Interlude 2
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Jeffrey and Susan were both stoned, but Haroldhadhaled. When the joint
had reached him, he summoned up an image of Hisraal, Bill Clinton, a man he both
held in contempt and admired, and like Bill he optgtended. Susan and Jeffrey, on the
black couch, were leaning into each other, thedu&ters touching, and didn’t notice
Harold at all.

“This is getting to be a tradition, you visiting nmethe dead of winter here in
lowa.”

“My friend, when you need me, I'll be there foryoWe’ve known each too long
for me to be stopped by a small Arctic blast.”

“I'm not in such bad shape, you know.”

“Yes you are, Harold,” Susan said. “You're inipall the time. You were in the
hospital, remember? You are too in pain.” Susaitesl and then repeated, “all the
time.”

“l was in the hospital only for a night. They pped me up with so many drugs
that my muscles were like jelly, and then sent m@d the next day. Bastards.”

“What'd you want them to give you? A room and nedicine?”

“l don’t want their stupid drugs in my body. AHey do is mask the symptoms. |
screwed up my sciatic nerve. It was my fault, hddserve the pain. | was working far
too hard on the bike. | overdid it and | paid fineee. Sciatica takes at least three months
to heal. It's been about that long now.”

What Harold said was close to being true. After disastrous sneeze in October,
and his short stay in the hospital, Harold had eddd spend a few days in bed. As a

result, for the first time in his career he miskesiFriday classes. But he had returned to
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the classroom by the following Monday, despitegh&n. He stood with his hands tightly
gripping the podium and tried not to move. He fdumuch to his surprise, that the
energy he devoted to controlling the pain actuadiped him with his lecturing. He was
cautious, tentative, delicate, and spoke more gitldn usual. But this was strangely
pleasing because he felt more thoughtful. Equsfignge was the fact that his sleeping
had improved. Because he was unable to twistamdatithout firing up his sciatic

nerve, he was forced to be more still in bed. dswoo difficult to get up and so he
stayed put. He and Susan still did not touch edlclr, but at least they again shared the
same bed.

The pain was often intense, but he didn’t hatd*&in had become his companion,
his reminder, his cross to bear. The only trutglerable activity was getting in and out
of chairs.

Susan frequently enjoined him to take the antamfatories the doctor had
prescribed, or if not them, at least some overetaater ibuprofen. Harold refused.
Pain would be his teacher, he had decided.

He could not explain why he was feeling pretty gtmught, even though his
wife was snuggling next to his best friend in hiendiving room. Was it because his
sciatica was improving? Or because he had cop#abmidrugs? Or was it because of
the resolution he had made and thought about authstahile lying awake in bed: to
walk the Old Lincoln to New York City, take a rigland somehow make it to D.C. with
his health care reform plan in hand. He wouldalfin make his move and tonight, with
a roaring fire in the fireplace, he would annouhtintentions. But he wouldn't tell

them the whole truth.
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“I have an idea | want to share with you both,"dmmounced. They stopped
gigggling.

“As you know, | can’t do much physically these dagat | can still walk, and
every day | feel a little better. Plus I'm simggtting used to the pain. So, I'm thinking
of taking a long walk in the Spring. As soon as skemstser ends, I'd like to walk East
on the Old Lincoln. I've been thinking of my grdather a lot. He helped build it. In a
small way.”

“What's the Old Lincoln?” Jeffrey asked.

“It's the first transcontinental highway. Streéshfrom the Lincoln Tunnel in
New York, to Lincoln Park in San Francisco. Itedm replaced by real highways, of
course, but it still exists in bits and pieced like to walk the backroads of America.
See if | can feel something of my grandfather'sispPlus, | desperately need a
vacation. It's been a rough year.”

“How far would you go?”

“l don’t know. Maybe as far as the Mississippv&.”

“That’'s 200 miles,” Susan said.

“I know. What would that be? Twenty miles a daylaybe just walk for a
couple of weeks. Maybe longer. Make it to IllisoiAt least get out of lowa. Who
knows. Just walk East.”

“Wow. That's a great idea, Harold.” Susan wabliling with enthusiasm. Most
likely, he thought, she was just delighted he’dbeof the house.

“Sure is Harold. | walk almost every Sunday, ¥mow. Rebecca leads Chi-

Walks in the hills.”

237



“What's a Chi-Walk?” Susan asked.

“Chi; energy; lifeforce. On a Chi-Walk you try &bsorb as much Chi as you can.
Rebecca leads the group. We do breathing exersiseee sitting. We chant a little.
Sometimes we just attend to the trees; sometinedsug each other. We bring in the
energy. It's quite lovely, really. Sometimes wayprecorders. It's been very helpful
since the election.”

“Wow! Sounds great, Jeff.” Susan was interestacdahall in his grand scheme,
while Jeffrey drew her like a magnet. Harold lodle his friend more closely. He was
wearing a jacket whose leather was even softerttienone he had worn the previous
year. A dark brown, close to being black, matchirydyed hair perfectly. Even his
yarmalke was leather.

Just as had happened the previous January, JeHtegnade a short detour from a
speaking engagement in Chicago. He was hawkingeathebook, “The Meaning of
Race: A Dialogue Between African- and Jewish-Areetithat he had co-authored with
Randell Eastwood. He and Eastwood, a prominadidigian who taught at Columbia,
were travelling the country together on their bomkr. The book’s cover was a
photograph of the two of them staring at each othtr the kind of intensity that Harold
remembered from his days watching soap operas iinfUriWhen he looked at Susan
and Jeffrey on the couch, he saw it again: thezbotal gaze. The two had forgotten
about him almost entirely and were talking aboutWhalking in Northern California.

“Fuck ‘em, H, let ‘em go. You going on your watkthe springtime, and it will

be sweet. You don't need to tell them nothing aour trip.

238



The feeling of concealing the truth while not adiyulying pleased Harold. Every
word he had said to Jeffrey and Susan about hsonsaor walking the Old Lincoln were
true. But they expressed only the surface oféasoning. For while he really did want
to walk and take a well-deserved holiday, his pgah was to hand-deliver his health care
reform manuscript to Hillary Clinton.

Exhausted, his clothes reaking of his many sweagg dn the road, he stood by
the gate to the White House. His pack was stilhisrback, and he looked forlorn. But
when she saw him, and then began to run towardsitwas as if the sun had peaked
through the clouds. Her blonde hair bounced inghashine, reminding Harold of the
TV commerical from years ago for Breck shampoae sshiled in recognition as she
approached.

“I think I'll enjoy walking the OId Lincoln. Botiphysically and psychologically,
| think it'll be therapeutic.”

“Great,” Susan said without enthusiasm.

He and Hillary were in bed together, pages scattaye the sheets. They weren’t
talking, just stroking each other.

Harold knew where he was going, and why—he wasgytm save the Democrats
after the disastrous election of 1994 and resstitiietry Clinton’s political career-- and
this knowledge belonged to himself alone. He wasdg inside of himself, where he
belonged, where he was invulnerable. This waspofse, the essence of his health care
reform plan.

“In about four months, I'll be ready to do it,” la@nounced, again interrupting the

conversation on the black couch.
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“Do what, Harold?” Jeffrey asked.

“Walk the Old Lincoln.”

“Walk the Old Lincoln. I love the way that soundSay, maybe you'll write a
column for me. ‘Walking the Old Lincoln,” by HamLarson, the Robert Hall Professor
of Philosophy. But have you considered takingMleg Lincoln instead? You'd like it
better plus you wouldn’t get assasinated.”

Susan laughed uproariously.

“Ross Hall.”

“What?

“Ross Hall. I'm the Ross Hall Professor of Philplkg.”

“Damn right you are, and don’t you forget that alogourself. You have a named
chair! Even | don’t have one of those. AlthowRgindell tells me Columbia would like
me as a visiting professor for a semester. | hav®€n back there since | got my Ph.D..
Never liked the tweedy academic world much. Upgtegsholes. Who needs them?”

“Susan and | are both professors, Jeffrey. Remgtbe

“Oh, I'm not really a professor. That's just whhey say | am,” Susan retorted.
“I make pictures on the computer, that’s all. livever published a thing,” she said with
something close to pride in her voice. “The omggon they gave me tenure is because |
know CAD, and | can teach it.”

“That’s right! Tell it like it is, sister!” Jeffrg nearly shouted as he raised his hand
to offer her a high-five. Susan slapped her hayadnst his, and while she again
exploded with laughter the two hugged happily. tMamow, Harold, maybe Randell and

| should come with you on your walk. After all,.gtthe Old Lincoln. What better
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commemoration could there be than a black man dmi#wnan walking together. The
two of us blazing a new trail? We can discoverrtieaning of race while on the road.
On the road, man, on the road!”

“But wouldn't there be two white men and one bldck?

“What?”

“Me. I'm going too, remember?”

“Oh yeah,” Jeffrey broke down into giggles. “Welle’ll have to even it up.
Let's see. Another prominent African-American ifgetual? Maybe Skip Jones, from
Princeton. Yeah, that would work. We could turimib a protest march. Newt Gingrich
and his Contract with America. Sounds like fascierme.”

“Does he like to walk?”

“Who?”

“Skip Jones.”

“How would | know. But that's a darned good quast Professor Larson, darned
good. Penetrating even. Duly penetrated, | shaltdpa” And Jeffrey broke into giggles
again.

“Do you really have to leave tomororw morning,f3éfSusan’s said, her voice
tinged with regret.

“Afraid so. I'm meeting Randell at O'Hare and tirao will drive us to
Evanston. We’re doing a three day workshop atiNeestern. It's not a lecture. We
don’t do that anymore. Instead, we dialogue imffif people and invite them to
encounter us.”

“And you'll sell some books, | hope?” Harold asked
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“Hope so too. That book could do people some gbtidnk. | sent a copy to
Hillary, and she sent me a very nice email. Skenee it would fit well in her ‘it takes a
village’ campaign. Did | forward that to you?”

At the mention of Hillary, Harold froze. If Je#ly touched her again, he decided,
he would have to kill him. He looked carefullyfisan and Jeffrey sitting on the black
couch. They seemed perfectly comfortable with edtblr. Harold couldn’t remember
when he had last been comfortable with her, or aityone else.

“I think | did send it. Sure do wish she coulditevme back to the White House.
| haven't been there for months. | miss thoseelitthocolates they serve with the
Presidential seal on them. But she can’t. RiaknBvaugh would pounce on it and gear
up his anti-semitic rhetoric. He’s got Newt’s e&don’t know how the Clintons will get
re-elected in 96. Newt fucking Gingrich. Whahé becomes president? How could we
live with a president named Newt?”

As Jeffrey elongated his pronunciation of “Noodddtisan laughed. Did she
long for Jeffrey’s embrace, an embrace Harold cowlidgive her? Any wayward
movement of his buttocks or hips and he was indlerpain. If it were Hillary in his
arms, he’d put up with the pain. But not for Susan.

Jeffrey and Randell Eastwod. Two blowhards staatngach other. He’d never
tell his old friend, or anyone else, what his r@ah was.

“Kids, I'm going to bed.”

“Harold, no! I'm leaving tomorrow! | came alléhway out here to Siberia just to

visit you!”

242



“I'm glad you did, Jeffrey. As always you cheered up. My sciatica feels a
little better. Butit's late. I'm a bit of invaliyou know. | need to lie down.”

“Take some ibuprofen, Harold. Please. You'llfeetter, and then you can stay
here with us,” Susan implored him.

“Sure, I will, if I need it,” he lied to her, wlei to himself he addressed his pain:
“you are my messenger, my companion, my friend.agduny grandfather didn’t
abandon you, neither will I.”

When he got up from his chair, especially the #&stlegrees of the elevation, it
hurt a lot. But once his back straightened, tha pabsided. Jeffrey got up to embrace
him, and he actually kissed Harold on the che&ei §esundmy old friend. Be well,
kindele”

“Thanks Jeff. Tell Rebecca to send some Chi my.ivay

“Will do.”

“Good night, Susan.”

She said good-night without getting up from thaato Harold looked at her and
wondered if she and Jeffrey would make love orblaek couch. Realizing he didn’t

care, he smiled at her and turned to go upstairgedo
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Part Three:

Walking

In the flatness, everywhere is surface.

Michael Martone, “The Flatness”
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Chapter One: On the Road

Harold awoke at 6. As he had been for the pagtrabmonths, he was in his own
bed rather than on the living room couch, and ltedrdy gotten up twice to pee. Susan
was breathing softly next to him, and he leaned twawaken her with a gentle
embrace. She instinctively turned to her rightigggled backwards against him, and they
lay peacefully in the chill of a May morning. Sénhis weight was now on his right side,
Harold couldn’t maintain his position for very lang

“I'm leaving now.”

Susan awoke, turned around to look at her huslzarttistroked his face with her
hand.

“Good-bye Harold. Have a good walk. Have a gvealk.” She smiled and she
kissed him

“I'll call you tonight.”

“Okay.”

“The girls’ lunches are all ready. | made thest lsight.”

“Okay Harold,” Susan smiled in warm amusementeatiftusband. She didn'’t
know that next to each lunch bag he had left algpaakage of chocolates wrapped in
bright pink plastic.

“Take plenty of ibuprofen, okay?”

“Okay. If I need it.”

“Oh, you'll need it.”

Harold slowly got out of bed. He moved carefuiiyorder to dodge the pain. A

severe jolt still came in the final few degreessin between 80 and 90, of standing
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straight up. But it passed quickly, and by the timehad taken a few steps forward,
towards his dresser, on the top of which lay his gf clothes, he could walk free from
pain. He left his room, carrying under his arm & pajeans, a tee-shirt, a sweat shirt, a
good pair of socks, and running shoes, all of winielbrought downstairs with him. His
backpack, carefully filled with extra clothes, Tiolg's War and Peacepen and paper, a
bottle of water, and sun-screen and ibuprofen duteep into a side pocket, was waiting
for him on the black leather couch.

As he left his house, careful not to slam the doat wake up the girls, Harold
slowly and cautiously bent down to pick up the neayser. A was the case every Spring,
there was a story on the front page offies Moines Registeétbout encephalitis. It had
been a wet April, and so the conditions were rgreaflarge infestation of mosquitoes.
Some would carry the deadly disease. The remeadar long-sleeved shirts and stay
inside at dusk. It's especially important, thecktreported, to keep children indoors
then.

Harold felt a thick, gelatinous mass of sorrow &t build in his chest. He
imagined Katie with a virus crawling through heoddl stream, heading for her brain,
where it would implant and multiply. The child estidies or is never again bright and
lively. Harold swallowed his fear. Last year, @réicle reported, there was a single
fatality in lowa. The odds were against it. Wbatild he do? Forbid his children the
great summertime joy of playing in the twilight atagting the thrill of independence and
the dangers of chance? Should he deprive hisrehilsb they wouldn’t be bitten by a
mosquito carrying a microbe capable of destroywgrghing on which his happiness

was founded?
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Harold reminded himself that, in fact, he wasedlty all that happy. Then he
realized that, as usual, he had not even consideeggossibility that the mosquito would
bite him, just his children, and he wondered whethis was a good thing or not. He felt
a stab of love for his girls and wanted to go biatk the house, wake them up, tell them
he wasn't leaving, that he'd be there this weekienidke them to Main Street, that he’'d
go with them to the Grove Cafe where they’'d eatpkas and eggs and toast and
potatoes and bacon and donuts, the foods they ltiketl He wanted to hold them tight,
envelop them in his arms, feel their heads bumedis belly. They could read this hug of
his, and they'd say, “I love you too Daddy.”

Harold only had his eyes to squeeze tight, andwigedid so he saw his children
in pain, and he felt hot tears forming under Hds.li

“What'’s the point of all this bullsit Harold wondered. Only the most obvious.
We hang by a thread It can all be taken awaye heard the whisper in his eaNéver
say, ‘I have lost it,” but instead ‘I have giverback.”

“Fuck you, asshoJeHarold retorted. I'miss my damn kids. Already

The pack felt well positioned on his back. Bubtasswivelled his hips in order to
toss the newspaper closer to the screen door]thtadgamiliar pain shoot through the
base of his spine and his right buttock.

“Pain is my comrade. It tells me who | am. It iads me that I'm of flesh and
bone and, worst of all, nerves. They're wearing deteriorating, as am I. All this crap
about the soul. What soul? If the body wears, thondo 1.”

Harold wondered why, at the outset of his jourrepugh the flatness, he was

thinking such morbid thoughts. So he shifted gears
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“If I didn’t have pain then life would become toe@ous. And then its end
would be overwhelmingly sad. Pain, the kind |,féded¢ enduring kind that does not
disappear day or night, is helpful in keeping madhstay screwed on straight. It makes
me realize that if the mosquito does bite me amdtiie one to get the call, then, well, big
deal. |1 won't miss it all that much

“Yeah, right Dad he heard Jenny say.

“Let death and exile and everything terrible appleeiore your eyes every day,
especially death

“No problem.”

“Pain tells me who | am. It excavates me, and madas for my soul Harold
told himself on the bright May morning on which Iegan his walk to Washington. He
would explain this, and much else, to Hillary Giint If more people could be persuaded
of this simple truth then health care costs codditamatically reduced, the quality of
the American soul radically enhanced, and the Deat®could regroup after their
defeats in 1994 and regain the White House in 199& hospitals needed to be slimmed
down, triage practised in all departments of megiccosmetic and elective surgery
eliminated, physicans stripped of their elite traysi and returned to the status of merely
competent tenders of the body. Afflictions whosé/megative was the pain they caused
would have to be accepted as part of the costiofydmusiness. The deterioration of age
would come to be recognized as a vital elementafdn time. Wrinkles would be
displayed with some pride, balding celebrated, nrgrfass reconceived as an elegant
defense against the accumulation of misfortunegteat to be processed, the destruction

of cartilige in the knee understood as a brakenerheedless momentum of youth. The
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birth pangs of life, everything that drives us tossathe future, require pain. And those
temples of medicine, the hosptials, with theiribrildollar budgets, their antiseptic
hallways and color TVs in each room, were a monualelenial of pain. A denial that
cloaked a resentment of life.

“Pain, my guide, my mentor, my comrade. WaslifeR2 Well, then, once more!
| can take it! Pain. Radiating pain, vibratingipa Pain immobilizing half my lower
half.”

“You tell them, H!” K roared in approval.

A few minutes after the lowa dawn, Harold Larsavositin front of his house,
staring vacantly. As he began his walk, his sciaérve ached mildly with a dull and
persistent throb, but he anticipated looseningit He stepped from his stoop to the
sidewalk and off he went, towards Main Street dred@rove Cafe. He wanted a big
breakfast before he left for Washington.

Harold entered the Grove Cafe at 6:30. The Grea® a plain rectangular room
whose walls were adorned with sports clippings medorabilia, mostly of wrestling
champions from Centerville High. It contained &tis, and a counter seating a dozen.
When he came alone, Harold always prefered theteguwver which were strewn
several copies of thees Moines RegisterAt this hour, there were only a few farmers
and the men who worked at the local power planheMvHarold entered, two booths
were occupied by clusters of these thick men wegaseed caps and chatting about grain
prices and local politics. He did not know themt they were familiar to him
nonetheless. For years, his own father and grémelfaad rarely failed to visit

Williamston’s diner, the Sip ‘n’ Snack, and on Sdays Harold would, if he got up early
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enough, tag along. When he did he had been grbgteten just like those who sat at
the Grove.

Harold chose a seat at the empty counter. Hengésomed by the waitress,
Annette Hansen, who with her husband Erik, ownetiran the Grove. Like Erik, who
was busy at the grill and also welcomed Harold,wag chubby, cheerful and blonde.

“Good morning Harold. How've you been?” As sls&ed Harold this question,
she placed a cup before him and started pouringdfiee.

“Not bad Annette. Yourself?”

“Fair to middling. Haven’t seen you in a while ridhl.”

“Yeah, | know. I'm usually busy in the morningstting my kids ready for
school.”

