempt for the Sheffields’ addiction to that improvident habit.
            Nothing could more emphatically prove that he was no longer himself than his decision (hardly a decision, for he was already
            squeezing through the clumps of shrubbery he’d spaced down his property line) to knock at the Sheffields’ back door and ask
            Vera to lend him a car with a “God Is My Co-Pilot” sticker on its smashed rear end.
         

         
         
         
         
         He hurried across their patio, past his own (rusting) gardening shears, his seed spreader, and his edge-trimmer. Glancing
            in a pane of the kitchen door, he pulled back the hand he had already raised in order to knock. Shock tingled through him
            like a shiver; fortunately by instinct his other hand closed around the bottle in the bag that he wasn’t aware he was still
            carrying, or he would have dropped it. To the Sheffield refrigerator was glued a full-length mirror. In front of it swayed
            Vera. Or maybe it wasn’t Vera. Maybe it was Dolly Parton. Maybe the buxom star was an old friend of Vera’s, and had asked
            the Sheffields not to mention it because she didn’t want to be bothered on vacation. No, it was Vera, wearing a platinum wig.
            She must have lost thirty more pounds since Mingo’s noon report. She must have lost her religion too. Why else would a born-again
            Christian be wearing black high heels, a black vinyl bathing suit, a spiked dog collar, and swishing a riding crop at her
            reflection in a mirror alone in her kitchen in the middle of the day? Hayes considered Christ a loose man, but not that loose.
            However, what most distressed the insurance man on this Ides of March, when his whole world was conspiring to betray him,
            was to feel against his very own thigh the movement of revolution starting to stir.
         

         
         
         
         
         He stepped to sneak backward away, tripped on the prong of a rake he had lent Mingo, and saw Vera turn toward him, the wires
            on her teeth glistening.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 3

         
         
         
         
         Of a Misunderstanding between Our Hero and His Neighbors

         
         
         
         
         THE SHEFFIELD DOOR was snatched back, and a white arm hauled Hayes inside.

         
         
         
         
         “Ooo shared ee! Oo shought uh she shame shying un ee!” Vera’s amazingly long and sooty lashes lifted to show eyes much more
            expressive of her indignation than whatever it was she’d hissed at him through her wired teeth. (It was, “You scared me! You
            ought to be ashamed, spying on me!”)
         

         
         
         
         
         Shaking, wordless, the two stared at each other, both breathing through their mouths. Having to speak with her lips so widely
            stretched open had given Vera a viciously carnal look that matched her outfit, and had turned Raleigh to stone. He figured
            he’d have to stand there forever, like somebody from Pompeii. Strenuously he tried to move one arm; wetness sloshed his hand.
            It was the whiskey.
         

         
         
         
         
         Finally, Vera’s head began to shake. “Shesheshesheshesheshe.” She was giggling. The riding crop flicked against his arm, then
            whacked the bagged bottle. “Oh! Ouer zhinking!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No, I am not drinking, I assure you, I, I, Vera, I didn’t mean to startle you, listen, pardon me, I just came over here to inquire if I
            could borrow your automobile.” The spell was half broken; if not move, he could at least talk. In fact, he had the feeling
            he was babbling. “Sort of a little bit of an emergency. Caroline took off with mine, and Aura’s gone to a…to a class.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The riding crop kept twitching against his arm. Vera kept giggling, no doubt on the verge of a hysterical mania. Evangelism
            and dieting had utterly addled her wits. He had to make her think there was nothing implausible in her appearance; cajole
            her, then flee. Somehow he produced a chuckling noise. “Well, I guess I know who’s going to be the hit of the new show, hunh?”
            Raleigh swatted the sweat from his forehead, relieved. In fact, probably that was the explanation.Wasn’t Vera always in the church Easter play? Last year, in her heavy days, hadn’t she hopped into the Sunday-school
            class dressed up as a huge purple rabbit carrying a basket of colored eggs in her paws? Yes, that was it. The church must
            be doing some modernistic show this year. She must be playing Sin or Mary Magdalene or something like that. “Well, Vera, never
            mind about the car, I’ll just get on back; Aura ought to be —”
         

         
         
         
         
         Clearly deranged by the trauma of her mortification, Vera continued to giggle, or to hiss, as her little whip nervously smacked
            harder and harder against his arm. Raleigh jerked up his elbow abruptly; the crop spun out of her hand and fell between his
            feet, where she squatted to retrieve it. Hayes was staring unavoidably down at two swelling creamy orbs overflowing their
            black vinyl confinement. This time his rebellious privates lunged desperately in frantic efforts to escape his control. In
            trying to jump backward, he jostled the rising Mrs. Sheffield, unsteadily balanced on her high heels, and she lurched against
            his thigh, throwing her arms around his buttocks. Her face nuzzled between his legs. She was kissing him there! Inches below
            his now rioting genitals. Hayes pulled back. Her face followed! Her warm lips moved urgently against his trousers as barbaric
            whimpers came from her throat. He shook his leg roughly, flinging her head back and forth with it and gouging his skin with
            the spikes on her collar. “Shop! I’m shuck!” she shrieked.
         

         
         
         
         
         With both hands Hayes grabbed at her clustered blonde ringlets. The bottle crashed to the floor. He yanked and the hair came
            terrifyingly loose from her head and hung tangled from his fingers, revealing Vera’s customary black bobbed curls below.
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh was screaming too. “What?” He looked down; the cloth of his good gray slacks, wet from drool, stretched out into Vera’s mouth. He was stuck to a loop
            of her teeth wire.
         

         
         
         
         
         Just then the insurance man heard two sounds simultaneously: one was the familiar rattle of a door opening. The other resembled
            the records Caroline played at top volume in her room. A bloodcurdling moan crescendoed in high-pitched yawps of the sort
            a dog might emit if the end of a piano landed on its tail. Raleigh twisted his upper torso, hauling Vera with him, and saw
            fat Mingo Sheffield at the door attempting to stuff both his fists in his mouth.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mingo,” Raleigh began solemnly.

         
         
         
         
         “…ingo!” squeaked Vera.

         
         
         
         
         But, eyes averted, Mingo ran with dainty fat-man swiftness right past them and into the front of the house.

         
         
         
         
         “Now, look!” growled Raleigh, and tried to rip his pants loose despite Vera’s clawing at his leg.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Shop, shhop!” she hissed. The despicable wire had corkscrewed its way through the fabric. Hayes was not sufficiently abandoned to yield
            to his impulse to rip her teeth out of her head, so he stood there in a shower of sweat as she pulled down his pants. Mingo
            ran back into the kitchen pucker-faced and burst into a wail of tears at the sight of his wife groveling at his barelegged
            best friend’s feet. In Sheffield’s fat hand was a gun.
         

         
         
         
         
         “For God’s sake, Mingo, listen to reason!” stuttered Raleigh, whose sex organ, so recently reckless, had scurried into hiding with a craven celerity. He tugged his blue-striped
            shirttail down over his boxer shorts as he hopped free of his pants.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Y’all didn’t even stop!” pouted Mingo. But instead of shooting them, as at least Raleigh expected, he trotted jiggling with
            sobs out the kitchen door, across his crowded patio in a light-footed weave, and disappeared over the slope at the yard edge.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Shave him!” begged Vera, Raleigh’s trousers dangling from her mouth as if she’d devoured the contents. She started a longer
            sentence, abandoned the effort, and resorted to charades: cocking her thumb and pointing her forefinger at her temple. Then
            she shoved Hayes with such force out the door that he broad-jumped the back steps entirely, galloped headlong over the lawn,
            and slid down the brambly incline. In Raleigh’s backyard, wedged in the little double chair on the twins’ old swing set, Mingo
            Sheffield sat wistfully, one hand pulling and pushing on the rusted metal bar from which the chair hung, one hand on the gun
            in his lap. Screak, screak. Screak, screak, sighed the old brown deserted swing.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Now excuse me, Mingo, you have the wrong impression,” began Raleigh as he scrambled to his feet, noticing while doing so
            that in his slide his shorts had come unsnapped, and—as his cousin Jimmy Clay had once taunted him in front of a girl—his
            barn door was open. Fortunately, Mingo, lost in a pensive reverie, hadn’t noticed.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mingo, I insist that you not jump to false conclusions. I came over to borrow Vera’s car and her teeth got caught in my pants.”

         
         
         
         
         Sheffield stared stolidly ahead. “I guess I’m the last to know.”

         
         
         
         
         “There’s nothing to know,” Raleigh persisted, and pressed his hand to his heart. “I have no idea why your wife’s in that getup, but as far as I’m concerned, I swear on —”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I guess I’m just the town clown all over town.” Mingo wiped his nose with his gun hand. “I had to hear about it from a Chinese
            cookie.” Now he glanced shyly over at Raleigh, then looked away. “Y’all thought I went straight to Tuesday choir practice
            like usual, I bet. Well, they canceled it!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mingo, I didn’t know you went to choir practice at all!” The issue of whether choirs practiced had never entered his mind;
            although surely, after bellowing the same half-dozen hymns for three decades, his neighbor ought to know them by heart. “You
            practice every Tuesday?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mama warned me! And I was out at a bowling alley the night she died! I was drinking beer while she was spitting up blood.”
            Tears ran sideways around the fat of Sheffield’s cheeks.
         

