1983: Gobless us every one.

BLIND
WILLIE



6:15AM.

He wakes to musc, dways to musc; the shrill beep-beep-beep of the clockradio's dam is
too much for his mind to cope with during those fird blurry moments of the day. It sounds
like a dump truck backing up. The radio is bad enough a this time of year, though; the easy-
ligening sation he keegps the dock-radio tuned to is wdlto-wdl Chrigmes carols and this
morning he wakes up to one of the two or three on his Mot Hated Lig, something full of
bresthy voices and phony wonder. The Hare Krishna Chorde or the Andy Williams Singers
or some such. Do you hear what | hear, the bresthy voices sing as he dts up in bed, blinking
groggily, hair sicking out in every direction. Do you see what | see, they sng as he swings
his legs out, grimaces his way across the cold floor to the radio, and bangs the button that
turns it off. When he turns around, Sharon has assumed her customary defensive posture -
pillow folded over her head, nothing showing but the creamy curve of one shoulder, a lacy
nightgown strgp, and afluff of blond hair.

He goes into the bathroom, doses the door, dips off the pgama bottoms he degps in, drops
them into the hamper, clicks on his dectric razor. As he runs it over his face he thinks, Why
not run through the rest of the sensory catalogue while you're at it, boys? Do you smell what
| smell, do you taste what | taste, do you feel what | feel, | mean, hey, go for it.

'Humbug,' he says as he turns on the shower. "All humbug.'

o |

Twenty minutes later, while he's dressing (the dark gray suit from Paul Stuart this morning,
plus his favorite Sulka tie), Sharon wakes up a little Not enough for him to fully understand
whet shestdling him, though.

‘Come again? he asks. 'l got eggnog, but the rest was just ugga-wugga.'

| asked if youd pick up two quarts of eggnog on your way home,' she says. 'Weve got the
Aliens and the Dubrays coming over tonight, remember?

‘Chrigmas’ he says, checking his har carefully in the mirror. He no longer looks like the
gaing, bewildered man who gts up in bed to the sound of mudc five mornings a week -
sometimes Sx. Now he looks like dl the other people who will ride into New York with him
on the sevenforty, and thet is just what he wants.

'What about Christmas? she asks with adegpy amile. 'Hunbug, right?

‘Right,’ he agrees.

'If you remember, get some cinnamon, too—"'

‘Okay.'

‘—but if you forget the eggnog, I'll daughter you, Bill.'

T'll remember.’

'l know. Y ou're very dependable. Look nice, too."

‘Thanks!'

She flops back down, then props hersdf up on one dbow as he mekes a find minute
adjusment to the tie, which is a dark blue. He has never worn a red tie in his life, and hopes
he can go to his grave untouched by that particular virus 'l got the tinsd you wanted,’ she
sys.

‘Mmmm?

Thetinsdl, she says. 'It's on the kitchen table!'

'Oh." Now he remembers. "Thanks'



'Sure’ She's back down and dready darting to drift off again. He doen't envy the fact that
she can qay in bed until nine — hdl, until deven, if she wats — but he envies that ability of
hers to wake up, tak, then drift off again. He had tha when he was in the bush — most guys
dd — but the bush was a long time ago. In country was wha the new guys and the
correspondents dways sad; if youd been there awhile it was jus the bush, or sometimes the
green.

In the green, yesh.

She says something else, but now she's back to uggawugga He knows what it is just the
same, though: have a good day, hon.

"Thanks,' he says, kissng her cheek. 'l will.'

'Look very nice she mumbles again, dthough her eyes are dlosed. ‘Love you, Bill

‘Love you, too," he says and goes out.

o |

His briefcase — Mak Cross, not quite top-of-the-line but dose — is ganding in the front
hal, by the coat tree where his topcoat (from Tager's, on Madison) hangs. He snags the case
on his way by and takes it into the kitchen. The coffee is dl made — God bless Mr Coffee —
and he pours himsdf a cup. He opens the briefcase, which is entirdy empty, and picks up the
bl of tinsd on the kitchen table. He holds it up for a moment, watching the way it sparkles
under the light of the kitchen fluorescents, then putsit in his briefcase.

‘Do you hear what | hear,' he saysto no one a dl and snaps the briefcase shut.

815AM.

Outsde the dirty window to his Ieft, he can see the city drawing doser. The grime on the
glass mekes it look like some filthy, gargantuan ruin — dead Atlantis maybe, just heaved
back to the surface to glare a the gray sky. The day's got a load of snow caught in its throdt,
but that doesnt worry him much; it is just eight days until Chrigmas, and business will be
good.

The trancar reks of morning coffee, morning deodorant, morning aftershave, morning
pefume, and morning somachs. There is a tie in dmost every seat — even some of the
women wear them these days. The faces have that puffy eight o'dock look, the eyes both
intropective and defensdess, the converstions hdf-hearted. This is the hour a which even
people who dont drink look hungover. Mot folks just dick to their newspgpers Why not?
Reagan is king of America, socks and bonds have turned to gold, the death pendty is back in
vogue Lifeisgood.

He himsdf has the Times crossword open in front of him, and dthough hess filled in a few
quares, it's modly a defendve messure. He doent like to tak to people on the train, doesnt
like loose conversdion of any sort, and the lagt thing in the world he wants is a commuter
buddy. When he darts seeing the same faces in any given car, when people sat to nod to
him or say 'How you doin today? as they go to their seats he changes cars. It's not that hard
to reman unknown, jus another commuter from suburban Connecticut, a man conspicuous
only in his adamant refusd to wear a red tie Maybe he was once a parochiakschool boy,
maybe once he hdd a weeping little girl while one of his friends struck her repeatedly with a
bassbdl bat, and maybe he once spent time in the green. Nobody on the train has to know
these things. That's the good thing about trains.

'All ready for Chrismas? the man in the aide seat askshim.



He looks up, dmogt frowning, then decides it's not a subgantive remark, only the sort of
empty time-passr some people seem to fed compeled to make. The man beside him is fat
and will undoubtedly gtink by noon no matter how much Speed Stick he used this morning . .
. but he's hardly even looking a Bill, so that's dl right.

'Yes, well, you know," he says, looking down a the briefcase betwean his shoes — the
briefcase that containsaball of tinsd and nothing d<e. 'I'm getting in the spirit, little by little!

840AM.

He comes out of Grand Centrd with a thousand other topcoated men and women, mid-leve
executives for the most pat, desk gerbils who will be running full tilt on ther exerdse
wheds by noon. He sands 4ill for a moment, bresthing deep of the cold gray ar. Lexington
Avenue is dressed in its Chrigmeas lights, and a little distance away a Santa Claus who looks
Puerto Rican is ringing a bdl. Hes got a pot for contributions with an easd set up beside it.
HELP THE HOMELESS THIS CHRISTMAS the dgn on the easd says, and the man in the blue tie
thinks How about a little truth in advertising, Santa? How about a sign that says HELP ME
SUPPORT MY COKE HABIT THIS CHRISTMAS? Nevethdess he drops a couple of ddlar hills into
the pot as he waks past. He has a good feding about today. He's glad Sharon reminded him
of the tinld — he would have forgotten to bring it, probably; in the end he dways forgets
suff like thet, the grace notes.

..i..'

A wdk of ten minutes takes him to his building. Standing outside the door is a black youth,
maybe seventeen, wearing black jeans and a dirty red hooded swestshirt. He jives from foot
to foot, blowing puffs of steam out of his mouth, smiling frequently, showing a gold tooth. In
one hand he holds a partly crushed styrofoam coffee cup. Therés some change in it, which he
rattles congantly.

‘Spare a lil? he asks the passersby as they sream toward the revolving doors. 'Spare me a
lil, gr? Spare jug a lil, madam? Jug trying to get a spot of breffus. Thank you, gobless you,
merry Chrisgmeas. Spare alil, my man? Quarter, maybe? Thank you. Spare alil, maam?

As he passes, Bill drops anickd and two dimes into the young black man's cup.

Thank you, gr, gobless, merry Chrigmas'!

'You, too," he says.

The woman next to him frowns. 'Y ou shouldn't encourage them,’ she says.

He gives her a shrug and a smdll, shamefaced arile. 'It's hard for me to say no to anyone a
Chrigmeas' he tdls her.

He enters the lobby with a stream of others, sares briefly after the opinionated bitch as she
heeds for the newsstand, then goes to the devaors with ther old-fashioned floor dids and
their art deco numbers. Here saverd people nod to him, and he exchanges a few words with a
couple of them as they wat — it's not like the train, after dl, where you can change cars.
Flus, the building is an old one; the devators are dow and cranky.

'How's the wife, Bill? a scrawny, congtantly grinning man from the fifth floor asks.

‘Cardl'sfine!

'Kids?

‘Both good." He has no kids and his wifeés name isnt Caral. His wife is the former Sharon
Anne Dondhue, S Gabrid the Steadfast Secondary Parochid School, Class of 1964, but that's
something the scrawny, congtantly grinning man will never know.



‘Bet they can't wait for the big day,' the scravny maen says, his grin widening and becoming
omething ungpeskable. To Bill Shearman he looks like an editorid cartoonist’'s conception of
Degth, dl big eyes and huge tegth and dretched shiny kin. That grin makes him think of
Tam Bai, in the A Shau Vdley. Those guys from 2nd Batdion went in looking like the kings
of the world and came out looking like snged escapees from hel's haf acre. They came out
with those big eyes and huge teeth. They 4ill looked like thet in Dong Ha, where they dl got
kind of mixed together a few days laer. A lot of mixing-together went on in the bush A lot
of sheke-and-bake, too.

‘Absolutdly cant wait, he agrees 'but | think Sarah's getting kind of suspicious about the
guy inthered suit.' Hurry up, devator, he thinks, Jesus, save me from these stupidities.

Yeah, yeah, it happens' the scrawny man says. His grin fades for a moment, as if they
were discussing cancer ingtead of Santa. "How old's Sarah now?

‘Eight.'

'Seems like she was just born a year or two ago. Boy, the time sure flies when youre havin
fun, doemt it?

You can say that again,’ he says, fervently hoping the scrawvny man won't say it again. At
that moment one of the four devaors findly gasps open its doors and they herd themsdves
ingde.

'EI-.

Bill and the scravny man wak a little way down the fifth-floor hal together, and then the
sravny man dops in front of a sa of old-fashioned double doors with the words
CONSOLIDATED INSURANCE written on one frogtedglass pand and ADJUSTORS OF AMERICA On
the other. From behind these doors comes the muted dickety-click of keyboards and the
dightly louder sound of ringing phones.