“Well okay,” Annette replied. “What'll it be?”

Harold ordered eggs over easy, a short stackrafgies, potatoes, bacon, toast,
juice, and coffee. A feast. His last before hete road. Annette wrote it down, then
walked the few steps over to the grill to handghe to her husband. She carried her
coffee pot over to the two booths that were ocalipaed filled every cup. When she
returned behind the counter, she did the same toldHs.

“Looks like it's going to be a nice day.”

“Yes it does.”

“Glad the rain stopped.”

“Me too. Feels like it's going to be dry todagnd not too much wind.”

“I think you're right.”
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“We sure did have a lot of rain for a while thed&n't we? Glad we didn’t flood
again.”

“I'll say. We lost our garden in 93. Turtle Ckg@st came right through our
backyard. | sure don’t want that to happen again.”

“Don’t worry Annette. That was a 500 year floo@an’t happen again for
another 499 years.”

“Oh go on, Harold. What do they know about 50@nféoods. It floods when it
floods.”

“Guess you're right Annette. But you know, | somets think we appreciate
good weather here in lowa more than they do inrgitezes. We don't get it very often,
and so we like it more when we do. We're usedetiting punished and so it feels good
when it stops.”

“I believe you're right about that, Harold. Stillwouldn’t mind more days like
today.”

“I wouldn't either.”

Harold ate his breakfast in silence while readimgsports section of tHeegister
He checked on the NBA playoffs, scanning the boresssdooking in particular to see if
the two former University of lowa players still tihe league had done anything of note.
He even read through the baseball reports, althbaghaball was a game he didn’t take
to. He finished his breakfast, and very slowlyostaip to get off his stool. He was
pleased when his pain consisted of but one sidgle s/hich after firing disappeared
quickly. He reached into his wallet and fished ad¢w dollars, put them on the counter,

said good-bye to Annette, slung on his pack, anéedsout the door.
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The sun greeted Harold as he left the Grove. é¢4eleéd north, and in a few
minutes had reached Big Table Road, the old Linebgihway. With a sense of near
glee, he took a right, and began his trek eastwat#shad taken these steps many times
before, but this time, for the first time, he diot inave to stop. He felt a pleasing
sensation, one reminiscent of each of the two tingelsad begun his books. He was
embarked on a long project, one that did not regair individual flash of brilliance or
inspiration, but instead needed discipline andéfigsal to relent when the going got
bleak. He only had to move forward day after diégralay, and this he could force
himself to do. Each step he took on the Old Linasas small and slow-- he was
determined to be careful and not to aggravatenusyi-- but each was a step closer, a
step he need not retrace, a contribution to hiséut When Harold remembered that his
future included lunch with Hillary, he shuddered.

After an hour or so of walking, Harold was flank®dimmense corn and soybean
fields reaching with but a few vertical interruptsto the ends of the visible earth. The
sky was a translucent blue and, as always, strétichge to form the circular horizon of
the plains. It had been wet early in the spring,tbe rains had stopped and so the crops
were planted, ready to grow. The warm sunshinkndeeven so early in the morning,
promised nurture to the fledgling plants whose dhomumbled silently beneath the earth.
There was little traffic on the Old Lincoln: justfew pickup trucks had zipped by
Harold, their drivers probably wondering what a math a backpack was doing walking
down the road. Just as he had hoped, the scletédoosened up and Harold was feeling
no pain. His hands clasped the straps of the pigiclty, he walked steadily, he breathed

in the rich, promising smell of the fields, lookeder the flatness to the distant towers of
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the siloes and the grain elevators. He was sutetienade the right decision to leave
his home.

“Damn straight, H,” K affirmed.

Fueled by good cheer and the morning’s gracentreased his pace slightly. He
glanced at his watch: 7:54, just when his childeenld need the extra push to get out of
the house and, well equipped with their backpaekked and teeth brushed, off to
school. Every weekday morning, for year after yetarold had to exert himself on
behalf of his children. Instead of relaxing ovee sports page at the Grove, as he had
done this morning, he had to concentrate on thiee, inability to move from point to
point without distraction. Every day began in daw, with his energy drained by his
little girls who needed him so much. He knew tdedn’t really need him quite as much
as his actions implied they did. But fatherhoodwaa addiction, and Harold believed
that he gave too much.

“Hi. I'm Harold.”

“Hi Harold!” the group of 9 men sitting in a cirel of brown folding chairs in the
basement of the Lutheran church said in unison.

“I'm Harold and | give too much,” Harold said, anthe men all nodded in ritual
agreement at his invocation of their motto.

“l give too much to my children, to my wife, to stydents. I'm not a taker, I'm a
giver, and I've got to stop, I've got to learn tvg something to myself, to be good to
myself. | don’t have much left. They're bleedimgdry.”

Harold choked back the tears at the weekly meetinden Who Give Too Much

Anonymous, a title which, despite the best effarits members, never lent itself to an
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attractive acronym. The ease of the acronym wiaspurse, the true secret of AA’s
phenomenal success.

“I'm Harold and | give too much.”

“What do you give Harold?”

“I make breakfast every day for my children. Ammhck their lunches. And |
make sure they brush their teeth and get off toglobn time. | check for lice in their
hair and look for dirt in their ears. | cut thefinger-nails and toe-nails, and, if they ask
me to, | brush their hair. | clean their bathroowacuum their floors, make up their
beds. I'm home for work before 3 so they won'tehtavbe greeted by an empty house. |
take them to Main Street and buy them cookiegntl them videos and buy them toys. |
tuck them in at night and, when they ask me tochvisi quite often, | tell them what to
think about before they fall asleep. | give themages. Imagine it’s raining, big heavy
warm soft drops of rain, but instead of water, régning chocolate milk shakes. You're
walking home from school with your sister, and wheu get thirsty, all you have to do is
stick out your hand, and catch a drop of milk shakel then lick it right up.

Yummmmm. Think of that, sweetie, and you'll dgftt into slumberville, USA.

“That’s the kind of thing | do and | do it constan And when I'm done, I'm so
drained | can’t bring m yself to do anything exceph on the TV and stare at the screen.
Christ, I've infantilized myself. ’'m a man, capaldf wonders, a man who should have a
mission, a man who, at the end of the day, shoallibtally spent from his longs hours of
combat. I'm a thinker, I'm a philosopher. Thoughtny work and work is what should
be at my core. But work is precisely what | ca@tathy more, because these little girls of

mine, when they don’t require my tending, are camity asking me to play. For years
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I've given too much to those children, and look witis done to me. I'm half the man |
could be. | can’t sleep at night. As drained asdempty as | feel, I'm not really tired.
My night rhythm has been ruined. You see, whenwieee babies, they’d wake me up
with their earaches, their croop, their coughs dadi dreams. A distant train whistle
and they’d be screaming for comfort. They don’tlds as much as they used to, but I'm
constantly worried that they will. And so | casléep at night. | wake up every two
hours, ready to give. I'm tired during the daydagvery day is starting to seem the
same. They'’re all turning dull gray on me and...”

“Thank you Harold,” the facilitator, who looked $t1like Kent Pederson, said.

“Wait, | haven't told you about my wife yet.”

“It's not really your turn anymore Harold.”

“Yes itis! It's still my turn. That’s not fairl want to talk, | have to talk, you
don’t understand, I'm desperate. | give too muximiy wife too. She’s got a full time job
and I've been completely supportive and | helpedyeétenture and | take care of the
kids when she needs to work late, or even whewahts to play tennis with her
girlfriends, and that’s just the beginning becaske spends so much time on the
computer making stuff that...”

“Harold! That's enough,” the facilitator barkedearnly. “It's not your turn. It's
Bob’s turn.”

Harold turned angrily to his left to look at Bolble was plump, wore a yellow
polyester shirt and looked like a benign versioGafy Bishop. Bob could not meet

Harold's ferocious eyes.
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“That’s okay Harold,” Bob said, as he squirmed ontfortably on his chair.
“You can have my turn.”

“Are you sure Bob?” the facilitator asked. “Yoaw keep your turn if you want
it. You don’t have to give it to Harold.”

“Oh, it’s all right,” Bob said blandly. “He need#o tell us how much he gives to
his wife. | think he should keep talking.”

“That's good of you Bob,” the facilitator said. But | think you should
reconsider. Isn’t this what always happens to Bob? You often let people take your
turn, don’'t you Bob? You let them get in fronyot in line, don’t you Bob? You're the
guy who makes the coffee in your office and tiwben everybody else drinks it and
nobody makes the second pot, you're the one whegsrihkt pot, aren’t you Bob?”

Bob, crestfallen, looked down at the floor andisdiet Harold have the turn.”

The facilitator seemed slightly surprised that Batal not capitulated to his
exhortation.

“Bob. You give too much. Don't give Harold ydurn.”

“That’s right Bob,” chipped in a handsome youngmaith thick and wavey dark
black hair and a two day beard on his cheeks. ‘@tie turn, man. Don't give it to
Harold. Harold’s a punk.”

“Yeah,” a skinny African-American man with thiclagses agreed. “Keep the
turn. Harold’s a punk.”

“Yeah, Harold’s a punk, Harold’s a punk,” the grpwf men chanted in unison.

“Fellas,” the facilitator’s strong voice interrugd the chant. “I'm proud of you.

You're standing up for yourselves.”

256



“No they’re not,” Harold objected. “They’re stamug up for Bob. That means
they're still giving. Even if they're telling Baiot to give, they’re giving to him. They're
worse than Bob. At least Bob isn’t afraid to doatvhe wants to do and say what he
wants to say. | mean here he is, right here ana, riying to give me his turn. The rest
of you guys are meta-givers. You give to the diveelling him not to give. You're a
bunch of cowards. You don’t have the courageke.tdNone of us have that. After all,
that's why we’re here. But you're so hopelesslyadiup that you can’t admit to
yourselves that you're still giving even when ylmak you’re not. You're a bunch of
givers. All of us are.”

The room was stunned into silence by Harold’ssivel analysis. The men sat
motionless in their seats, their bodies droopedf hs speech had taken all their energy
from them. Even the normally confident and upliedltitator had nothing to say.

“Come on guys,” Harold said to them. “This is wiwe're here. We’'re all in the
same boat. We give too much. We’ve got to sté@'ve got to become men who take
again. Come on, let’'s have a big hug.”

Harold stood up from his chair and moved to thddte of the circle with arms
outstretched. One by one, each man joined himsand the 9 of them had their arms
draped around each other’s shoulders, their heaadsh

“How about a prayer?” said Bob.

“Sure. Of course. Let's pray.”

“Why don’t you get us started there Bob,” the faator said.

“Okay. Oh Lord, please grant us our prayers. TWwa may find the strength not

to give, not to our children, not to our wives, tmbur corporations, not to our schools.
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Oh Lord, you be the giver, not us. Let us become who breathe the fire of conquest,
who live life with gusto, who get they want and twvahat they get. Oh let us live in the
company of men, and merrily go into battle. Amen.”

“Amen,” the chorus echoed.

Harold, delighted by the energy of the fantasy, lied legs lighten and his step
quicken. His sciatica forgotten, he was walking @ast, into the sun, towards
Washington, towards Hillary, and he had to makeseifrslow down. He shook his head
in disbelief, amazed at his freedom, wondering Wayhadn’t done this years ago.

“This is it baby! I'm on the fucking road!”

An hour later, Harold was walking by the intergactof the Old Lincoln
Highway and a dirt road as a pickup truck pulledamake its turn. The driver was an
older man, with thick wrinkles etched into his wesed face, and he looked something
like Harold’s grandfather. Harold and the man mage contact, and they both nodded,
almost imperceptibly. The man took a right, prdipab go to Centerville, and when he
passed he offered Harold a quick grin. It wad &®in the cab of his truck he was
acknowledging the rightness of a long, absurd walkhis beautiful May morning.
Harold was gladdened by the encouragement and ezhkis vow to traverse the Old
Lincoln all the way to Washington; he would neithellapse in despair nor fear scorn.
He would reach the White House; yes, he would.

When Harold got there a guard greeted him.

“Can | help you Sir?” asked the young man who kedko be a Marine.

“Yes, | have a small package I'd like to deliverMrs. Clinton.”
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“May | see the package Sir?”

“Yes,” and Harold handed him the now wrinkled marenvelope. “It's really
an envelope, not a package, | guess.” Harold wagraat himself for betraying such
indecision.

“An envelope, yes Sir. Please wait here Sir.”

“Yes, | shall.”

The Marine, whose badge identified him as Sergheat Simpson, moved
without taking his eyes off Harold into his litgeard box and picked up a telephone. He
was on it for less than 10 seconds. Within a neinfour other Marines, each with large
pistols on their belts, had joined him.

“Sir! Would you follow me Sir!”

“Yes, of course | will.”

“Sirl Would you give Corporal Toler your backpaglease Sir!”

“Oh yes, of course.”

“Sirl Will you allow Private Pederson to searchwybriefly? Standard procedure
Sir!”

“Yes, of course.” Harold castigated himself fastrhaving foreseen these
predictable events. Of course they wouldn’t jashim enter the White House with an
envelope addressed to Hillary. What he was doiag absurd, and he should have
easily known that he’d treat him like a madman paténtial assassin.

“l understand what you're doing soldier. | knovobk a little strange. I've been
walking for 40 days. I've come from lowa, from gh&ns, and have in this envelope a

plan which will, | believe, save the American healare system from collapse. It's
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important that | hand deliver it to Hillary Clintonerself. | know she’s no longer in
charge of health care reform. Still, | invest mghest hopes in her.”

“Yes Sir!”

The guards thoroughly searched him, and askeddriresome sort of
identification

“Sirl Why didn’t you send this document througig mail? Why are you here
Sir?”

“Why am | here?, you ask. Well, soldier, as yaghhwell imagine that’s a story
too long, but | shall make it brief. | am a manoateeds to be in motion. | am a thinking
man. And | have written an essay that | belieyeckange the way Americans conceive
of their bodies. To put the matter as briefly asgble, | am trying to de-center the body
and return the soul to its rightful place as thedamental locus of human concern.
Simply put, Sergeant Simpson, | want to see theidanepeople care more about their
souls and less about their bodies. Perhaps thisds foolishly idealistic to you,
Sergeant?”

“Absolutely not Sir! A Marine is first and foremstoconcerned about the quality
of his soul! The body is but is vessel! After@dath before dishonor is our motto.”

“I'm delighted to hear you speak this way Sergeampson. Perhaps we can
someday talk about what honor itself really ispribbably isn’t what you think. But that
doesn’t matter. What makes my health care refdem go potentially fruitful, Sergeant,
is that, while it is at its core philosophical,jstnonetheless thoroughly practical. |

estimate that a gradual shift from body-centeredligire to soul-centered medicine, or
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what might rightly be called psychiatry, will sawpwards of 18 billion per year. Do you
know what “psychiatry” really means, Sergeant?”

“Yes Sir! It means medicine of the soul Sir!”

“That’s right Sergeant. If we de-center the baahyg restore the soul to its
rightful place, if somatherapy is replaced by pystherapy, 18 billion, minimum, will be
saved. And that savings could go into cuttingsést higher education for average
Americans. For itis in higher education that faéure of America lies.”

“That is correct Sir! Sir: why are you here? Wdidn’t you send the envelope
through the mail Sir? Would that not have beeroratl Sir?”

Harold smiled. He very much liked Sergeant Simpdde was a tall black man,
with wonderfully lively eyes.

“Rational? Only in a limited sense Sergeant.fdat, | did send it through the
mail. Perhaps you can guess what happened Sergjeant

“The response was a form letter Sir.”

“Exactly.”

“You are not the first to suffer such a frustratj&ir, nor will you be the last. On
a regular basis letter-writers of various stripesnee to my guard box at the White House
with a similar complaint.”

Harold was taken aback. He was not the firstrioda letter to White House.

“Has anyone ever come with a letter for Hillaryi@bn?”

“Oh yes Sir. Typically, however, the letters am@nh detractors, from Rick

Brambaugh types who seek only to defame her.”
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“That's not me, Sergeant! | love her!” He hadd#. He had revealed himself,
in words he almost could not recognize, in words&e never dared to utter even to
himself, to Sergeant Simpson. And yet, in thetrofdss shame, he felt an enormous
sense of relief. For the first time in months, keerebt hurt at all.

“Let me clarify what | mean, Sergeant. When | slye Hillary Clinton, | don’t
mean in a romantic-sexual way. I’'m not naive, 8arg, and wouldn’t dream of being
arrogant enough to deny that the sexual componlaysgsome role in all of this. She is
lovely, and | must confess a strong degree of eitva to her face, her dimples, her
strong shoulders. | would like to embrace hers,Yadmit that Sergeant. But | know
the love | feel goes beyond the mere embrace. Havever read Plato’s Symposium,
Sergeant?”

“Yes Sir! Of course.”

“Well, to me Hillary Clinton is quite advanced @otima’s ladder. She is
obviously beyond the first stage, love of the b&dldody. After all, Bill-- excuse me, |
mean President Clinton-- surely doesn’t mean modhet anymore. At least not as an
individual body. She is a lover of souls, thatlsaivl believe. Her love now takes the
form of love of institutions. In other words, sba political woman. | am a philosopher,
Sergeant, | love wisdom. | hate being so blunt s means I’'m more advanced along
the ladder than Mrs. Clinton. | can teach her SEngt, | can help her ascend. She,
perhaps alone among women of this age, has thecttgga rise. And if she could be
charged with genuine philosophical energy, Sergegod knows how health care reform

might be improved.

262



“Sergeant, | know what I'm doing seems ridiculo&ut, and | know this is
asking a lot, could you possibly ring Mrs. Clinter@ffice, and tell her what | have here?
Couldn’t she come out here, surrounded by Secreicgemen | realize, and pick it up
from me. | just want to give it to her persona#ind then I'll leave peacefully and
forever.”

“Sir, | would be happy to give this letter to MGlinton’s secretary. What you
have in that envelope strikes me as being of gergignificance. Please allow me to
take the envelope sir.”

“No Sergeant, you misunderstand. I've investeghghing | have in this
manuscript and | need to give it to Mrs. Clintomd@df. | cannot allow you to take the
envelope from me.”

“l understand Sir. Forgive me Sir. Please perm# to make a telephone call.”

“Of course, Sergeant.”

Sergeant Simpson was a man, one of the few, wheutwumbed to the radical
temptation of being good. He retreated to his guaox. When he emerged from it, he
was smiling.

“Sir, Mrs. Clinton tells me she will be out in @amate to pick up the health care
reform plan. Please wait her with me Sir.”

“Thank you Sergeant.”

Harold, walking on the old Lincoln Highway a fewles east of Centerville,
chuckled out loud. The fantasy was sufficienthaggerated to distinguish it from being
a hope. The sun was a chunk above the horizon aavshining directly in his eyes. He

stopped walking and turned to lift the pack off siimulders. As he held the pack above
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the ground, he felt a shot of bad pain in his loback, and it wasn’t until he had actually
put the pack on the ground that it ended. He m@ddown and opened a small side
pocket of the pack. He took out his sun-glasseswsfavorite cap. On it was the logo,
“Tony Smith Seed,” with an ear of corn in placetw “i” in Smith.

When he straightened up, holding the pack by tiag sthe pain followed him.
As always, it was the last few degrees that humt thie worst.Erection hurt Harold
chuckled again, and for a split second he lovedsklm He put the glasses and hat on,
and slung his shoulder through first one strapthed the second. Well balanced, he
began to walk, and in doing so, the pain ebbed.

“Sir! Mrs. Clinton will be out directly.”

“Thank you Sergeant.