         
         
         
         
         By now, Hayes (incensed against his father, on whom he put the entire blame for his present predicament) had decided that
            both the Sheffields were psychotic. Moreover, he simply could no longer bear the rusty screaking rhythm of the swing. With
            a pounce, he grabbed the metal bar, and then the gun. “Now, you give me this!” he shouted, although the big boneless hand
            had made no effort to hold on to the weapon.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Just go on and shoot,” Mingo sighed. “I’m too chicken to pull the trigger. I guess that’s why she’s leaving me. She hates
            a chicken.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes shook the bar as hard as he could. “For Pete’s sake, will you get it through your fat skull that she hasn’t left you!
            There’s nothing between Vera and me! Tell him!” Vera was now making her way, in bathing suit and heels, down the slope, Raleigh’s gray pants over one arm. “Tell him he’s
            got it all wrong, Vera!”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, honey,” she hissed, and threw her arms around her spouse. “Ooo didn’t eally shrink at? Ee an Raleigh? Raleigh? Oh, honey!” She tossed the pants at the negligible Hayes, who was hurt to see himself so mentally
            unbraced that he was insulted by how hilarious she found Mingo’s accusation. As he watched in horror, the vicious woman wiggled onto Sheffield’s lap (for
            some reason the whole swing set did not collapse), and nuzzled among his chins. “Why, oo sheet ole shack of sugah. Ouer jhealous!”
            She kept on in this vein with remarks which her husband appeared to follow better than Hayes could, until Mingo was actually
            starting to smile with a furtive tremor. By the time Raleigh had pulled on his trousers, the couple was kissing. Astonishingly
            enough, no explanation was asked for or offered regarding Vera’s pornographic apparel. Perhaps it was no surprise to the blubbering
            crybaby.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I’m glad that’s all cleared up,” said Hayes somewhat snappishly. His neighbors appeared to have no intention of apologizing
            for what they’d just put him through. Indeed, they were ignoring him completely. “So if y’all will excuse me!” He stormed
            back up the slope away from the screaks and coos below, enraged by a memory of having chosen the eight-year-old Mingo first for his side in a softball game, bravely in the face of Ned Ware’s groans of “Whaletail?” He was enraged by a memory of having in the fifth grade denied the rumor that Mingo would eat leaves and dirt to get attention,
            when he himself had seen the pig doing it a hundred times.
         

         
         
         
         
         Safe in his own home, Raleigh Hayes flung himself down on the living-room couch, pulled a ruffled pillow over his head, and
            fell asleep.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         “Why, Raleigh, this isn’t like you. I didn’t know you were in here. Are you sick?” Aura’s voice was above him, but he’d lost
            his sight. No, it was dark.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Have I been asleep?”

         
         
         
         
         “What a funny question. Don’t you know? I hate to say it, but we’ve already eaten.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who’s we? Where are the girls, did they come home?”

         
         
         
         
         “From the game? They just left. It’s seven-thirty. Raleigh, are you coming down with something?”

         
         
         
         
         It was strange talking with Aura in the dark from the living-room couch. It was strangely pleasant, this disembodied conversation
            with so calm and affectionate a voice. Like a voice one recognizes coming out of the past over the telephone. A voice so unlike
            Vera Sheffield’s.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, the Sheffields have turned into psychos. I want you to keep away from them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Really? Vera was just over here, borrowing a cucumber. I didn’t notice.”

         
         
         
         
         “A cucumber! What was she wearing?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think I noticed. Would you like some supper?”

         
         
         
         
         “Turn on that light! What are you wearing?”
         

         
         
         
         
         But Aura did not sport the sheer harem pants and cymbal-tinkling fingers Raleigh feared. Her honey hair in a loose twist,
            she was dressed trimly in a green cotton skirt and a white polo blouse.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Why do you want to know what Vera and I are wearing? Did you want to go out to eat?” Hayes’s wife eyed seriously his grass-stained shirt and ripped trousers. Then she knelt beside the couch, sniffing
            him as if they were a couple of chimpanzees.
         

         
         
         
         
         He slid away. “For Pete’s sake!”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep. Caroline and Vera both mentioned you were hitting the bottle.”

         
         
         
         
         Hitting the bottle? Where had she acquired these hard-nosed expressions? He pulled himself wearily to his feet. “Don’t be
            preposterous. I don’t know what Vera told you, but this was an accident, and entirely her fault. I’ve got to go out.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She opened a bobby pin with her teeth and used it to catch up a loose strand of hair. “Oh,” she said, with Caroline’s sly
            smile, “are you going to a bar? Mind if I come along?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, really. How old are you?”

         
         
         
         
         She winked. “What have you got in mind?”

         
         
         
         
         “You’ve known me long enough to realize that I do not frequent bars.”

         
         
         
         
         She turned off the lamplight, moved toward the hall. “We met in a bar. Have you ever thought how your whole life could have
            been different if we hadn’t?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “That was a bierhaus.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well.” Now she shrugged, making progressively apparent where Caroline had acquired mannerisms Hayes had always thought the
            product of today’s inarticulate times.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stuffing his shirt in his pants, Raleigh sat back down exhausted.

         
         
         
         
         “I won’t even tell you half the things I’ve got to do. You just go listen to that tape on my chair in the family room. Daddy
            has gone completely insane.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She looked sympathetic. “Like the Sheffields.”

         
         
         
         
         “I trust you aren’t being facetious.” Maybe he was talking to Caroline. The light was quite dim. “Did you say seven-thirty?” Hayes remembered that he hadn’t yet jogged the two
            miles it was his invariable habit to run each evening before dinner. “Where’s the flashlight? I’m going jogging before I leave.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Aura now wiggled the fingers of both hands tip-to-tip at eye level, undulating her elbows. “You know,” she said as she thoughtfully
            watched her hands, “I read an article at the checkout counter about a man like you.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes did not pause on his way upstairs to hear what kind of man the increasingly elliptical Aura might consider him to be.
            He changed into the white jogging suit he was now sorry he’d purchased from Mingo Sheffield; he rifled the kitchen drawers
            for his flashlight, glanced in disgust at the open pizza box on the table, and ran out briskly into the night. Naturally,
            the batteries died before he left his own yard; nor did he wear his glasses, useless this late anyhow. As he ran, a peculiar
            ease seized him. Hayes did not jog for pleasure, but to outrun his paternal genes, to seek reassurance through each strained
            sinew and slender bone that life was pain, and the race to the sternly stoical. But there was a peacefulness to running after
            dark. He was not jolted with massive surges of adrenaline at the sounds of unleashed dogs and the horn blasts of drivers warning
            him of their superior size. Children did not shoot out of their driveways on plastic motorcycles. Only the moon ran with him
            now, and the moon was quiet. Ordinarily, nothing more distressed Hayes than trying to compel his eyes to make sharp distinctions
            without the aid of their glasses. Tonight the world was a comfortable blur. From ranch house, Cape, contemporary, and Colonial,
            flicked through piny lawns only the silent blue rays of television sets.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes’s course took him along Heritage Drive, around Strawberry Patch Court, up Red Mill Lane to the pool and tennis courts
            communally owned by residents of Starry Haven. He was himself Treasurer of the Association, although he never used the pool
            or the courts. But Caroline and Holly wasted their summers there, greasing and frying their almost entirely exposed bodies.
            Trotting beside the chain-link fence, Hayes was startled by the high white wooden lifeguard’s chair, looking, moonlit, like
            the seat of some ghostly giant.
         

         
         
         
         
         He jogged suddenly backward. Yes, the gate was unlocked. Teenagers. Copulating. No, he heard splashes. Teenagers, swimming,
            without lights, when the pool was officially closed. Splashes, and incoherent shrieks. Was someone drowning?
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hey!” he shouted. “Hey! Who’s there?” He couldn’t see a thing as he ran. “Need help?” The rubber-capped toe of his left jogging
            shoe caught on the aluminum leg of a lounging chair that was supposed to be stacked in the shower room, and he plunged headfirst
            into the eye-poppingly cold water.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus!” shouted a man’s voice. Then Hayes was in a tangle of arms and legs, held under by a huge girth of naked squishy flesh.

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus!” shouted Hayes too, when he finally pummeled his way to the surface for an instant.
         

         
         
         
         
         Coming up again, he heard, “EEshus!” Yes! It was Vera Sheffield. And the white jiggling blob wrestling him was his neighbor
            Mingo.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Let me loose!” Hayes gasped.

         
         
         
         
         “Raleigh!” Mingo backkicked, swinging Vera behind him. “Leave her alone, can’t you!”

         
         
         
         
         Unless his weak eyes deceived him, the paddling Vera was…yes, she was definitely bare-breasted. Hayes trod water backward.
            “What are y’all doing here?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ush?” spluttered Vera. “Ud boud oo?”

         
         
         
         
         All three circled in a dog paddle, Mingo careful to block Vera from Raleigh’s view.

         
         
         
         
         “Mingo, y’all are breaking the rules. You know the pool’s closed.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tough titties,” incredibly replied the man Hayes had befriended since boyhood, against all inclination and social advantage.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yesh, shuf shiddies!” Vera spat a spout of water in air, arched and plummeted, exposing as she dived the moony globes of
            her posterior. They were skinny-dipping. At their age! They must be on drugs.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Okay,” said Raleigh. “Okay.” He swam to the ladder rung, where he fought to pull his sodden suit and shoes free of the weight
            of the water.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Are you going to t…tell?” called Mingo. Always his old sissy childhood question.

         
         
         
         
         Hayes didn’t answer. In the aluminum chair, he saw stacks of clothes that he considered taking with him, but why sink to their
            level? Behind him he heard Mingo whisper, “He won’t tell. That’s one thing you can say about Raleigh.” Burning through Hayes was a fire of memories. True, he didn’t tell. He had not told the fearsome den father
            that it was Mingo who’d eaten all the marshmallows meant for the campfire roast. He had not told the gym teacher that it was
            Mingo who had vomited from terror all over the locker room. He had not told the world that Mingo Sheffield had wet his pants,
            cheated on algebra tests, denied that he’d run over his own dog backing up in his father’s truck which he’d been forbidden
            to drive, lied to the IRS, and now, presumably, was a sadomasochistic pervert probably addicted to illegal narcotics.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes took off his shirt, squeezed what water he could from his pants, shook his feet, jogged rapidly home, rang the doorbell.