'Have agood day, Bill.

‘You too.

The scravny men lets himsdf into his office, and for a moment Bill sees a big wreath hung
on the far d9de of the room. Also, the windows hawe been decorated with the kind of snow
that comesin aspray can. He shudders and thinks, God save us, every one.

9:05AM.

His office — one of two he kesps in this building — is a the far end of the hdl. The two
offices closest to it are dark and vecant, a dtuation that has held for the last Sx months and
one he likes jugt fine Printed on the frosted glass of his own office door are the words
WESTERN STATES LAND ANALYSIS There are three locks on the door: the one that was on it
when he moved into the building, plus two he has put on himsdf. He lets himsdf in, doses
the door, turns the bolt, then engages the police lock.

A desk gands in the center of the room, and it is duttered with papers, but none of them
mean anything; they are smply window dressng for the deaning service Every so often he
throws them al out and redigtributes a fresh batch. In the center of the desk is a telephone on
which he makes occasond random cdls so that the phone company wont regiser the line as
totdly inective. Last year he purchased a color copier, and it looks very busnesdike over in
its corner by the door to the offices little second room, but it has never been used.

‘Do you hear what | hear, do you smdl wha | sndl, do you tese what | tase/ he
murmurs, and crosses to the door leading to the second room. Insde are shelves stacked high



with more meaningless paper, two large file-cabings (there is a Wakman on top of one his
excuse on the few occasons when someone knocks on the locked door and gets no answer), a
chair, and a stepladder.

Bill takes the sepladder back to the main room and unfolds it to the left of the dek. He
puts his briefcase on top of it. Then he mounts the firs three steps of the ladder, reaches up
(the bottom hdf of his coa bels out and around his legs as he does), and carefully moves
adde one of the suspended ceiling panels.

Above is a dark area which cannot quite be cdled a utility space, dthough a few pipes and
wires do run through it. Therés no dust up here, a least not in this immediate area, and no
rodent droppings, either — he uses D-Con Mouse-Prufe once a month. He wants to keep his
clothes nice as he goes back and forth, of course, but that's not redly the important pat. The
important part § to regpect your work and your fidd. This he learned in the Army, during his
time in the green, and he sometimes thinks it is the second mog important thing he's ever
learned in his life. The mog important is thet only penance replaces confesson, and only
penance defines identity. This is a lesson he began leaning in 1960, when he was fourteen.
That was the last year he could go into the booth and say 'Bless me father for | have sinned
and then tdl everything.

Penance is important to him.

Gobless, he thinks there in the dde-amdling darkness of the utility space. Gobless you,
gobless me, gobless us every one.

Above this narow space (a ghodly, gentle wind hoots endlesdy through it, bringing a
anel of dus and the groan of the devatas) is the bottom of the sixth floor, and here is a
quare trgpdoor about thirty inches on a sde Bill inddled it himsdf; heés handy with tools,
which is one of the things Sharon gppreciates about him.

He flips the trgpdoor up, letting in muted light from above, then grabs his briefcase by the
handle. As he gticks his head into the space between floors, water rushes gudtily down the fat
bathroom conduit twenty or thirty feet north of his present podtion. An hour from now, when
the people in the building dart ther coffee bresks that sound will be as condant and as
rhythmic as waves bregking on a beach. Bill hardly notices this or any of the other interfloor
sounds; he'sused to them.

He dimbs carefully to the top of the stepladder, then boosts himsdf through into his sxth
floor office, leaving Bill down on Fve Up here he is Willie agan, jus a he was in high
school. Jugt as he was in Vietnam, where he was sometimes known as Basebdl Willie.

This upper office has a surdy workshop look, with coils and motors and vents stacked
neatly on metd shedves and what looks like a filter of some kind sguatting on one corner of
the dek. It is an office, however; there's a typewriter, a Dictaphone, an INJOUT basket full of
papers (dso window dressng, which he periodicdly rotates like a farmer rotating crops), and
file-cabinets. Lots of file-cabinets.

On one wdl is a Norman Rockwel painting of a family praying over Thanksgiving dinner.
Behind the dek is a framed dudio portrait of Willie in his firg lieutenant's uniform (taken in
Sagon shortly before he won his Siver Star for action a the Ste of the hdicopter crash
outsde of Dong Ha) and next to it is a blow-up of his honorable discharge, dso framed, the
name on the sheat is William Shearman, and here his decorations are duly noted. He saved
Sullivan's life on the tral outsde the Ville The dtaion accompanying the Slver Star says
90, the men who survived Dong Ha sad so, and more important than dther of those, Sulliven
sad . It's the firg thing he sad when they wound up in San Francisco together a the
hospitd known as the Pussy Pdace You saved my life, man. Willie stting on Sullivan's bed,
Willie with one am dill bandaged and sdve dl aound his eyes, but redly okay, yeah, he
was cruisin, it was Sullivan who had been badly hurt. That was the day the AP photographer
took ther picture, the photo that appeared in newspapers dl over the country . . . including



the Harwich Journal.

He took my hand, Willie thinks as he sands there in his sxthfloor office with Bill
Shearman now a floor down. Above the dudio portrait and his discharge is a poger from the
sixties. This item, not framed and dating to ydlow a the edges shows the pesce dgn.
Bdow it, in red, white, and blue, isthis punchline TRACK OF THE GREAT AMERICAN CHICKEN .

He took my hand, he thinks again. Yes Sullivan had done thet, and Willie had come within
an ace of legping to his feet and running back down the ward, screaming. He had been
pogtive that Sullivan would say | know what you did, you and your friends Doolin and
O'Meara, Did you think she wouldn't tell me?

Sullivan had sad nothing like that. What héd sad was, You saved ny life, man, from the
old home town and you saved my life. Shit, what are the odds? And we used to be so scared of
the boys from S Gabe's. When he sad that, Willie had known for sure that Sullivan had no
idea of wha Doolin, OMeara, and he had done to Caol Gerber. There was no rdief in
knowing he was safe however. None. And as he smiled and sgueezed SQullivan's hand, he hed
thought: You were right to be scared, Sully. You wereright to be.

Willie puts Bill's briefcase on the de, then lies down on his gomach. He pokes his head
and ams into the windy, oi-amdling darkness between floors and replaces the ceiling pand
of the fifth-floor office. It's locked up tight; he doesn't expect anyone anyway (he never does,
Western States Land Andyss has never had a single customer), but it's better to be safe.
Always safe, never sorry.

With his fifth-floor office sat to rights, Willie lowers the trapdoor in this one. Up here the
trgp is hidden by a smdl rug which is Super-glued to the wood, o it can go up and down
without too much flopping or diding around.

He gets to his fedt, dudts off his hands, then turns to the briefcase and opens it. He takes out
the bl of tinsd and puts it on top of the Dictaphone which stands on the desk.

'‘Good one,' he says, thinking again that Sharon can be a red peach when she sets her mind
to it .. and she often does. He reaches the briefcase and then begins to undress doing it
caefully and methodicdly, reversng the seps he took a  gx-thity, running the film
backward. He srips off everything, even his underdhorts and his black knee-high socks.
Naked, he hangs his topcoat, auit jacket, and shirt carefully in the dosst where only one other
item hangs — a heavy red jacket, not quite thick enough to be termed a parka Below it is a
boxlike thing, a litle too buky to be termed a briefcase. Willie puts his Mark Cross case next
to it, then places his dacks in the pants press, taking pains with the creese. The tie goes on the
rack screwed to the back of the cosst door, where it hangs dl by itsdf like a long blue
tongue.

He pads barefoot-naked across to one of the file-cabinet stacks. On top of it is an ashtray
embossed with a pissed-off-looking eagle and the words IF | DIE IN A COMBAT ZONE. In the
achiray are a par of dogtags on a chain. Willie dips the crain over his head, then dides out
the bottom drawer of the cabinet stack. Insde are underclothes. Neetly folded on top ae a
par of khaki boxer shorts. He dips them on. Next come white ahletic socks, followed by a
white cotton teeshirt — roundneck, not strappy. The shapes of his dogtags stand out againgt
it, @ do his biceps and quads. They arent as good as they were in A Shau and Dong Ha, but
they aren't bad for aguy who isclosing in on forty.

Now, before he finishes dressing, it istime for penance.

He goes to another stack of cabinets and rolls out the second drawer. He thumbs rapidly
through the bound ledgers there, passing those for lae 1982, then thumbing through those
from this year: January-April, May-dune, July, August (he dways feds compeled to write
more in the summer), September-October, and a lagt the current volume November-
December. He dts a his desk, opens the ledger, and flicks rapidly through pages of densdy
packed writing. There are smdl variations in the writing, but the essence is dways the same



| am heartily sorry.

He only writes for ten minutes or s0 this morning, pen scraiching busly, dicking to the
basic fact of the matter: | am heartily sorry. He has, to the best of his reckoning, written this
over two million times . . . and is just getting darted. Confesson would be quicker, but he is
willing to take the long way around.

He finishes — no, he never finishes, but he finishes for today — and puts the current
ledger back between those finished and dl those yet to be filled. Then he returns to the stack
of file-cabinets which serve as his chest of drawers. As he opens the one above his socks and
skiwies, he begins to hum under his bresth — not ‘Do You Hear What | Hear' but The Doors,
the one about how the day destroys the night, the night divides the day.

He dips on a plan blue chambray shirt, then a par of faigue pants He rdls this middle
drawer back in and opens the top one. Here there is a scrgpbook and a par of boots He takes
the sorgpbook out and looks at its red lesther cover for a moment. The word MEMORIES is
gamped on the front in flaking gold. It's a chegp thing, this book. He could afford better, but
you don't dways have aright to what you can afford.

In the summer he writes more sorries but memory seems to deep. It is in winter, especidly
aound Chrigmas, tha memory awakens. Then he wants to look in this book, which is full of
clippings and photos where everyone looks impassibly young.

Today he puts the scrgpbook back into the drawer unopened and takes out the boots. They
are polished to a high sheen and look as if they might lagt until the trump of judgment. Maybe
even longer. They aent sandad Army issue, not these — these ae jumpboots, loist
Airborne guff. But that's dl right. He isnt actudly trying to dress like a soldier. If he wanted
to dresslike a soldier, he would.

Sill, there is no more reason to look doppy then there is to dlow dugt to collect in the
passthrough, and he's careful about the way he dresses He does not tuck his pants into his
boots, of course — hes headed for Fifth Avenue in December, not the Mekong in Augus,
sakes and poppy-bugs are not got to be a problem — but he intends to look squared away.
Looking good is as important to him as it is to Bill, maybe even more important. Respecting
oneswork and onesfield begins, after dl, with respecting one's sdf.