Sergeant Simpson, who must have been at least 16éZer moved more than a
few feet from Harold. Nor did he take his liveyses off him. The other Marines, who
with the exception of Corporal Toler, were all véhihen, surrounded Harold. Each of
them kept their hands close to their pistols. a¢#iadmired their vigilance, even if he
didn’t like the exaggerated feel of their manhodagether they waited in the hot
Washington sun. It was early July, just a few d&fyer the 4th. The sun burned, the
Washington humidity soaked. Harold was sweatytaiad and filthy and his feet were
blistered from his walking more than a thousancemil

When she came into view, it was as if the surehaelrged from dark clouds. She
left the White House from a side door virtuallyded behind a large marble column.
She was guarded by a half a dozen secret servingati@vearing grey suits, all with ear

plugs in their right ears. But even with all thiganking material, she shone. She was
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smiling, and her smile lit up the fetid air. Simeiled when she saw Harold Larson and
moved to him with a quiet urgency, a graceful forées she did, her hair bounced
gracefully and Harold was reminded of a TV comnariiom his youth. It had
advertised shampoo, but he couldn’t remember taeadname. He wondered if it was
“Breck.”

Hillary Clinton looked directly, expectantly, amttensely at Harold Larson. She
recognized immediately the intelligence deeplyextdhto his face, and her smile, a
smile that dazzled and lifted the hot gloom of lg diay in Washington, broadened even
more. She walked, radiant, dimples bursting, tasarim.

Harold tingled with excitement, and his kneesrisdidy to buckle. But he
maintained, as he always did and was determinetbidis sense of dignity and an
outward facade of calm. He would not trouble tiwstH_ady, he’d only present her with
the envelope, tip the seed cap he was wearingbarah his way. It would only be days
later, when he was recuperating in a pleasant lmitterribly expensive Washington
hotel that she’d call him and invite him to luncho a private lunch of cold salmon with
splendid white wine. They'd talk, their heads himgenear one another. The sweet
fragrance of her breath, her skin, her very bewmguld intoxicate Harold Larson, but
he’d not falter from his quiet dignity. Perhapgyhwould kiss and their tongues mingle.

He wasn’t sure.
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Chapter Two: Madison Square Garden

Spring in lowa is a precarious time. The weatt@ar veer wildy from cold and
wet to hot with a dry wind blowing day after daj/he season sets a precedent for the
entire cycle of the harvest. Farmers peer at idnat gky with an anxiety so habitual that
it is hidden even from themselves, and they measeréemperature of the soil to gauge
just the right moment to plant. They prepare tbeguipment and borrow the amount of
money they need to get them through. So far thimm§pall meterological factors seemed
to conspire perfectly. It was warm, it had beem. wighe ground was ready. Harold
could see in the distance a tractor pulling a pldisking the soil. Soon the first stalks
would break the ground. The landscape of lowa dd¢utn begin the only real drama it
knew, its slow and gradual change in color, froacklto green. Harold remembered the
corn dance he and Molly Mortenson had danced daiggring afternoon of many years
ago, and he smiled at the recollection of her ldrgsgs, her laughing face, and his utter
foolishness. The sun was shining, and his memuwregs fine. But Harold caught
himself in time, and did not allow himself to emteahe hope he had just felt. He was
the son of a farmer, and farmers, fearing the jeal@f the gods, never articulate hope.
Even on a day like today, which seemed to promisenaper crop, it would be foolhardy
to count on success, for months of unpredictablgtives lay ahead. The lowa soil,
richest in the world, can generate a gigantic cbop,only with the right amount of rain.
Not too much, not too little. The day Harold bed@swalk was nearly perfect and,

though no farmer would dare mention it, neithemuditt nor flood seemed forthcoming.
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Harold walked directly into the rays of the suthe wondered if he should apply
some sun-screen, but it was still early, so hed#echot to. This was a decision he
would not have allowed his children to make. Hytlwere on the road with him, he’'d
have applied a thick, sticky layer, with a ratirfgableast 30 spf, on every exposed inch
of their lovely pale skin. But he himself could waHe was like the truck driver he had
just seen, a grizzeled veteran, with leather takgh, wounds buried deep inside.

Harold recalled a night of several years pastval during the Gulf War. There
were reports that Iraq had fired missiles loadetth wihemical weapons at Israel. The TV
reporter who made this horrifying announcement wasself wearing a gas-mask.
Harold had been glued to the screen for hours,agahe war unfold, when all of
sudden music exploded and his two little girls,i&aind Caroline, who were then only
five and three, rushed into the TV room. They weaeh wearing tutus and dancing and
screaming to the Beatles circa 1968. Harold wasyed by their entrance: there was a
war on TV, and he didn't want to miss it. But litide girls, two pink whirls, twirling and
twirling, with madly huge smiles, were indifferemntthe war on the tube. Harold
impatiently sent them away, offended by their ifigbio distinguish the significant from
the trivial.

When his children were so young, Harold and Sisshouse was dominated by
the kid stuff of his three daughters. No mattextard they tried, they couldn’t keep up
with the mess. Caroline was the worst offendershe was continually putting her
baby-dolls to sleep throughout the house. To aode required at least two dish towels
or cloth napkins per baby, one for the bottom amel @n top. There were blanketed

babies, some looking like miniature corpses, strewevery floor, on every rug, on
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Harold’s black couch in the living room. At thatipt in her life, Caroline also spent a
great deal of time changing socks. And tightssskes, shoes, pants, shorts, and bathing
suits. None of it, of course, ended up back inrbem. Katie made houses, which were
piles of blankets, pillows, cushions, and towelfiere were mock picnics made from
tiny silverware, tiny plates and fake food. Snwddjects, whose placement occasionally
showed real deliberation, were everywhere. Jeneg tlesperately to participate in her
sisters’ work, but her main contribution was giatgstruction.

When she was very young Katie demanded stories fiicn. Every morning on
the way to pre-school, every evening on the waydtom day-care. Harold always
obliged. He encouraged her to interrupt and ehtestory if she wanted to. She often
did. As a result, Harold’s stories took on mord amore of her voice, her view of things.
Harold remembered the story he had told most freiiyyjeabout Arnold, a little brown
dog whose best friend is a white cat, Sara.

"One day Arnold and Sara woke up. They saw thaas warm and sunny
outside, and so they decided to go on a picnieyHrought out the picnic basket"-- at
this point Katie added: "and put in lots of ch@telchip cookies, and two green apples,
and a few tiny little pink and white marshmallowsShe loved the unfolding of the
homey details.

Harold went on. “Arnold and Sara spread a pirdnkét over the sand in the
sandbox. They didn’t want their food to get diggu know. And they started to eat.
First of all, they opened up their bag of potaigps. These were yummy chips, the kind
with lots of salt that they liked best of all. 8e®re they were in the sandbox munching

on their delicious potato chips, when all of a stddhey heard a wooshing sound. A big

268



black owl appeared and he swooped down and grablkeduhg of chips away from
Arnold and Sara and he flew away.”

Even though Harold hadn’t thought about how tbtte$ story before he had
begun it, at this point he had expected to launth Arnold and Sara’s quest to get the
chips back. Instead, Katie interrupted: "I knoWwawvhappened.”

"What?" he asked.

"They went back into the kitchen and got more ship

Harold remembered that once, years ago, Katietsddn, "l love everybody |
know." He couldn’t remember the context of thering remark. Perhaps he should
now be pleased that, for at least one moment itifieeshe had felt this. He remembered
how Caroline spent long stretches of time comfgrtier baby-dolls, putting them to
sleep, wiping their tears, humming and talking ¢oself.

Another moment flashed through Harold’s mind. ©Garoline was playing in
the backyard with Willie, whose father had comeitit and had brought his son who at
first had been quite shy. The two kids somehowedng with the garden hose, and they
stumbled into a game of tug-of-war. They both fegyand laughed and then Willie said
to his dad, "Look, I'm winning.” Caroline’s comntemas, "Look Daddy! Willie's
playing.”

During the long lowa winters, when the childrerreveery young, Friday was
pizza night. Make a fire, order a pizza, get tets$leeping bags, bring out the drinks,
and have a winter picnic. On one of these niglgars ago, Katie said, "I'm so happy."

Harold asked why. She answered, "because I'm vaadr have juice.”
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Harold was beginning to feel tired. His legs achleghtly, his shoulders felt some
of the pressure of the pack. He had been wallongéarly three hours straight and he
thought he should stop. But his sciatic nerveffet, and when he remembered how

painful it was to sit the pain he decided to keepkng.

He was 6’ 10", a thick power forward with dark cuythair and an excellent
outside shot. A Jewish kid from New Jersey whosengric father, a disgruntled
chemist, had moved the family, when he was 1@jr&blowa in order to escape the
spiritual barreness of the suburbs.

It wasn’t easy growing up tall, Jewish, somewhainsy and hostile to both
football and wrestling, as well as very intelligemt rural lowa. He made no friends, and
was often locked alone in his room, buried in hisemy. His father, petrified at the
prospect of having damaged his son in order todwehis fantasy of bucolic lowa, tried
to help. He covered the lowa dirt of their enormdackyard with black asphalt and
built for him a basketball court. When he returriiemin school, and then quickly finished
his homework, he’'d grab a ball and shoot some laskKdis father installed an excellent
set of floodlights, so he could shoot at any haumnished. And this he did.

He wasn’t very good at first, for he had not yetwgn into his own body. But the
ball felt right in his hands and he liked the sowidhe dribble. He was afraid at first to
try out for the school team. The coach, who wase #ie history teacher, had pressured
him to do so simply because of his great heigtthbulidn’t take to being pressured and

so he declined. He felt his refusal as cowardice] he hated himself for his failure. He
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became obsessive on his backyard court, even simgvisle snow off in the winter so
that he could practice.

Finally, in his junior year of high school, wheretcoach has stopped bugging
him, he tried out for the team. Of course, he mad# was, after all, a small rural
school, and the competition was not great. He arasddity, a spectacle on the court.
Big, loping strides, curly black hair, hooked noadlabby tree of a boy. He felt himself
to be ugly and close to deformed, and even thduglother boys were not unfriendly to
him, he always went right home after practice,dad and shoot baskets.

By his senior year in high school, he had improsgghificantly, especially his
hands. He could catch, he had discovered, anytthirgvn his way. Since he was so
much taller than the other boys, this was the gatets success on offense. He’d receive
the pass while posted low, and toss up some sas/kivard shot which, even if he
missed, he could rebound and put in. He scorexd arld his team did well.

But his popularity did not soar. He felt alonetie school, even though he was
now wearing a team jacket and was highly regardgthle male population as a sports
hero. Their overtures struck him as insincere, hadvas unwilling to acknowledge
them. A few of the girls seemed in awe of him,aredor two of the bolder ones made
overt passes at him. But their stocky bodiesy tight sweaters, their blond permed hair
and pouty lips, terrified him, and he could do mtiten grunt a response to their
giggling questions. His teachers, while well intened and competent, did nothing to
capture his imagination, and for all of high schoahly the basketball court in his
backyard offered any sort of peaceful release.dHkibble and shoot, dribble and shoot,

he’d live in a fantasy world of his own making, and there, under the huge lowa sky,
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he found an energy and a sense of home like no.oktie backyard court was a refuge,
an island in the flow of time.

Because of the poor coaching, the lack of comepetiand an adolescent
depression which manifested itself as an almoat tatk of ambition, he was offered no
scholarships to play basketball. He enrolled & tniversity of lowa, where he majored
in philosophy. There, in the relatively cosmoguaiitown of lowa City, he felt less the
outcast. There were other Jews, usually from tieidbs of Chicago. There were other
kids who felt as estranged as he, and meeting Wir@sra near joyful experience. He
enjoyed his classes, was good at writing his pgpard, for the first time, his hatred of
his great height began to relax. He played in pipkgames, rapidly rising through the
ranks, until, in the summer between his freshmahsmphmore year, he was playing
against varsity athletes. He wasn’t yet up to plgyagainst honest to god basketball
players, but he found he could hold his own agdwstball and baseball players, many
of whom were superb athletes. Basketball stadettaw him as never before. No
longer was he animated simply by anxiety and ardégiescape; now he was propelled
by love and the desire for victory. He began tdarstand the world stretched far
beyond his backyard, and that he had every rigim&ie his way through it. He started
lifting weights, and after he began running reglyahis flab melted away to muscle, and
he became strong as well as tall.

In his junior year he tried out for the lowa Hawks as a walk-on, and much to
his delighted surprise, he made the team. He afésy; all, 6’ 10", strong, well

coordinated, good hands, not slow, and he had a twach from the outside. The
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problem was that he didn’t really know how to pleasketball, but the Hawkeye coaches
were willing to teach.

He was a fast learner, and he loved to practieis comfort with solitude served
him well, and he spent hours after offical practomtinuing his workout. He became an
obsessive shooter as he struggled to master thaitpees taught to him by his coaches.
He was deadly at the free throw line, and soondwekro trouble canning three pointers.
At least when he wasn’t guarded tightly. He haernbglotted for rebounds, defense and
the lowa Hawkeye bench, but his stock rose ancchally became a player. He was a
zone buster, with his great height and lovely bet,sable to stand beyond the reach of
any zone defense, and can the threes. This wasm@ndous asset for the Hawkeyes,
who whenever they needed to could now force tipgosition to play man-to-man.

His own offense suffered when he faced tough maman defense, though. He
hadn’t grown up on the playgrounds, so he didnaliseknow how to get himself open for
shots. This became his project between his juamolrsenior years. He developed an
effective little turn-around from the base lineitWthis new weapon, he became a starter
in his senior year, an excellent rebounder and @osér who could make an occasional
move to the basket. He finished the year excelydiva]l, but not well enough to earn
himself a spot in the NBA draft. He was unwanbed undaunted, after college. He
was, after all, schooled in the virtue of enduratttat had been nourished during a
lonely childhood on the flatness.

After spending the entire Spring and Summer wgrkim his offense, practising
on his own, but also forcing himself to go one-oe-with the very best guards in lowa

City, he tried out for the New York Knicks as &fagent. He made the team. The press
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immediately scorned him as a clumsy Jewish kiddhordy to amuse Woody Allen and
all the many other Jewish fans who flocked yeaarafear into Madison Square Garden
to see their beloved Knicks. The black playertherteam were hostile to him: he had
taken a coveted seat on the bench, and was pulbag a salary that rightfully, they
believed, belonged to one of their own. Duringfingt year as Knick he endured a great
deal of abuse, but he understood its cause.

He persisted and he grew hard, for he was capabpgunging deep into his own
solitude and he could endure the taunts from taekd, the mockery of the press, and the
sarcastic cheers of the fans at Madison Square &@ardVhen he was allowed a minute
or two in a game, he played furiously and far olut@ntrol. He banged for rebounds like
a madman, and, since he had been steadily liftieights for several years. To the
surprise of many he became effective under thedsodre had much to learn, especially
about elbows and pushing and the vicious tactiezlad to excel in the game’s most
unheralded, but utterly necessary, skill. Butakgays, he relished the opportunity to
learn. He became the man off the bench to hibta@ds. He played resolute defense as
well. He was clumsy in comparison to the bettew&ods in the league. They were
faster than he, and far too frequently he had td tbem from the hoop. But he
persevered even when he had to hear the trashttekaunt of being a big Jew boy
piece of shit, a hit man whose only job was to greeKnicks a white face and to foul
players far better than he. He never respondeduats, but he hit the floor diving for
loose balls, and if pushed he could push back.

Late in his first season he started to shoot a When the fans began to realize

that his three pointers were not flukes, that €ojhe was deadly, they began to warm up
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to him. Soon, he was brought in when the oppasiag’s defense had to be loosened
up. He was a shooter, as well as a defensive mateu His game was still partial, but it
was real. Everybody on the Knicks knew this.

In his second year he was much improved. He phadtghe off-season
strengthening his hands, and they had actuallyegoiéirger. Because he was able to
hold the ball so much more easily, he was ableutikdt effortlessly. He was actually
quite a decent jumper, and his feet weren't sldes, he suffered in comparison to the
game’s best, and, no, he was incapable of the atiofams of some of his teammates.
But he could post up low on the baseline, and speaither direction in order to free
himself for either a short jumper, a hook shot,lmest of all, a jam. He’d get the ball
low, fake to his left, spin to his right, take ludribble or two, and then slam it through,
getting fouled on the way down, going to the Imaking the play worth three. And the
crowd was behind him now, the Jewish crowd esdgcidlhey sensed his stunning
improvement, his reality as a ball player, his feasness, his intelligence, his
commitment to rebounding and defense. His gamestitbawkward and flawed, but he
contributed and, by the middle of his second ylearnyas in the regular rotation, getting
a good 10 to 15 minutes per game. When the Kgoks the playoffs that year, his
minutes were reduced to 5, but he understood henstaget ready for the pressure of the
genuinely big time.

His third year, and then his fourth, all broughadhatic improvement. Each
month, it seemed, he mastered one more aspec gahie. His dribbling in particular
got better. He spent one entire summer, while wib&r players were in Hawaii or

fooling on the golf course, jogging around the rgse in Central Park, dribbling a

275



basketball with his right hand. He must have bgeite a sight, but New Yorkers were
used to sights, and he always wore sunglasses @éageball hat so as not to be
recognized. He got better and better, and soond®mot afraid to bring the ball up
when he was needed to break a pressing defensepaldsing improved as well, for
somehow his ability to see had been sharpened.tf®no technical instruction was
available, nor was there a form of practice he cbdb on his own. Here it was his
accumulating years on the court that taught him howee. Now he was a shooter, a
passer, a rebounder, a vigilant defender. He dtdin’t have an explosive move to the
basket, nor could he shoot a quick release jump fsbm very far out, but he had a small
repertoire of moves to the hoop. His feet, likedyes, had somehow gotten faster, and
this allowed him to foul much less frequently. leBned exceptionally well how to cope
with NBA violence, how much to retaliate, how miacignore. He actually came to like
mixing it up under the boards. Yes, he had gotteacked time and again in his eyes,
but he had suffered no serious injuries for he higger and stronger than all but a very
few forwards, and he never complained to the aifci If the team became desperate he
could substitute at center, but fortunately thedksidid not ask him to do so.

His game was nearing a pleasing well-roundednasd,soon he was averaging
18 points and 9 rebounds a night. He became destaand his consistency was matched
only by his ability to rise to the occasion whea game was on the line. He was not
afraid to take the last shot. Unlike the greatasthem all, however, he never actually
wanted to take the last shot. But if needed taydv@ld. He was was contributing much
to a successful team, he was loved, and, of cobeseas exceptionally well paid. He

lived in Manhattan, rather than the suburbs. Heatled classes at Columbia whenever
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he had some free time. He did laps around thervegan Central park. He was rich

and he went to the very best restaurants wheré&ribe/ledgeable staff was able to shield
even his massive frame from the gaping eyes ohaig/ admirers. He had a huge
apartment with his own jacuzzi in which he soaked watched TV on the built in screen
above the faucets.

He called a press conference and spoke directiiigaeporters in his usual clear
and articulate manner, the manner which had longlendim respected among the press
corps.

“Yes, I've had a great season and, yes, I'll bieege agent in July. | know | could
make more money by leaving the Knicks. Miami,NliApnesota, they're all ready to
offer me a big deal. You know that, and | know.tH&ut I'm not going to do it. I'm part
of this town. | don’t want to leave. As you knbdopn’t have an agent, so I'm just going
to sit down with management as | do every yearfapuale out how much they can pay
me. We’'ll work out a deal, and that'll be thatmbke enough money already and |
wouldn’t want to live somewhere else.

“Don’t get me wrong. NBA players have very shaateers and so they have
every right to take advantage of free agency arpitabize when things are going well. |
don’t mean to criticize anybody for jumping teams getting big contracts. Players
have to take care of their families and set theweselip for life. Scottie, Shaq, Alonzo,
P.J., Dikembe, Chris, Juwann, they’re all movinguard, and | understand why. They're
making business decisions, and this is a businBasl’'m making a business decision
too. | just happen not to want to leave New Ydtk.good for me here. | feel | have a

future here. | don’t want to live in Boston or bADetroit. Don’t get me wrong, those
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are great towns, but they’re just not my town. sTikimy town. | was born in the suburbs
of New Jersey, my Dad grew up in Brooklyn, my Mothe Bronx, and even though |
was raised in lowa, | still feel like this is myrhe. 1 like it here and if the Knicks are
willing to keep paying my salary, whatever it tums to be, I'd like to stay.”