         
         
         
         
         His wife appeared, disguised as Holly in jeans and sweatshirt, and smiled. “Yes, can I help you?”

         
         
         
         
         He snarled sarcastically. “Who am I, Aura?”

         
         
         
         
         She leaned in contemplation against the fluted column. “Lately, you’ve gotten in the habit, you know, of asking a lot of strange
            and obvious questions. I wonder why.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Please don’t. Would you excuse me?” Raleigh squished past her, marking his path to the upstairs bath with puddles. He was
            naked, wringing out his socks in the tub, when she stuck her head in the door, which he had not taken the time to close.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Was that sweat? Because it’s not raining. Raleigh, I’ve read you can overdo this exercise business. Especially on top of
            so much alcohol.” She was looking him over with an appraising gaze. Hayes blushed and, holding the socks in front of him,
            sucked in his stomach surreptitiously. He doubted he had ever stood before her naked, under a bright light, in casual conversation.
            She nodded. “You look pretty good. You’ve got a nice body.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He heard himself reply, “Thank you,” and blushed.

         
         
         
         
         They stood there, both pink-faced, then she went on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear, “Say, how about a roll in the hay?”

         
         
         
         
         “What?” Roll in the hay? Hit the bottle? What kind of magazines was she reading? “Good Lord, Aura, it’s eight fifteen.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that too early? Or too late?” She began pulling bobby pins from her hair. “You’re not leaving for New Orleans tonight,
            are you?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh. You read Daddy’s note. Did you listen to the tape?”

         
         
         
         
         “Your daddy!” She laughed. Why had she always found his father so amusing?

         
         
         
         
         Hayes thought he had an explanation for what was now happening. “Okay, I see. His note. That’s where you got this idea.”

         
         
         
         
         She shook her hair loose. “Listen, Adam and Eve had this idea.”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh was letting her lead him out of the bathroom. “That’s right. Look what happened to them.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, they had this idea before the snake even spotted the tree. Besides, your father was a minister.” Meaning what? That Earley
            Hayes, who had been fired by his church for betraying Raleigh’s mother with Roxanne Digges, was an authority on the chronology of the Fall? “I hope
            he’s okay, you know how much I love him,” Aura added.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Who doesn’t, except anybody that has to live in the world.”

         
         
         
         
         “What? Oh, don’t change the subject.” She prodded him down the hall.

         
         
         
         
         “From what?”

         
         
         
         
         “Aren’t you going to jump my bones?”

         
         
         
         
         She must have heard that on cable television. “Aura, I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

         
         
         
         
         She was closing the bedroom door. “Come on, I bet it’s just like riding a bicycle. It’ll all come back.” Now she was pulling
            off her clothes.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, let’s be serious for a second. This isn’t like us. You’re acting like you used to back in Germany when we first met.”

         
         
         
         
         “What do you mean? We didn’t sleep together in Germany. Or did we?”

         
         
         
         
         “Of course we didn’t. You were only there two weeks. Jesus!”

         
         
         
         
         She lay rosy on the bed, stretching. “Ah, two wonderful weeks. Remember?”

         
         
         
         
         It was true that the Hayeses had first met in a bierhaus, in Freiburg, where Raleigh was stationed, and where Aura, abroad
            seeking an Existential Life with the two other bohemians in her class at Mary Baldwin College for Women, was sightseeing,
            after they’d gotten off the train there to take a shower. At that bierhaus, Aura had told Raleigh that she’d agreed to date
            him because he was the only GI she’d met in Freiburg who had asked her an interesting question about herself. Three years
            later, back in North Carolina, where Aura was enrolled in nursing school, they’d become engaged on a chartered bus going to
            Robert Kennedy’s funeral.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What I mean,” Hayes explained, “is you were kind of crazy. You know, with your sandals and your mandolin and Simone de Beauvoir.”

         
         
         
         
         She rubbed against his side. “You sure know a lot of crazy people.”

         
         
         
         
         Vanquished, Raleigh Hayes shook his head. “Well, it’s true. Something funny’s happening here.”

         
         
         
         
         Aura rolled him over against her. She said, “So I see.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 4

         
         
         
         
         How Raleigh Received His Name

         
         
         
         
         AT THE TIME when Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin were doing what they could to stop Hitler from doing what he wanted, our
            hero, innocent of the strength of these world shakers to rattle his own minuscule life, was, by his father, splashed in the
            face with cold water, told he’d just been made an inheritor of the Kingdom of Heaven, and christened by oil in the arms of
            his sponsors (who were recklessly making all sorts of promises in his new name): RALEIGH WHITTIER HAYES. This shocking and
            undignified assault the infant Raleigh greeted with the same roving malevolent silent glare with which, throughout his life,
            he habitually was to look at all this world’s irrational affronts. Aghast to hear his blithe sponsors vow to send him immediately
            off to war against Sin and the Devil, the swaddled Raleigh did emit one squeal of indignation, but he did not cry, and for
            his stoicism was praised by the smiling looming face of his mother, who’d stood at the ready with a pacifier.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the baptism party, in the rectory of Thermopylae’s tiny Episcopal church, his father gave him a small sip of muscatel wine,
            and his seventeen-year-old godfather, his uncle Whittier Hayes, gave him a small copy of The Poetry of John Keats, which he didn’t want either. Both Raleigh’s father and his godfather were in uniform, having been commissioned by Franklin
            Roosevelt to fly overseas to keep Hitler from taking countries that didn’t belong to him. Thus our hero, Raleigh Whittier
            Hayes, bore the names of two soldiers who wrote poetry and died violently, for like Sir Walter Raleigh, Whittier Hayes—blown
            up in a tank near Bizerte, North Africa, shortly before his twenty-second birthday—had been a poet. He had written not only
            “Valedictory Ode” (“Ring out the old! We go to climb the sky!/So, Thermopylae High, good-bye. Good-bye.”), which was still
            recited at commencements, but he was the author as well of six love sonnets mailed from Africa to, and until this day cherished
            by, Betty Morrow (now the widowed Mrs. Perry Hemans) and SueAnn McClung (now Mrs. William Swain), neither of whom suspected
            the other possessed six identical thin worn sheets of fading ink, both beginning
         

         
         
         
         
         
         When I have fears that death may capture me 

         
         
         Before my eyes once more have seen your face, 

         
         
         That face that means my home, safe, lost, and free, 

         
         
         Soft summer love far from this hard hot place…
         

         
         
         
         
         
         And both ending with proposals of marriage.

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh could not remember his uncle Whittier except as a photograph on his grandmother’s dresser; it sat on a white doily
            before a small jelly jar in which there was always a dahlia or narcissus or ivy sprig, at which the thin soldier was always
            smiling.
         

         
         
         
         
         Of the other warrior poet whose name he carried, Raleigh could recall no more from an oral report he’d been forced to present
            in the seventh grade than that the glamorous Sir Walter, spending every shilling he possessed on a suit of silver clothes,
            had come to London to fling his cloak down over a mud puddle for Queen Elizabeth I to walk across; that, in thanks for this
            (as it seemed to Raleigh Hayes even at twelve) profligate swaggering, the Virgin Queen had given Sir Walter the ships to defeat
            the Spanish Armada and to send the Lost Colony to North Carolina—which he had called Virginia, in honor of his monarch’s chastity.
            Someone had chopped off the first Raleigh’s head; who, or with what justice, Hayes could not now resurrect; possibly he’d
            lost his head for losing the Lost Colony, or possibly it was for flirting, or atheism. What Hayes recalled most about this
            oral report was his embarrassment at the sniggering response of his pubescent classmates to his mention of the word virginity. He could still hear those sniggers, and the moronic joke devised on the spot by his cousin Jimmy Clay, and repeated by him,
            with accompanying shoves, in the halls, cafeteria, and playground, whenever he saw Raleigh. “How long was Queen Elizabeth’s
            period? About as long as all the other girls’. Hotcha, hotcha, haw, haw, haw.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes’s memories of his nominal ancestor were therefore not very pleasant ones. In later years he felt no impulse to learn
            more about the old extravagant Elizabethan; certainly he had no more urge to read the man’s poems than he’d had at his baptism
            to thumb through Keats (although, in fact, he would have discovered, in Sir Walter’s cynical contempt for the folly and rot
            of the world, a concise echo of his own views). Instead, Hayes resented the imposition of so flamboyant a past on his identity,
            just as he felt burdened by the inheritance of his father’s cavalier good looks; and he didn’t correct people who assumed
            (however ridiculously) that he’d been named for the capital of the state in which he lived.
         

         
         
         
         
         And in which state (sometimes in the city, Raleigh, and occasionally named Whittier), the Hayes family had lived for several
            centuries. Of his heritage, our hero was largely and unreluctantly ignorant. He had no time for all the living Hayeses—and
            rarely saw them except at funerals—much less leisure to get to know the long-expired. Raleigh had no idea who this Goodrich
            Hale Hayes (whose wife’s descendants he was now instructed to trace) might have been. He was a dead Hayes, that’s all. North
            Carolina was filled with them. As might be expected of a man in the business of insuring the future, Raleigh had primarily
            a predictive interest in the past. It was, for example, important to remember that five years ago when his father had begun
            playing bingo with a self-described cocktail waitress he’d met at a church social, it had been possible (if time-consuming)
            to discover that this woman had deserted, but not divorced, her husband in Greensboro, had served time for forging a check
            and was still on parole, had lost her job at the I-85 Lounge for lewd solicitation, and had cheated nightly at bingo. It had been possible for his aunt Victoria to persuade this woman (in the church’s ladies room)
            to stay away from Earley Hayes. It was important to remember that similar vulnerabilities could doubtless be unearthed about
            the young black woman off in that yellow Cadillac now, and similar pressures brought to bear.
         