The lagt two items are in the back of the top drawer of his bureau stack: a tube of makeup
and a jar of har gel He squeezes some of the makeup into the padm of his left hand, then
begins gpplying it, working from forehead to the base of his neck. He moves with the
unconcerned speed of long experience, giving himsdf a moderaie tan. With that done, he
works some of the gd into his hair and then recombs it, getting rid of the part and sweeping it
draight back from his forehead. It is the last touch, the smdlest touch, and perhaps the most
teling touch. There is no trace of the commuter who waked out of Grand Certrd an hour
ago; the man in the mirror mounted on the back of the door to the smdl storage annex looks
like a washedup mercenary. There is a kind of gdlent, haf-humbled pride in the tanned face,
something people won't look a too long. It hurts them if they do. Willie knows this is so; he
has seen it. He doesnt ask why it should be s0. He has made himsdf a life pretty much
without questions, and that's the way he likesit.

‘All right," he says, dosing the door to the storage room. 'Lookin good, trooper.’

He goes back to the closet for the red jacket, which is the reversble type, and the boxy
cae. He dips the jacket over his desk char for the time being and puts the case on the desk.
He unlatches it and swings the top up on sturdy hinges now it looks a little like the cases
dreet sdesmen use to digplay their knockoff wetches and questionable gold chains. There
are only a few items in Willies, one of them broken down into two pieces 0 it will fit. There
is a 9gn. There is a par of gloves, the kind you wear in cold wesather, and a third glove which
he used to wear when it was warm. He takes out the par (he will want them today, no doubt
about that), and then the Sgn on its length of stout cord. The cord has been knotted through



holes in the cardboard a dther Sde, so Willie can hang the sgn around his neck. He closes
the case again, not bothering to latch it, and puts the d9gn on top of it — the dek is 0
cluttery, it'sthe only good surface he has to work on.

Humming (we chasad our pleasures here, dug our treesures there), he opens the wide
drawer above the kneehole, paws past the pencils and Chap Sticks and paperclips and memo
pads and findly finds his ggpler. He then unrolls the bal of tinsd, placing it carefully
around the rectangle of his sgn. He sips off the extra and staples the shiny suff firmly into
place. He holdsit up for a moment, first assessing the effect, then admiring it.

'Perfect!” he says.

The tdephone rings and he diffens, turning to look at it with eyes which are suddenly very
sndl and had and totdly det. One ring. Two. Three. On the fourth, the machine kicks in,
answering in hisvoice— the verson of it that goes with this office, anyway.

'Hi, youve reeched Midtown Hedting and Coding,’ Willie Shearman says 'No one can
take your cdl right now, S0 leave amessage a the beep.’

Bee-eep.

He ligens tensdy, standing over his just-decorated Sgn with his hands baled into figs.

'Hi, this is Ed, from the Nynex Ydlow Pages' the voice from the machine says, and Willie
lets out a bregth he hasnt known he was holding. His hands begin to loosen. 'Pleese have
your company rep cdl me a 1-800-555-1000 for information on how you can incresse your
ad space in both versons of te Ydlow Pages, and a the same time save big money on your
yearly hill. Happy holidaysto dl! Thanks!

Click.

Willie looks a the answering machine a moment longer, dmogt as if he expects it to spesk
agan — to threaten him, perhaps to accuse him of dl the crimes of which he accuses himsdf
— but nathing happens.

'Squared away,” he murmurs, putting the decorated sign back into the case. This time when
he doses it, he laiches it. Across the front is a bumper gicker, its message flanked by smdl
American flags, | WASPROUD TO SERVE, it reads.

'Squared away, baby, you better believeit.'

He leaves the office, dosng the door with MIDTOWN HEATING AND COOLING printed on the
frosted-glass pand behind him, and turning dl three of the locks.

945AM.

Hdfway down the hdl, he sees Rdph Willianson, one of the tubby accountants from
Gaowicz Financid Planning (al the accountants a Garowicz are tubby, from wha Willie
has been able to observe). Theres a key chained to an old wooden padde in one of Raph's
pink hands, and from this Willie deduces that he is looking & an accountant in need of a wee.
Key on a paddle If a fuckin key on a fuckin paddle wont make you remember the joys of
parochid school, remember dl those hary-chin nuns and dl those knuckle-whacking wooden
rues then nothing will, he thinks And you know wha? Rdph Williamson probably likes
having that key on a paddle, jus like he likes having a sogp on a rope in the shape of a bunny
rabbit or a circus clown henging from the HOT faucet in his shower a home. And 0 what if
he does? Judge nat, lest ye be fuckin judged.

‘Hey, Raphie, what's doin?

Raph turns, sees Willie, brightens. 'Hey, hi, merry Chrisgmag!'

Willie grins a the look in Raph's eyes. Tubby little fucker worships him, and why not?
Raphislooking at aguy so squared away it hurts. Gotta like it, sweetheart, gotta like that.



'Same to you, bro.' He holds out his hand (how gloved, so he doesn't have to worry about it
being too white, not matching his face), pam up. ‘Gimme five!'

Smiling shyly, Rdph does

‘Gimme ten!'

Raph turns his pink, pudgy hand over and dlows Willieto dap it.

'So goddam good | gotta do it agan!" Willie exdams and gives Rdph five more 'Got
your Chrismas shopping done, Ralphie?

‘Almog,’ Raph says grinning and jingling the bathroom key. 'Yes dmogt. How about
you, Willie?

Willie tips him a wink. 'Oh, you know how it is brothe-man; | got two-three women, and
| just let each of em buy me alittle kegpsake!

Raph's admiring smile suggests he does nat, in fact, know how it is but raher wishes he
did. 'Got asarvice cdl?

'A whole day's worth. Tis the season, you know.'

'Seems like it's dways the season for you. Busness must be good. Youre hardly ever in
your office’

That's why God gave us answering machines, Raphie You better go on, now, or youre
gonna be dedlin with awet spot on your best gabardine dacks!

Laughing (blushing alittle, too), Raph heads for the men's room.

Willie goes on down to the devaors, carying his case in hand and checking to make sure
his glases are dill in his jacket pocket with the other. They are. The envelope is in there, too,
thick and crackling with twenty-dollar bills Fifteen of them. It's time for a little vist from
Officer Whedock; Willie expected him yesterday. Maybe he won't show until tomorrow, but
Willie is betting on today . . . not that he likes it. He knows it's the way of the world, you
have to grease the wheds if you want your wagon to roll, but he 4ill has a resentment. There
are lots of days when he thinks about how plessant it would be to put a bullet in Jasper
Whedock's head. It was the way things happened in the green, sometimes. The way things
had to happen. That thing with Mdenfant, for indance. That crazy motherfucker, him with
his pimples and his deck of cards

Oh yes, in the bush things were different. In the bush you sometimes had to do something
wrong to prevent an even grester wrong. Behavior like that shows that youre in the wrong
place to gart with, no doubt, but once youre in the soup, you just have to swim. He and his
men from Bravo Company were only with the Ddta Company boys a few days so Willie
didnt have much experience with Mdenfant, but his dhill, grating voice is hard to forget, and
he remembers something Mdenfant would ydl during his endless Hearts games if someone
tried to take back acard after it was laid down: No way, fuckwad! Onceit'slaid, it's played!

Mdenfant might have been an asshole, but he had been right about that. In life as well as in
cads, onceit'slad, it's played.

3

The devator doemn't dop on Five but the thought of that hgppening no longer makes him
nervous. He has ridden down to the lobby many times with people who work on the same
floor as Bill Shearman — induding the scrawny drink of water from Consolideted Insurance
— and they dont recognize him. They should, he knows they should, but they don't. He used
to think it was the change of clothes and the makeup, then he decided it was the hair, but in
his heart he knows that none of those things can account for it. Not even ther numb-hearted
ingengtivity to the world they live in can account for it. What hés doing just isn't that radica
— faigue pants, billyhop boots, and a little brown makeup dont make a disguise No way do
they make a disguise He doemt know exactly how to explan it, and so modly leaves it



done. He learned this technique, as he learned so many others, in Vietnam.

The young black men is ill danding outsde the lobby door (he's flipped up the hood of
his grungy old sweatshirt now), and he shekes his crumpled styrofoam cup a Willie He sees
that the dude carying the Mr Repairman case in ore hand is gmiling, and S0 his own gmile
widens

'‘Spare alil? he asks Mr Repairman. 'What do you say, my man?

'Get the fuck out of my way, you lazy dickhead, that's what | say, Willie tdls him, ill
gmiling. The young men fdls back a gep, looking & Willie with wide shocked eyes. Before
he can think of anything to say, Mr Reparman is hdfway down the block and dmog log in
the throngs of shoppers, his big blocky case swinging from one gloved hand.

10:00 A.M.

He goes into the Whitmore Had, crosses the lobby, and takes the escdaor up to the
mezzaning, where the public restrooms are. This is the only pat of the day he ever feds
nervous about, and he cant say why; certainly nothing has ever happened before, during, or
after one of his hotd bahroom dops (he rotates among roughly two dozen of them in the
midtown aeq). Stll, he is somehow cetan that if things do turn dinky-deu on him, it will
happen in a hotd shithouse Because what hgppens next is not like transforming from Bill
Shearman to Willie Shearman; Bill and Willie are brothers, perhaps even fraternd twins, and
the switch from one to the other feds dean and pefectly normd. The workday's find
trandformation, however — from Willie Shearman to Blind Willie Gafidd — has never fdt
that way. The last change dways feds murky, furtive, dmost werewolfy. Until it's done and
he's on the dreet again, tapping his white cane in front of him, he feds as a snake mugt after
it's shed its old skin and before the new one works in and grows tough.

He looks around and sees the men's bathroom is empty except for a par of feet under the
door of the second dl in a long row of them — there must be a dozen in dl. A throat clears
softly. A newspaper rattles. Thereisthe ffft sound of apalite little midtown fart.

Willie goes dl the way to the lagt &dl in line. He puts down his case, laiches the door shut,
and tekes off his red jacket. He turns it indgde-out as he does 0, reverang it. The other Sde is
olive green. It has become an old soldie’s fidd jacket with a sngle pull of the ams. Sharon,
who redly does have a touch of genius, bought this Sde of his coa in an amy surplus dore
and tore out the lining S0 she could saw it easily into the red jacket. Before sewing, however,
she put a fird lieutenant's badge on it, plus black srips of doth where the name-and-unit
dugs would have gone. She then washed the garment thirty times or s0. The badge and the
unit markings are gone, now, of course, but the places where they were sand out clearly —
the cloth is greener on the deeves and the left bresdt, fresher in patterns any veteran of the
armed services must recognize at once.