He knew, of course, that even if he could makigomsl more somewhere else the
Knicks would pay him exceptionally well. He alsew that he’d be welcomed as an
anomalous hero in an age of free agency and stdfest, when no player was loyal to a
team, when no owner was loyal to a city, when tyowas loyal to a state. He was now a
New Yorker in New York, and he would be loved awéirded for declaring himself to
be a self-flattering mirror image for those sittimgthe expensive seats of Madison
Square Garden. What he hadn’t counted on wasdhers umbrage taken by so many of
his fellow ball players. Despite his denial that\was criticizing free agency, and
therefore implicitly accusing other players of gilebe was perceived as someone eager
to separate himself from his fellows. Especiathyoag the black players, he generated a
great deal of resentment. They suspected himfefigleteousness, which of course only
a Jew Boy From lowa Whose Father Built Him His asketball Court In The Back
Yard could afford. When you're black and from givetto and you’'ve been struggling
from day one, you grab the most money you can whkesffered to you. Only a Jew Boy
can stand in front of the cameras and say he doeané about money.

He was hurt by their reaction, but not devastatédr he was hard and
accustomed to solitude. The truth was, he did h@dy of his colleagues in contempt.
They made millions and spent huge quantites on ¢lodiections of cars and furs and

mansions and women. They spent wantonly and $tuand they strutted like peacocks

278



whenever a camera was trained in their directioney did not understand the nature
and fragility of their own gifts, nor did they corepend that feeling self-important is a
sure sign of self-deception. He himself owned ons/very large apartment in
Manhattan, and he drove one extremely well equifgesab. He actually would have
preferred a BMW, but the habit of not buying Gerrharhad inherited from his parents.
He gave sizable chunks of his money away to vadbasties, but his real fantasy was
to establish NBA BANK, a bank that would offer Interest loans and even grants to
fledgling minority business ventures in all citrepresented by an NBA team. With all
the millions circulating among the players, surtdis could be done. And such a
venture, while helping those in need, might acyutalin a profit. The cities of America
were crumbling. Single mothers had replaced fathand the culture of gangs and
drugs and nihilism was enveloping black Americehatvas needed was not charity, but
economic opportunity and the chance to work. Bihsitleplayers, among the richest of
all men, could help. They could restrain themsefvem buying yet another Ferrari and
instead help finance a shoe store in Harlem. Bvedy needed shoes. Why buy them
from a mege-retail place owned by a distant whategtomerate instead of buying local?
But these kinds of business needed start-up capitdl that the NBA BANK could
provide. Its logo, he fantasized, could be “BANK ©HE NBA” and its name in print
could perhaps play on the letters: “NBANK.”

After the resentment generated by his press ceméer he was reluctant to
mention his ideas out loud. Inadvertently, howgkierlet something slip out during an
interview with a reporter. His casual remarks, alinhe thought were off the record,

were published, and again interpreted as a forreedf-righteous criticism of the other
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players. For months he was subjected to genuideoaert hostility on and off the court.
The very few invitations he had ever received tiadiae dropped to zero, and he was
now the target of tremondous violence under thedmaEspecially hostile was Michael
Jordan. When the Knicks played Chicago, Jordaisted on guarding him. And, of
course, he shut him down. He was unable to get loffig range shot because Jordan,
his bald head pouring sweat, his eyes bright vhihdesire for victory, his incredibly fast
hands flying this way and that, seeemed alwaye to his face, obstructing his eyes,
making his life miserable in every conceivable wéyice, when the referee wasn't
looking, Jordan smacked him in the ribs with a ghand cruel elbow. Jordan wanted to
humiliate him on the court, and he came close tagleo, but he didn’t quite succeed.
For even in the face of such intense opposition@edsure, he was still able to grab
several rebounds, spin into the lane for a wellnear basket or two, and play some
defense as well. He could not, of course, accampiiuch against the extraordinary
Jordan, who was a paradigm of excellence and aarmation of the will to power.

“Damn it, Michael,” he once said to him. “Keepwyofucking elbows off me.”
Jordan didn’t deign to answer. His millions andlions were piling up in the bank
while black boys and girls were hopeless in Harlem.

During the playoffs, which the Knicks were destiteelose, Jordan had bored of
playing against him, and so Dennis Rodman becasienhn. Rodman was a blissful
figure, so totally self-absorbed in his own game te rarely bothered to single anyone
in particular out for punishment. Dennis punisheaerybody indiscriminately. There
was a manic purity in Dennis Rodman. In additiodéing an athlete of astonishing

gifts, the man was consummately silly, and uttenlgfraid of being mocked. He was
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tatooed from head to toe with wild, swirling, pagdesigns, his hair was dyed orange, he
had rings laced through every protusion possiliie was a dirty player who constantly
grabbed and hit and pushed, but he didn’t intendewously injure his opponents, just
incense them. At such psychological warfare hewma®mmonly successful. He was
not virtuous, but his purity was admirable. He Vilasnboyant and bizarre and seemed
to enjoy being photographed in women'’s clothessuth, Rodman was a perfect foil to
his own quiet dignity.

Rodman, who himself was a master of trash, wasrheplayer who inspired him
to talk back, and there was nothing more intoxiogihan outplaying Dennis and then
barking at him. Jordan was beyond him, beyonadfihem: this simply had to be
accepted. But Rodman could be beaten, even Buhg could not.

It was a playoff game at the Garden. He had lggeng head to head against
Rodman for 4 quarters, and now the score was tiéel was shooting very well and
Rodman, who was always a risk- taker on defensegandrally preferred to concentrate
on defensive rebounds rather than with shot blagkivas leaving him relatively open on
the outside. After hitting four consecutive, ahd@st uncontested, three point shots,
Phil Jackson called a time-out, and he and Jordathlyelled at Rodman to play some D.
For a moment, he felt a spasm of fear, for he imadjiJordan shifting to him, shutting
him down once again. To his relief, however, Radmas still guarding him when the
time-out ended. When the players returned to thetcDennis guarded him closely.
That was okay. He simply posted low, and despéeteady and violent jabs Rodamn
struck on his back, he lowered his shoulder andghhimself towards the basket. He

muscled Dennis Rodman out of the way and, spuobléd twice towards the hoop, he
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jumped high to the basket, his hand grabbing tHedv&r more tightly as he rose, and at
the acme of his jump, he jammed the ball througmtletal hoop. It was his 27th point of
the night, and this was the basket that tied theg#ate in the fourth quarter. Best of all,
he had been fouled by Dennis Rodman, who perhaisede¢hat he had been soundly
beaten, and was on the verge of being humiliated,s® in frustration fouled him hard
and pointlessly on his way down.

When he heard the referee’s whistle, he clencieefidts, beat his chest, roared
like a lion, wiggled his hips, played to the hystarcrowd. The crowd was amazed and
appreciative, for he had never allowed himself spasturing before, and they flung
themselves out of their seats in manic appreciatida was their man, their Jewish man,
fighting off the tatoos of Dennis Rodman, tyingghee, restoring New York to its
rightful place as the first city of basketball. Mson Square Garden, its residents victims
of the illusion that they might in fact beat thdIBubecame a bacchant revel, a
madhouse, and he was its high priest, waving mssawildly, exhorting the crowd to
ever higher decibels of joy. If he made the freew, the Knicks would lead. He
pumped his fists a few more times, slapped handbswigh teammates on the bench,
bumped chests with Patrick Ewing, who, for thd firme in months, looked him in the
eye, man-to-man.

He walked to the line with a hungry smile on hisef for he wanted to talk.

“Yo Dennis, how'd you like that play? What do ybink Dennis? Did you like
it?”

“Shit,” Dennis Rodman mumbled as he shook his heahused contempt, his

trademark smirk growing on his thick lips.
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“What're you going do with all these tatoos nowgnfa Your tatoos are shaking,
Dennis, they’re shaking. Where’d you get thoseastanyway? Back of a bus station?
Those are some sad looking designs on your body, rdau ever worry about hepatitis?
Huhh?”

He kept talking to him, and all the while Denn@dRan, indifferent to the barbs,
was shaking his head, smirking in superiority,fdsei already knew Chicago would win
and this outburst would count for nothing.

“What's the matter Dennis? Nothing to say? Iubbt you always had
something to say. I'm gonna make this foul shefjrids, I'm gonna get a three point
play, and it's against you, Dennis, against you.”

“Hey, shut the fuck up and take your shot,” Michderdan said to him. He even
took a menacing step towards him. At that poig,referee, cued by the game’s greatest
player, intervened. Even though he only came upstahest, the referee sternly told him
to be quiet before he called a technical foul.

“You're going to call a foul on me for talking @ennis Rodman? That’s funny.
That's ironic. He’s the talker, talk to him. Halks all the time, and you haven’t said a
thing to him all night. Sort of a double standanquldn’t you say? He’s been pushing
me and shoving me, and now you’re gonna call adouhe? Come on. Or are you just
doing it because Michael told you to?”

The referee warned him again, and this time hézed that even though it was
late into a crucial playoff game, a technical ntigletually be called. Patrick Ewing, the
elder statesman of his team, joined the referdbefree throw line, put his big arms

around him, and told him to calm down and shootfthu.
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He turned his back on the other players, and wmkeral steps towards mid-
court. After a few deep breaths, he pivoted arosimalply. He walked calmly to the free
throw line and closed his eyes. He imagined tHedming in. He dribbled a few times,
and tried to concentrate on the breath leavinglipis. He steadied himself, looked
directly at the basket. Just before taking histshe lowered his gaze and focused
directly on Dennis Rodman, who at precisely theesame was prompted to look
straight back at him. And then, in a moment cagudufor eternity by a Sports lllustrated
photographer, he winked. A slick, heroic wink éwujoy in conquest. Rodman, in
appreciation of a lovely gesture, smiled.

The ball left his fingertips, spinning backwardsit sailed elegantly upwards,
and it dropped through the middle of the metal ri@wish. The lovely sound of

affirmation.
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Chapter Three: “The Egg ‘n’ I”

Harold guessed it was about 6 miles to the nexhfoWolmgren, lowa. Like
most small towns in lowa, Holmgren’s Main Street,tbe Old Lincoln Highway itself,
was only two blocks, long enough for a small grgcarpost office, a diner, a bar, a
Lutheran church, a farm equipment and hardware sémd a few other shops. Unlike
other lowa towns, however, Holmgren was not dying.

Harold had visited Holmgren many times, and looked/ard to arriving there. It
was a pleasant little place, with active schooksl] vended trees and shrubs, and a small
but nearly prosperous bit of commerce. The big-aldminstrators at IIT had often
bragged about a “golden row” of bio-tech and soferams that would stretch from
Centerville to Holmgren, an lowa version of Silicdalley. Already Holmgren was
home to a couple of small genetic engineering can@sa One, Maizetec, in fact had
succeeded in sequencing the gene responsibleroelket in corn, and so was poised to
make a killing.

The agricultural economy pressured lowa farmeexfmnd, to plant greater and
greater acreage, to rely on giant machines whiaie weer increasing in size and
efficiency, and to specialize either in crops anals, but not in both. Most important,
farms were less dependent on human labor tharnbetere. Machines, whose only need
was for a driver, did most of the work. Family farimad been displaced by corporations,
whose headquarters might be in Minneapolis or &anFrancisco. The rural
population was shrinking. Young people rarely sthin the small towns. Instead, they

moved-- usually to the southwest.
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Once the flatness had been broken by small, nealysufficient homesteads,
stable, sturdy, dignified farm houses surrounded lynd break of tress, bustling with
chickens and hogs, guarded by the sanguine chesfiting cattle and the play toys of
children. But now it was a tribute to industrysatiable hunger. It had become one
giant field on which to plant seeds, pour chemicdiive big machines, and harvest a
cash crop. Animals no longer lived outdoors. Quadi to factory buildings, they were
bred on an assembly line, never to see the lighagf There were few children left, and
order reigned. At this moment in his long walle flatness seemed flatter and thus
lengthier than ever before. Harold was gettineckir

Harold planned to have lunch at the diner. Maglbeirger, maybe a BLT, lots of
fries, coffee and pie. He was burning off caloaés steady pace, and so he could eat
whatever he wanted. He was getting hungry, anthisrhe was glad: the itching in his
belly distracted him from the pain in his leg.

The sun was high in the sky, and although the &atpre was probably only
around 70, it felt, in the absence of shade, matteh Harold decided finally to put on
his sun screen. He was willing to submit to tladb sif pain that he knew would come
when he twisted his torso in order to take offgask. But he was unprepared when his
entire leg went into spasm as he reached downzip tine pocket to get the tube.
Harold’s hands grasped his thighs tightly and hebtbebreathe hard to make the pain go
away. When it passed, he straightened himselflgland rubbed the sun screen on his
arms, his nose, his forehead. He even put a d&lisdrald spot. Then he returned his
cap and his sunglasses back to their positiongh ®¢ much gentleness as he could

muster, he picked up his pack and began walking.
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Harold’s legs seemed to be growing thicker. Sweiaed with sunscreen dripped
into his eyes. What had begun, just after dawmanaalmost effortless opening of the
gates, when he had only had to point his bodyaerrigiht direction and his legs seemed
to move on their own, now required grim concentirati His body was asking him to stop
moving and soon, he feared, it would beg. Andshiatic nerve was throbbing. Harold
reprimanded himself: shouldn’t he have expecte®tiAfter all, he hadn’'t worked out
in months, he wasn't in great shape, and so heldimdhave been surprised at all when
pain set in after his hours and miles on the rd2ethaps, Harold wondered, he should
take some ibuprofen. The bottled, unopened, waedbdeep in the small pocket on the
front of his pack. He’d have to twist around agaiget his pack off. Could he stand
that pain?

“Don’t do it! Don't take no drugs Harold. Remembehat happened to my
cousin Bernard.”

“K, he was snorting crack. This is ibuprofen'sIperfectly legal and you can buy
it in a drugstore.”

“A drug’s a drug, man. I'm telling you, you starsing that shit, and it's
downhill. Face it like a man, not like some fatpask. Not like Bernard.”

“I think he’s right, Harold,” his grandfather adde He was chuckling in delight
at K’s little speech. “Just keep your eyes poirtiadt. Take one step at a time. Do the
best you can with what you've got.”

“But what I've got isn’t enough,” Harold protested
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“It never is,” his grandfather responded. And thiea broke into a small laugh,
and then raised his arm high and opened his handarK to slap. “We’re all in the
same boat,” Harold the elder said. “Buck up, yostey, buck up.”

“Yeah, buck the fuck up,” K echoed, the two ofrihmurst into laughter. Harold
realized he had no choice.

Harold stood motionless. His eyes were waterirdyt@wiped them with the
sleeve of his tee shirt, once again reprimandingshbif, this time for failing to bring a
handkerchief. He stared at the flatness, and suglgearned to lie down in a cornfield
where he could fall asleep. But on he trudged.

After another long hour and a half, Harold finalkached Holmgren. His thighs,
in particular, hurt and of course so did the baickisright leg. He found the diner,
weirdly named “The Egg ‘N’ I,” and entered. It wid® lunch hour, and the well kept
chrome and formica cafe was crowded. No one gametsecond look when he entered.
Harold slumped onto an empty stool at the coutbek off his pack and placed it by his
feet. Tremors ran threateningly up and down hises@nd then all the way to his toes.
If his sciatic nerve didn’t calm down, Harold re&d, he wouldn’t be able to sit for very
long. But he needed rest and wanted to eat andtheanewspaper for a good stretch of
time. He vigorously massaged his thigh, and ateouple of minutes the nerve did
relent. Still, Harold couldn’t quite get comfortaldn his stool. His impulse was to stand
up and stretch, but experience had taught himhivatbe punished for doing so. Best of
all, he knew, would be to lie down. But that heldn’'t do at the “Egg ‘N’ I.”

“Hi there; what'll it be today?” the waitresslaage blonde woman, asked.

“Oh, sorry, | haven't looked at the menu yet.”
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“That’'s okay. Take your time. I'll be back.”

The waitress was young and looked a bit like Jodgison. Harold chuckled out
loud. So many young women in lowa looked like J@@dylson. One who didn’t,
however, was a small, frail looking woman with ghdark, curly hair who was sitting on
the stool next to his. Dressed in black jeans,ahbthck tee-shirt, she was eating a salad.
When he chuckled out loud, she looked up at hinoasly, and he instinctively turned to
meet her eyes. She was pretty: olive skin, bigefysl, fun-loving lips. Slighltly
emaciated, but lively and open. She was definitelya Lutheran. He wondered if she
were Jewish. After the long, satisfying fantasyhiad had just before lunch, this would
have been a bizarre coincidence of blissful propost But he couldn’t meet her gaze
for long. Harold was embarrassed so he thrustdus back towards the menu and kept
his eyes fixed. He couldn’t read a word, but wtienwaitress returned he ordered
anyway. “I'd like a cheeseburger with fries, sooméon rings, and a large coke. And a
side order of hash browns. Please.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks.”

“Lots of calories there, pal.”

He was surprised that the small woman sitting t@ktim was speaking. “Excuse
me?” he said.

“l said, lots of calories. | don’t mean to be eudut you're going to kill yourself
with all that fried food.”

“am?”

“Oh yeah.”
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“Actually, 1don’t think so. | exercise a gredgal. In fact, I've been walking
since seven a.m.. | need all the carbohydratas pet.”

“No one needs the food you're eating, pal.” Thawan was brusque. Harold had
never been called “pal” before, and so he was toprised to respond.

“You can get your carbs through something othanthotatoes you know. And
you don’t need fried food. Why don’t you have sgpasta and a salad? And a glass of
milk?”

“Milk?”

“Or water.”

“Water?”

“You got it there, pal. If you take better careyolirself we may be able to see
each again on another day.”

“Why are you telling me what to eat?” Harold askexdye puzzled than angry.

“I'm a scientist,” the woman laughed. “It's myjdo know more than other
people about what’s good for them.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. | work at Maizetec. Research.vi@ilRusso,” she said as she
reached out her hand for a shake. Harold twisteli® stool so that he could take her
hand. As he did, he winced in pain.

“Hi,” he said, embarrassed by both the unexpefdedardness of the woman and
the fact that he had divulged his pain to her. réithLarson.”

“What's wrong?” Silvia asked. “Does your back tir

“A little. Only when | move.”

290



‘Bummer.”

“Oh, it’'s not too bad,” Harold said, but as he s#ifhis position on the stool so
that he could look at Silvia Russo, his sciatiocveaagain fired up. He made a sharp
grunting noise.

“Harold, you're a wreck. What’s wrong with yourd&”

“It's not my back. | have some sciatica.”

“Bummer. That's a painful one. My grandmother litsd

Harold nearly laughed. Silvia was young: 28, 28ybe 30. Was she
associating him with her grandmother’s generatr@wondered.

“Fried food, bad back. Any chance of a correlatioere, pal?”

“None.”

Silvia laughed. “What are you taking for it?”

“What do you mean?” Harold asked.

“Drugs. What kind of drugs?”

“‘None.”

“None? Not even anti-inflammatories?’

“No, nothing.”

“Big mistake there, pal. The anti-inflammatoriesxlgust get rid of symptoms.
They aid in the healing process. Less swelling,endood. Quicker recovery. You
should be taking 2500 mg a day if you need to. Migtudo you a bit of harm. Only bad
for you long term.”

“No thanks.”

“Why not?”
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“I'm doing okay.”

“Baloney. | saw your face. A lot of pain in thace. No reason to put up with
that.”

“Of course there is. There’s a reason for evenglii

“Oh no. You're not another one tifose are you? Ever since I've been in lowa
people have been telling me that everything hapfmre reason.”

“I believe that, but not the same wineydo. | don’t think God has a plan for us.
Don’t worry.”

“Good. Even some of the scientists | work withrede believe that. Weird. So
what doyoumean?”