         
         
         
         
         The past was to Raleigh this kind of warning device, easily read by anyone with eyes. Anyone knowing the diet of his aunt
            Big Em Hayes Leacock (so designated not so much for her obesity—which was manifest—but to distinguish her from her brother
            Furbus’s wife, Little Emily Shay, a petite woman who had to buy her shoes in the children’s department, and could never find
            the styles she wanted: “Ho, ho,” laughed Furbus, year after year. “It had been Big Em fell on me in the bleachers, she’d of squashed more’n my collarbone, right, Big Em?” “That’s right, you’d of been pancakes!”
            laughed Big Em, year after year)—anyone knowing that this 260-pound diabetic could not or would not deny herself pecan pies
            and semisolid pitchers of iced tea containing three cups of sugar might have easily predicted that what happened to Big Em
            (death) was going to happen. That, furthermore, the same fate was soon likely to overtake more of her younger sister Reba
            than simply her legs.
         

         
         
         
         
         Such statistical records of the past were worth keeping. But for the past as past, Hayes harbored no nostalgia. Perhaps by a trait inherited from his Philadelphia mother, he was immune to the Southern
            homesickness for yesterday. Raleigh didn’t know that Henry Ford had said, “History is bunk,” but he wouldn’t have argued with
            so successful a man. With America, he was willing to encapsulate decades and forget them, willing to leave behind. Of course,
            he still lived in Thermopylae, but his presence there, initially accidental, was ultimately irrelevant. Thermopylae would
            do. Of course, he could have migrated, and so escaped all his relatives, but he had never required space in order to lose
            touch.
         

         
         
         
         
         No, Raleigh made no claims on the past. Of his maternal ancestry, he’d heard not a single story: Sarah Ainsworth had appeared
            in Thermopylae one summer day to visit a friend. Unprecedented and unencumbered, the only child of a deceased, kinless, well-off
            widower, she’d promptly given herself away to Earley Hayes. She’d mentioned no relationships but one to her bank trustee in
            Philadelphia, and before Raleigh had thought to press her for details, she had suddenly died. On his paternal side, he’d heard
            nothing but details.Whole lives lost to chatter. He’d forgotten most of these stories, and could scarcely remember the old
            storytellers, including his great-grandmother (nicknamed Tiny), who’d often tried to bribe him to go buy her peppermint sticks
            at Woolworth’s by promising to betray family secrets. He didn’t recall the secrets. He didn’t know, and suspected he wouldn’t
            enjoy learning, who all his predecessors were.
         

         
         
         
         
         This indifference distinguished Raleigh from most of his Thermopylean neighbors, who would tell him with straight faces that
            their forebears had invented Coca-Cola, written “White Christmas,” set fire to a million dollars in Confederate money to boil
            turnips by, stopped a bullet destined for Andrew Jackson, and slept with Mary Queen of Scots. Nemours Kettell had wasted God
            knows how large a fortune trying to prove himself illegitimately descended from Napoleon’s emigrating general, Marshal Ney,
            Duc d’Elchingen. Hayes had only taken off his glasses and rubbed his eyes when obliged to listen to Kettell at Civitan luncheons
            attempt to persuade him to hire a genealogist who might be able to trace him back to Sir Walter Raleigh, or at least to the poet John Greenleaf Whittier
            (part of whose interminable poem “Snowbound” Hayes had been forced to memorize and recite in that same seventh-grade class).
            The subject of genealogies was made more distressing to our hero by the fact that his half-brother Gates had been arrested
            for selling fake family trees and forged Confederate holographs to unsuspecting women passionate for antebellum glamour. No,
            Hayes saw no cause to claim the past.
         

         
         
         
         
         Until today. On this awful Ides of March, as he had jogged home sopping wet from his immersion in Starry Haven Community Pool,
            it had occurred to Raleigh Whittier Hayes that perhaps his perspective on his injuries had been insufficiently far-reaching.
            To blame the imbecilic Ned Ware, the infantile Mingo Sheffield, the gibble-gabbling Jimmy Clay, and boorish Booger, or even
            to blame his impossible father, was not only somehow unsatisfying, it was intellectually puny. As he ran, it had occurred
            to Hayes to stretch indignation back to the very headspring of his genesis; not, that is, as far as Adam, but all the way
            back to the original Raleigh, whose name now entered his mind for the first time in many years. Yes, he would blame the fact
            that he was jogging home soaked from a near drowning at the hands of a fat naked deviant…on SirWalter! He would lay it all
            at the no doubt jeweled feet of that roving, vaulting, sleek and spangled, open-handed, bee-headed, moon-mad, lecherous clotheshorse,
            Walter Raleigh! Had this grabby fool never shipped hapless Englishmen over to Roanoke to slap sweaty-palmed at mosquitoes,
            dodge arrows, and poke grit-grimed in the sand for gold, until they managed to get themselves lost, or eaten, maybe the long
            string of simpletons who’d followed them over the ocean, in a line that led straight to the first Carolina Hayes, never would
            have gotten the idea that they could skip off to a New World every time the Old one rubbed them wrong. Maybe they would have
            stuck with their sheep back in Sussex, as Raleigh Hayes himself would sensibly have done. (Wasn’t he still in Thermopylae
            where fate had randomly dropped him?) If SirWalter had kept his cloak on his back where it belonged, Raleigh Hayes could have
            grown up in England, where people’s cousins didn’t sell people’s fathers yellow Cadillacs, and people’s neighbors didn’t wear
            spiked collars or go skinny-dipping an hour after failing to commit suicide. Hayeses wouldn’t have trooped to America in that
            stream of harebrained optimists leading to his cousin Kenny Leacock (son of Big Em), who’d moved his wife in a Winnebago to
            Los Angeles, where they’d spent years trying to get on Let’s Make a Deal, disguised as papier-mâché salt and pepper shakers.
         

         
         
         
         
         It’s unfortunate our hero was so in the dark. He would have derived a wry satisfaction from the knowledge that the first American
            Hayes (baptized Obed in 1632 by a Cheapside evangelical Separatist who was subsequently hanged for his violent views on altar
            cloths) had been just such a harebrained optimist. Duped by a ship company’s placard posted on Bishopsgate Street, London
            (having failed to read the fine print), Obed Hayes had discovered only in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean that in exchange
            for his free passage to Cape Fear, he had bound himself to five years’ indentured servitude bent over a fermenting vat on
            a Carolina indigo plantation. Once there, Obed had learned that he’d been duped by the Cape Fear ship company’s large print, for it had outrageously vouched for “The Healthfulness of the Air” in that Indian-infested swamp, and for “The Fertility
            of the Earth andWaters, and the great Pleasure and Profit to accrue to those that shall go thither to enjoy the Same.” Raleigh’s
            first native forefather had lost his hair to scarlet fever and his arm to a tomahawk and, after five years stirring blue dye,
            for the rest of his life would never own anything blue (in fact, could scarcely bear to look at the sky). But somehow, Obed
            had survived to begin, with a New Bern printer’s daughter, a Hayes family tree, whose newest branch, our hero Raleigh, had
            never traced himself back to a bough, much less the trunk called HAYES; who had no idea he actually was—by a tenuous collateral
            limb—remotely related to John Greenleaf Whittier, from whom, perhaps, his soldier-uncle Whittier had inherited the gene of
            his poetic nature.Who hadn’t a clue that his great-great-grandfather, Major General Goodrich Hale Hayes, C.S.A., had been
            in charge of a mule-drawn, false-bottomed wagon retreating from Sherman’s relentless advance through North Carolina, and that
            this wagon had gotten itself as lost as Sir Walter’s colony, and that the mules had balked at every red muddy hill on the
            Piedmont road to Thermopylae, because the false bottom was lined with gold bars, and—as Raleigh Whittier Hayes did know—gold
            is heavy.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 5

         
         
         
         
         In Which Raleigh Blackmails an Enemy and Frightens the Kaiser

         
         
         
         
         RALEIGH AWAKENED disoriented with a face warmly snuggled in his bare shoulder, and, like a traveler studying a strange motel
            room, he squinted warily at his surroundings. He was, however, in the “Mediterranean Modern” bed where he always slept, beside
            the person who always slept beside him. On the other hand, neither he nor Aura was wearing the pajamas they always wore; the
            alarm clock was not singing, the sky was the wrong color, it was only five-thirty in the morning.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the bathroom, Hayes stepped with a shudder on the cold soggy heap of his jogging suit. He looked shyly in the mirror at
            his flushed sleepy face and rumpled hair. A former Raleigh Hayes about thirty years old tentatively smiled back. Not wanting
            to wake his wife (even at their normal hour not an eager riser, but one who would punch Snooze every ten minutes until, defeated,
            the system shut itself off), not wanting to wake his girls (a superfluous concern), the head of the family dressed, and tiptoed
            in socks down the carpeted stairs. Beneath the couch he found the cordovan wingtips that had carried him over yesterday’s
            dreadful journey. Sitting to lace them, he felt between the slipcovers the tiny black pistol he’d obviously dropped there,
            having, so it seemed, carried it away with him after disarming Mingo Sheffield. “Kill himself!” Hayes snorted when he opened
            the gun and found it unloaded. Nevertheless, Mingo in his present volatile state was certainly not to be trusted with a deadly
            weapon, nor could Raleigh leave it in the house with unwakable women. He put it in the pocket of his blue seersucker jacket;
            he was surprised at the heavy way it pulled on the cloth. He also had safety-pinned there in his jacket two sealed envelopes
            containing five thousand dollars each, which he intended to deposit as soon as the bank opened.
         