Willie hangs the coat on the hook, drops trou, sts, then picks up his case and setlesit on
his thighs. He opens it, takes out the disassembled cane, and quickly screws the two pieces
together. Holding it far down the shaft, he reeches up from his gtting pogtion and hooks the
handle over the top of his jacket. Then he relatches the case, pulls a little paper off the rall in
order to create the proper busnessisfinished sound effect (probably unnecessary, but dways
safe, never sorry), and flushes the John.

Before stepping out of the stdl he takes the glasses from the jacket pocket which dso holds
the payoff envelope. They're big wraparounds, retro shades he associates with lava lamps and
outlaw-biker movies dsarring Peter Fonda. They're good for business, though, patly because
they somehow say veteran to people, and partly because no one can pesk in a his eyes, even



from the Sdes.

Willie Shearman days behind in the mezzanine retroom of the Whitmore just as Bill
Shearman days behind in the fifthfloor office of Western States Land Andyds The man
who comes out — a man wearing an old fatigue jacket, shades, and tgpping a white cane
lightly before him — is Blind Willie, a Fifth Avenue fixture Snce the days of Gerdd Ford.

As he coses the amdl mezzanine lobby toward the dars (unaccompanied blind men
never use escdators), he sees a woman in a red blazer coming toward him. With the heavily
tinted lenses between them, she looks like some sort of exotic fish swimming in muddy
water. And of course it is not just the glasses; by two this afternoon he redly will be blind,
jut as he kept screaming he was when he and John Sullivan and God knows how many
others were medevacked out of Dong Ha Province back in "70. I'm blind, he weas ydling it
even as he picked Sullivan up off the path, but he hadnt been, exactly; through the throbbing
post-flash whiteness he had seen Sullivan ralling around and trying to hold his bulging guts
in. He had picked Sullivan up and ran with him dasped dumsly over one shoulder. Sullivan
was bigger then Willie a lot bigger, and Willie had no idea how he could possbly have
caried such a weght but somehow he had, dl the way to the dearing where Hueys like
Gods mercy had taken them off — gobless you Hueys gobless oh gobless you every one.
He had run to the clearing and the copters with bulles whicking dl around him and body-
pats made in America lying on the tral where the mine or the booby-trap or whatever the
fuck it was had gone off.

I'm blind, he had screamed, carying Sullivan, feding Sullivan's blood drenching his
uniform, and Sulivan had been screaming, too. If Sullivan had stopped screaming, would
Willie have smply rolled the man off his shoulder and gone on done trying to outrun the
ambush? Probably not. Because by then he knew who Sullivan was, exactly who he was, he
was Qully from the od home town, Sully who had gone out with Cardl Gerber from the old
home town.

I'm blind, I'm blind, I'm blind! That's what Willie Shearman was screaming as he toted
Sullivan, and it's true tha much of the world was blast-white, but he Hill remembers seeing
bullets twitch through leaves and thud into the trunks of trees, remembers seeing one of the
men who had been in the Ville earlier that day dgp his hand to his throat. He remembers
seeing the blood come burding through that men's fingers in a flood, drenching his uniform.
One of the other men from Ddta Company twotwo — Peagano, his name had been —
grabbed this fdlow aound the middle and hudled him pest the dtaggering Willie Shearman,
who redly couldn't see very much. Screaming I'm blind I'm blind I'm blind and smdling
Sullivan's blood, the gink of it. And in the copter tha whiteness had darted to come on
srong. His face was burned, his har was burned, his scap was burned, the world was white.
He was scorched and smoking, just one more escapee from hel's haf acre. He had believed
he would never see again, and that had actudly been ardief. But of course he had.

Intime, he hed.

Thewoman in the red blazer has reached him. 'Can | help you, Sir? she asks.

'‘No, meam," Blind Willie says The ceasdesdy moving cane stops tapping floor and quests
over emptiness. It pendulums back and forth, mgpping the sdes of the darcase Blind Willie
nods, then moves carefully but confidently forward until he can touch the raling with the
hand which holds the bulky case. He switches the case to his cane-hand so he can grasp the
raling, then tuns toward the woman. Hes careful not to amile directly a her but a little to
her left. 'No, thank you — I'm fine. Merry Christmas'

He dats downdairs tapping ahead of him as he goes, big case hdd easly in spite of the
cane — it'slight, dmost empty. Later, of course, it will be a different story.



10:15AM.

Fifth Avenue is decked out for the holiday seeson — dlitter and finery he can bardly see
Streetlamps wear garlands of holly. The big stores have become garish Chrismas packages,
complete with gigantic red bows. A wregth which must be forty feet across graces the stad
gray facade of Bergdorf s Lights twinkle everywhere. In Sak's show-window, a high-fashion
mannequin  (heughty  fuck-you-Jack expresson, amost no tits or hips) dts adride a Harley-
Davidson motorcycle. She is wearing a Santa hat, a fur-timmed motorcyde jecket, thigh-
high boots and nothing dse Siver bdls hang from the cydés handliebars. Somewhere
nearby, carolers are singing 'Silent Night,' not exactly Blind Willies favorite tune, but a good
dedl better than 'Do Y ou Hear What | Hear'

He gtops where he aways sops, in front of St Patrick's, across the dreet from Saks,
dlowing the peckage-laden shoppers to flood past in front of him. His movements now are
ample and dignified. His discomfort in the men's room — tha feding of gawky nakedness
about to be exposed — has passed. He never feds more Catholic than when he arrives on this
spot. He was a St Gabe's boy, dfter dl; wore the cross, wore the surplice and took his turn as
dtar-boy, kndt in the booth, ae the hated haddock on Fridays He is in many ways dill a St
Gabe's boy, dl three versons of him have tha in common, that part crossed the years and got
over, as they used to say. Only these days he does penance ingead of confesson, and his
certainty of heaven is gone. These daysdl he can do ishope.

He squats, unlaiches the case, and turns it 0 those gpproaching from uptown will be able
to read the dticker on the top. Next he takes out the third glove, the basebdl glove he has had
snce the summer of 1960. He puts the glove beside the case Nothing bresks more hearts
than ablind man with a bassbd| glove, he has found; gobless America

Lagt but not leadt, he takes out the Sgn with its brave skirting of tinsd, and ducks under the
dring. The Sgn comes to rest againg the front of hisfidd jacket.

FORMER WILLIAM J. GARFIELD, U.S. ARMY
SERVED QUANG TR1, THUA THIEN, TAM BOI, A SHAU
LOST MY SIGHT DONG HA PROVINCE, 1970
ROBBED OF BENEFITSBY A GRATEFUL GOVERNMENT, 1973
LOST HOME, 1975
ASHAMED TO BEG BUT HAVE A SON IN SCHOOL
THINK WELL OF ME IF YOU CAN

He rases his head 0 tha the white light of this cold, dmod-ready-to-snow day dides
across the blind bulbs of his dark glasses. Now the work begins, and it is harder work than
anyone will ever know. There is a way to sand, not quite the military posture which is caled
paade regt, but cdose to it. The head mugt stay up, looking both & and through the people
who pass back and forth in their thousands and tens of thousands The hands must hang
draight down in ther black gloves, never fiddling with the sign or with the fabric of his pants
or with each other. He must continue to project that sense of hurt, humbled pride. There mugt
be no sense of shame or shaming, and mogt of dl no taint of insanity. He never spesks unless
gooken to, and only then when he is spoken to in kindness He does not respond to people
who ask him angrily why he doesnt get a red job, or wha he means about being robbed of
his benefits. He does not argue with those who accuse him of fakery or spesk scornfully of a
son who would dlow his faher to put him through school by begging on a dreetcorner. He
remembers bregking this ironclad rule only once, on a sweteing summer afternoon in 1981
What school does your son go t0? a woman asked him angrily. He doen't know wha she



looked like, by then it was four o'cdlock and he had been as blind as a bat for & least two
hours, but he had fdt anger exploding out of her in dl directions, like bedbugs exiting an old
mdtress. In a way she had reminded him of Mdenfant with his ghrill youcan't-not-hear-it
voice. Tdl me which one | want to mal him a dog turd. Don't bother, he replied, turning
toward the sound of her voice If youve got a dog turd you want to mal somewhere, send it
to LBJ. Federd Express must ddiver to hell, they ddiver everyplace el se.

'‘God bless you, man,’ a guy in a cashmere overcoat says, and his voice trembles with
urprisng emotion. Except Blind Willie Garfidd isnt surprised. He's heard it dl, he reckons,
and a bit more A surprisng number of his customers put ther money carefully and
reverently in the pocket of the bascbdl glove The guy in the cashmere coat drops his
contribution into the open case, however, where it properly bdongs. A five. The workday has

begun.

1045AM.

So far, 0 good. He lays his cane down carefully, drops to one knee, and dumps the contents
of the bassbdl glove into the box. Then he sweeps a hand back and forth through the hills
dthough he can 4ill see them pretty wel. He picks them up — there's four or five hundred
dollars in dl, which puts him on the way to a threethousand-dollar day, not great for this
time of year, but not bad, ether — then ralls them up and dips a rubber band around them.
He then pushes a button on the ingde of the case, and the fdse floor drops down a springs,
dumping the load of change dl the way to the bottom. He adds the roll of bills, making no
atempt to hide what he's doing, but feding no quams about it, ether; in dl the years he has
been doing this, no one has ever taken him off. God help the asshole who ever tries.

He lets go of the button, dlowing the fase floor to snap back into place, and sands up. A
hand immediatdy pressesinto the smdl of hisback.

‘Merry Chrigmas, Willie' the owner of the hand says. Blind Willie recognizes him by the
smdl of his cologne.

'Mery Chrigmas, Officer Whedock,” Willie reponds. His head remains tilted upward in a
fantly quedioning podure his hands hang a his ddes his feet in ther brightly polished
boots remain gpart in a sance not quite wide enough to be parade rest but nowhere near tight
enough to pass as attention. 'How are you today, sir?

'In the pink, motherfucker,” Whedock says. 'Y ou know me, dwaysin the pink.'

Here comes a man in a topcoa hanging open over a bright red ski sweeter. His hair is
short, black on top, gray on the ddes His face has a den, caved look Blind Willie
recognizes & once. He's got a couple of handle-top bags — one from Saks, one from Bdly —
in his hands. He stops and reads the sign.

'Dong Ha? he asks suddenly, spesking not as a man does when naming a place but as one
does when recognizing an old acquaintance on a busy sreet.