“Just that things make sense. That's all.”

“Sounds right to me,” said Silvia Russo.

Harold wolfed down his lunch in silence when it véasved to him, and then
ordered blueberry pie with vanilla ice cream, ceffeater.

“You don't let up, do you Harold?”

“I told you. I've been walking all morning. Andn going to walk all afternoon.
And all day every day, for quite a while.”

“Why?” For the first time, Silvia seemed willinig listen. For a second, Harold
was tempted to tell her the truth; that he wakimglto Washington, D.C. to deliver his
health care reform plan to Hillary Clintion. Bug¢ decided against this.

“It's a vacation. I'm walking to the MississipRiver. On the Old Lincoln

Highway. Which is the street right in front of thEgg ‘n’ I.””
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“Jesus, the “Egg ‘n’ I.” Who do you think came with that? Anyway, what’s
with the walk, Harold? You sure you're not runnegay from the law?”

“Right,” he laughed. “I just told you, I'm taking vacation. My grandfather
helped build the Old Lincoln Highway you know. ”

“You lowans are weird. Nobody in Brooklyn will live me when | tell them
what goes on in this place. Your grandfather wilat?”

“You're from New York?’

“Born and bred. Undergrad at NYU, and then my PlatDColumbia. Genetics.”

“Really? | got my Ph.D. from Columbia too.”

“No kidding! What year?”

“1977.”

“Mine was last year,” Silvia chuckled. “Then blothis crazy job at Maizetec.
Couldn't resist the salary. Plus, | had to getafaay from New York. | was just
breaking up with a guy | had lived with for a coaipif years. Robert had full custody of
his kid, a 6 year old boy. | was the stepmotheafahile. Too weird. | mean, | liked
the kid. A lot, actually. We lived on Central R&¥est, ground level apartment. It was
a little cramped, but we got along pretty welluskd to take the kid to the park all the
time. It was nice, until it began to fall apa&inyway, long story short, it ended.” She
paused for a breath. “Then | got my degree, dgetredl a job the next day, and on a lark
decided to spend a year here in lowa. A refugetiberia. Paying penance or
something for all my sins. But I'm outta here im@. Enough with the corn. Back to

New York. So, what did you do your graduate wark’i
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“Philosophy,” was all Harold could say. Silviaapid speech had mesmerized
him.

“A philosopher from lowa! That’s so cool.”

“Cool?”

“Yeah. Who'd guess I'd bump into a philosophetawa? I've been surrounded
by scientists, farmers, and Christians.”

“Oh come on; | know it's not that bad.”

“Says you. I'm outta here in June. | couldn’t pibsy take another winter in this
place. Jesus, that was amazing: for weeks itypgmlabove 0. No more for me. It's
back to New York.”

Harold watched as Silvia nibbled at her salad, dadly chewed each bite.

Come with me. We’'ll go togther. We'll walk the Qldcoln. It's the nice time of
year in lowa. Warm, no bugs. You'll like it. | drop you off in New York, and then take
a right and keep going to Washington, D.C. Ah, wehaip it'll be.

Thinking this depressed him, so he let his gaze tlvdhe blueberry stained plate
before him, and said nothing. Silvia too fell sile He felt her staring at him, though,
and after a few seconds, forced himself to looklsder. In her large eyes he was
quite sure that he saw a trace of longing. Shela@ely, and he too had lived in New
York. She was small-boned, but eager.

“Did you like New York, Harold?”

“I loved it.” When he said this, he saw himselhatiing through the broken chain
link fence and walking onto the basketball coullt.the players were there, and when he

arrived, they greeted him warmlyYo, lowa boy makes 10! We got ourselves a game,”
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Neal Simpson said with a wide grin on his faerrold himself broke into a small smile,
which Silvia noticed.

“It got to you, didn’t it. New York, | mean. Thes no place like it on earth. It
pulsates with life. So, why didn’t you stay?”

“This is my home. And | got offered a very nice jablIT. It's near where my
parents live. Near where my grandfather died.” hide twisted on his stool when he had
said this, and so once again pain registered ofabés

“The one who built the Lincoln Highway, right?”

“Right,” Harold snorted a laugh. When he did hggered a spasm and so he
again winced in pain.

“Hey listen, why don’t you take a rest? You shiblig# down before you take
your walk. You can rest at my apartment if you taltis right here in town Next to the
lab, in fact,” she laughed. “Easy commute. ThHt&sbest part of living in lowa. So,
why don’t you take a rest. When | get off work vaadave dinner together. I'll make
you some pasta and a salad. It'll do you some good

He knew that she wanted him, and he was temgtedcould take a shower, a
nap, and then be ready to frolic with Silvia Ruskte could go to Washington tomorrow.
But he hesitated. “Oh, | don’t know. I'm suppogedvalk another 15 miles today. |
want to make it to Blooming Prairie for dinnerve’got a long way to go.”

“Oh come on. You said it was a vacation. Whatésrilsh? Come back to my
apartment. I've got ibuprofen. In fact, if you desomething stronger, | can get you
some Akaustos. That's a big-time anti-inflammatofyguy in my lab uses it on his pigs

or something. | think he has pigs. Or maybehtsses. | don’t know. But he’s used in
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on himself and says it's great. Your sciatic nasvmflammed. Take the drugs and
you'll feel better. Simple as that.”

“Watch out, Harold! Bitch’s a pusher! She tryilogsell you some drugs. She
wants to party, | realize, but don’t let her giveuyno drugs. Keep on the move, bro. Get
your ass back on the road.”

“He’s right, son,” his grandfather chimed in. “8y focused. Go forward.
You've got a job to do.”

Harold didn’t want to agree with K, so he lookedtefully at Silvia to see if he
was right. Her thin and merry face was invitirBut she was, he feared, anorexic, and
he didn’t really want to find out why. And so healized he’d have to say no.

“Thank you for the invitation Silvia. But I'm ard | have to say no. I've got to
get to Blooming Praire by dinner. I've set myselchedule. | need to stick to it.”

Silvia didn’t look fazed. After a moment’s pausee said, “Okay, pal. | wish you
the best. But do me a favor and lay off the frasgght.”

He laughed quietly and said he would.
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Chapter Four: The Flatness

The sun was pure and burning as the temperatarech&0. There was, of
course, no shade, for there were no trees on tthé.i@toln, only cornfields to the north
and south. Far in the distance, where the roatsked into a point, they lay waiting for
him as well. At least, Harold thought, he wasndiking directly into the sun’s light.
Still, it was frying his head, and his Tony Smitkel cap was drenched.

“Jesus, what have | gotten myself #itblarold wondered. I“can’t possibly make
it 15 miles. I'm slowing to a crawl.He imagined himself taking a long, hot shower in
Silvia’s air-conditioned apartment. He saw him&elbed with her, eating a big plate of
pasta.

Could he work through, will himself through, thaimp, all the way to Blooming
Prairie? Harold remembered the voice of CoachgsStaf when he supervised wind
sprints: “Fight through it,” he would yell againcagain and again. Could Harold fight
through it this time and reach the welcoming bethefmotel?

As he often did when he was futilely trying to gleklarold summoned a fantasy
to assist him. He tried his most familiar: playimasketball. It was difficult, but he
finally saw himself getting the outlet pass fromkiliComstock, dribbling with his left
hand down the court on the left side, stoppinglfer® the free throw line where he
transformed his run into a jump and his jump inghat. But he felt awkward, rigid,
clunky, and he couldn’t quite get the angle ofdpgroach right. He couldn’t imagine

the twist in his body as he shifted from the drébtad the shot, nor could he feel the
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proper angle of his shoulders. Instead of heattirige basket, when the ball left his
fingers it simply disappeared.

Harold stopped walking, and shook his head in saazament that this powerful
detail meant nothing to anyone but himself.

He tried to return to his children. He saw hirhsprawled on the carpet in his
living room, his back on the ground, knees high,three girls giggling madly climbing
all over him, wrestling with him as they often duthen they were tiny. He growled like
a lion, pretending he was a predator when reaflyphey was but hugs and holds and as
much of his daughters’ lovely tactile selves ast@ld grasp. This didn’t work either.
They were too old. Katie and Caroline would be amdssed to wrestle with him now,
even if somehow his fragile skeleton could beair theight. Jenny would go for it,
though. He imagined wrestling with her. But hewrhe couldn’t do that either. His
lower torso wouldn’t be able to withstand her aggren.

He tried sex with Judy Carlson. In his officeg stas propped against his desk,
his pants and her skirt were down, she held hik hightly and pressed her cheek tightly
against his as she grimmaced in ecstasy. Buirttage offered him nothing, and he
realized it was some sort of abstraction. He tbethorah Rosenfield. They were in his
bedroom while their daughters were playing restausa the porch. This image was
rudely interrupted when Jenny came bursting ine [itke girl stared in shockwhat
were Daddy and Deborah doing naked in Mommy’s biéid?mage of Silvia Russo,
surrounded by the white porcelain surfaces anduésts of her laboratory was more

vivid, but no more compelling.
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He imagined his wife, and for the first time h# geslight sense of departure.
They were bonded together by years of hard woksttared project of children,
recognition and sympathy for one another. Sheccoat articulate the true reasons for
his trip, for she didn’t know about Hillary or h#akare reform, but she knew it was
important for him to walk and she genuinely, in teepest part of herself, wanted him to
be well. This fact, above all others, he trustédd he knew he wanted well for her. Had
she slept with Jeffrey? Had she built slowly to tiyasm and then undulated below his
friend, as she had with him so many times befdidg?magined them on the black
leather couch, smoking pot and taking each otlobothes off. He was surprised that he
was unable to identify his reaction to the image.

His fantasy was interrupted by the sound of axgtr an ineffectual muffler
approaching from behind. As it neared, Harold slascked by a crude male voice
screaming at him words he could not decipher. #ed, an instant after the voice, he
was shocked again by a beer can landing a fewrfdednt of him, a beer can which no
doubt had been aimed at his head. The car fleadabehim, with a driver and
passenger, and from behind it looked like a Cheosnfthe early 70s. It was bright
yellow, the color of a New York City taxicab, an@tdld noticed a driver and a
passenger as well as what looked like a largegfdoam dice hanging from the rear
view mirror. It took a moment’s reflection, but té&d decided that the boy had yelled
“get a horse!” just before he threw the beer camrat

The yellow car slowed down when it was about 5@yahead of Harold and
started to pull to the side of the roadH shit” Harold thought, and he rebuked himself

for being so stupid as to not have predicted timd kf encounter on the Old Lincoln] “
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don’t have to fight these guys dd e wondered. I‘don’t know how to fight any more.
Actually, I've never known how to fight. Only talkd play basketball.”

The car stopped, but Harold did not. He wouldintgrrupt his linear pilgrimage
for some two-bit morons from Holmgren, lowa, whor&vdesperate for assertion and out
to break their boredom with a random act of stiypidence. He’d stare the boys down,
look at them with the steely glance of a man whows, and the boys would wither. He
walked more slowly, but he continued moving towatdasstopped car. His head
drooped down, but he forced it upright so that txélat stare at the rear window, perhaps
even memorize the license number. His eyes wetatéd again by his sweat, and his
sunglasses were smudged with sunscreen, so he¢tenegh he was getting closer to the
car he couldn’t yet discern the numerals on theepla

Shit, he thought.Deep shit. As his heart raced, his fatigue disappeared, ds e w
shot into full wakefulness, ready to do battle.efehwas a pen knife in his pack. Should
he take it out? He saw a stick at the side ofdlae. Could such a weapon possibly be
of use? He didn’t know, and he also rememberedhinavas unable to bend down
without pain, so he left it where it was. He keyatlking. The yellow car, wide in its rear
as those older cars were, sat menacingly aheaidhof The driver was gunning the
engine, his foot moving up and down and up and dowthe gas peddle, a pathetic
version of rhythm. The boy, however, wasn't tgyio make music, but only to remind
the approaching walker that his was the power. roae of the engine filled the air with
stupidity. To this Harold was resigned, and hggeation felt like courage. His head
cocked even straighter, he glared at the rear wiewlow, daring it to challenge him to a

fair fight.
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“Fuck you asshole. You're not doing shit to men gonna kick your ass. I'm
gonna send you back to Holmgren, lowa, and youpiekaup the pieces later. You're
going back to the gas station where you pump shigas to shitass farmers, cuz you
ain’t got nothin going for you. What're you gonda with those stupid fucking dice
hanging on your mirror? Do you realize how pitiftdu are? You probably don't.
That's the mark of stupidity; you're so dumb youa'taven tell how dumb you are. You
probably think pumping gas in Holmgren, lowa is ¢joed life. You don’t know shit. |
do and so I'm gonna kick your ass.”

“Cold-cock the mutthfucker, Harold!,” K roared imeouragement. “You
remember that time Neal Simpson smacked Marvirdaghe head? Marvin been
hanging on him all game, and Neal just had enougih, heh. When Neal finished with
him, Marvin didn’t do nothing again.”

“K’s right, Harold,” his grandfather told him. “Y¥u need to take your stand right
here and now. If they approach you, hit them.fil'shd hit them hard, Harold.”

“Okay, Gramps, | will.”

Harold walked steadily towards the yellow car, anth each step he felt stronger
and more ready to endure pain. He had made thendament and he knew he would not
falter. Just before he got within a stone’s thithe car, however, the boy floored the
gas pedal and peeled away, sending a flurry oflpshbto the air. The engine roared,
but soon it faded down the straight line that wes®Id Lincoln Highway. Harold
stopped to watch it disappear. He realized heumasvare of his body.

“Fear-therapy. Asshole-therapy. Face-up-to-mattatherapy. Get shocked-

out-of-the-everyday, blasted-out-of-this-world-éggy. Bad-boy-therapy. Who knows
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what I'll call it. But it works, damn it, it works Harold chuckled to himself and kept
walking.

The next mile was a pleasure, for his step wén Bgd his heart was pumping
much needed, cleansing blood through his body. wBwn the shock triggered by the
speeding yellow car and the flying beer can fagadh returned to fill the void. The
walking became more difficult, and his pace dintied.“At this rate,” he calculated, I
won't get to the motel until midnight. The dinel Wwe closed. | will expire.”

Harold smiled at his grim prospects. Perhapsheld reverse direction and
return to Holmgren, go to the Maizetec building agitiSilvia he had changed his mind.
She’d give him the key to her apartment. Whenrshaned, he would fall asleep in her
skinny arms. Or he could call his wife, tell hemtick him up and take him back to
Centerville. He could check himself straight ithe hospital, be treated by experts in
white cloaks who knew what ailed him, how to cdreind who wanted for him only the
best.

Harold stopped and seriously considered both gaisp He removed his cap, put
his left hand to his forehead, and wiped the swpaind through his thinning hair. On
the way down, his hand massaged the back of hils r&efore putting his cap back on,
he looked at it, and gently caressed the corn stalkfunctioned as the “I” in “SMITH.”
He ran both sets of fingers under his sun-glagses, his eyes, and across his cheeks.
When he squeezed his chin hard, “uhhhhyeeee” veasaiind he thought he heard leave
his lips. He couldn’t go back. Not yet. He hadyb forward. So forward he went.

Harold walked deliberately, each step a cautialysace, each breath a fearful

waiting for the explosion of pain that would stamhdead in his tracks. Somehow,
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though, he was able to continue forward, but iktbion nearly 50 minutes to cover what
he guessed was not even a mile. This was, he kreswpbad. The pain in his buttock
and leg was screaming for attention, and this ttraeuld not be denied. Harold stopped.
He turned to his left and facing north he starecafmoment. Without knowing he had
done so, he made a decision, and abandoning theidin he walked into the

cornfield.

When he reached the soil Harold fell to his hamisknees and began to crawl
away from the road. His pack wobbled precariouwgtgn the support of his shoulders
was released, and so he made it only about 10 yaathe field. Here he wiggled his
pack off, fell to his side, and then lay down fhat his back. The pain came in waves,
and he became the beach over which they were waskiach time a wave hit, his entire
body tensed, and when it subsided, he would bredebply waiting fearfully for the
next. Harold lay on his back thinking it to be thdy position in which the pain
wouldn’t be terrible. But the pain didn’t ceadeelentlessly enveloping him, it
suffocated Harold and he could not escape, Hemgelr could move and, he now
realized with near terror, he could neither sit @een lie down. He picked up two
handfuls of black lowa soil with each fist, anddiming so tore out the tiny root system of
the embryonic corn. But he cared not a drop ferkiled corn, only for the dirt, which
he wiped on his forehead and cheeks. It was raoi$tcooling and smelled hopeful, and
even though it hadn’t actually reached his lipsctigld almost taste it. lowa soil, the
stuff of life. Harold, for a brief delusory momeatmost let himself be comforted.
“God,” he thought, fhaybe I've discovered a remedy. Can you imagiag’ti'll

become rich and famous. ‘Black lowa Soil. Godft gi5ood for you. Good for me.
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Good for us all. The natural medicine, soothingl aatritious, brought to you by
Lutheran farmers of impeccable moral standing.

For a second, he thought he heard Garrison Keil@ice reciting the lines he had
just composed. But only for a second, for abrupiéyold realized that he was probably
wiping chemicals on to his skin. Herbicides andtpedes and fertilizer were probably
infiltrating his blood stream while he was amusimigpself with advertising jingles. He
quickly wiped off the soil in disgust and shame.

Harold turned onto his left side, his cheek lyargthe pillow of his bicep, his
knees drawn up towards his stomach. He was flhstared at flatness. From his
perspective it seemed to rise slowly, graduallghaut interruption or end. Now that he
had shifted his position, the pain had faded dygind he could think:

“I'm disappearing. My thoughts are flat, my hopasy aspirations, my dreams of
Hillary Clinton and white wine are flat. I'll nevemake it to Aspen or Washington or
anywhere else. I'm a nobody compared to Jeffrege@wald. | bet Deborah Rosenfeld
would be glad to sleep with him. Fucking Jewskdtigether. | bet he’s sitting in his hot
tub in California right now, surrounded by gorgeausmen, typing on his lap top,
speaking at conferences all over the country, ntgakig money, engaged in the world,
and doing some good, all at the same time. Not&ie won't sleep with me. Neither
will Hillary, and Bill, even if he’s fucked up, sein Washington working his ass off,
trying to get something done. Not me. I'm leaylitg nowhere, I'm flat, I'm nothing,
all connection gone. I've done nothing, | interruqabody, influence nobody, nobody
reads me, nobody listens, | just mutter to mysedfwalk around the block over and over

again. Hot air is all I've spewed and | can’t sfeat night and | just puff myself up with
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stupid hopes, stupid talk of the soul in a worddténed by chemicals. Bad air, bad air,
and me a polluter as bad as any. God, what a waStapid endless cornfield. lowa’s
nothing but a big shithole. Stupid blonde fuckiegple running their tractors over the
flatness until it sprouts corn. Corn corn corn ahén more corn interrupted only by
beans. Breadbasket of the fucking world. What doing here? This place has driven
me insane. It's all been for nothing, all of The books, the children, the computer, the
sex, the walk, white wine, pancakes, even the timdkeDear sweet Jesus, I'm finished,
and this flatness is swallowing me whole. ”

Harold wanted to sleep, and he wondered whetheriget want to die, but the
pain kept him awake.

“This whole stupid walk, this ridiculous self detiep, this monumental piece of
arrogance. What in God’s name was | thinking? Y\ma | doing out here in a corn
field? Good sweet Jesus Christ almighty, I'm lyim@ cornfield and it hurts so much.
Why have | been wasting my time, frittering it awaypitiful nonsense? | can’t even do
much to help myself, | can’t even tolerate my oain,thow can | possibly counsel
anyone else about coping with theirs? What couydddssibly teach Hillary Clinton?
What could | possibly think that she hasn’t alrediigught of? It hurts. It hurts very
badly and this time | can’t get away, there’s noagsng it and it’s just getting worse.
Good Christ, I'm sorry, I'm really sorry. I've newveven published an article on health
care. | understand nothing. Not pain. Not pleasuAnd certainly not my children.”