         
         
         
         
         For breakfast, it was Raleigh’s habit to have fresh fruit for digestion, whole-grain cereal for roughage, and coffee for speed.
            But belly dancing or M.F.P. had no doubt taken Aura’s mind off her shopping, for the only fresh fruit he could find in the
            crowded kitchen were three hard limes in a basket with the nubbly stem of an otherwise missing bunch of grapes. The only cereal
            was all bright green and pink and cut in the shapes of cartoon characters, and while there was ample coffee, there were no
            filters. Hungry as he was (and he’d had nothing to eat since the orange slices in yesterday’s three Singapore Slings), Hayes
            would not breakfast on pink puffed comic strips, nor would he drink frozen orange juice, not since once reading of a lady
            who’d opened a can and found it entirely filled with a frozen mouse. Nor would he use, as Aura seemed to, a paper napkin with
            a flower design as a coffee filter.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Didn’t wake you. Gone out on this business of Daddy’s. Will catch a bite to eat. No filters.” Pen twitching in hand, Raleigh
            studied this note to his wife, then unclipped it from the coffee machine and added, “Love, Raleigh.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Out in his little greenhouse—where a third of his daffodils had indeed been snipped off—Raleigh extravagantly cut ten more,
            which he arranged in a water glass on the kitchen table. He dropped an aspirin in the glass, believing that they prolonged
            plant life, and suspecting that unless roused by the frenetic radio announcer on station WACK, Aura would sleep past the petals’
            prime.
         

         
         
         
         
         Outdoors, the silent streets of Starry Haven had at dawn a lush pastoral look, as if God, dissatisfied, had erased the world
            and started over. While the Fiesta had been returned to the driveway, undented, the seats were dewy because its hatchback
            had been left open. Moreover, the ashtray was half closed on a cigar butt. Hayes could not decide which was worse: that Caroline
            and Holly now smoked cigars, or that they gave lifts to strangers who did so, or that there was a nocturnal smoking joyrider
            loose in the subdivision. But, he thought as he saw his keys in the ignition, at least the tires had not been slashed, at
            least Vera Sheffield was not lying naked in the back seat, ready to flick him with her vicious riding crop.
         

         
         
         
         
         At six A.M., as Raleigh drove out of Starry Haven, in the driveways of Capes and Colonials and ranch houses still sat his
            neighbors’ cars, patiently waiting to take their owners to wherever day after day their owners drove to do something to pay
            for them. He saw not a soul, heard not a song but the musical comedy of the local bluejays, who were as big as pigeons and
            as bad-tempered as gulls.
         

         
         
         
         
         What had happened—come to think of it, now that his friend, the World, had proven so noticeably fickle—what had happened to
            the nice long-ago noises of early morning? The bell of the vegetable truck with its swinging brass scale, the milkman’s chinkling
            rattle, the newsboy’s thunk? Where had everybody gone? Where was the man who came offering to sharpen scissors and lawnmower
            blades, the man who came with the saddle pony to see if anyone wanted a photograph of their child taken, the man who took
            away the knotted bunches of soiled laundry left on porches? Where were the eager pastor, the sleep-slouched doctor, the men
            wanting yardwork to do, having brushes to sell, white-papered meat to deliver? Where were the Mormons, the vendors, the carolers,
            the candidates? When had the world stopped coming to the door?
         

         
         
         
         
         These uncustomary reflections on the past occupied Hayes as he sped along the beltway toward downtown Thermopylae and the
            1927 Forbes Building—the town’s only skyscraper, with twelve floors (a third of them empty), on the highest of which Hayes
            had his office. In the building’s cavernous gilded lobby, across from the defunct tobacco and shoeshine stand, was Forbes
            Corner Coffee Shop. This establishment, Hayes, who never ate breakfast out, now entered. He recognized from the rear, their
            haunches hanging over the stools, the row of downtown businessmen flanked with their newspapers along the counter. They were
            the coffee shop regulars and preferred this side-by-side linear arrangement (as if they were still on the bench of the Thermopylae
            High football field) to any of the perpetually empty Formica-topped tables behind them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes knew them all, Nemours Kettell and Wayne Sparks, Pierce Jimson, Ned Ware, Mingo, and the rest; knew they rose early
            so they could come here to talk sports and money together, to vaunt together, shifting indiscriminately between boasts of
            success and boasts of failure.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I tell you what, I one time lost fifty dollars on a six-point spread I had on the Cowboys,” Mingo smugly whined (and lied—for
            Raleigh knew it was only five dollars he’d lost) to Boyd Joyner, the best-looking Civitan.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, well, you gotta know what you’re doing. I’m seven hundred ahead this month. You think I’m gonna tell the wife?” Joyner
            wrung his own neck.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, Boyd, I bet you sure didn’t tell her what you dropped in Atlantic City, right? You’dah got grounded for sure, right?
            Ball and chain!”
         

         
         
         
         
         Boyd Joyner socked Nemours Kettell in agreement. “You know it. Eight ball and chain gang. Your wife ’ould kill you!”
         

         
         
         
         
         They enjoyed pretending they were afraid of their wives. They enjoyed pretending they were flirting with the two middle-aged
            waitresses, Doris and Lucinda (thick-shouldered and raw-handed from years of lugging and washing dishes), who worked the counter
            and wearily grinned at invitations to shut off the grill and run away to lives of illicit passion.
         

         
         
         
         
         As Hayes sat down at one of the empty tables, the pharmacist, Tommy Whitefield, was shouting along the row to Ned Ware, “Says
            here South Savings and Loan is gonna give you a computer if you take out a mortgage. Better watch out, Ned, South Savings’s
            giving away computers.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Nemours Kettell shot a hand over his flattop like a jet leaving a carrier, and answered for the ex-halfback, Ned, who was
            not quick at  this repartee. “Trick is, you find a guy in this town with the dough-re-mi to plunk down on a mortgage in the
            first place that’s going to give it to a nigrah-run business like South Savings just for some computer. Right, Ned?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I guess so.”

         
         
         
         
         “You tell ’em, Ned,” said Kettell’s son-in-law, the closet hippie, Wayne Sparks.

         
         
         
         
         “I sure would like one of those computers,” said Ned, doing one-arm curls with the napkin dispenser as a dumbbell.

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh Hayes was standing to wave his fork at the waitress, when Boyd Joyner (who, with olive skin, black mustache, and salmon
            loafers, looked like the Italian owner of a Miami nightspot, but was actually a Scots-descended native Carolinean building
            con-tractor) grabbed the woman’s hand and said, “Hey, Doris, come on, let’s make a fast run over to a bed at Holiday Inn.
            You too, Lucinda. Y’all need to get off your feet.”
         

         
         
         
         
         The elder of the women, Doris, tugged up with her thumb on the bra strap that had worn a gorge across her shoulder, visible
            through the sleeveless nylon sweater. “I don’t know, Boyd,” she drawled speculatively. “It’s a little early in the day for
            me to do anything fast.” All the men laughed. Although she was not nearly as attractive as Lucinda, Doris was more popular,
            because Lucinda made the men nervous; she never wisecracked or called them by name, only smiled, and sometimes didn’t even
            do that. The regulars much preferred Doris, in whose retorts, particularly if insulting, they all delighted.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Two eggs, no juice, how much I owe you?” politely inquired Joyner now, all kidding aside. He left a tip half the size of
            his check, pulled on his sunglasses, announced, “Well, boys and girls, another day,” and left.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nemours Kettell, who’d spun around on his stool to sock Joyner good-bye, saw Raleigh, fork-raised in the corner, which was
            more than the waitress had done. “Look who’s here! Aura kick you out or what?” Kettell’s wide hand smacked the unfortunately
            empty stool beside him in invitation. “This place’s been integrated for years, Raleigh, come on over. Pour him a cup of cof,
            hon. Hey, Ral, get over here.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh knew that Kettell was thinking that he’d sat across the room because he’d seen his family enemy Pierce Jimson seated
            at the counter. Everybody knew that Pierce’s father, PeeWee Jimson, had once clerked for Raleigh’s grandfather, Clayton Hayes,
            then had somehow ended up sole owner of both Hayes Market and Hayes Furniture Store. Everyone knew that the Jimsons had stayed
            hostile to the Hayeses ever since; it was hard to be nice to people you’d gypped. Actually, while Raleigh didn’t much like
            Pierce, he didn’t hold the slightest grudge about the past. What he couldn’t stand was eating with people squeezed in on his
            sides, reaching across him for ketchup to splatter on scrambled eggs, fluttering their newspapers over his bare arms, and
            talking with their mouths full of grizzled ham about who should have thrown what ball where.
         

         
         
         
         
         Said Tommy Whitefield, “Soon as I got rid of my hook—hi, there, Raleigh—I lost my putt. On the green in three, and my putt
            goes to hell.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh greeted everyone, including Pierce Jimson, who only nodded and studied his Wall Street Journal while sucking in coffee with his anteaterish upper lip. “I’m on the run,” Hayes apologized. “Excuse me, miss, do you have
            anything to go? Leaving, Mingo? Nice seeing you.” Sheffield waddled off with a sheepish wave.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Danish, honeybun, jelly, glazed.” Doris fluffed out her beehive hair as she nodded at five sticky lumps of dough under a
            plastic cover. “What’s your pleasure?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Say, hey, Doris, ‘what’s his pleasure?’ You just met the guy.

         
         
         
         
         Matter of fact, he’s into B and D.”Wayne Sparks guffawed at his own remark, unaccompanied. He failed to understand why no
            one laughed at his jokes, which were much funnier than, say, Boyd Joyner’s innuendos.Well, probably no one at the counter
            knew what B and D meant, being more accustomed to alimentary than erotic abbreviations. Wayne sighed and thought of leaving
            town to join a commune, but sank back down on the stool as if handcuffed to his father-in-law.
         

         
         
         
         
         “So, Ral, how’s Mut Life?” smirked Kettell.

         
         
         
         
         “Pretty good, Nemours, how’s concrete? Yes, thank you, I’ll take those five. And black coffee, thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         Ned Ware leaned around Sparks. “You find your daddy yet, Raleigh?”

         
         
         
         
         Doris flapped open a bag. “You want all five of them?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, all right, fine, thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         “Five?”