'Yes, gr, Blind Willie says.

"Who was your CO?

'Cagptain Bob Brissum — with au, not an o — and above him, Colond Andrew Shelf, Sr’

I heard of Shdf,' says the man in the open coat. His face suddenly looks different. As he
waked toward the man on the corner, it looked as if it bdonged on Ffth Avenue Now it
doesn't. ‘Never met him, though.'

Toward the end of my run, we didn't see anyone with much rank, sir.’

If you came out of the A Shau Vdley, I'm not surprised. Are we on the same page here,
Oldier?



'Yes, dr. There wasn't much command gructure left by the time we hit Dong Ha. | pretty
much rolled things dong with ancther lieutenant. His name was Dieffenbaker.

The man in the red ki sweder is nodding dowly. 'You boys were there when those
helicopters came down, if I've got this placed right."

That'saffirmative, Sr.'

"Then you must have been there later, when . . .°

Blind Willie does not hdp him finish. He can smdl Whedock's cologne, though, sronger
than ever, and the man is practicdly panting in his ear, sounding like a horny kid a the end of
a hot dae Whedock has never bought his act, and dthough Blind Willie pays for the
privilege of being left done on this cormner, and quite handsomdy by going rates, he knows
that part of Whedock is gill cop enough to hope hell fuck up. Pat of Whedock is actively
rooting for that. But the Whedocks of the world never undersand that what looks fake isn't
dways fake. Sometimes the issues are a little more complicated than they appear a first
glance. Tha was something ese Vietnam had to teach him, back in the years before it
became a politica joke and a crutch for hack filmwriters.

' 'Sixty-nine and seventy were the hard years,’ the graying man says. He spesks in a dow,
heavy voice. '| was a Hamburger Hill with the 3/187, o | know the A Shau and Tam Boi. Do
you remember Route 9227

'Ah, yes, sr, Glory Road, Blind Willie says. 'l 1ot two friends there!

‘Glory Road,” the man in the open coa says and dl a once he looks a thousand years ald,
the bright red ski sweater an obscenity, like something hung on a museum mummy by cut-up
kids who bedieve they are exhibiting a sense of humor. His eyes are off over a hundred
horizons. Then they come back here, to this sret where a nearby caillon is playing the one
that goes | hear thoe deghbdls jingling, ring-ting-tingling too. He sas his bags down
between his expensve shoes and tekes a pigskin wallet out from an inner pocket. He opens it,
riffles through a neat thickness of bills

'Son dl right, Garfidd? he asks. ‘"Making good grades?

'Yes, gr.'

‘How old?

'Fifteen, ar.’

'Public school ?

‘Parochid, sr.'

‘Excdlent. And God willing, hell never see Glory Fuckin Road” The man in the open
topooat tekes a hbill out of his wdlet. Blind Willie feds as well as hears Whedock's little gasp
and hardly hasto look a the bill to know it is a hundred.

'Yes, gr, that's affirmative, God willing.'

The man in the topcoa touches Willigs hand with the hbill, looks surprised when the gloved
hend pulls beck, as if it were bare and had been touched by something hot.

‘Putitin my case, or my bdl-glove, gr, if you would, Blind Willie says

The man in the topcoat looks a him for a moment, eyebrows raised, frowning dightly,
then seems to underdand. He soops, puts the bill in the ancient oiled pocket of the glove
with GARFIELD printed in blue ink on the dde then reeches into his front pocket and brings
out a smdl handful of change. This he scatters across the face of old Ben Franklin, in orde to
hold the bill down. Then he stands up. His eyes are wet and bloodshot.

‘Do you any good to give you my card? he asks Blind Willie. 'l can put you in touch with
severd veterans organizations:!

Thank you, S, I'm sure you could, but | must respectfully decline!

Tried mogt of them?

Tried some, yes, sr.'

'Whered you VA?



'San Francisco, Sir.' He hesitates, then adds, 'The Pussy Palace, sir!

The man in the topcoa laughs heartily at this and when his face crinkles, the tears which
have been ganding in his eyes run down his weathered cheeks 'Pussy Pdacel' he cries 'l
haven't heard that in ten yeard Christ! A bedpan under every bed and a naked nurse between
every set of sheets, right? Naked except for the lovebesds, which they left on.

'Yes, dr, that about coversit, ar.'

'Or uncovers it. Mery Chrigmas, soldier.” The man in the topcoat ticks off a little one-
finger salute.

‘Merry Chrigmasto you, Sr.'

The man in the topcoat picks up his bags again and waks off. He doesnt look back. Blind
Willie would not have seen him do s0 if he had; his vison is now down to ghods and
shadows.

That was beautiful,, Whedock murmurs. The feding of Whedock's freshly used air
puffing into the cup of his ear is hateful to Blind Willie — gruesome, in fact — but he will
not give the man the plessure of moving his heed s much as an inch. The old fuck was
actudly crying. As I'm sure you saw. But you can tadk the tak, Willie Il give you that
much.’

Willie says nothing.

'‘Some VA hospitd cdled the Pussy Pdace, huh? Whedock asks 'Sounds like my kind of
place. Whered you read about it, Soldier of Fortune?

The shadow of a woman, a dark shape in a darkening day, bends over the open case ad
drops something in. A gloved hand touches Willi€s gloved hand and squeezes briefly. 'God
bless you, my friend, she says.

Thank you, maam.’

The shadow moves off. The little puffs of bregth in Blind Willi€s ear do not.

"Y ou got something for me, pal? Whedock asks.

Blind Willie reaches into his jacket pocket. He produces the envelope and holds it out,
jabbing the chilly air with it. It is snatched from his fingers as soon as Whedock can track it
down and get hold of it.

You ashole!' Theres fear as well as anger in the cop's voice. 'How many times have | told
you, pamit, palm it!"

Blind Willie says nothing. He is thinking of the basebdl glove, how he erassd BOBBY
GARFIELD — as wdl as you could erase ink from leather, anyway — and then printed Willie
Shearman's name in its place. Later, after Vietnam and just as he was darting his new career,
he erased a second time and printed a sngle name, GARFIELD, in big block ldters. The place
on the dde of the dld Alvin Dark glove where dl these changes have been made looks flayed
and raw. If he thinks of the glove, if he concentrates on that scuffed place and its layer of
names, he can probably kegp from doing something supid. That's what Whedock wants, of
course, what he warts a lot more than his shitty little payoff: for Willie to do something
supid, to give himsdf away.

‘How much? Wheelock asks after a moment.

Three hundred,’ Blind Willie says. Three hundred dallars, Officer Whed ock."

This is gregted by a little thinking dlence, but Whedock takes a sep back from Blind
Willie, and the puffs of bresth in his ear diffuse a litle Blind Willie is grateful for smdl
favors.

That's okay,’ Whedock says a lagt. 'This time. But a new yea's coming, pd, and your
friend Jasper the Police-Smurf has a piece of land in upstate New York that he wants to build
alittle cabana on. Y ou capeesh? The price of poker is going up.

Blind Willie says nothing, but he is ligening very, veary carefully now. If this were dl, dl
would be well. But Whed ock's voice suggestsit isn't al.



‘Actudly, the cabana it the important part, Whedock goes on. The important thing is |
need a little better compensation if | have to ded with a lowlife fuck like you." Genuine anger
is cregping into his voice. 'How you can do this every day — even a Chrisgmas — man, |
dont know. People who beg, tha's one thing, but a guy like you . . . youre no more blind
than | am.

Oh, you'relots blinder than me, Blind Willie thinks, but till he holds his peace,

'‘And youre doing okay, aren't you? Probably not as good as those PTL fucks on the tube,
but you must cleer . . . what? A grand aday, thistime ayear? Two grand?

He is way low, but the miscdculation is musc to Bind Willie Garfidds ears. It means that
his dlent partner is not watching him too closdy or too frequently . . . not yet, anyway. But
he doex't like the anger in Whedock's voice. Anger islike awild card in a poker game.

Youre no more blind than | am, Whedock repesis. Apparently this is the part that redly
gets him. 'Hey, pd, you know what? | ought to follow you some night when you get off work,
you know? See what you do." He pauses. "Who you turn into.”

For amoment Blind Willie actudly stops breathing . . . then he starts again.

'Y ou wouldn't want to do that, Officer Whedlock,' he says.

I wouldnt, huh? Why nat, Willi€? Why not? You lookin out for my wdfae is tha it?
Afrad | might kill the shitass who lays the golden eggs? Hey, wha | geat from you in the
course of a year ant dl tha much when you weigh it agang a commendation, maybe a
promotion.” He pauses. When he spesks again, his voice has a dreamy qudity which Willie
finds egpeddly daming. | could be in the Post. HERO COP BUSTS HEARTLESS SCAM ARTIST
ON FIFTH AVENUE'

Jesus, Williethinks Good Jesus, he sounds serious.

'Says Gafidd on your glove there, but I'd bet Garfidd aint your name. I'd bet ddlars to

doughnuts’

Thet'sabet you'd lose!’

'Says you . . . but the gde of tha glove looks like it's seen more than one name written
there.

It was stolen when | was a kid." Is he taking too much? It's hard to say. Whedock has
managed to catch him by surprise, the bagtard. First the phone rings while he's in his office —
good old Ed from Nynex — and now this. The boy who gole it from me wrote his name in it
while he had it. When | got it back, | erased hisand put mine on again.’

'And it went to Vietnam with you?

Yes!' It's the truth. If Sullivan had seen that batered Alvin Dark fidder's mitt, would he
have recognized it as his old friend Bobby's? Unlikdy, but who could know? Sullivan never
had seen it, not in the green, a least, which made the whole question moot. Officer Jasper
Whedock, on the other hand, was posing dl sorts of questions, and none of them were moot.

'Went to this Achoo Vdley with you, did it?

Blind Willie doemn't reply. Whedock is trying to leed him on now, and therés noplace
Whedock canlead that Willie Garfied wants to go.

'Went to this Tomboy place with you?

Willie says nothing.

‘Man, | thought atomboy was a chick that liked to climb trees!

Willie continues to say nothing.

The Post,’ Whedock says, and Willie dmly sees the asshole raise his hands dightly apart,
asif framing a picture. 'HERO COP." He might just be teasing . . . but Willie can't tell.

Youd be in the Pogt, dl right, but there wouldnt be any commendaion, Blind Willie
says. 'No promoation, ether. In fact, youd be out on the street, Officer Whedock, looking for
a job. You could sip goplying for one with security companies, though — a man wholl teke
apayoff can't be bonded.’