At the thought of his daughters, Harold closeddyss and exhaled a smiling
little breath accompanied by the slightest shakei®head.“Oh those girls. Without a

father.”
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“I lied to my wife. | told her | was taking a wato improve my health and have a
vacation, when | was really trying to reach Washamg D.C. and become a hero and
save the American soul and be surrounded by behutdmen who think | have
something to say. White wine in the Rose Gardhe'stall I've ever really wanted. |
should have told Susan the truth. She wouldn’ehaughed. She would have helped me
go. Although she would have recommended that heantate my message
electronically and not by walking for 40 days. d@@tirse, she would’ve been right. She’s
always right. Her virtue. I'm never right. I'mugt hot air blowing hard, trying to
elevate and fly above the flatness. | want todstaut and be recognized and make a
difference. | want the fucking world to know whaom. | want people in New York to
talk about me and to get published in The New Repubwant to get invited to Harvard
and be on the McNeil-Lehrer show. | want to beckland be pals with K and not just
some two bit professor from lowa. | want to plaghetball again and be able to shake
and bake and twist and glide and fly to the bask#t the effortless grace of a dancer.
But instead, here | am, lying in a cornfield, mgdaovered in dirt.”

“I should have stayed in Holmgren with Silvia. \8éild have eaten breakfast
every day at the “Egg ‘n’ .” Pancakes.”

Harold wondered what his options actually were dduld stay in this cornfield
until the next tractor came by. Then he’d call fauthelp, and the farmer, good lowan
that he’'d be, would help. He’d be sent to an iesasylum and never be heard from
again. He’d be visited only by Jeffrey Greenwdlig, loyal Jewish friend from

California, and his Methodist wife, Susan Anderson.
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Harold wondered whether in fact, without knowihgie had been telling his wife
the truth all along. Maybe he never had takerHitlary business seriously and he really
was out only for a long walk and a vacation. Ifis@ertainly had been a bust. Or maybe
it was some sort of sexual obsession. He was dleaabed man incapable of adultery
and perhaps his appetites were satisfied only agy. Or perhaps he actually hoped to
save the American soul from the oblivion of teclogyl. Harold did not know. He only
knew that pain was burying him, that he was inding he was of the dirt, and that he
now hated himself for once having wanted to walk\tashington.

Even though he was in the one position which hadys offered him the most
relief, lying on his left side curled like a fetube pain grew within him. No longer was
it concentrated only to his buttock and leg. Wl In@igrated to his center, to his lower
back, the crook of his spine. Here it resonatetitare upwards towards his rib4t’s
coming to get me,Harold thought. He squeezed his eyes tightly,dthatface and lips
were clenched in a grimmace of self-containme@h Christ, go away, stop, it hurts.”

Harold suddenly resolved to take his ibuprofere decided on six pills, 1200 mg,
even before his hand started in motion. It waBadilt to twist his torso in order to reach
his pack, but he got there. He opened the baitishing down hard on the child-proof
cap, extracted the pills, then watched helplessiyeseral of them fell from his trembling
fingers. After gazing for a few seconds at thiteljitclay-red pellets of hope as they lay
peacefully against a background of black lowa $wlpicked them up carefully and
forced himself to reach back into the main comparthof the pack to get his water
bottle. With a splash of warm water, he gulpeduadiul of pills down, having no idea

how many there were. He curled his knees everectoshis stomach and tried to relax
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his neck so that his head might droop more comtytanto his arm. He closed his eyes
and wondered again whether he wanted to die.

Waiting for the drugs to kick in, he tried to imiag the chemicals finding their
way to the inflammation and then, somehow, magicabholing it. Ibuprofen was
chemical ice, a living, merciful substance whosasible antennae were somehow able
to locate and then extinguish pain. The swellimyhd shrink, the pressure would
lighten, he’d be free and he could stand up agkénd man and walk to Blooming
Prairie, lowa for a hot shower and a good mealcgountry diner.

The hard part was waiting and enduring the frigimtg prospect that the
ibuprofen would fail. He may have walked too fatretched the nerve beyond some
unknown boundary and so damaged it irrevocably.clHged his eyes in mute prayer and
tried to guide the chemicals to their proper plakle. concentrated on his breathing,
carefully and forcefully emitting three short bitestand then a longer one, a cadence he
remembered from the Lamaz classes he had oncewa#teBusan, and which always
reminded him of the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth.

Harold remembered when Katie was born. Susarahatjonizing labor of 18
hours, and towards the end, as the contractionspinedi, her only words were a slurred
and groaning “no, no, no, no.” She lamented hersttn, which Harold had urged upon
her, not to have an epidural, and gladly acceptedtrse’s offer of some Demarol.

Still, she was in agony and her hand gripped H&aldist tightly for the entirety of the
last two hours. Even though he had to pee tetrgtig would not let him go. She was
sweating and delirious. And then finally the obstean uttered the blessed words,

“push, push, push,” and within a few minutes Katges out. From the blood and shit and
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slimey fluid his tiny baby was extracted, her astretched wide, her eyes hugely open
as if in wild ecstasy. Harold had held his newbiarquiet wonder. She was a beauty,
almost unwrinkled by the long passage, and fromviey first moments she breathed a
sense of excitement. Even now, as a near teespgmiting pimples, she still retained
her manic enthusiasm, her open delight in smadl dfitife, a delight Harold worried
often she would lose.

Caroline was noisey and furious when she arrigedng bitterly, it seemed, at
the recognition of some paradise lost. She sotezhdown, however, and of his three
children, she had been the easiest to mangageiafaahand the most consistently
contented. Even now, she was the most placideofittee, and even if she could match
her younger sister in endless verbiage, hers was subdued and perhaps, Harold
hoped, reflective.

Jenny was stern and silent when she was bornsdfoe reason, she reminded
Harold of Queen Victoria, even though he didn'tééve slightest idea of what the old
gueen had actually looked like. But the new b@amy seemed ready to give orders and
wore a scowl, as if already bitter at her pareatartg spent so much time with her
sisters. She peered over the landscape withargarutiny bordering on contempt. Her
cry was angrier than Caroline’s. Worst of all, sfes a terrible sleeper and, until she
was over two, she woke up three or four times atrtigremind her parents of her
unfailing ability to assert herself into the cehteggions of their lives. Coping with her
sleep madness, and their own incessant fatiqueethsis taking care of two other

children and their jobs, had pushed Harold and iStséhe outer limits of parenthood.
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They were drained, their defenses weakened, attiegayot sick often. This was the
beginning, Harold believed, of his sleep problem.

At two, Jenny was transformed into an enormouslyht little girl, who reveled
in almost everything near her, although she wastemtly frustrated and angry at being
the youngest of three.

Lying in a lowa cornfield in the middle of May, KHdd Larson was glad to be
visited by his little girls, and he was suffusedhngratitude and pride in himself that he
hadn’t abandoned them. He was glad he had li&hsan and hadn’t revealed to her the
the real reason for his walk. By her lights, h&t jueeded a vacation. He had quit playing
basketball and, like so many members of their gdastographic unit, he was having
trouble adjusting to his age. He was sufferingossrinsomnia and needed to be by
himself, which was perfectly reasonable considehog much time he spent with the
girls. He’'d return to Centerville refreshed anddg to resume the quiet business of their
uninspired but steady lives. Lying in the corrdistheek near flatness, eyes closed,
breathing deeply, exhaling deliberately, Harold wksl she believed this.

The medicine must have been starting to work, ldaemasoned, because he was
able to replay this thought three or four times felt himself sinking deeper into the
yielding soil, felt himself relaxing. The painlstovered him like a heavy woolen
blanket, but even if it was thorough it could, mew, be endured.It's working,”

Harold realized, and he let himself fall.

When he awoke, Harold didn’t know how long he hiaghts He guessed around

an hour, but he didn’t want to check his watch. ddked from head to toe, but the pain
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was of a different order than earlier it had beBiow it seemed ordinary rather than
demonic. He was sticky with sweat and sun scréity, all over, hot and stiff, and, yes,
he hurt badly and his heart was beating way top et he could tell immmediately he’d
be able to get up. He shifted cautiously fromdyam his side to his hands and knees,
exhaling in relief when his sciatic nerve did nmtare him. It throbbed unmistakably,
but it did not scream. He stayed in the crawlingifon for a minute or two, which alone
in a cornfield is a long time, then slowly rosehte feet. It was not terrible, nor was it
too difficult for him to shake off the dirt coagtga on his arm and face and sprinkled
throughout his blonde hair. He reached down t& pphis pack, and when he did so his
nerve shot back into gear. But once again helfelpain to be of a different quality. It
seemed willing to compromise, and so this time bBe not afraid to stand erect. Before
Harold put on his pack, he took a drink of wated anly then did he return to the Old
Lincoln. The sun was still hot, and Harold had enbran 10 miles to cover before he
reached Blooming Prairie.

As he began to walk, he felt with certainty thieets of the drug. He knew he
was returned to the living and had escaped thibkedilemma of the cornfield. There
was, he now believed, a way out and as alwaysstsiratching before him as a path to
be taken. As he walked the ache of his stiff badg the throb of his leg gave way to the
lubricating flow of his steps, and he started & B@gmost giddy when he realized that he
had left much of his pain behind.

“See you, suckgrme said to his pain, as he looked to the colwhfom his left.
Within a few minutes he felt almost like running.can handle this shit he thought

proudly. But his pride was immediately censuredisyadmission that the chemical had
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simply done its job. It was like magicWho cares why | feel bettehe thought. I'just
do. Now I can think straighit And Harold Larson, taking a quick glance at shg
above, began to whistle a crooked little tune. Bafell silent when he saw K and his
Grandfather, each with their arms folded upon tbleest, looking at him in grim
disapproval.

“Fuck you guys. Remember Plato’s Republic: it's ypkar otherwise healthy
people to receive medical treatment. If they camight back to work. And that’'s what
I’'m doing.”

His grandfather, embarrassed by Harold’s outbpsi;sed his lips in
disappointment, and looked at him with sadness.

“I know, | know! You died in bed without takingyadrugs at all. But you were
dying, Gramps, I'm walking. | needed the drugge¢bback on my feet.”

Neither his grandfather nor K responded.

A pick-up approached from the east. When it droy, Harold raised his hand in
a lifeless response to the driver’'s wave.

As he walked, his energy expanded, his heart pdrapen harder, and the
rushing blood helped to clear some space in hid.h@&ae easy churning of his legs, the
increased rate of his breathing, the good feghefaack on his shoulders, and the
freedom from pain conjoined with the slight dizasde was feeling. Harold heard a car
or truck approaching him from behind. He hopedatn’t the yellow Chevy, but he
didn’t really care if it was-- or so he told himseland he forced himself not to turn
around to look. The sound of the engine got lowaher louder, and just before it was

ready to pass him, Harold grabbed the straps gbdsk tightly, and muttered out loud,
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“whatever the good Lord has in store for me.” Butas another pick-up truck, not a
souped up Chevy with hanging foam dice, and itgedihad the courtesy to veer as far as
possible away from Harold. As it sped by him, béaed the driver’s right hand go up in
salute, and he realized it was the same truck Heséan early in the morning, the one
driven by the man who resembled his father. Hegimed the driver smiling in
recognition and saying to himselfWish | could join you, Bud, but | can’t. Plantisgh
full swing. Gotta get back.”

Harold raised his left hand as if to satphdt’'s okay, pal. | understand. |
appreciate your good wishes.”

The sun was behind him and even though it wagrddhv in the sky it was still
hot. Harold turned around, removed his sun-glasdesed his eyes, and stared at it.
The heat cleansed his face and sharpened his eesdig head felt light, his heart was
pounding, his body was fatigued but somehow pleastditself. With his eyes still
closed, Harold turned around and resumed walkingtd the darkening east. When he
opened his eyes, the world was a kaleidoscope,witsting lights and sparkling bits of
color flying madly around. “Hey, that’s pretty dddHarold said out loud. Far in the
distance, at the exploding horizon, he saw the dd¢dillary Clinton. She was blonde,
smiling, luminescent even if barely visible. Heald, nothing more, was floating in the
sky. Harold smiled back at her.

“Professor Larson,” she said as she walked towdnts, her hand stretched
forward to shake his. “I've been looking forwa meeting you.”

Harold did not quite know what to do. He washiilfrom his days on the road. If

he shook her hand, she’d feel his damp sweath&uabuld not risk appearing rude or
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hesitant. Imitating her, Harold thrust his handt @s if he were confident. He worried
for the briefest moment that his movement had beeabrupt, but he knew it was too
late to retract it.

“How do you do, Mrs. Clinton. Thank you for inmg me here.”

“My pleasure, Prof. Larson. Please take off yoack, and come into the
garden.”

Harold removed his back from his shoulders antha very moment he was
beginning to feel a stab of perplexity as to whHegeshould put it, Seargent Neal
Simpson, of the White House Marine Security Dedtalpped toward him to take it.

“Sir, may | take your backpack please, sir?”

“Oh,” said Harold Larson. “Sure. Thank you veryuch.”

“You're welcome, Sir!” replied Sargeant Simpsone tdok Harold’s pack and
walked away.

With a graceful nod of her head, Hillary Clintordinated in which direction
Harold should go. She waited for him to begin anty when he was exactly by her side
did she too begin to walk.

“I very much look forward to reading your essayliessaid. “I hope you'll be
able to tell me about it over lunch. Cold salmonl @ salad. | hope that will be okay
with you. And a glass of white wine.”

“That would be fine, thank you Mrs. Clinton.”

They walked together through an allee of trees g@zebo, surrounded by rose
bushes, on the expansive, perfectly green lawimeofthite House. The air was fragrant,

and despite the fact that it was August, cool. fehée was set with a linen table-cloth,
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elegant china, and fine silverware. In its middias a small vase, which contained a
single red rose. Black servants wearing tuxedoers,of whom was his old friend K,
hovered around the table.

Harold and Hillary sat down simultaneously. He washished, but he did't
begin to eat until she had already had a bite afdamon.

The vision was starting to fade, and so Haroldddrback to face the setting sun
in the west. Again, he took off his glasses and&tl his eyes tight. But after a minute he
opened them for a split second. It burned, of seubut when he turned back eastwards
and re-opened them, he could see Hillary Clintomenatearly than he had before.

They were talking quietly, and although he couldh@ar what they were saying to
each other he could tell that they alternated, ealdbwing the other an identical unit of
time in which to speak. She listened to him attelyt her chin resting gracefully on her
gently fisted hand.

“Oh Jesus,” Harold thought to himself. “I left ghmanuscript in my pack.”

“I'm sorry, Mrs. Clinton, but | was wondering ifdould get my backpack. 1 left
my manuscript in it and | think I'd do a better jobexplaining it to you if | could
actually read a little bit out loud.”

Harold got up to retrieve his pack, but Hillary 6lon interrupted him. “No,
Professor Larson, please sit down.” She then adapiper hands together twice in an
elegant, but inappropriately colonial, gesture, atdushed over to her chair.

“Yes Ma’am.”

“K, would you please get Prof. Larson’s pack. inthSergeant Simpson has it.”

“Yes Ma’am.”
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Harold was surprised when K sprinted away fréwa table, and shocked when his
old friend jumped high and pretended to dunk a b#skl over a low hanging branch of
atree.

“Damn,” Harold whispered to himself.

Sergeant Simpson marched to the table, stoppeddime, and turned to face
Harold. “Your pack, Sir.”

“Thank-you, Sergeant,” Harold replied.

“You're welcome, Sir.” He turned on his heels daft as quickly as he had
arrived.

Harold extracted his manuscript. For a second fas wuzzled about where to
put his filthy, sweat-stained pack, but recoveraitkly and simply dropped it to the
ground without even bothering to zip it back upe d¢teedily started paging through his
manuscript, and then opened it to the Chapterdjtt& he Phenomenology of Pain.”
Harold Larson began to read. Hillary Clinton aggmut her beautifully balled fist under
her chin, and directed every ounce of her body smd towards Harold. Her eyes
glistened as he calmly read. Every sentence ot look up, and gaze intently at her
with a small smile barely cracking his parched lips

Harold was losing sight of the table underneaghghzebo, so he turned back to
the west. This time, he didn’t even bother to elbs eyes. He forced them open,
summoning all the power of his will so that he ebtake in the entirety of the sun’s
light. After a couple of seconds, his eyes burtm@dmuch to stay open. He turned back
east, hoping to return to the White House. Bupdeshe kaleidoscopic explosion of

color and light in front of him, Hillary Clinton véagone.
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Chapter Five: The Ride

“You okay?”

Harold was aware words were coming from behind, bt they didn’t fully
penetrate his consciousness. He inferred thatrthest be directed at him, but he still
didn’t respond. Instead, he remained motionleseemmiddle of the road.

“You okay?” the voice repeated. Again Harold dat respond. “You're
standing in the road.” This time the voice wastriexhim. Harold turned slowly to his
left, and through his burning eyes he saw befamedm old man. He was thick, short,
bent over with his age. His squarish head seeowdig for his small, stout body. He
was wearing overalls, a gray work shirt, a TonytBrieed cap, and his jowly face was
centered by the edges of a smile. “You okay?”sked again, his voice slow and
delicate.

Harold looked behind him and saw a battered pickugk parked on the side of
the road. The man, he was touched to realizegbtdn out just to find out how he, his
arms hanging lifelessly at his side, staring hogsieto the East, was.

“I'm okay. Just tired.”

“Why're you standing in the road?”

The answer to this question was far out of hishlgehut Harold had regained
enough composure to say, “I'm taking a walk,. 1 gy@d so | stopped a while to look.”

“Why didn’t you get off the road?”

“l forgot.”

The old man said nothing.
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“You need a lift?”

“A lift?”

“Aride. I'm heading east, to Blooming Prairielow far you going?”

“Blooming Prairie.”

“Want a lift?”

“Alift? Yes, I'd like a lift.” The fact that wh these words Harold had
abandoned his walk without having completed a sinfgill day, saddened him.
Remebering that he had taken the ibuprofen asmaatle him feel worse. Still, he had
no choice, so he accompanied the old man to hi&.tkvhen he twisted his torso in order
to swing his pack off, and then placed it in thekoaf the pickup, he was reminded that
he didn’t hurt as much as he had before his nalpertornfield.

“Thanks for the ride.”

The cab of the truck was filthy. The seats wera,tthe dashboard dented,
crumpled newspapers, empty coffee cups and capspyfwere strewn on the floor.

“I'm taking a walk. To the Mississippi River.”

The old man almost looked interested but he disipéak.

“It's a vacation. Taking a break from work. Justnted to enjoy the Old Lincoln
Highway. My grandfather helped build it. I've aws felt it was a part of me.”

“I remember when they built it. Around 1925 instipart of lowa. First highway
to go all the way West.”

“And all the way East, too.”

“Yup. All the way East too.”

“So, | decided to walk the Old Lincoln to Washiogt D.C.”
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“Washington?”

“To the Mississippi River, that's what | meant.h@fe the Old Lincoln ends in
lowa. In Clinton.”

“Clinton. Yup. That's where it ends.”

“l overdid it today, though. I've had some backlpems, and they got the best
of me. That's why | was so tired. That's why | watanding in the middle of the road.”

“Your eyes okay?” the old man asked, glancindyshyHarold’s bright red and
rapidly blinking eyes.

“Yeah. Feels like they're sunburned. Got someavin them, | guess. I'm
sensitive to that.”

The old man, showing nothing on his face, dida'sp him harder with more
guestions.

“But | did something terrible today.” The old miloked at him with a trace of
suspicion. “l took some drugs.”

The old man said nothing.

“Ibuprofen. |took some ibuprofen.”

“What's that?”

“Anti-inflammatory; an analgesic.” The old marddit seem to understand. “A
pain-killer.”

“You buy it at the drugstore?

“Yes.”