         
         
         
         
         “Earley lost or something?” Kettell asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No, just gone on a trip for a few days.” Raleigh glared at Ned. “So,” he added quickly, “Boyd’s looking okay. Contracting
            business finally picked up?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Wayne took another risk and said, “Only thing picking up in Thermopylae is people picking up and moving out. Right, Mr. K?”

         
         
         
         
         “This town doesn’t need your negativity, Wayne,” said Mr. Kettell.

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry.” Sparks raised eyes and hands to an Attendant Spirit hovering above, who presumably sympathized.

         
         
         
         
         “Boyd’s going to lose his house,” Ned Ware announced with somber sympathy. “I feel real sorry for Boyd.”

         
         
         
         
         “Gosh, I thought he was a big shot,” Doris sighed.

         
         
         
         
         “Overextended,” explained Nemours Kettell, who had specialized in highway graft and done very well. “Built three condos, Couldn’t
            sell them, didn’t even finish the last one. I drove by there, saw the bulldozer just sitting in the hole for the pool.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Pierce Jimson, without raising his eyes from his paper, spoke for the first time. “Lizzie Joyner came in the store and asked
            me for a job.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Kettell stuck his little finger in his mouth to rub his gums. “That’s pitiful. I can’t believe America’s gotten to the point
            where a man like Boyd Joyner has to let his wife go out and earn a living.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Uncharacteristically, the younger waitress, Lucinda, a short blonde with large breasts on a thin frame, made a remark. She
            said, “America got to that point about fifteen years ago as far as I’m concerned.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Only Wayne laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “Anyhow,” said Tommy Whitefield, the druggist, “I heard Boyd’s wife was running around.”

         
         
         
         
         “I heard that too.”

         
         
         
         
         “Somebody ought to tell him.”

         
         
         
         
         Everyone nodded solemnly, except Raleigh, who didn’t gossip, and Pierce Jimson, who was having an affair with Mrs. Joyner.

         
         
         
         
         By now, Raleigh had paid for his greasy bag of pastries and his coffee. “I’ve got to run.” He showed them his watch. It surprised
            him by announcing that it was only 6:50 A.M. “Ned,” he said to the banker, “keep in mind our talk yesterday, will you?” Ware
            looked at him blankly, then smiled. In the exasperating certainty that, under the guise of troubled solicitude, Ned Ware was
            going to blab the whole story of Earley Hayes’s current antics with the young black woman and the convertible Cadillac, Raleigh
            decided on the spur of the moment to lure Pierce Jimson away before he heard it. He only then realized he was going to try
            to negotiate with Pierce to purchase the cabin at Knoll Pond. “Pierce, talk to you a second?” he asked, hand poised (with
            that precise Southern sensitivity to social nuance, lacking which Raleigh’s Philadelphia mother had often been accused of
            being both too friendly and too frosty) exactly three inches above Jimson’s right shoulder.
         

         
         
         
         
         Tommy Whitefield was bragging to Jimson at the time, “Look, my wife tried any funny business like Boyd’s on me, I’d kill them
            both, wouldn’t you? Look, I heard on TV where all these guys in Brazil are getting off free as a bird for shooting their wives
            right through the head for having affairs and getting jobs and even just wearing short skirts, I’m not kidding. It’s a, you
            know, a question of honor. In Brazil, I heard juries let them just walk away right and left.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Pierce Jimson shook his check at Doris, who asked him, “Wasn’t Desi Arnez from Brazil? Desi sure never tried to pull anything
            like that on Lucy when she got her divorce. In real life, Lucy was the brains, anyhow.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Cuba,” said Wayne Sparks. “Aiii yi yi yi! Desi was from Cuba!”

         
         
         
         
         “Cuba!” snapped Kettell, as if Wayne had personally arranged that island’s revolution. “Okay, listen, boys, I want everybody
            to show at this do I’m throwing for Charlie Lukes tonight, you hear? Send him back to Congress, he’ll take care of places
            like Cuba. Let’s get behind him now.” Everybody nodded, but none really shared Kettell’s passion for political fund-raising,
            and besides they were too busy watching the unprecedented sight of a Hayes and a Jimson chatting as they strolled into the
            lobby together. For Jimson, to their surprise (but then they didn’t know how eager he was to escape further discussion of
            Mrs. Joyner’s infidelity), had announced in his sonorous voice, “Walk me out, Raleigh,” and Hayes had answered, “Sure thing.”
         

         
         
         
         
         At fifty, Pierce Jimson was a balding, freckled man of unprepossessing looks, average in height and narrow-shouldered, with
            a long upper lip above a pronounced overbite. At twelve, he had acquired one good feature—the strong, mellifluous baritone
            voice he had since then assiduously trained in debating clubs and choral singing. This voice was so rich and commanded such
            authority that everybody in Thermopylae had come to assume that the man behind it was large and rich and powerful, too. Consequently,
            he’d become so, and, over the years, had himself, like his neighbors, lost any realistic perspective on his appearance. When
            Pierce Jimson looked in a mirror, he saw his voice. A stranger, comparing the homely Jimson and the handsome Boyd Joyner,
            might have puzzled at Mrs. Joyner’s infatuation with the former, but a Thermopylean would have been surprised only because
            Jimson’s voice didn’t mess around like that. That voice, calling the roll at town council meetings or leading the choir in
            “God of Our Fathers,” was the voice of their own moral rectitude, of order in the home and in the state—not conceivably the
            voice of covert phone conversations and disheveled motel rooms. In fact, Lizzie Joyner was not enamored of the power of the
            voice; she was enamored of the overwhelming passion for her that, to Pierce’s bewilderment, had set upon the heretofore contentedly
            married man six months ago. They were both addicts of his passion.
         

         
         
         
         
         Of course, Raleigh Hayes didn’t know any of this. He kept talking about Boyd Joyner after they reached the lobby, only because
            he was nervous, and didn’t want to open immediately with the topic of Knoll Pond. “I’d hate for Boyd to hear those rumors
            about his wife, wouldn’t you? I mean, on top of his business worries. Boy, I remember when he came home from Korea with all
            those decorations. Big Marine hero, so young. Everybody thought he was really going places. Damn shame.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Economy ought to pick up.” Jimson was thinking that Raleigh Hayes never gossiped about people, never talked about people, rarely ever talked to him. What was going on?
         

         
         
         
         
         “Boyd’s a nice fellow, too. Aura took judo lessons from him at the Y. She liked him a lot. Nice fellow. Terrible temper, though.
            I’d hate to think what would happen if he found out anything like that about Lizzie. Well, listen, by the way, Pierce, any
            likelihood you’d be interested in letting go of that old rotted cabin up near Knoll Pond? Somebody mentioned they heard you
            were thinking of trying to get rid of it. I used to do a bit of fishing up there. Might be willing to take it off your hands.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What?”

         
         
         
         
         “Fishing’s my love affair. Every man’s got to have one, right?”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh was blushing at his speech, hastily prepared on the way to the lobby. First of all, he was blushing because he always
            did when he lied, and, second, he expected Jimson to laugh at him and then reply, “No.” In fact, he looked forward to the
            rejection; it would mean that he had failed to carry out one of his father’s outrageous instructions, and so, having failed,
            need try no more. When Jimson, wiggling his long upper lip, turned without a word, walked to the abandoned shoeshine stand,
            climbed into one of its high seats, and put his feet on the iron shoerests, Raleigh assumed the merchant had found his proposal
            so great a social breach of their families’ long-lived antagonism that he wasn’t even going to respond to it. He was certainly
            staring at Hayes with a disgusted, astonished look. The look intensified when Raleigh, blushing hotter, went on. “Matter of
            fact, it was Boyd Joyner I used to do a lot of fishing with, you know, back when we were kids. I haven’t done as much lately
            as I’d like.” (Indeed, Hayes hadn’t gone fishing once in the last five years.) “Just haven’t found the time, what with work
            and family.” He now tried a little humor of the Civitans sort in hopes of changing the terrible look on Jimson’s face. “What
            I can’t figure out, Pierce, is how these damn adulterers find the time.” As Jimson still sat there glowering, Raleigh decided to leave. “Well, think it over.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Just a minute.” Even lowered, the baritone reverberated in the big empty space. “Look here.”

         
         
         
         
         Hayes turned back. “Sorry if I offended you, bringing this up, Pierce, but I figured you and I were adult enough not to be
            stopped by a bunch of foolish family emotion. I don’t pay any attention to my family in things like this, and naturally I
            assumed you felt the same. This was strictly a business deal.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimson was staggered. He was shocked speechless by the certainty that a man like Raleigh Hayes (a Civitan, a church deacon,
            a former president of the Better Business Bureau) was blatantly blackmailing him with threats of exposing to her husband his
            illicit affair with Mrs. Joyner. That this was what was meant by all the veiled references not only to love affairs but to
            Boyd’s deadly martial skills, Jimson did not for a moment doubt. He was so obsessed with his infidelity that he assumed everyone
            else was too. What he wasn’t certain of were the blackmail terms. Hayes appeared to be selling his silence for a broken-backed
            shack near a weed-clotted pond, uncleared miles away from the old Hillston Road. Jimson wasn’t even sure exactly where. Annually
            he paid taxes on a thin strip leading on an unfarmable rise from the road to the knoll, having inherited the land from his
            father, who’d gotten it in some entangled financial fallout (he seemed to recall) with Raleigh’s grandfather. “Bunch of foolish
            family emotion?” he faltered.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes nodded. “Far as I’m concerned. Why should we hang on to that old nonsense? They need never know.”