It is Whedock's turn to stop breasthing. When he darts gain, the puffs of breath in Blind
Willigs ear have become a hurricane the cop's moving mouth is dmogt on his skin. ‘What do
you mean? he whispers. A hand sdtles on the am of Blind Willies fidd jacket. "You jus tell
me what the fuck you mean.’

But Blind Willie continues dlent, hands a his ddes head dightly raised, looking
atentively into the darkness that will not dear until daylight is dmogt gone, and on his fece is
that lack of expresson which so many passarsby read as ruined pride, courage brought low
but somehow dill intact.

Better be careful, Officer Wheelock, he thinks The ice under you is getting thin. | may be
blind, but you must be deaf if you can't hear the sound of it cracking under your feet.

The hand on his am dekes him dightly. Whedock's fingers are digging in. 'You got a
friend? Is that it, you son of a hitch? Is that why you hold the envelope out that way hdf the
damned time? Y ou got afriend taking my picture? Isthat it?

Blind Willie goes on saying nothing; to Jasper the PoliceSmurf he is now giving a sermon
of dlence. People like Officer Whedock will dways think the worgt if you let them. You
only haveto givethemtimeto do it.

You dont wat to fuck with me pd, Whedock says vicioudy, but there is a subtle
undertone of worry in his voice, and the hand on Blind Willies jacket loosens. 'Were going
up to four hundred a month darting in January, and if you try playing any games with me, I'm
going to show you where the red playground is. Y ou understand me?

Blind Willie says nothing. The puffs of ar stop hitting his ear, and he knows Whedock is
getting reedy to go. But not yet, das; the nadly little puffs come back.

Youll burn in hdl for wha youre doing’ Whedock tdls hm. He spesks with great,
dmog fervent, sincerity. 'What I'm doing when | take your dirty money is a venid sn — |
asked the priedt, s0 I'm sure — but yours is mortd. Youre going to hel, see how many
handouts you get down there!

Blind Willie thinks of a jacket Willie and Bill Shearman sometimes see on the street. There
is a map of Vietnam on the back, usudly the years the wearer of the jacket spent there, and
thismessage: WHEN | DIE I'M GOING STRAIGHT TO HEAVEN, BECAUSE | SPENT MY TIME IN HELL.
He could mention this sentiment to Officer Whedock, but it would do no good. Slence is
better.

Whedock waks away, and Willies thought — that he's glad to see him go — causes arare
gmile to touch hisface. It comes and goes like an errant ray of sunshine on acloudy day.

L40PM.

Three times he has banded the hills into rolls and dumped the change into the bottom of the
cax (this is redly a dorage function, and not an effort a concedment), now working
completdy by touch. He can no longer see the money, doesnt know a one from a hundred,
but he senses he is having a very good day indeed. There is no pleasure in the knowledge,
however. Thereés never much, pleasure is not what Blind Willie is about, but even the sense
of accomplishment he might have fdt on another day has been muted by his conversaion
with Officer Whedock.

At quater to tweve a young woman with a pretty voice (to Blind Willie she sounds like
Diana Ross) comes out of Seks and gives him a cup of hot coffee, as she does most days at
this time. At quater past, another woman — this one not so young, and probebly white —
brings him a cup of geaming chicken noodle soup. He thanks them both. The white lady
kisses his cheek with soft lips and wishes him the merriest of merry Christmases.



There is a counterbdancing dde to the day, though; there dmogt dways is Around one
odock a teenage boy with his unssen gang of buddies laughing and joking and skylarking 4l
aound him spesks out of the darkness to Blind Willies left, says he is one ugly motherfuck,
then asks if he wears those gloves because he burned his fingers off trying to read the waffle
iron. He and his friends charge off, howling with laughter a this ancient jgpe. Fifteen minutes
or 0 later someone kicks him, dthough that might have been an accident. Every time he
bends over to the case, however, the case is right there. It is a city of hudlers, muggers, and
thieves, but the caseisright there, just asit has dways been right there.

And through it al, he thinks about Whed ock.

The cop before Whedock was easy; the one who comes when Whedock ether quits the
force or gets moved out of Midtown may dso be easy. Whedock will shake, bake or flake
eventudly, that's something dse he learned in the bush, and in the meatime, he Blind
Willie, must bend like a reed in a windgorm. Except even the limberest reed bregks if the
wind blows hard enough.

Whedock wants more money, but that isnt wha bothers the man in the dark glasses and
the army oa; sooner or laer they al want more money. When he sarted on this corner, he
pad Officer Hanretty a hundred and a quater. Hanraty was a live-and-let-live type of guy
who sndled of Old Spice and whiskey just like George Raymer, the neighborhood beet-cop
of Willie Sheaman's childnood, but easygoing Eric Haraty'd dill had Blind Willie up to
two hundred a month by the time he retired in 1978. And the thing is — dig it, my brothers
— Whedock was angry this morning, angry, and Whedock taked about having consulted a
priest. These things worry him, but what worries him mogt of dl is what Whedock said about
falowing him. See what you do. Who you turn into. Garfield ain't your name. 1'd bet dollars
to doughnuts.

It's a mistake to fuck with the tuly penitential, Officer Wheelock, Blind Willie thinks
You'd be safer fucking with my wife than with my name, believe me. Safer by far.

Whedock could do it, though — what could be smpler than shedowing a blind man, or
even one who can see little more than shadows? Smpler than watching him turn into some
hotd and enter the public men's room? Watching him go into a gdl as Blind Willie Garfidd
and come out as Willie Shearman? Suppose Whedock was even adle to backtrall him from
Willieto Bill?

Thinking this brings back his morning jitters, his feding of beng a sneke between skins.
The fear that he has been photogrgphed taking a bribe will hold Whedock for awhile, but if
he is angry enough, there is no predicting what he may do. And thet is <cary.

'God love you, soldier, says avoice out of the darkness. 'l wish | could do more.’

'Not necessary, gr, Blind Willie says, but his mind is ill on Jasper Whedock, who smells
of chegp cologne and tadked to a priest about the blind men with the sgn, the blind men who
is nat, in Whedock's opinion, blind & dl. What had he sad? You're going to hell, see how
many handouts you get down there. 'Have a very mery Chrismas, sr, thank you for heping
me.'

And the day goeson.

425PM.

His sight has started to re-surface — dim, digtant, but there. It is his cue to pack up and go.

He kneds, back ramrod-giff, and lays his cane behind the case again. He bands the last of
the hills, dumps them and the last coins into the bottom of the case then puts the basebal
glove and the tinsd-decorated sgn indde. He latches the case and stands up, holding his cane



in the other hand. Now the case is heavy, dragging a his am with the dead weight of dl that
wel-meant metd. There is a heavy ratling crunch as the coins avadlanche into a new postion,
and then they are as il as ore plugged deep in the ground.

He sts off down Fifth, dangling the case a the end of his left am like an anchor (after dll
these years he's used to the weight of it, could cary it much father than hell need to this
afternoon, if drcumgtances demanded), holding the cane in his right hand and tegpping it
delicately on the paving in front of him. The cane is magic, opening a pocket of empty Space
before him on the crowded, jodling sdewdk in a teardrop-shaped wave. By the time he gets
to Hfth and Forty-third, he can actudly see this space. He can dso see the DON'T WALK Sgn
a Forty-second stop flashing and hold solid, but he kesps waking anyway, ldting a wel-
dressed man with long hair and gold chains reach out and grasp his shoulder to sop him.

'Wetch it, my man,' thelonghair says. Treffic's on the way.'

Thank you, Sr,' Blind Willie says.

‘Don't mention it— merry Chrigmas!’

Blind Willie crosses, passes the lions standing sentry a the Public Library, and goes down
two more blocks, where he turns toward Sixth Avenue. No one accosts him; no one has
loitered, watching him collect dl day long, and then followed, waiting for the opportunity to
bag the case and run (not that many thieves could run with it, not this case). Once, back in the
summer of 79, two or three young guys, maybe black (he couldnt say for sure; they sounded
black, but his vison had been dow returning that day, it was dways dower in warm westher,
when the days dayed bright longer), had accosted him and begun taking to him in a way he
didnt quite like It wasn't like the kids this afternoon, with their jokes about reading the
waffle iron and what does a Playboy centerfold look like in Bralle It was softer than that,
and in some werd fashion dmog kind — questions about how much he took in by & Pat's
back there, and would he perchance be generous enough to make a contribution to something
cdled the Polo Recregtiond League, and did he want a little protection getting to his bus stop
or tran dation or whatever. One, perhgos a budding sexologist, had asked if he liked a little
young pussy once in a while ‘It pep you up,’ the voice on his left sad softly, dmogt
longingly. "Yessr, you must believethat shit.'

He had fdt the way he imagined a mouse must fed when the cat is 4ill just pawing at it,
claws not out yet, curious about what the mouse will do, and how fast it can run, and what
sorts of noises it will make as its terror grows. Blind Willie had not been terrified, however.
Scared, yes indeed, you could farly say he had been scared, but he has not been out-and-out
terrified since his last week in the green, the week that had begun in the A Shau \dley and
ended in Dong Ha, the week the Viet Cong had harried them seadily west a what was not
quite a full rereet, a the same time pinching them on both ddes driving them like catle
down a chute, dways ydling from the trees sometimes laughing from the jungle, sometimes
shooting, sometimes screaming in the night. The litle men who ant there, Sullivan cdled
them. There is nothing like them here, and his blindest day in Manhaitan is not as dark as
those nights after they lost the Captain. Knowing this had been his advantage and those
young felows migake. He had smply raised his voice, spesking as a man might spesk to a
large room filled with old friends. 'Say!" he had exdamed to the shadowy phantoms drifting
dowly aound him on the Sdewak. 'Say, does anyone see a policeman? | believe these young
fdlows here mean to teke me oil.' And that did it, essy as pulling a segment from a peded
orange; the young fdllows bracketing him were suddenly gone like a cool breeze.

He only wishes he could solve the problem of Officer Whedock that eesily.

440PM.



The Sheraton Gotham, a Fortieth and Broadway, is one of the largest firs-class hotdls in the
world, and in the cave of its lobby thousands of people school back and forth beneeth the
gigantic chanddlier. They chase their pleasures here and dig ther tressures there, oblivious to
the Chrigmas music flowing from the spegkers, to the chatter from three different restaurants
and five bars, to the scenic devators diding up and down in ther notched shafts like pistons
powering some exatic glass engine . . . and to the blind man who taps among them, working
his way toward a sarcophagad public men's room dmost the sSze of a subway dation. He
waks with the sticker on the case turned inward now, and he is as anonymous as a blind man
can be. In this city, that's very anonymous.