“What's wrong with that?” the old man asked.
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“I promised myself | wouldn’t do it. My grandfathnever took any painkillers.
Not even when he was dying of cancer. He diedateh In my house. My parents took
care of him. He never complained or went to thgpital. He just moaned. He was in
terrible pain.”

“Why didn’t he take some pain pills?”

“I don’t know. Pride. Purity. Wanting to fedle pain that killed him. Wanting
to look it straight in the eye and not flinch. Haiy, | guess. Self-knowledge. He was a
tough guy. Much tougher than me.”

“Maybe he was. But if your back hurts, you shaialkie some pain pills.”

“I should?”

“Yes, you should. They you can get back up on yeet and go about your
business. You're a young man. Nothing wrong wiiain pill just to get you back on
your feet.”

“You hear that!” Harold said triumphantly to K anlis grandfather, who were
standing in the bed of the pick up truck, peerimg the cab. “Nothing wrong with
taking a little medicine if it gets you back on yéeet! You guys were giving me grief for
no reason. I'm not a failure! | haven't violatéue precepts of my own health care
reform plan! As soon as the sciatica dies dowrsttlp taking the drugs.”

His grandfather and K looked at him silently.

“I know | shouldn’t have accepted a ride from thgn. But it was either that or
go back to sleep in the cornfield. For good. bnoken, Gramps, I'm starting to see
things, and | ache like hell from top to bottom.”

“Watch your language, son” Gramps said gently.

320



“I had enough for one day. I'll rest up at Bloamgi Prairie, and try again
tomorrow. And if tomorrow feels terrible, I'll spgnhe whole day in bed. And if | need
ibuprofen, I'll take it. This is crazy, what I"len putting myself through. | can take it
a little easier on myself, can't 1?”

Neither K nor his grandfather responded.

“| appreciate this ride. I'm going to spend thghtiat the motel in Blooming
Prairie. So you're getting me just as far as ldeego.”

The old man seemed to smile. The two men weratdibe a few minutes as he
drove, quite slowly, but well.

“Do you farm?” Harold asked.

“Not any more.”

“My parents had a farm. Williamston. 1 visit theawery few weeks. | never
cared for farming, I'm afraid. My name’s Harold; the way.”

“Ernie,” he replied.

“You still live on the farm?”

“Nope. Intown. Kept a half-acre, though. Gribawers.”

“Flowers? What kind of flowers?”

“Gladiolas.”

“What do you do with them?”

“First | plant the corms.”

“Corms?”

“Then | grow them. Then | sell them.”

“Where?”
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“Holmgren. Grinnell. Mostly Centerville.”

“You're the gladiola man!” Harold said, suddendalizing who Ernie was. A
typical Thursday afternoon in the summer flashed lHgving returned from the farmers’
market Susan was unloading the metal baskets dni¢tyale. She took out her bags of
vegetables, loaves of bread, and a large bunctaldd/sexuberant gladiolas. She never
mixed colors, always preferring a monochromaticdquai. Each week they went into the
white vase that sat on the kitchen counter. Thdgyere a brief interlude, for only
during their few weeks of harvest was their hows&@ed with flowers.

“My wife buys from you every Thursday at the fargienarket. She loves your
flowers! She makes sure to get to the market dstause she says you run out quickly.
Maybe you know her. Susan Anderson? Blonde, osriiad| size?”

Ernie nodded slightly, and he grinned. His langads were holding the steering
wheel firmly, and he looked entirely at home in thick, aging body. Just then, the truck
started to sputter, and began to lose power. éanite to a halt, he pulled it to the side of
the road.

“What's wrong?” Harold asked.

“Don’t know. Belt. Maybe.” Ernie didn’t look thglightest bit perturbed. When
the truck came to a full stop, he slowly got otitarold joined him as he opened the hood
and started to peer into the engine. To Harokelntlass of parts was uintelligibily
hieroglyphic, but Ernie seemed to know what he lweking for. He slowly walked to
the back of the truck, and retrieved a toolbox. téték out a wrench and a plyers and

started poking around.
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“Wish | could help,” Harold said. “I'm a colleg@ofessor. I'm no good with
cars, no good with tools. No good with much of &my, really. | used to be a pretty
good basketball player, though.”

At the mention of basketball, the old man lookeHim with interest. “You ever
wrestle?”

“Nope.”

“l was district champion in 1930. 119 pounds.”

“No kidding?”

Ernie smiled and returned to his examination efttiick’s engine. He discovered
something, and went to work with the plyers. Hddohd no idea what he was doing, and
because the old man was working in silent conceatrand had seemed to forget about
him, he sat down on the side of the road, peerirtigeaflatness to the east, amazed at
how much better his body felt, and how much hissdy@&ned. He closed them, and lay
down on the gravelly surface of the side of the Oittoln. In seconds, he was fast
asleep.

He didn’t know how long he had slept when Erni&kabim up with a gentle kick
to his foot. “Sorry. Fell asleep.”

“Truck’s better.”

“‘Great.”

The truck did not sound healthy, as they drovettogr in silence, but it made it
all the way to Blooming Prairie. Ernie took himtte motel. Harold retrieved his pack

and poked his head into the window in order to khthie old man. Ernie said nothing in
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response, and only nodded and smiled his faintesnBut as Harold was walking away,

he thought he heard the old man say, “Good luck.”
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Chapter VI: Blooming Prairie

“Did you have sex with her, Jeffrey? | need towrio

“l did, Harold. I've never lied to you before ahich not going to start now. That
night in lowa, when it was 30 below, and you cormmad about your sciatica and went to
bed early. She told me about your troubles, Harbldw you hadn’t made love to her in
months, and how distant and peculiar you'd becd&d been smoking pot, and | gave
her a hug-- a Chi hug, just to try get some enéayying-- and we lapsed. A bad lapse,
| know, and I'm so sorry. But it was just a mombatween two old friends. She’s your
wife, and she loves you. Ours was nothing comptrédat. Just a therapeutic shot in
the dark.”

“I'm not talking about Susan you moron! I'm tatig about Hillary Clinton? Did
you fuck her too?”

“Hillary Clinton? Why ask me that? Are you ing&1 Jeffrey paused as if he
were actually waiting for an answer to his questit@f course | haven't slept with
Hillary Clinton. Why did you ask me that? Have yloat your mind? Susan thinks you
have.”

The relief swept through him in a single refreghivave. “Sorry, I'm exhausted
and | don't quite know what I'm saying. I'm in aotel room in Blooming Prairie, lowa.
I’'m walking the Old Lincoln Highway, remember?”

“Harold, what are you talking about? Why did yask me about Hillary?”

“I've been thinking about politics a lot recenthnd | got confused.”
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Jeffrey seemed to absorb this odd explanatiomoKl.I'm so sorry about what
happened between me and Susan. It was a temjide.|But | swear it was no more than
that, and it won’t ever happen again. Can youif@ge?”

Harold thought for a moment. Jeffrey had confidmédhat he had long suspected.

“What about the previous January? When | wasdgigvith my knee injury?

Did you have sex with her that night too?”

“No. Came closed but we just talked. Mostly abgu. | suggested that you go
into therapy. There’s a guy | know in lowa CitygdiSey Horowitz. An old lefty from the
Bay Area who became a shrink and took a teachisdipo at the University of lowa. |
thought you should go see him. He’s good. | méais not great, and he puts far too
much emphasis on the behavioral side of thingshbistnot bad. Anyway, it was just
that one time. And it will never happen agairswear it. We have to get beyond this,
Harold.”

Harold didn’t respond.

“Can you forgive me? More important, can you feegbusan? I've often thought
the moment of forgiveness is paradigmatically hunkzsau forgives Jacob, and the
world begins anew.”

“It's okay, Jeffrey. | haven’'t been much of a hasd for the last few years. |
have no basis for complaint.”

“So you can work through this and move forward?”

“Yes. | can.”

“Good boy. I'm proud of you, Harold.”
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They talked for a few more minutes, and the cosat®sn quickly turned away
from the painful subject of Jeffrey and Susan tmplaints about the declining sales of
The Meaning of RaceThe published had stopped promoting his and Rabk@astwood’s
book almost immediately after mediocre sales fodldwheir book tour.

“Someday, I'd like to write something of endurimglue. You know, a serious
work. Something more like one of your books.”

“My books? Who are you kidding? No one readsithé sell a few hundred to
libraries, and then they disappear.”

“Yes, but they're in the data-base of human celtuAnd they have some depth to
them. I've read them both, you know. Your Platd éechnology book is great Harold.
It really is. You touch on subjects that go to lieart of contemporary culture, and you
do it while discussing that dead old white Europeeate. It's ingenious.”

Harold was numb to Jeffrey’s praise. He wondevadther the knowledge that
his friend had slept with his wife had touched lyet.

“Listen, Jeffrey, I've got to get off the phonkpromised Susan and the kids I'd
call, and I'm tired.”

“Okay my friend. Are you sure you forgive me?whs a stupid, selfish lapse, but
it was only a moment, a Chi-hug gone bad. That'$ al

“l understand. And | do forgive you.”

“Thank you Harold. And Susan too?”

“And Susan too. Good-night Jeffrey.”
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Dressed only in a pair of loose fitting shortsyédd was lying on the bed in his
room at the Blooming Prairie Motel. After Erniechdropped him off, he had taken six
more ibuprofen, a long hot bath and gone to sléédmen he woke up, his heart was
beating furiously, and his stomach hurt. But afftevomited up a substance which
looked like coffee grounds, he felt much betters &{es were dry, and although they felt
gritty they were no longer burning. He showered had dinner at the restaurant a
couple of blocks away from the motel. When he medespaghetti and meatballs, and a
salad, he smiled slightly and was almost temptddytto find Silvia Russo’s telephone
number. But throughout the dinner the image ofr@gfGreenwald and Hillary Clinton
together in bed continually interrupted him. She keft him so abruptly on the Old
Linclon, and he wondered whether she had snucwittif Jeffrey. So he had called him
in California.

That his friend had slept with his wife saddenedditd, but he couldn’t muster a
bit of rage, and he knew he should be more upsetltle was. She had the right to betray
him, for he had long betrayed her. True, his lyairavas only in his thoughts and
fantasies, but it was no less real for that.

Harold felt a bolt of energy surge through hisyaddo less real What went on
inside his head was as real as what went on outsidehad fucked Hillary Clinton and
Judy Carlson so many many times. No wonder Susamel herself a little fling with
Jeffrey on the black leather couch in his livingma She deserved it.ex Talionis
True justice. They were even.

Believing this, he called home. Jenny answerad,adter listening to her

complain about her teacher for a couple of minudtesspoke with Caroline. Next was
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Susan. He told her everything had gone well, Ihatt he had gotten tired and so hitched a
ride for the last few miles to Blooming Prairie e tbld he that he had taken some
ibuprofen and was feeling much better as a reSWonderful,” is what she said. He
gave her the phone number of the motel room, akeldat® speak to Katie. His oldest
daughter was neither unfriendly nor communicative.

The obligations of family now completed, Haroldsaagain tempted to find
Silvia’s telephone number and call her. She wadsy afl, only a twenty minute drive
away. She’d be more than glad to come right ott.called directory assistance and
got her number, but couldn’t bring himself to dialHe was still deliberating whether to
call or not, when he heard a knock at the doorgé&iting to put on a shirt, he jumped off
the bed and nearly ran to the door in order to apeh was Silvia. She seemd unfazed
by the fact that he was half-naked.

“Glad to see me, right Harold?”

“What?”

“Nothing. Aren’t you going to invite me in.”

“Oh, right, sure. Come in. | mean it's only am@my motel room. “

Silvia, still dressed all in black, but with a bitmake-up on and her short hair
livened by a shower and some other sort of careetisshe looked nice. Without
hesitation she walked into the small shabby roard,sat down on its one chair. “So,
what'd you have for dinner? And what happened tar @yes?”

“Dinner? Spaghetti. Oh, and a salad.”

“Good boy! And your eyes?”
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“Sweat. They're a little irritated, that’s all,’ehsaid as he sat down on the edge of
his bed.

“They’re pretty swollen. But you're moving bettelrbrought you some
Akaustos. You know, the anti-inflammatory | waliing you about. ”

“That’'s okay. | already took some ibuprofen. Ayl were right, | do feel
better.”

“Of course | was right.” Her smile made her sdsgger.

“Oh, you in deep shit now Harold. This girl gonfrg your ass.”

“So what. My wife slept with my best friend.”

“Don’t do it, Harold. She’ll fuck you up. Sheasbloodsucker. Besides, I'm your
best friend, not Jeffrey.”

When Harold looked at her, he thought he saw KiatpdSilvia was awfully thin,
her body must be frail. She looked like she needrdgishment. But she was lively and
confident. What, he wondered, could be the harm?

“How’d you find me Silvia?”

She laughed. “ You told me you were going to Bhag Prairie. There’s only
one motel in town. The old scientific method. i#lé bit of inferential reasoning and
here | am.”

“Yes, here you are.”

“l was worried about you. You didn’t look so goadlunch.”

“I'm sorry.”

“Sorry about what?”

Harold didn’'t know what the answer to that one was
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“So?”

“So?”

“What are we going to do?”

“Do?”

“Do. You and me. A couple of New Yorkers stuckSiberia.”

“I'm not a New Yorker. | come from lowa.”

“But you lived in New York. And it touched yowymewhere deep inside. When
you told me you loved your time in New York youresynearly misted up. You know
what they say: the truest New Yorker is somedteyou, from far away, who gets a
taste of the Apple and then realizes there’s noavktse on earth to live. You can'’t get it
out of your head, can you?”

“No, | can’'t. But that was an interlude in myelif Ibelonghere. In Siberia.”

“Baloney.”

“But I've lived here for a long time. My fathend my grandfather lived here.”

“But you don’t belong here, Harold. | can tell tladdout you. You're so
uncomfortable. And you’re taking a long walk.hirtk you're trying to escape. And I'm
here to help you do that. We can escape togethlequit my job and I'll drive you back
to New York.”

Harold was stunned. Silvia was flesh and bjoad a fantasy. And she was
willing to drive. What would it feel like in hehin, commanding arms? Harold had slept
with no one but Susan for so long. Still, everutifo she was right in front of him, he

could not imagine touching Silvia Russo. She staodrom her chair, and sat down next
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to him on the bed. For nearely a minute, she twdked at him. And then she began to
stroke him, first his cheek, then lightly his hair.

“You have such nice, soft hair,” she said.

“It's blonde,” he replied, his mouth feeling dry.

She kissed him on the lips, first gently and thetta touch of urgency. She put
her small hand on his shoulder and with a surggiamount of force pushed him down to
the bed. With both arms around him, she kissedhard, and for the first time he began
to respond. He closed his eyes, and when he wadpipeself around her she felt like a
child in his arms. But her intensity and commandhef situation were unmistakable.
This was for real, Harold thought, and when shehguthand under his shorts he gave in
to his building excitement. He reached under het and was delighted to touch her
small cheerful breasts. When he did so she alyrapflarated herself from him in order
to take her shirt off, and he quickly did the samehis shorts. When she had taken off
her pants, they paused to gaze at each other.IdHaas able to meet her determined
eyes for barely a second, and then he reached puilther back down to the bed. He
clasped her tightly, buried his face in her neck] began to caress her thin back. At first
he tried to soften his real desire, and so hishtauas mild, but he dropped the pretense
quickly, and put his hand between her thighs. i&ibffered no pretense whatsoever and
reached down to him as soon as he had touchedrhen she put both her hands on his
ass and invited him on top of her. Harold eagadgepted.

Inside Silvia Russo he was lost. Her warmth cajgkinien, and he was ready to
move with her, but he wanted to try again to loek in the eye, and so he hesitated.

Instead of the thrust they both wanted he lifteddelf above her, almost as if he were
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doing a push-up. He did look at her, but this tshe had no interest in meeting his gaze,
and she pulled him back down to her.

Harold began. But as soon as he did, he was fidiskardly a thrust at all. He
froze with shame, and fell silent and still. Aftezarly a minute he said, “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it. We have plenty of time poactice. After all, there’s not
much else to do, is there?”

Just then the phone rang.

“Daddy?”

“Jenny?”

When he uttered her name, Silvia got up from & to go the bathroom. But
she left the door open, so that she could heayeaverd of Harold’s conversation.

“Is everything all right?”

“Daddy! Caroline’s being mean to me. She woettrhe play with her dolls.
She told me to get out of her room! | want toyphath her, Daddy!”

“Jenny, why did you call me?”

“Because Caroline’s being mean. And Mommy toldtmeShe said you were all
alone in a motel and that you were lonely. Are iamely, Daddy? Do you miss us?”

“Yes, of course | miss you. Look, why don’'t yaskeKatie if she’ll play with
you?”

“Katie’s always doing homework. And she doesn&rwant to play with me.”

“Well, why don’t you play with the dolls inside yoown room? You could play

hospital. You can be the doctmmdthe nurse. In fact, you can be the presidertef t
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whole hospital. That way you can tell everybody ttado. And you can save the lives
of all your dollies.”

“The President? Like Bill Clinton?”

“Yes. Yes, just like Bill Clinton.”

“But then | can’t be the president because I'nmirg’g

“But what about Hillary Clinton?”

“She’s not the president.”

“I know, but she’s in charge of a lot of stuff.né | think she’s going to be
president some day. | hope so, anyway. So itahebe president of the country, you
can be president of the hospital.”

“Okay, Daddy, I'll try. I'll be the president.”

“Good girl. Honey, I'm going to go to sleep na8o I'll just say good-night.”

“Good-night Daddy. Mommy says the weather is gambge beautiful
tomorrow.”

“I'm a lucky man. Good-night sweetie.”

“So much for the fling, right Harold?” Silvia ast, still holding a towel.

“I'm afraid so, Silvia. I'm not really the sort gfuy who has a fling.”

Silvia laughed. “That’s obvious, pal. No offenskrold, but you're kind of a
schmuck. Cute, but a schmuck. You don’'t haveaia elhat you want. | don't believe a
word you've told me about this walk of yours.”

“You shouldn’t believe anything | say, Silvia,” Baid as he was putting his

shorts back on. “ I'm what’s known as an ironiktke my hero, Socrates.”
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She laughed again, and then began to get dreSged:re running away, that’'s
what | think. You've probably been in a witnesstection program in lowa, and
someone’s blown your cover. They're on to you after ou, aren’t they Harold?”

“Yes, they are, Silvia.”

“You sure you don’t want a ride. | can take apewf days off from work, and
drive you to the Mississippi River. Get you acrtss border at least. Don’t worry, |
won’t pounce on you again.”

“I liked the pouncing part. Alot. | wish | weeble to go through with it. You're
a fabulous woman, Silvia.”

“I know. And I'm going to seed here in Siberibwant to go back to New York.”

“You want to go back to Central Park West, doouy”

She nodded, and closed her eyes.

“Is it the kid you miss, or the man?”

“Both.”

“Do you miss them a lot?”

“Alot,” she said. And then she began to weepirstt slowly and almost
imperceptibly, but then with more force. Then bheied her face into her hands, and
began to sob heavily, her thin shoulders heaving.

Harold was finally back in familiar territory: ssmbbing little female who needed
comfort. He put his arms around Silvia Russo, gaee her a firm, sexless, hug. A Chi-
hug, he chuckled to himself. “I'm sorry, Silvianl so sorry,” he said as he stroked her

hair. She let herself be embraced.
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“Silvia, you're a wonderful woman. It'll be okayNew York’s a big place.
You'll find someone else.”

She smiled through her tears. “You think?”

“I do. You'll find a nice scientist to live witlgnd spend the rest of your life doing
experiments. You'll have a laboratory in your braset.”

“New Yorkers don’'t have basements.”

“Well, you'll have your own lab. Somewhere. And evtever you eat some corn,
you’ll think of lowa, and your year here. And ybuéel affection for this strange
interlude in your life. Because it's going to hgal, and you're going to be stronger
when you get back to New York. lowa can do that) know. The flatness brings us all
down to earth, and then we’re forced to build olwessback up. And once you know
you can do that, nothing will ever faze you again.”