         
         
         
         
         Jimson was awestruck by the until now utterly unsuspected depths of Raleigh Hayes’s jaded cynicism. The sanctity of marriage
            was old nonsense, foolish family emotion? Clearly, no appeals to the pain that knowledge would cause the innocent Mrs. Jimson
            and Mr. Joyner were likely to mean a thing to him. The man was a monster; he had to be placated. “Raleigh, you want to fish
            out there, you go right ahead. Be my guest. You don’t have to buy it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Gosh, Pierce, that’s really very nice of you. I appreciate it. But the fact is, I want to buy that old cabin. It has, well, a sentimental significance of a nostalgic aspect.” Hayes could hear Aura saying, “Raleigh,
            you’re upset, aren’t you? You’re getting polysyllabic.” He took off his glasses so he wouldn’t have to see Jimson’s response
            to this latest fabrication. “It means a lot to me. Don’t you ever wish you could get back to feeling, well, innocent like
            you used to be?” Raleigh blushed brighter, as it all of a sudden struck him that he wasn’t lying; he actually had, long ago
            at the pond, felt, what? At ease. He actually could feel wriggling somewhere distant inside him an urge to feel that way again.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimson, however, interpreted Hayes’s remark about innocence as sadistic irony. He lifted his head from his arms and studied
            the blackmailer as if he were some horrific sideshow exhibit. “You really want to buy it? It’s not worth anything.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh tried a companionable, shrewd chuckle. “Then I won’t pay much. But I will pay cash.”

         
         
         
         
         Warily, Jimson climbed out of the shoeshine seat, so bringing himself physically down to Raleigh’s level. He felt defeated,
            but oddly relieved: everybody was immoral, sinners in league to protect their sins. Wouldn’t it have been worse if Hayes, in pure disinterest, had counseled
            him to stop seeing Lizzie? He became crafty and businesslike. “That’s it? That’s all you want? You’re sure? You just want that old cabin?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Well, and the land it’s on.” Hayes repeated the chuckle. For Pete’s sake, was Jimson really going to sell him that property,
            and if so, for whatever reason in the world? He merrily patted the merchant’s arm. “Don’t worry. I swear nobody’s discovered
            any oil out there, honest.”
         

         
         
         
         
         That very thought had just crossed Jimson’s mind, but clearly a Machiavelli like Hayes would never have brought up the subject
            if such were the case. It was more probable that Hayes wanted a hideaway for some of his other nefarious enterprises. Something
            he didn’t want traced; why else offer cash? Heaven knows what the man was capable of. “Okay, Raleigh, you win. What do you
            want to pay for it?” “Well, what are you asking?” stumbled Hayes.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimson put his hand in his pocket. His fingers touched the packet of new ribbed condoms he’d bought in Charlotte. Lizzie would
            be at the furniture warehouse in an hour. If he only had time to figure out what Raleigh was really up to, but he didn’t dare
            wait, not with the bubble of his reputation on the lips of so heartless a man. “How about three thousand, then?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Three thousand?” Excited, Hayes shifted his bag of pastries from one hand to the other. “Three? Are you kidding?” (He had hoped for six, and expected to hear seven or eight.)
         

         
         
         
         
         “All right! Twenty-five hundred.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sold!” cried Hayes, and set the bag down on the shoeshine stand to shake on the deal, but Jimson was already walking away.
            “Do we need, Pierce, do we need a lawyer?” he called after him. Jimson shook his head emphatically no. Raleigh turned his
            back, reached inside one of the buttoned pockets where he’d safety-pinned the envelopes of money, undid one, and ran after
            the merchant. “Hey, hold up, Pierce. Might as well take it now.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimson stared as Hayes fastidiously removed twenty-five new one-hundred-dollar bills from a white envelope. He stared as Hayes
            scribbled in a small notebook: “Received of R. W. Hayes, $2,500.00 cash, in full payment for all property now owned by me
            in the area known as Knoll Pond, said property to include the remains of the cabin there, and the access lane from Hillston
            Road.” Hayes looked this over, then tore out the page. “No time like the present, Pierce. Sorry to rush you, but I may need
            to leave town, and I’d like to settle this. If you’ll just sign now, then your lawyer can fix it up legally.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimson kept staring. “I don’t believe in hurrying business this way.…Maybe we should…” He backed away.

         
         
         
         
         Hayes closed Jimson’s fingers around the pen. “Pierce, you can’t afford not to do this. Can you? You don’t know what might
            happen. I might come to my senses. Am I right?” He laughed, but couldn’t manage to sound even remotely sincere.
         

         
         
         
         
         And with a long sigh, the adulterer signed, and crammed the money deep in his pocket beside the condoms.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, Pierce, by the way, now we’re doing business, do you have a life insurance policy?”

         
         
         
         
         Jimson wheeled around. “I’m already fully insured.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good. You should be.”

         
         
         
         
         “Meaning what?!”

         
         
         
         
         “Everybody should be. Give my best to your wife.”

         
         
         
         
         “Just don’t push too far, Raleigh, goddammit.”

         
         
         
         
         “Pardon?” What a strange fellow, thought Hayes, as the lobby doors slammed on his question. Absolutely unpredictable.

         
         
         
         
         And still shaking his head from time to time, Hayes rode the rattling elevator up to his office, where he found his note “Be
            Back Soon” still taped to the door. Bonnie Ellen! He’d forgotten to call her last night. Why hadn’t she called him? Why hadn’t
            she removed his note? And wasn’t she usually a little bit neater? For Hayes now noticed details in the anteroom where she
            had her desk, details that yesterday, in his distress about his father, he’d failed to see. (Not that he was ever, according
            to Aura, particularly observant where Bonnie Ellen Dellwood was concerned: Aura had told him her silly theory that Bonnie
            Ellen had a crush on him, adding, “I don’t blame her.” And when Raleigh’d dismissed this as preposterous, she’d further explained,
            “You probably subconsciously find her sexually attractive too—who wouldn’t, with those breasts and outfits—so you have to ignore her. You don’t notice her out of loyalty to me, but, honey, you don’t have to be blind to be faithful.” Raleigh’d replied, “Aura, please don’t tell me who I am and I don’t know it.”) However, he admittedly had
            ignored the fact that Bonnie Ellen was as untidy as her desk now appeared to indicate. White circles tracked the path of a
            paper Coke cup. Flies were crawling on a tangle of french fries. A crimson paperback titled Flame of Castle Fury sat with its spine cracked atop the typewriter; beside it, Hayes saw three letters he thought had been mailed a week ago.
            They were sprinkled with dirt from an overturned knobby cactus plant that lay on its back, roots up, like a crab. Dust balls
            had gathered on the floor, a spider had spun at leisure a substantial web in a window ledge. Maybe Bonnie Ellen (who periodically
            called in with bouts of flu—perhaps too periodically for a healthy young woman of twenty-three) had been taken ill while at
            the office and had gone home in a hurry. Still, she might have left a note, or had her husband call (if he was her husband—which
            Aura doubted). Admittedly, Hayes knew very little about Mrs. Dellwood, whom he’d hired as a temporary replacement six months
            ago, when Betty Morrow Hemans, his secretary for twenty years, had abruptly retired to devote herself exclusively to the novel
            she’d been writing since he’d met her. Had he, in fact, hired Bonnie Ellen for—and not in spite of—her flashy looks? What a horrible discovery, if true, which it wasn’t, of course, thought Hayes.
         

         
         
         
         
         Seated behind his own meticulous desk, Raleigh took out his lukewarm coffee and his huge, clammy glazed pastries. Made reckless
            by hunger, he gluttonously devoured all five as he worked. He recalled having eaten such things for breakfast long ago, back
            in college, when obviously his stomach had been impervious to assault. Now horrible pains seized him. He was squeezing his
            sides when the phone rang. It was not Bonnie Ellen, but Aura.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Where’d you go?” she said. “What about the afterglow?”

         
         
         
         
         “What? Aura, it’s seven-o-five.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure you’re right. Sweetheart, have you by any chance bought a new watch lately? You keep wanting to tell me the time.
            Thanks for the flowers, by the way. What in the world are you doing? Are you kissing me through the phone? I find this new
            you absolutely fascinating.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes was licking from his fingers the glazed sugar that had webbed them together. “Don’t be silly. Did Bonnie Ellen call?”

         
         
         
         
         “I see. Now you’ve had me, you’re after her.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know where she is.”

         
         
         
         
         “In the sack with her boyfriend, probably. It’s only, let me guess, seven-o-six.”

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, do you mind? And I wish you wouldn’t say things like ‘in the sack’ at your age.”

         
         
         
         
         “You want me to wait till I’m older?”

         
         
         
         
         “Ha ha. What are you doing up? You never wake up by seven.”

         
         
         
         
         “Mothers for Peace, remember? Today’s a big day for me. Besides, the phone woke me. Aunt Vicky wants you to come over right
            away. About your daddy.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes took his fingers from his mouth so quickly his cheek popped. “She’s got him?”

         
         
         
         
         “No, no, he just called. Long distance. You know,” Aura yawned, “you’re starting to get like that guy in Victor Hugo.”

         
         
         
         
         Raleigh stood. “I don’t have time to wonder what you could possibly mean.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know.”

         
         
         
         
         “Really?” he asked her smiling photograph.

         
         
         
         
         “I mean, obsessed, like the detective after the man who killed his wife, in that TV series they stole from Les Misérables.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, good-bye.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, you better hang up. It’s probably seven-o-eight. But aren’t you going to ask me what I’m wearing? You were so into women’s
            clothing yesterday.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “For God’s sake, I was not!”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m au naturel. My, I’m in a French mood today, aren’t I? Well, bon whatever the word for morning is. Oh, matin. Listen, the girls won’t be home for supper and I may be late, but there’re plenty of leftovers. Wish us luck.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Aura, what are you talking about?”

         
         
         
         
         “Really, Raleigh! M.F.P.! But let’s get to bed early. Ummmm.”