Sill, he thinks as he enters one of the ddls and takes off his jacket, turning it indde-out as
he does s, how is it that in all these years no one has ever followed me? No one has ever
noticed that the blind man who goes in and the sighted man who comes out are the same size,
and carrying the same case?

W, in New York, hardly anyone notices anything that isnt his or her own busness — in
ther own way, they are dl as blind as Blind Willie Out of ther offices flooding down the
sdewaks, thronging in the subway dations and chegp resaurants, there is something both
repulsve and sad about them; they are like nests of moles turned up by a farmer's harow. He
has seen this blindness over and over again, and he knows that it is one reason for his success
... but surdy not the only reason. They are not all moles, and he has been rolling the dice for
a long time now. He takes precautions, of course he does, many of them, but there are ill
those moments (like now, dtting here with his pants down, unscrewing the white cane and
sowing it back in his case) when he would be easy to cach, essy to rob, eassy to expose
Whedock is right about the Post, they would love him. They would hang him higher than
Haman. They would never understand, never even want to understand, or hear his dde of it.
What sde? And why has none of this ever happened?

Because of God, he bdieves Because God is good. God is hard but God is good. He
canot bring himsdf to confess, but God seems to understand. Atonement and penance take
time, but he has been given time. God has gone with him every sep of the way.

In the ddl, Hill between iderntities, he closes his eyes and prays — firg giving his thanks,
then making a request for guidance, then giving more thanks He finishes as he adways does,
in a whisper only he and God can hear: 'If | die in a combat zone, bag me up and ship me
home. If | diein adate of Sn, close Yaur eyes and take mein. Yeah. Amen.

He leaves the ddl, leaves the bathroom, leaves the echoing confuson of the Sheraton
Gotham, and no one waks up to him and says 'Excuse me, gr, but werent you just blind?
No one looks a him twice as he waks out into the gsreet, carrying the bulky case as if it
weighed twenty pounds instead of ahundred. God tekes care of him.

It has dated to snow. He waks dowly through it, Willie Shearman again now, switching
the case frequently from hand to hand, just one more tired guy a the end of the day. He
continues to think about his inexplicable success as he goes. Theres a verse from the Book of
Matthew which he has committed to memory. They be blind leaders of the blind, it goes. And
if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch. Then there's the old saw that says that
in the kingdom of the blind, the oneeyed man is king. Is he the one-eyed man? God adde,
has that been the practical secret of his success al these years?

Perhaps s0, perhaps not. In any case, he has been protected . . . and in no case does he
believe he can put God asde. God is in the picture. God marked him in 1960, when he firg
helped Hary Doolin teese Carol and then helped Harry beat her. That occason of sn has
never left his mind. What happened in the grove of trees near Fidd B stands for everything
gdse He even has Bobby Garfidds glove to hdp him remember. Willie doesnt know where
Bobby is these days and doesnt care. He kept track of Carol as long as he could, but Bobby



doesnt matter. Bobby cessed to maiter when he helped her. Willie sasw him help her. He
didnt dare come out and hdp her himsdf — he was afrad of what Hary might do to him,
arad of dl the kids Hary might tdl, arad of being marked — but Bobby dared. Bobby
heped her then, Bobby punished Hary Dodlin lae tha summer, and by doing these things
(probably jugt for doing the firg of them), Bobby got well, Bobby got over. He did what
Willie didnt dare to do, he ralled with it and got over, got wel, and now Willie has to do dl
the rest. And that's a lot to do. Sorry is a full-time job and more. Why, even with three of him
working a it, he can barely kegp up.

Sill, he cant say he lives in regret. Sometimes he thinks of the good thief, the one who
joined Chrig in Paradise that very night. Friday dfternoon youre bleeding on Golgothas
sony hill; Friday night youre having tea and cumpets with the King. Sometimes someone
kicks him, sometimes someone pushes him, sometimes he worries about being taken off. So
what? Doent he sand for dl those who can only sand in the shadows, watching while the
damage is done? Doesnt he beg for them? Didn't he take Bobby's Alvin Darkmodd bassbdl
glove for them in 1960? He did. He did. Gobless him, he did. And now they put their money
in it as he sands eyd ess outside the cathedra. He begs for them.

Sharon knows . . . exactly what does Sharon know? Some of it, yes Just how much he
cant say. Certanly enough to provide the tinsd; enough to tdl him he looks nice in his Paul
Suat suit and blue Sulka tie enough to wish him a good day and remind him to get the
eggnog. It is enough. All is well in Willies world except for Jasper Whedock. What is he
going to do about Jasper Whedock?

Maybe | ought to follow you some night, Whedock whispers in his ear as Willie shifts the
increesingly heavy case from one hand to the other. Both arms ache now; he will be glad to
reech hisbuilding. See what you do. See who you turn into.

What, exactly, is he going to do about Jasper the Police Smurf? What can he do?

He doexn't know.

5:15PM.

The young panhandler in the dirty red sweatshirt is long gone, his place taken by yet another
dregtcorner Santa. Willie has no trouble recognizing the tubby young felow currently
dropping adollar into Santdls pot.

'Hey, Raphie!' he cries.

Rdph Williamson tuns, his face lights up when he recognizes Willie, and he raises one
goved hand. It's snowing harder now; with the bright lights around him and Santa Claus
besde him, Radph looks like the centrd figure in a holiday gregting cad. Or maybe a
modernday Bob Cratchit.

‘Hey, Willie How'sit goin?

‘Like a house &fire; Willie says, gpproaching Raph with an easy grin on his face He sets
his case down with a grunt, feds in his pants pocket, finds a buck for Santas pot. Probably
just another crook, and his hat's a motheaten piece of shit, but what the hell.

'‘What you got in there? Raph asks looking down a Willies case as he fiddles with his
scarf. 'Sounds like you busted open some little kid's piggy bank.

‘Nah, just hegtin coils, Willie says. "Bout adamn thousand of em.’

'Y ou working right up until Chrismes?

Yeah,' he says, and suddenly has a glimmer of an idea about Whedock. Just a twinkle,
here and gone, but hey, it's a sart. 'Yeah, right up until Chrigmas. No rest for the wicked,
you know.'



Raph's wide and pleasant face creasesin asmile. '| doubt if you're very wicked.'

Willie amiles back. "You dont know what evil lurks in the heart of the heatin-n-coolin man,
Raphie. I'll probably teke a few days off after Chrigmas, though. I'm thinkin that might be a
redly good idea’

'Go south? Horida, maybe?

'South? Wiillie looks dartled, hen laughs. 'Oh, no,” he says. ‘Not this kid. I've got plenty to
do around the house. A person's got to keep their house in order. Else it might come right
down around their ears someday when the wind blows!'

'l suppose’ Raph bundles the scarf higher around his ears. 'See you tomorrow?

"You bet,’ Willie says and holds out his gloved hand. ‘Gimme five!

Rdphie gives him five, then turns his hand over. His amile is shy but esger. 'Give me ten,
Willie!

Willie gives him ten. 'How good is thet, Ralphie-baby?

The man's shy smile becomes a glesful boy's grin. 'So goddam good | gotta do it agan!" he
cries, and dgps Willies hand with red authority.

Willie laughs. 'Y ou the man, Raph. You get over.'

You the man, too, Willie' Rabh replies, spesking with a prissy earnestness that's sort of
funny. 'Merry Chrisimas.’

‘Right back atcha'

He gands where he is for a moment, watching Raph trudge off into the snow. Beside him,
the dtregtcorner Santa rings his bel monotonoudy. Willie picks up his case and darts for the
door of his building. Then something catches his eye, and he pauses.

'Your beard's on crooked,' he says to the Santa. 'If you want people to bdieve in you, fix
your fuckin beard.' He goesindde.

5:20PM.

Theres a big carton in the storage annex of Midtown Heegting and Cooling. It's full of doth
bags the sort banks use to hold loose coins. Such bags usudly have various banks names
printed on them, but these dont — Willie orders them direct from the company in
Moundsville, West Virginia, that makes them.

He opens his case, quickly sets asde the rolls of hills (these he will carry home in his Mark
Gross briefcasg), then fills four bags with coins In a fa corner of the Storage room is a
battered old metd cabingt smply marked PARTS Willie swings it open — there is no lock to
contend with — and reveds ancther two or three hundred or so coin-duffed bags A dozen
times a year he and Sharon tour the midtown churches, pushing these bags through the
contribution dots or hinged package-ddivery doors when they will fit, smply leaving them
by the door when they won't. The lion's share dways goes to St Pat's, where he spends his
days wearing dark glasses and asign.

But not every day, he thinks now undressing. | dont have to be there every day, and he
thinks again that maybe Bill, Willie, and Blind Willie Gafidd will teke the week dfter
Chrigmeas off. In that week there might be a way to handle Officer Whedlock. To make him
go away. Except . ..

1 cant kill him, he says in a low, nagging voice. Il be fucked if 1 kill him. Only fucked
isnt what he's worried about. Damned is what he's worried about. Killing was different in
Viegnam, or seemed different, but this isnt Vietnam, isnt the green. Has he built these years
of penance just to tear them down agan? God is testing him, testing him, tesing him. There
is an answer here. He knows there is, there must be. He is jus — ha-ha, pardon the pun —



too blind to seeit.

Can he even find the sdf-righteous sonofabitch? Shit yeeh, that's not the problem. He can
find Jasper the PoliceSmurf, dl right. Just aout any old time he wants Trall him right to
wherever it is that he takes off his gun and his shoes and puts his feet up on the hassock. But
then what?

He worries & this as he uses cold cream to remove his makeup, and then he puts his
worries avay. He takes the Nov-Dec ledger out of its drawer, Sts a his desk, and for twenty
minutes he writes / am heartily sorry for hurting Carol. He fills an entire page, top to bottom
and margin to margin. He puts it back, then dresses in Bill Shearman's cothes. As he is
putting away Blind Willies boots, his eye fdls on the scrgpbook with its red lesther cover. He
takes it out, puts it on top of the file-cabinegt, and flips back the cover with its sngle word —
MEMORIES— Samped in gold.

On the fird page is the ceatificate of a live bith — William Robet Shearman, born
Jenuary 4th, 1946 — and his tiny footprints On the following pages are pictures of him with
his mother, pictures of him with his father (Pa Shearman amiling as if he had never pushed
his son over in his high char or hit his wife with a beer bottle), pictures of him with his
friends. Harry Doolin is paticulaly wel represented. In one sngpshot eight-year-old Harry is
trying to et a piece of Willies birthday cake with a blindfold on (a forfeit in some game, no
doubt). Harry's got chocolate smeared dl over his cheeks hes laughing and looks as if he
doesnt have a mean thought in his head. Willie shivers & the sght of that laughing, smeary,
blindfolded face. It dmost dways makes him shiver.