“Nothing?”

“Well, nothing small.”

“What are you talking about, Harold?”

“I'm talking about lowa. You're going to be okaSilvia.”

“You think?”

“It's like a dark hole now. But it will be filled.

“But it hurts so much.” And she began to crgiag But she stopped herself
abruptly and said, “and you won't fill that holeilivyou?”

“I can’t. I'm from lowa, and in lowa we don’t dbat sort of thing.”

“Yeah, right.”

“l just can’t. I'm not made that way. I'd destrayyself if | did.”
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“And you don’t want to do that?”

“No. Besides, my grandfather would hate me fondat.”

“The grandfather who build the road?”

“Yes, that's the one.”

She emitted a small laugh.

“Want to go to the diner and get something to €&t get fries, and I'll get a
salad? What do you say?”

“Okay,” she said. “Good plan.”
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Epilogue
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It was a Wednesday, and Harold was in the midtilesoswim. The first 30
minutes or so had been consumed by thoughts oCBiiton. In early September, just a
couple of weeks ago, Kenneth Starr, a resenttld lihan, had delivered his report to the
House of Representatives. When Gary Bishop found the Internet, he printed a copy
and put it into Harold’s mailbox.

According to Ms. Lewinsky, she and the President
had ten sexual encounters, eight while she worked
at the White House and two thereatfter...

During many of their sexual encounters, the
President stood leaning against the doorway of the
bathroom across from the study, which, he told Ms.
Lewinsky, eased his sore back...

According to Ms. Lewinsky, she performed oral sex
on the President on nine occasions. On all nine

of those occasions, the President fondled and
kissed her bare breasts. He touched her genitals,
both through her underwear and directly, bringing
her to orgasm on two occasions...

“Jeez, what a schmuckHarold thought, as he awkwardly churned through the
water.”| never had sex with that woman.” That's whattioéd us, and | believed him.
How could I not? | mean, how hard is it to residtlow-job from a dopey young woman
with big tits?”

“Maybe he was telling the truth after all. Mayisnat he did doesn’t even count
as real sex. They didn’t go all the way, did thdyhean, | never really had sex with
Silvia Russo, did I? | suppose you could say wellitit wasn't the real thing. So it
didn’t really count. Or did it?”

This question propelled Harold, a man capablestidgphonest with himself,

through a good four or five laps.
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As usual, he had swum the first two laps as fasteacould. Because he was a
poor swimmer, this wasn’t very fast, but his goalwt to make time, but simply to
dispel the initial discomfort he always felt upamntering the warm water of the highly
chlorinated pool. With the first laps behind hine, had settled into his slow, methodical
pace and soon had become fully absorbed by, andhexly oblivious to, the rhythm of
his exercise. Two strokes, his head up to thetleti strokes his head up to the left...for
a mile. As always, the success of his swim woddneasured by the extent to which his
movements became automatic.

Harold swum every Monday, Wednesday, and Fridayah in the IIT
recreational center. It took him about an houe kdew his kick was almost totally
ineffectual, and that his thick legs dragging bdiim slowed him down. He
occasionally wondered where his arms were actsalbposed to be when they were
underwater, and if there was anything he couldodmprove his slow-motion turn at the
wall. As a result, he had been tempted once aetto get some lessons to improve his
stroke. But as long as he was able to move withmetruption or pain for an hour, he
was content with what he could do. Unlike withHKegtball, where pain had been both the
cost and the affirmation of exertion, when he faig@id swimming his body always felt
solid and relaxed. Nothing hurt, and the work bd Hone felt distributed throughout his
entire body, not just concentrated in his legslamer back. The chlorine sometimes
made him feel slightly nauseated, but this was allgonice to pay.

His sciatica was gone. Every once in a while heidt his back with a wayward
motion, and then feel painfully tight for a coupliedays, but if he was careful that

discomfort would soon disappear. As each yeargohsee put on a little more weight,
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but this no longer troubled him, and he no longeked at himself in the mirror quite as
often.

Harold was furious that the Republicans were tryodestroy Bill Clinton, even
though he agreed that the president deserved fier sHis sins were personal, not
political, and his lies paled in comparison to Nioor Reagan’s. Kenneth Starr's
bloodlust was transparent. Clinton had done thireghimself obviously wanted to do,
but couldn’t, and so he wanted the President imtpehdt now looked like he might
actually succeed. How many of these holy-rollepitdicans, Harold wondered, had
dirty little secrets of their own?

And how had Hillary endured this vicious nonsense?

It wasn’t as if Harold was still thinking about Hity Clinton-- at least not all the
time-- and when he did it was usually becausedukjiist read a story about her in the
newspaper. After all, hadn’t she deserted himhan blindingly sunny day on the Old
Lincoln Highway? She had never returned, but Hhdadin’'t miss her. When he
returned to Centerville, after his long walk, heeth his health care reform plan into the
recycling bin. He did keep the file of his manugton a floppy disk buried deep in his
desk. Perhaps one day he could use it as material.

The country was sleep-walking through a state phevua. The economy was
flying through the roof, the Internet promised ¢évalutionize the world, and even the
occasional article about Islamic fundamentalist&fighanistan, who might some day
acquire biological or chemical weapons, didn't seertiouble anyone. The only topic of
animated conversation, besides Clinton’s sexdéemed to be the stock market and real

estate prices. Technocratic entrepeneurs andrmilie computer jocks were poised to
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rule the world. Even Harold’s friends, Gary Bisheopl Mike Comstock, had joined
together to make a pile of dough. Their small conyp&logtech, sold pharmaceuticals to
hog farmers over the Internet. They could orderghing from Gary'’s favorite, his

very first anti-depressant, Propig, to Epithumis,dppetite stimulant. As soon as the
start-up money began to pour in, Gary had boudituse in the new development that
had been built on Centerville’'s west side. A fewndields had been plowed under,
foundations poured, and 5 bedroom, 3 garage hoes#sexi to sprout like giant ugly
mushrooms. Harold’s neighborhood seemed shablopimparison and soon, most
people predicted, all that would be left in it wblde humanities professors and student
rentals.

Susan had once suggested that they move. Sheowethe Chair of her
department, and seemed a likely candidate to rephaccurrent Dean. Because she was
smart, efficient, fair, modest, and expert with garter technology, she was a natural
administrator. But she quickly dropped the ideanolving when she got a good look at
Gary Bishop’s McMansion. She was still fond of b&t house, especially its large back
yard and garden, and of the trees on her stregtshg still occasionally mentioned how
shabby their place had become.

After returning from his walk, Harold and Susamiarriage had entered a new
chapter. It turned out that, much to his surpieehad been telling her the truth the
whole time. He had walked only in order to takdarsvacation, and he had gone only
as far as the Mississippi River, which he had neven crossed. And he had done so
cautiously, sometimes spending a whole day in @&hpast to read and rest. He had

taken plenty of ibuprofen, hitched a few rides whenwas particularly tired, and at the
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first inkling of pain, even if he had covered oalgouple of miles, had quit immediately.
He took a bus back to Centerville from Clinton, &wTlhe walk had taken two weeks,
and he was tan-- or as tan as a fair-skinned lat&wedish descent could get-- and
had lost five pounds while on the road. Just alsdtepromised, the days away from his
family had refreshed him after all.

After he and Silvia had their farewell snack téget- she a plate of greasy
french fries, he the salad-- he had taken two ninerofen and had gone right to sleep.
The next morning, he awoke, alone in a cheap moteh in Blooming Prairie, lowa,
with a clear understanding. He had been givendiesito play—father, husband,
professor, son, friend-- and it was his job tdfqen them well. Each brought with it a
set of responsibilities, and these he was willmghoulder. In fact, he realized, he had
no choice. As he had told Silvia Russo, that wasthe way he was made.

Now, four years after returning from his walk, foeming these duties had
become second nature to him. Because he was swgnnot playing ball, he no longer
had to drag his aching and exhausted body to dasswhen he stood in front of the
podium, he was glad to be on his feet. His teachad become nearly effortless, for he
had essentially memorized all the material he taygar after year, and he no longer
prepared a single note for any of his classes.hBwias neither demoralized by this fact,
nor embarrassed by how perilously close he wastt@btly deserving the title
“deadwood.” He enjoyed sharing his thoughts witldents, however uninterested they
were in what he had to say, and how uninterestegldsaen them. Because his books
were so thoroughly underlined and scribbled inhalhad to do was open them up and he

would be cued what to say.
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Even grading didn’t depress him any longer. Mifghe papers were stunningly
similar, but becoming a mindless judgment machida’tbother him. He had
developed what Kent Pederson called “eidetic irdnjt the ability to scan a paper and
take it in as a whole with a single glace, so tlmat grading could induce a pleasant
trance-like state. Harold, of course, retainedughaalertness to recognize the rare paper
of real quality, and to shift gears and actualggr@and comment on that one. He
performed his teaching and administrative dutiesmdously, and with a calm and

cheerful demeanor.

He was more than half-way through his swim, whetoay-line started to bubble
through his brain. It was about a young Engligttber and basketball coach from a
small town in lowa who was able to inspire his ggrigrm-boy players to perform far
beyong their abilities. His teams were regularlgtiict Champions, and once had even
won their division in the State Tournament. Hiscass was so extraordinary that he was
hired as an assistant at the University of lowd, iara few years he had become the
Head Coach. At the college level he was workintpwiack kids from Detroit, Flint,
East St. Louis, Chicago. And, to the surpriséhefintercollegiate athletic world, he had
excelled. There was something in his lowa self #lawed him to relate well to the
young black kids from the cities.

Harold had already written this one up. When las done with the first draft, he
could see that his novel didn’t have much of a,@othe tried to juice it up with some
sex and violence. He had one of his best plageskinny kid whose nickname was G,

have an affair with his white history professoycang woman named Ellen Birnbaum.
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After a particularly heartbreaking loss to the Unsity of Minnesota, the affair was
exposed in the local newspaper, and there hadtbaduie in lowa City. G and some
other black players had gotten into a fight witimgodrunken frat boys, but the coach
saved the day by making an impassioned speech edmak harmony to the growing
mob of enraged students.

It was a terrible book, and of that Harold was @wvaBut the thing did have a
beginning, a middle and an end, and, even thougdhrbe it out as soon as he had
completed the second draft, he was pleased with nhnbhad accomplished.

Harold never told Susan that he had abandoneaasadcholarship, and was
spending his many hours in his office writing stsri In fact, he told no one, and this
pleased him all the more.

His next attempt was a political thriller that tiereed the first female President of
the United States. She was single-handedly refaggitie American medical system and
moving the country towards a national health sermodelled on the Canadian system.
This time the bad guys were the doctors and thenpd@eutical company executives who
conspired to assassinate the President and takeh@vgovernment.

Harold hadn’t gotten very far with this novel.was ludicrous, and he lost
interest.

Towards the end of his swim, on a Wednesday en3&ptember, 1998, Harold
started to think about his latest idea for a novkls time, it would be a detective story.
Ben Kaplan, the hero, would be a former philosopiayor at Columbia who had dropped
out, joined the Marines, served in Vietnam, andmretd to become a homicide detective

in New York. He would be divorced and completetyranged from his wife and two
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sons. His life and loyalty would belong to the deaad fighting for their justice would
become his single, consuming passion.

Again, there would be bad guys, and again Harolgured up images of tall
pharmaceutical executives who wore expensive siiite murder victim was going to be
a young scientist named Brian Goldman, who waderverge of a major breakthrough.
His drug, Eudaimonia, was far better at generaisgnse of well-being than Prozac,
Zoloft and all the others on the market. The steoyld open with Brian found dead on
the street, and the prime suspect would be a dngadti-pharmaceutical activist named
Ray Ngyuen, a Vietnamese immigrant who was a paggachampion of natural healing
and Buddhist medicine. As he now conceived th&kpBen and his partner Neal
Simpson, a young black detective, would begin timeiestigation convinced that Ray
was their man. But this would turn out to be adafsil, for the real murderer would be
Brian’s wife Fern, whose reason for killing her hasd had nothing to do with drugs,
and everything to do with her own demons. The baould allow him to explore his
many questions about America’s ever-increasing rlggr@ce on drugs, and to present an
object lesson in problem solving. We often go nvastng when we think we’re most
right.

An idea popped into his mind: maybe Neal Simpswukl become attracted to,
perhaps even obsessed by, the widow Fern. He wouidderstand his own feelings for
this silent, brooding woman, and he was hauntelddnyhollow eyes. Harold liked this
idea and so the pace of his swimming picked uplig

The reason why a detective story appealed to Havak that during the last three

years he and Susan had become devotees of a TV 4Homicide: Life on the Street.”
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Even though they had always told themselves thayidwi, they had finally purchased a
TV for their bedroom, and so they could watch wihaly wanted when the girls were in
the TV room. They loved “Homicide,” which featurtee relentless, brilliant, lapsed
Catholic, Detective Frank Pembleton. Partnered thighwell-meaning but rather needy
Tim Bayliss, Frank was a compelling, nearly Shakaspan figure. Tim worshipped
him, as did Harold and Susan. His bald head glegnhie’d interrogate his suspects with
a subtle force that was impossible to withstandsa® and Harold would often gossip
about Frank and Tim, about Meldrick Lewis and Cep@iafolo, as if they were
neighbors.

There was another reason there was now a T\kintedroom, and this had to
do with Jeffrey. He had felt so guity about higda with Susan-- a fact which Harold
never revealed to his wife that he knew-- thah&e begun calling once or twice a week.
Usually, he offered various forms of spiritual ambjiwhich Harold ignored. He had
made one suggestion, however, that Harold hadvwelib that he and Susan start
smoking pot together. Jeffrey thought this mightivenate their sex life and their
marriage. When Harold seemed interested, Jeffaeyskent him some pot in the mail. It
was carefully stashed in the middle of a bag ofnoigtea called Avidiyuama. Within
weeks he and Susan had developed a pattern: theykle on Friday nights and then go
to bed together. It turned out that, rather ssmgly, Jeffrey was right; the drug woke
both of them up, and allowed them to concentrattheririction of their bodies. Once a
week, they rolled around in bed like youngstersraga

When Harold told his friend how successful thesprgtion had been, and

described to him their Friday night ritual, Jefftegd laughed in delight: they were
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frolicking at the same time he wdaveningn Schulon Shabbat. Following their
friend’s lead, Harold and Susan begain to refehéar Friday night sessions as
“Shabbat.” They stopped cooking for their kidsg &t them order out for pizza, which
they could eat in the TV room, and they didn’t deg after them. Regardless of how
cold it was, they'd sneak into their backyard, havew puffs-- for they never overdid
it-- and return to their closed bedroom. It wasiider to provide a plausible cover for
their retreat into the bedroom that they had oatjynpurchased the TV, which they
claimed to watch on Friday nights. But, stonedyttvatched no more. When their stash
ran low Jeffrey would send them some more.

Harold wasn’t sure if he had fantasies when heaevage to Susan. Occasionally,
he’d see Silvia Russo flickering before him. Oaoaslly, Susan seemed to him like a
skinny black girl, and once or twice he did calt fray S B G,” a phrase she didn’t
understand but at which she laughed. But morendftan not she whom he was touching
was no other than his strong, blonde, fair-mindeda-bred wife.

Just as she had said she would, Silvia had retumieéw York in June of 1994,
and soon afterwards had started emailing Harolteyhad become fast electronic
friends. After a year in the city she had, jushasad predicted in Blooming Prairie, met
a nice man named John Kaplan. He was a lawyeg soientist, but they seemed to get
along extremely well. She had taken a positiomgloesearch for a genetic engineering
firm called “Appletec,” and had her first child August of 1997. Harold thought she
might name her son after him, but instead shedaiil® Antony. She had, however, sent

him a family picture.
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Thinking of the picture of Silvia, John and Antdorpught a smile to Harold’s
chlorine drenched lips. As a result, he swallowaddt of water, and had to pause to clear
his throat at the wall. He could tell that the\wealder woman hovering above him was
hoping that he was finished so that she could tfa&éane to herself. He resisted the
temptation to leave the pool so that she could ket she wanted, and instead gestured

that she was welcome to join him. She smiled nbotithed a “no thanks.”

Jenny was 11 and precocious. Her test scoresoffetee charts, and she was
teaching herself French so that she could meegdedrof becoming trilingual. She still
had a terrible temper, and often made their livéfgdlt. She had no real friends among
her school-mates, for she tried to dominate thémHr relationship to Caroline was
turbulent, for her older sister was a steady 14 g&hwho was sprouting her social
wings in middle school. Jenny couldn’t understamat Caroline was no longer interested
in, or even capable of, playing the imagination gam restaurant, department strore,
orphan-- that they had enjoyed together just ayears earlier.

“It's not you, Jenny,” Harold had explained to neainy times. “It's not that
Caroline doesn’t want to play with you. Sten’t play with you, or with anyone else
anymore. She’s a teenager, and teenagers arercedagith reality. You're a little
younger, and you can still live inside your imagioa.”

“I want her to play with me.”

“She can’t,” was all that Harold could say, for Glare had indeed taken the turn
towards reality, and she now cared far more abdatt \Wwer friends thought, and wore,

than about her little sister’s silly fantasies. eBthough she was intelligent enough to
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understand Harold’s patient explanation of thisngfgain Caroline, Jenny would not
accept reality. More often than he’d cared to adshie was a bundle of rage.

Katie was a senior in high-school. Her acne hattkg worse, but she seemed
resigned to it. She had a small group of closnfts she had known since elementary
school, and they were devoted to each other. igatit student who was unwilling to
accept even an A- in one of her classes, she setentedgravitating towards the
sciences, for like all of the females in his howes was not much of a reader. Harold
doubted that she’d push herself very far in biologghemistry, and suspected that she’'d
end up in psychology or economics. She had het keaon going to either Carleton in
Minnesota or Grinnell in lowa. Both would get laavay, but not too far away, from
home, and her parents were willing to foot thaduibill.

Harold was nearing the end of his afternoon’s svend he decided to push a
little harder than usual. He was feeling good, hadvanted to see what he had left. So
he began to swim faster. When he began to doeserhembered that he was going to
Alan White’s house again that evening for the Biitledy group. He had been doing this
for the past year. He still didn’'t attend churahd the thought of praying or being saved
held no attraction for him whatsoever. But Alarsvga patient, so resistant to excess,
and so intelligent in his careful reading of théIBithat he set the tone for the entire
group, and it had become, at least in Harold’s ayese of a book group than a religious
observance. Tonight they'd be reading the Sernmotihhe Mount. Harold did not hold
the group in contempt, even though he wonderedivehéte should. But there was no
denying the attraction of a group of decent, midgejed men—for the entire group was

men-- reading and talking together over decafephabffee and cookies.
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He was moving well, his shoulders felt powerfuldam each stroke he tried to
imagine a string attached to his elbow which, Bkearionette, was pulled straight
upwards. He stretched his arms as far in fromimofas they would go, cupped his hands
when they re-entered the pool, and tried to pudleweard as his arms were returning to
his torso. When his head tilted to the left, hedrio raise it as little as possible, and so he
felt himself being propelled through the water iway that suggested he might be
graceful. As usual, however, he had no idea iivhe swimming with anything
resembling proper form, but he didn’t care. He weawing, his heart was beating, the
bubbles pouring out of his mouth and nose were artoshis ears.

On the penultimate lap, while raising his arm fat@ke, Harold felt a sharp pain
in his left shoulder that radiated all the way dawihis eloow. He had had small spasms
of shoulder pain before, but nothing like this. \W&s tempted for a moment to try to
work through it, and to complete the task of swimgnéxactly a mile. If he switched to a
breast-stroke, he reasoned, he would surely betable it. But he caught himself,
realized he was thinking in terms that were deatlamied, and decided to stop
swimming immediately. As he walked through theavdtack to the wall, his arm hung
limply at his side. When he stretched it abovehl@iad he once again felt a powerful,
negating stab. He had no idea what the pain mé2uthe knew, of course, that it meant

something.
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