         
         
         
         
         She’d hung up. Perhaps Aura had precipitously entered a midlife crisis. Perhaps for women they took this distinctively carnal
            cast. Look at Vera Sheffield. And, apparently, Lizzie Joyner. Perhaps in addition to their politicking against nuclear war,
            they’d all joined some local consciousness-raising group that encouraged this aggressive kind of sexual behavior. Hayes, soliloquizing,
            prepared his own mail. Then he telephoned Bonnie Ellen’s apartment. The woman who answered the phone said her name was Mrs.
            Hannah Pruck. She said, “I rent them my upstairs and it’s a mess. I’m up here now. I’m as disgusted as I can be.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry. This is Mrs. Dellwood’s employer, Raleigh W. Hayes? I’m sorry to disturb you so early.”

         
         
         
         
         “I can’t sleep nights,” the woman told him proudly. “I’ve been up since the crack of dawn for ten years.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry to hear that. Is Bonnie Ellen sick or something? She left work yesterday without saying anything.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t know? Well, that takes the cake. Young people don’t have the manners of a hog. They went to California, and didn’t
            tell you, me, or the lamppost. Never even mind the holes in my walls.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I beg your pardon?” Raleigh began to monitor his pulse with his thumb. “California?”

         
         
         
         
         “Her husband—that’s a laugh, between me and you—stuck a note on the door. With a nail!” added Mrs. Pruck. “About how a job had come up in California and they both had to leave right away and they’d be in touch,
            according to this note, but don’t make me laugh.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t believe it.” Hayes could find no pulse on either wrist.

         
         
         
         
         “You wouldn’t put it past them you took a good look at this room. My husband died in this room, and look at the way they’ve
            treated it. First of the month, every bit of theirs goes in the trash. I’d be ashamed to take it to Goodwill, and so would
            you.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Hayes hung up and said to someone, “Ha ha. Thanks a lot.” Now, he would have to beg Betty Hemans to set aside her novel and
            return to work until he could find a new secretary. A flood of anger against Chinese food lifted Raleigh from his chair and
            swept him to the door. He had the unassailable feeling (simultaneously discounted as absurd) that had he never opened that
            fortune cookie at the Lotus House yesterday, Fortune would never have gotten loose to play these kinds of tricks on him, like
            a genii on a rampage—out of her bottle after a million years.
         

         
         
         
         
         But Fortune, unbound by the human limits of even the most dyspeptic irony, knew tricks Hayes was certainly not imagining as
            he hurried down the hall past the supplies closet, in a corner of which Bonnie Ellen Dellwood had been lying unconscious for
            an hour. If Hayes had only left the coffee shop five minutes sooner, he would have seen Eddie Dellwood rush panicked through
            the lobby, convinced that he’d accidentally murdered his young wife. If Hayes had only opened his office door twenty minutes
            earlier, he would have heard Bonnie Ellen yell at Eddie that she wasn’t even sure she wanted to go to California, that she
            refused to clear out her office without even writing a note to Mr. Hayes, who had treated her so decently, and that she “sure
            as shit” was not about to tell Eddie the combination to Mr. Hayes’s safe. At which point Hayes would have heard a scuffle,
            followed by a thunk, followed by a crash, as Mrs. Dellwood was shaken by her husband, slipped, hit her head against the corner
            of her desk, and fell to the floor.
         

         
         
         
         
         But Hayes was twelve floors below, ordering pastries, and, therefore, he concluded that Bonnie Ellen was a very thoughtless,
            irresponsible young woman, and he never should have allowed Betty Hemans to persuade him to hire her. That’s the kind of trick
            of which Fortune is capable.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         At the elevator, Hayes took from his seersucker jacket Mingo Sheffield’s little black .22 pistol. Its solidity was strangely
            comforting. He pressed the barrel first against his head, then against his heart—not in any serious way, just theoretically.
            Then he aimed at the elevator doors, and mentally shot them for not opening. At that moment, they did. Behind the old-fashioned
            sliding iron grille was a big pushcart crammed with buckets, mops, and brooms. Behind the cart was the Forbes Building janitor,
            Bill Jenkins, a heavyset black man. He wore a white mustache of Teutonic flavor and had one withered hand. For those two reasons
            he had been nicknamed “Kaiser Bill” by some now long dead Thermopylae wag.
         

         
         
         
         
         Staring at Hayes, Bill was motionless as an overweight rabbit with no hope of successful flight, his huge brown eyes on the
            gun pointing at him, his large ears twitching as he more and more rapidly chewed on a cheekful of gum.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Are you coming out or going down?” Raleigh finally asked impatiently.

         
         
         
         
         “Whichever you say, Mister Hayes. Bill’s not fixing to get in your way at all.” (As if inspired by his imperial alias, the janitor always referred to himself in the third person.)
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s the matter with you? Come on out.” Absentmindedly returning the gun to his pocket, Hayes slammed back the grille with
            a loud clank. “Is there a problem?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No, sir!” Jenkins, chewing even faster, sidled behind his cart and bumped it out of the elevator, without ever taking his
            eyes from Hayes’s pocket. “Just you don’t give the old Kaiser one more thought, you hear? He’s gone. Here he goes. He’s gone.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Wait!” called Hayes. “Stop!”

         
         
         
         
         “God Almighty!” Halfway down the hall, Jenkins froze, and spun the cart between himself and the insurance man.

         
         
         
         
         Hayes threw his weight against the elevator door, which was shoving back at him in abrupt heaves. “Bill, listen, Bill, do
            me a favor? My office really needs a good cleaning. Can you take care of it for me?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Sure can.”

         
         
         
         
         “Tell you what, I’ll give you twenty dollars extra. Really clean it out. That enough?”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure is.”

         
         
         
         
         “Listen, I’m sorry I kind of snapped at you. I’m in a big hurry.”

         
         
         
         
         “Um hm.”

         
         
         
         
         “Well, you have a good day, Bill.”

         
         
         
         
         “Sure will.”

         
         
         
         
         As soon as the elevator door rammed shut, Kaiser Bill abandoned his cart and sprinted to the supplies closet for a restorative
            sip of the cherry brandy he kept hidden behind stacks of toilet paper. He felt for the light cord. The bulb was a dim one,
            but bright enough for him to see Bonnie Ellen Dellwood wedged in the corner where her husband had just propped her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bill Jenkins’s arm, momentarily arrested, now continued on to the shelf, found his bottle, and unscrewed the cap. His eyes
            on Mrs. Dellwood, he contemplatively drank for a while, screwing and unscrewing the cap between each sip. Bill had been told
            (and told by four generations—by his parents, his wife, his children, and his grandchildren) that he was (as he was the first
            to admit to them all) not a big thinker. Intelligence he did not consider one of the higher-ranking human assets anyhow, having
            encountered in his long life so vast a crowd of smart stupid people. He preferred to rely entirely on the outside advice of
            the Man Upstairs, whom he consulted regularly and with perfect satisfaction. “Bill,” he now said, “the Lord’s going to pull
            you through this like a duck on ice. Don’t you fret your mind. You just listen to what He say.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Sip by sip, the message came: Mr. Hayes had just shot his secretary. No one would want to believe this. They would prefer
            to believe that Kaiser Bill had shot her. That’s why she’d been put in his closet. Mr. Hayes expected Bill to, as he’d said,
            “take care of it.” For this he would pay twenty dollars, which was certainly cheap, considering; but on the other hand, better
            than going to the gas chamber at Bill’s age. That much was clear when the Kaiser rehid the bottle and locked the closet. Means
            and method came as he began to vacuum the Oriental rug in the dentist’s office down the hall.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ten minutes later, with a thick carpet roll slung over his shoulder, Mr. Jenkins rode down the elevator, strolled out of the
            Forbes Building and into a dented, rusted, dilapidated station wagon that, twenty years earlier, had been the pride of a Starry
            Haven suburban wife and mother. She never would have dreamed, as she’d unloaded groceries and shubbery and children and bags
            and bags and boxes and boxes of newer and newer things to buy in a halcyon spring so long ago, that one day a Forbes janitor,
            his name and phone number painted on the side of her car, would ease into its rear door a stolen Oriental rug containing a
            presumably murdered secretary who hadn’t even finished elementary school when she’d sold the car.
         

         
         
         
         
         During these maneuveurs, no one stopped or even stared at Kaiser Bill. The carpet trick worked as well for him as it had for
            Cleopatra when she’d slipped in, similarly rolled, to meet Caesar. The Kaiser had a naturally imperial imagination.
         

         
         
         
         
         Following a further signal from the Man Upstairs, Jenkins gently lowered Mrs. Dellwood into the pit excavated by Joyner Construction
            Company for the condominium pool they had run out of money to complete. In fact, Bonnie Ellen’s husband had helped dig the
            hole. It was only after Boyd Joyner had laid Eddie Dellwood off that the dream of starting over in California had gripped
            the young man in such a terrible clasp.
         

         
         
         
      

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781402224980_0634_001.jpg
Praise for handling sin

“Malone's twists and curns and surprses a
phsamend, i on g, e ..,m.,.a,,,m.
e
Vw Yok Times Book Reviw

“Handli ooy soraaty dep o e+
(e sl incping e
o an kg i o e, This vl o v
—Newndsy

“This madeap book bubbles with frenzy from the it pags...with 3 wink to

— Publisrs Weeky

Janding Sin'is enifc..lage spiid, besuifullycrafed, and
cxtremely funny... dosens of vivid,eccentic cresures... dzaling
ey e et gy el e

—The Nation

— ks Revies

)4

S v gveien would ey ke Rl e ey, vt
i

i e, i i of b Vo ke Bl o i s mmw
Himsel fom the hospical, taken al his money out of the bank, and left behind a
T s i T

if Rleigh dida't have enough to do today

l
into adventurcs worthy of Tom Jonesand Huck Finn. Handling Sin s nothing less
than Michacl Malone’s cor .

masterpice,

T e ek
BONUS READING GROUP GUIDE INCLUDED
sourcebooks
landmark
o ebG0k o






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781402224980_0006_003.jpg