He flips away from it, toward the back of the book, where hes put the pictures and
cippings of Cao Gebe he has collected over the years Carol with her mother, Carol
holding her brand-new baby brother and amiling nervoudy, Caol and her father (him in
Navy dress blue and smoking a cigarette, her looking up & him with big wonderstruck eyes),
Caol on the j.v. cheering sguad a Harwich High her freshmen year, caught in midlegp with
one hand waving a pompom and the other holding down her plested skirt, Carol and John
Sullivan on tinfoil thrones a Hawich High in 1965, the year they were dected Snow Queen
and Show King a the Junior-Senior prom. They look like a couple on a wedding cake Willie
thinks this every time he looks a the old ydlow newsurint. Her gown is drapless, her
shoulders flavless There is no dgn that for a little while, once upon a time, the left one was
dicking up in a witchlike double hump. She had cried before that last hit, cried plenty, but
mere aying hadn't been enough for Hary Doodlin. That last time he had swmung from the
heds and the smack of the bat hitting her had been like the sound & a mdlet hitting a haf-
thawed roast, and then she had screamed, screamed so loud that Harry had fled without even
looking back to see if Willie and Richie OMeara were following him. Took to his heds hed
od Hary Dodlin, ran like a jackrabbit. But if he hadnt? Suppose that, indead of running,
Harry had sad Hold her, guys, | ain't listening to that, Fm going to shut her up, meening to
swving from the heds again, this time a her head? Would they have hdd he? Would they
have hdd her for him even then?

You know you would have, he thinks dully. You do penance as much for what you were
spared as for what you actually did. Don't you?

Herés Carol Gerber in her graduaion gown; Spring 1966, it's marked. On the next page is
a news dipping from the Hawich Journal marked Fall 1966. The accompanying picture is
her again, but this verson of Carol seems a million years removed from the young lady in the
graduation gown, the young lady with the diploma in her hand, the white pumps on her fed,
and her eyes demurdy downcagt. This girl is fiery and amiling, these eyes look draight into
the camera. She seems unaware of the blood coursng down her left cheek. She is flashing the
peace dgn. This girl is on her way to Danbury dready, this girl has got her Danbury dancing
shoes on. People died in Danbury, the guts flew, baby, and Willie does not doubt that he is



partly responsble. He touches the fiery amiling bleeding girl with her sgn that says STOP THE
MURDER (only indead of stopping it she became a pat of it) and knows that in the end her
face is the only one that matters, her face is the spirit of the age. 1960 is amoke here is fire
Here is Degth with blood on her cheek and a smile on her lips and a Sgn in her hand. Here is
that good old Danbury dementia

The next dipping is the entire front page of the Danbury paper. He has folded it three times
2 it will fit in the book. The biggest of four photos shows a screaming women sanding in
the middle of a dregt and holding up her bloody hands. Behind her is a brick building which
has been cracked open like an egg. Summer 1970, he has written besideit.

6 DEAD, 14 INJURED IN DANBURY BOMB ATTACK
Radical Group Claims Responsibility
‘No One Meant to Be Hurt,' Female Caller Tells Police

The graup — Militant Students for Peece, they cdled themsdves — planted the bomb in a
lecture hdl on the Danbury UConn campus. On the day of the exploson, Coleman Chemicds
was holding job interviews there between ten A.M. and four P.m. The bomb was gpparently
upposed to go off & gx in the morning, when the building was empty. It faled to do so. At
eght odock, then agan & nine, someone (presumably someone from the MSP) cdled
Campus Security and reported the presence of a bomb in the firg-floor lecture hdl. There
were cursory searches and no evacuation. 'This was our eighty-third bomb-threat of the year,'
an unidentified Campus Security officer was quoted as saying. No bomb was found, athough
the MSP laer clamed vehemently that the exact location — the ar-conditioning duct on the
left sde of the hdl — had been given. There was evidence (persuesve evidence to Willie
Shearman if to no one ese) that a quarter past noon, while the job interviews were in recess
for lunch, a young woman made an effort — a congderable risk to her own life and limb —
to retrieve the UXB heasdf. She spent perhgos ten minutes in the thenvacant lecture hal
before being led away, protesing, by a young man with long black harr. The janitor who saw
them later identified the man as Raymond Fiegler, head of the MSP. He identified the young
womean as Carol Gerber.

At ten minutes to two that afternoon, the bomb findly went off. Gobless the living; gobless
the deed.

Willie turns the page. Here is a headline from the Oklahoma City Oklahoman. April of
1971

3 RADICALSKILLED IN ROADBLOCK SHOOTOUT
'Big Fish' May Have Escaped by Minutes,
Says FBI SAC Thurman

The big fish were John and Sdly McBride, Chalie 'Duck’ Golden, the dusve Raymond
Fegler . . . and Carol The remaining members of the MSP, in other words. The McBrides
and Golden died in Los Angdes sx months laer, someone in the house ill shooting and
tossing grenades even as the place burned down. Nether Fiegler nor Caral was in the burned
out shdl, but the police techs found large quantities of spilled blood which had been typed
AB Postive. A rare blood-type. Carol Gerber's blood-type.

Dead or dive? Alive or dead? Not a day goes by that Willie doesnt ask himsdf this
question.

He turns to the next page of the scrapbook, knowing he should stop, he should get home,
Sharon will worry if he doesnt a least cdl (he will cdl, from downdtairs he will cdl, shes
right, he's very dependable), but he doesn't Sop judt yet.



The headline over the photo showing the charred skull of the house on Bendfit Stregt is
from the Los Angeles Times.

3 OF 'DANBURY 12 DIE IN EAST L .A.
Police Speculate Murder-Suicide Pact
Only Fiegler, Cerber Unaccounted For

Except the cops bdieved Cardl, a least, was dead. The piece made diat clear. At the time,
Willie had aso been convinced it was 0. All that blood. Now, however . . .

Dead or dive? Alive or dead? Sometimes his heart whispers to him that the blood doesn't
meatter, that she got away from that smdl frame house long before the find acts of insanity
were committed there. At other times he beieves what the police bdieve — tha she and
Fegler dipped away from the others only after the firs shootout, before the house was
surrounded; that she dther died of wounds suffered in that shootout or was murdered by
Fegler because she was dowing him down. According to this scenario the fiery girl with the
blood on her face and the Sgn in her hand is probably now just a bag of bones cooking in the
desert someplace east of the sun and west of Tonopah.

Willie touches the photo of the burned-out house on Benefit Sirest . . . and suddenly a
name comes to him, the name of the man who maybe sopped Dong Ha from becoming
ancther My La or My Khe Slocum. That was his name, dl right. It's as if the blackened
beams and broken windows have whispered it to him.

Willie doses the strapbook and puts it away, feding oddly a peece. He finishes squaring
up what needs to be squared up in the offices of Midtown Hedting and Cooling, then steps
caefully through the trgpdoor and finds his footing on top of the stepladder bdow. He takes
the handle of his briefcase and pulls it through. He descends to the third step, then lowers the
trapdoor into place and dides the celling pand back where it belongs

He cannot do anything . . . anything permanent ... to Officer Jasper Whedock . . . but
Socum could. Yes indeed, Socum could. Of course Socum was black, but what of that? In
the dark, dl cats are gray . . . and to the blind, they're no color a dl. Is it redly much of a
reech from Blind Willie Gafidd to Blind Willie Socum? Of course not. Easy as breathing,
redly.

‘Do you hear what | hear, he dngs softly as he folds the stepladder and puts it back, 'do
you smell what | smell, do you taste whet | taste?

Fve minutes laer he coses the door of Wesern States Land Andyds firmly behind him
and triple-locks it. Then he goes down the hdlway. When the eevator comes and he steps in,
hethinks, Eggnog. Don't forget. The Aliens and the Dubrqys.

'‘Also cinnamon,” he says out loud. The three people in the devaior car with him look
around, and Bill grins sdf-conscioudy.

Outdde, he turns toward Grand Centrd, regisering only one thought as the snow bests full
into his face and he flips up his coat callar: the Santa outside the building has fixed his beard.

MIDNIGHT.

‘Share?

"Hmmmm?

Her voice is despy, digant. They have made long, dow love dfter the Dubrays findly Ieft
a deven odock, and now she is drifting awvay. That's dl right; he is drifting too. He has a
feding that dl of his problems are solving themsalves ... or that God is solving them.



I may teke a week or s0 off after Chrigmas. Do some inventory. Poke around some new
dgtes. I'm thinking about changing locations’ There is no need for her to know about what
Willie Socum may be doing in the wesk before New Year's she couldnt do anything but
worry and — perhaps, perhgps nat, he sees no reason to find out for sure — fed quilty.

'Good,’ she says. 'See a few movies while you're a it, why don't you? Her hand gropes out
of the dark and touches his am briefly. "'You work so hard" Pause. 'Also, you remembered
the eggnog. | redly didn't think you would. I'm very pleased with you, sweetheart.’

He grinsin the dark a thet, helpless not to. It is so perfectly Sharon.

The Aliensare dl right, but the Dubrays are boring, aren't they? she asks.

‘A little’ he dlows

'If that dress of hers had leen cut any lower, she could have gotten ajob in atopless bar.

He says nothing to thet, but grins again.

It was good tonight, wasn't it? she asks him. It's not ther little party thet she's taking
about.

'Yes, excdlent.

'Did you have agood day? | didn't have a chanceto ask.'

Tineday, Share!

'l loveyou, Bill!

‘Love you, too.

'Goodnight.

'Goodnight.

As he drifts towards degp he thinks about the man in the bright red ski swester. He crosses
ove without knowing it, thought mdting efortledly into dream. "Sixty-nine and seventy
were the hard years' the man in the red sweater says. '| was a Hamburger Hill with the
3/187. We log a lot of good men' Then he brightens. 'But | got this' From the lefthand
pocket of his topcoat he tekes a white beard hanging on a dring. 'And this' From the
righthand pocket he tekes a crumpled styrofoam cup, which he shekes. A few loose coins
rattle in the bottom like teeth. 'So you see’ he says, fading now, ‘there are campensations for
even the blindest life’

Then the dream itsdf fades and Bill Shearman desps desply until Sx-fifteen the next
morning, when the dockradio wakes him to the sound of The Little Drummer Boy.'



